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Dear Reader,







Those who know me well have often said that Tabitha Slate and I are one in the same. I admit, she’s a kind of homage to a Winifred of old, but then so are Irene, and the Jenns, and Vieira. Hell, even Nick and I have common ground. Like every writer, I took the mundane clay of my world and animated it with sparks from my life until I’d built a tale you could set yourself beside for a bit of fortifying light and shadow.




The first e-book and paperback editions of Girl Out of Water are nearing a ten year anniversary, but that’s not why I decided to release a new edition. This second edition exists because I had no idea what I was doing as a publisher in 2014 and the manifestations of this story deserved a more polished presentation. It is finally within my power to give it to you, with full confidence that it’s exactly the weird read you need.




Welcome to my brain.




Winifred Burton,

07/06/2022




















“Someone I loved once gave me a box full of darkness. It took me years to understand that this too, was a gift.”




―MARY OLIVER, The Uses of Sorrow, “Thirst: Poems” (2007)








CHAPTER ONE




 ↬ 

TABITHA SLATE SMUSHED her face into the couch, and hoped someone would come home. Usually she wanted to be alone. She preferred to spend her free time enjoying the absence of her family. She relished every moment they weren’t disturbing her careful pillow arrangements and talking over her regularly scheduled programming. Three-fourths of the Slate household was teenage. Successfully claiming the sole television on a Friday night required protective gear and cunning. Tabitha always lost.

She flopped onto her back, locked her legs, and pushed her feet against the wall next to the couch. The fingers on her right hand fanned and fluttered, twirling an empty spiral again, and again. The week hadn’t ended well. Yesterday was ruined by running into people she once thought were her friends.

When Tabitha came out of the student records building at her old community college, she faced Blake Leathem, Danni Kolera and Stacey Macavoy. Their hands carried cups of iced coffee that cost more than she made per hour at the video store. Immediately the sidewalk elevation at Broadway and Olive changed. She was looking up at them and down on herself. Just like old times.

“Tabitha?” said Stacey, “Oh my god it is you. Hey Tabitha Slate!”

 Danni and Blake said nothing. Stacey gave Tabitha a one-armed hug neither of them wanted. The end of summer vacation meant a return to an Ivy League campus for the other girls, but not her. Danni and Blake continued their interrupted conversation as though light bent around the place where Tabitha stood and rendered her invisible. 

Even Stacey’s interest in her presence had already sputtered out and left Tabitha unsure whether she should walk away until Blake mentioned applying for the GEM fellowship. 

“Actually Blake, the Graduate Engineering Minority Consortium fellowship isn’t open to undergrads,” said Tabitha.

Blake glanced at Tabitha, but kept talking to Danni. Tabitha didn’t understand. Didn’t Blake care if her application was rejected? Danni smiled at Tabitha, acknowledging her existence at last. 

“Still going to Central Tabi? You know they only award associate degrees right? You should probably only go to a two-year school for five years tops. Blake completed an accelerated program on top of advanced standing. She’s starting a chemistry and engineering double masters this year. Thanks for the tips though.”

Tabitha didn’t recall saying goodbye. She remembered verbal paralysis, and a retort frozen in her chest. She didn’t realize she was crying until the wet velvet of her collar brushed her neck. Tabitha cried in public as often as she got caught in the rain. She discarded plans to pick out her books for the next quarter on her new campus. The cheaper used textbooks were hard to find if you waited too long, but she didn’t care. She wrapped herself in a too long black cape, and headed home to hide. She lost the rest of the day to revenge fantasies of cutting responses to Danni and searching the internet for roommates, but nothing erased her lack of cool from memory.

By the end of last night, she would have given anything to enjoy a warm dry evening alone, but the messy intrusions began as soon as she was comfortable. Terrance strolled in and flung his rain soaked uniform everywhere, marking the territory of the living room with the casual disregard of a teenage boy. He was home long enough to tell her an unbelievable story from work, but left for a party moments before Candace came home. Inspecting the house for order was the first thing Candace did after work every day. Terrance’s polyester maroon vest and thick black socks were evidence against Tabitha.

“How many times I have to tell y’all I am your guardian, not your maid!”

Candace, the firstborn of her three sisters and allegedly the maturest Slate, deliberately sat down on Tabitha’s legs until her younger sister made room for her on the couch. 

“Professor Slate, you take up too much space. We need to get you a date with another nerd. What are you watching?” 

Tabitha couldn’t hear the commentary on Prehistoric Predators of the Pacific over her sister’s mockery. Her sister knew better than to call her that. She turned up the volume. Candace got louder. Tabitha retreated in a huff to her room.

Basic cable programming had disintegrated into infomercials by the time the youngest Slate arrived in a brazen wall of sound. Whitney was well past her curfew, but that didn’t keep her from gossiping at a roar into the cell phone glued to her ear. Her conversation rattled every corner of their home. She opened each drawer and cabinet in search of an object she could neither name nor describe. Whitney lost everything at least once a day. She always asked Candace where her “thing” was. Tabitha’s policy was never get involved in solving Whitney’s problems. The smallest tasks inevitably mounded into a heap until they collapsed on the helper.

But that was ‘Before Tabitha.’ ‘Current Tabitha’ was desperate for a typical disturbance. Even Whitney. The obnoxious sibling theater was the dose of ordinary she needed to reorient her certainty that she’d witnessed the impossible. Is this what it felt like to go crazy? Her siblings could provide their own theories, plus a bonus “too much time with white people” diagnosis.

Her family was convinced this caused all of Tabitha’s social problems. Tabitha was unclear if they thought her issues were borrowed from the same white people monolith, or if she herself was somehow tainted by prolonged contact “at that gifted school.” Technically other Slates were the only people she hung out with so they should blame themselves. 

The Slates offered their expertise on a freelance basis to everyone. She wanted calm validation. She needed reassurance, an objective explanation of events. Tabitha groaned, and exhaled as her legs flopped back to the couch. 

She told the ceiling “I am crazy. I have lost it. This family is not good at logic.”

Her off-campus roommate search was the source of a different kind of anxiety yesterday afternoon. Tabitha scrolled through yet another page of places she would never consider living, observing the comfortable silence of the mutually ignored until the abuse of language in one ad shocked her into breaking the truce she had with her sister.

“Whitney! A 22-year-old guy in Fremont wrote ‘if u’ not y-o-u, one vowel letter ‘u’, ‘like a chill place too live’, extra letter ‘o’, ‘holla’. Is that even English?”

Whitney didn’t look up from her magazine. She turned the page on her fashion rag and spoke so quietly she could have been talking to the two-dimensional airbrushed models.

“You’re going to end up with dropouts who are still mad they canceled The Source Awards.” 

Tabitha jumped out of her chair, pounced on her sister, and snatched up the magazine before Whitney could fight back. Her sister was almost three years younger, but when she stood to return the challenge, she was taller than Tabitha.

Where Whitney bubbled over with social and style currency, Tabitha was stiff and eccentric. The constant confrontation and comparison caused by proximity to Whitney’s existence was almost over. They suffered nearly identical traumas, but were as unalike as two sisters could be. Tabitha mediated family arguments. Whitney started them, always on her terms.

Whitney raised a finessed eyebrow at her sister.

“You are way too juvenile to move out.” 

Tabitha breached her younger sister’s personal space, and taunted her nose to nose.

“Maybe. I’ll still be doing it in the U-District by myself.”

Whitney seized on Tabitha’s distracted gloating and snatched back her magazine. She rolled it up and popped Tabitha in the head, her mask of composure vanished. 

“Oh it’s cool to brag about not having friends now?” 

Tabitha grabbed her head. Her face fell. 

“Ow! God! Why are you so mean? You’ll have to hire someone to take this kind of abuse when I’m gone.” 

“I only hit you in the afro. If you’d gotten that perm you need, I might have hurt you. You’ll be fine. I don’t care if you move out by the way. I’m turning your side of the room into a spa lounge. Please stay gone.” 

Tabitha smiled and pulled at the braids trailing over her sister’s shoulders.

“I have no idea what that is, but it sounds terrible.” 

She and Whitney had lived together in this room since always. She never knew if she would hug or hit her sister, but the idea of a personal space that didn’t include her was completely foreign.

Tabitha returned to her desk. The list of possibilities was short. She ruled out the obvious non-starters. The spacious affordable room in a cozy residential neighborhood wasn’t a good fit, even though it was across the freeway from campus. Tabitha interpreted the description of the bare, single level rambler house as “We’re crazy judgmental about people who don’t recycle. You’ll have to drink your urine to live here.”

Tabitha’s personal commitment to “The Environment™” was vague. She’d never taken a hardline on social issues. Mixing geopolitics with access to her trove of embarrassing pop culture aids or eating habits would end in certain disaster. College kids that took themselves so seriously they lacked upholstered furniture or the standard art prints and movie posters? Too advanced for her. “Aligned Residents for the Ethical Treatment of the Earth” would have to choose from the rest of the hopeful and desperate.

The “chill” people sounded tolerable socially but they reeked of criminality. The “420” reference was certainly sincere. “187” listed in a roommate ad was funny, but bad. The author probably didn’t aspire to murder, but their sense of irony put Tabitha off. She liked that the room was decorated in bohemian comfort. Every surface crawled with paisley tapestry and plants. The listed address meant she could practically see campus from the porch, but it was also only steps away from the unappealing Frat Row. That house was off the list of potentials.

She scribbled the details for the couple renting out their finished basement, a deluxe furnished sublet in a condo building, and a boarding house for students onto a scrap sheet of paper. The polished blonde wood and minimalist furniture in the sublet pictures were exciting. She imagined her sophisticated transformation living in a place like that, but would the financial stress be worth the glamour? Her survival depended on federal education loans and a work-study position in the computer lab. If she wanted access to indoor plumbing and regular meals, the responsible choice was the boarding house. The three-story building and surrounding garden set in a vintage neighborhood were opulently described for transient student housing. It had three vacancies: a private single, and a spot in each six-bed suite. 

It was hard to imagine not seeing the portrait of her too young mama and daddy smiling down at her everyday. She wouldn’t be able to trace the cracks worried into the arms of their father’s oversized leather chair which sat in the same corner by the kitchen door. The cream-colored curtains, embroidered with peach roses, hung from the same rods their mother put them on eighteen years earlier. The big brown couch Tabitha lounged on was the only piece of furniture in the Slate residence less than ten years old. Their house was a shrine to a life they buried a long time ago, and she didn’t know what it meant to leave it behind.

Tabitha knew she didn’t have to audition for all of these apartments in a single rush, but she ignored the warning that tingled her scalp and clicked send on all three emails. When she woke this morning there were three appointment confirmations in her inbox.

The sights of the day looped in a silent movie behind her eyelids. Her plan went wrong almost immediately. She got on the 43 bus to the U-district an hour behind schedule. She should’ve left at nine o’clock in the morning to allow for anxious fussing, but waited for Terrance to appear. She needed one of his courage boosts. Her younger brother worked the night shift at the Sorrento Hotel. His embellished run-ins with guests were ridiculous, but they made her laugh. Tabitha’s favorite story was the old woman in a wheelchair. 

“You shoulda seen her! She was like eighty-five or maybe ninety. Real fancy and extra respectable. She was cool until Nikos told her she missed last call. This broad went off!” 

Allegedly, Terrance’s boss Nikos accepted a literal ass kicking from a one-legged old woman. Every time he told this story, Terrance rolled around in Tabitha’s desk chair and pretended to knock over place settings as he dodged police and paramedics. She dubbed this incident the Octogenarian Scotch Rebellion of 2004.

Tabitha waited as long as she could, but Terrance wasn’t in his room when she checked on him. It wasn’t like him to be up and functioning this early. She never asked where he spent his nights off and they didn’t talk about Candace’s fury when he didn’t come home.

Knowing everyone’s routine was the only way to get the house’s only bathroom to herself. Candace went to the gym before work. Whitney’s hair and makeup required an hour to perfect, but she artfully balanced attendance and her beauty regimen. Her sister was always ready to stun her fellow sophomores at Garfield High by the first bell.

Tabitha spent all of high school angling for a better social group. If popularity was measured by how many peers knew your name, she was a background extra at most. She had a mismatched collection of kids from the neighborhood, girls who hung out with her to feel better about themselves, and Ginger, her favorite Metro bus driver. None of them were real friends in the traditional sense. No matter how witty, helpful, or accommodating she tried to be, her social leprosy stuck.

It was late in the housing game for a local student, but the delay was part of Tabitha’s strategy to get a spot with out of town girls who needed new friends. She didn’t have relationship leftovers from high school or the community college where she did her general education courses. She needed initiative to blossom into the outgoing lifestyle of a coed.

Tabitha left the house without a pep talk, and ran her errands under the threat of fermenting clouds. The sky refused to take rain off the table. The city only had one season, wet. Summer, August, and heat were whimsical words in Seattle. Consecutive breaths of air with a high oxygen to water ratio was the most anyone hoped for. You could gamble on sunshine, but if you bet on anything but rain, you loved to lose. The sun came and went as she watched from her bus window.

Tabitha saw the furnished sublet first. She searched the call box for the right number, and pressed the buzzer. That she couldn’t see the top story of the building from the entryway impressed her. Her host chimed her into the glass entrance, transporting her from a commoner’s sidewalk into a marble foyer with a basalt column fountain. Tabitha wandered to the pool at its base.

 The gentle lapping soothed her nerves. She skimmed the surface of ripples created by the invisible hiss of air filtration, brushed her wet fingertips across her brow, and took a deep breath. The sensation of water drying on her skin refreshed her. She was so entranced by the current flowing over the porous volcanic stone that she almost missed the elevator’s arrival. Tabitha tugged at her hair and rehearsed her renter’s checklist as the elevator glided to the top floor. Her best impression wasn’t much, but it was all she had.

The door to 619 opened on the second knock.

“Hi there, I’m Laurel Deerling. I bet you’re Tabitha. Welcome.” 

Laurel was tall and had long, straight, preternaturally blonde hair. She extended both lithe tan arms to shake Tabitha’s one stumpy limb. Laurel’s studied comfort in an apartment furnished with expensive modern furniture inflamed Tabitha’s unease.

Tabitha gawked. She couldn’t afford anything here. Not the makeup artist that dusted Laurel’s skin with perfection serum every morning, not the stylist that dressed Laurel, and certainly not the expense of sleeping where Laurel slept. The inequality was dizzying, but they smiled at each other. Laurel opened her arms wide and said “Please come in.”

The soaring expanse of white ceilings and lack of clutter ballooned the space. There wasn’t a single colorful or purely decorative object. The base of the glass-topped coffee table was a squiggle of petrified wood. Even the sumptuous avalanche of velvet drapery was snow-white with bone embroidery. What kind of twenty-one year old owned all white furniture? Tabitha mentally waved goodbye to the cleaning deposit she didn’t have enough cash to pay anyway.

Laurel paused expectantly for Tabitha’s reaction. When none came, she smoothly filled the gap. 

“Tabitha you’re starting at the University next month right?”

Tabitha nodded, but she was overwhelmed by calculations, rendered mute by the debt she would incur trying to live in this apartment. Laurel slowly circled the living quarters, hand waving as she went, oblivious to her panic.

“I’m so excited for you,” she said to Tabitha, cheerful indifference her conversational cudgel. “It’s been a wonderful place for me to explore. I came up from Santa Barbara last year. At first, my parents were skeptical. Why go to a state school when I could’ve gone to Stanford and Berkeley. They saw things my way once they visited though. There are so many thrilling things happening here. Seattle is it right now! It’s impossible to do any serious computer science in the Valley. Everyone is too busy falling over themselves to get startup capital for even the smallest of light bulbs, you know?” 

Laurel rolled her eyes, exasperated by the pursuit of mere money. 

“What are you studying again Tabitha? I am really into networking right now. I’d love to point you toward some of the more powerful classes.”

Tabitha’s paradigm was recently adjusted. After years of being told peers like Laurel were nothing more than pretty, flighty vessels, she now accepted the possibility that they were levelheaded and intellectually competitive. It still felt unfair.

“Engineering actually. Materials science probably, but I haven’t decided.” 

Laurel’s eyebrows shot up. 

“That’s fantastic. That’s great. If this works out, feel free to use my library. There might be some overlap there. As for the flat, everything is included in the rent: internet, cable, phone, and the utilities. It’s not as large as some of the places nearby but it’s my little sanctuary. I think I would go crazy in a dorm, wouldn’t you?” 

Laurel winked at Tabitha, and it was the run-in with Blake, Danni, and Stacey all over again. Tabitha’s academic accomplishments made her visible to people who ordinarily stepped over her. Her wince inducing attempts to fit in were unavoidable and doomed. She wanted to evolve into a Tabitha that seamlessly merged with girls like Laurel Deerling, but as they walked around the condo together, Tabitha was suffocated by the criteria.

“What’s great is you’re close enough to The Ave to get anything you need but you’re not right on top of all the noise and the crazies. I feel safe as a single girl in this building. The secure entry is a huge relief. I wish they’d deal with that fountain though.”

Tabitha was puzzled by Laurel’s annoyance with decorative water features.

“Is it not cleaned often enough?”

Laurel stared at Tabitha and said “No. It’s been out of order for three months. It was a nice reminder to take a cleansing breath before I came upstairs. Since they’ve drained it, I’ve missed that little focusing technique.”

Tabitha said nothing. The fountain must have been repaired today.

“I’m so sorry to rush you, but it’s vital that I don’t disrupt the yoga space with any hectic energy. I actually have to get going now to make sure I’m early.  Another girl saw my place yesterday but she hasn’t called back yet. Promise me you’ll evaluate your needs before you give me a call, okay? Can I walk you out?” 

Laurel retrieved a yoga mat, sleeved in a monogrammed bag, from the hall closet. Tabitha took the hint and opened the front door. Laurel rattled off the itinerary for her year abroad while they rode the elevator. When they reached the lobby, her parting words got lost in Tabitha’s distraction. She nodded, shook hands and walked away without hearing. The fountain was dry after all.

As she walked up University Way to the bus stop, she wondered why everyone called it ‘The Ave’ when the university was a block east on 15th Avenue. She couldn’t appreciate the streams of bodies converging in the restaurants and stores around her bench. She was too busy questioning whether her elaborate and immersive daydreams had graduated to hallucinations. The bus came, but she didn’t recognize the driver. She should’ve run into Ginger by now, but she must be covering a shift on a different route.

A ten-year-old Tabitha once begged her sister to take her to the library before her hold on Mother of Storms expired, but the Douglass-Truth branch would be closed by the time Candace shuffled Whitney to dance class, and Terrance to peewee football practice. She knew it was wrong to pester when Candace’s nerves were frayed, but Tabitha couldn’t wait another day. She negotiated her way onto a Metro bus by promising not to tell the caseworker from Social Services. Candace’d had two parenting pop quizzes since Vanessa, their second oldest sister, ran away. The state was looking for an excuse to break up their family. Though she gently persuaded her sister that she was more than smart enough to not get lost or abducted, Tabitha had been anxious, so she sat in the very first seat at the front of the bus. That’s how she met Ginger Franklin, the tiny Black woman talked too fast while she pushed and pulled the accordion-like bus around corners and double tapped the horn each time she passed her fellow drivers.

The ride was brief, but a veteran like Ginger appreciated kids who got on the bus with more manners than mouth.  Tabitha told Ginger every detail of the extra credit project on butterfly morphology she’d designed for herself, and about her big sister who took care of her. The solo expedition was such a success that Candace let Tabitha take the bus alone thereafter.  In the nine years since, Ginger was never exasperated or impatient, and Tabitha soaked up her willingness to listen.

Tabitha hoped she’d see Ginger on her way to work tomorrow. The video store was an easy walk from the Slate household, but sometimes Tabitha hopped a bus just to talk. The pale, fawn-haired man who steered Tabitha to her second appointment at the cottage avoided eye contact. His street announcements plopped out flat and dry but Tabitha liked bland chauffeurs better than the kind that snarled at any passenger too young to retire. Those drivers were the worst.

She pulled the bell for her stop and shakily surfed her way to the exit. She navigated away from the intersection and into apartment buildings, coffee shops, and small homes. Tabitha’s brain churned through her to-do list as she walked. In two weeks, her job at the video store, Whitney, and crowded community college classes ended. The computer lab, strangers, and crowded university classes were her future.

The Tabitha that casually dazzled in these new places, confident, smart, and popular was there for the shaping, if she could shake the part of herself that tried too hard. Unfortunately, that was all of her. Cool people don’t try too hard at things that don’t matter, like coolness for example. They breathed.

She fished the scrap paper out of her bag and confirmed the tidy house set back from the sidewalk was the right place. A little blue cottage with ochre red sashes nestled in a wild tangle of starflower, yarrow, and licorice fern that grew from the curb almost to its front door. Speakers blared talk radio through an open window. Tabitha forgot all about the broken fountain as she surveyed the garden. Could she belong here?

A man in sweat-stained Lycra answered the door. He was slight but wiry, with curly black hair that greyed at the temples. He leaned against the doorjamb, his eyes slowly scanned her body before he spoke. 

“Hey, did you email about the room? I’m Seth. Sorry I don’t remember your name. I’ve talked to so many girls today.” 

His arms opened in welcome, long fingers with too many joints and calloused hands beckoned her closer. The unnatural digits of his paws pulled her into his home as they shook hands. She hid her revulsion as she let his sweat dry on the inside of her palm. Tabitha would have paid any price to wash her hands clean. This must be how people got OCD, agoraphobia, or any personality disorder that favored contact avoidance. She tried on the same poise she’d seen in Laurel Deerling.

“I’m Tabitha Slate. It’s so very nice to meet you.”

In that instant, she wondered why people said this in first interactions with strangers. It was the least true of all the pleasantries. It was too early to know how valuable or insufferable they would be. Next time she might say, “You have a 37% probability of ruining my life, but do it slow. I want to be surprised.” Tabitha contemplated things most people didn’t care about. The rest of her time, she spent thinking of how she would insult most people. She lived for next time. The moment always eluded her.

Tabitha had exchanged emails with someone named Bobbi to make this appointment. Why was Seth here? She reached for her pocket watch. She already knew the time, but it was easier to look away from Seth’s frozen grin. When she looked again, the moment had passed. The bared teeth were gone. He winked at her and the rest of his features softened.

“Tabitha can I get you something to drink? It’s early, but not too early for a blonde ale. That’s practically breakfast beer. We’ll make breakfast beer a tradition once you’re settled in.” 

She didn’t know if his offer was a sign of hospitality or alcoholism so she cleared her throat and changed the subject. 

“The ad said you and your partner live here?” 

“Yeah, Bobbi’s at the clinic right now but you guys’ll meet later. She works a lot. I have a hard time keeping track of the house, but it’s not my fault. She’s never here. We’ll practically be on our own. Let’s go downstairs, I think you’ll love the space. I’m sure we can talk Bobbi into making rent adjustments, provided you’re willing to do some chores. If you help out it’s a really sweet deal.”

Tabitha was silent. A few pieces of mid-century furniture and a messy garden weren’t exactly a blueprint for her dream house. She followed him to a galley kitchen with warm yellow walls and a bright blue counter top, encouraged by the refrigerator magnets that read “Heterosexuals use mind control” and “A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle” as she went.

Seth held the door open and motioned her ahead of him down the stairs. He laughed when Tabitha hesitated. 

“Don’t worry! I moved all the bodies and cleaned up before you got here. It’s fine now.” 

He patted her shoulder and her skin shivered away from his touch. A flutter twisted inside her belly with the first step down. Tabitha exhaled steadily. She told herself these were typical monster in the basement nerves.

The space smelled better than she’d hoped for. She liked the separate entrance. The en suite bath meant she wouldn’t have to share a toilet and shower with Seth’s stink. Her feet curled away from the chill radiating from the concrete floors through the soles of her boots, but it was charming, as half-finished root cellars went. It was a far cry from the wide sustainable bamboo planks in Laurel Deerling’s condo.

Tabitha peered out of the thin rectangle of window near the exit door at the half bloomed garden beyond. It had a tiny fountain too; surrounded by the buds of summer flowers that hadn’t quite blossomed. They weren’t likely to. It wasn’t yet September, but the season fizzled out weeks ago. A fat calico lazily sipped from the stream of the container fountain. The runoff turned the dirty white patch of fur on its chin into a beard. Tabitha was certain it was a sign. She didn’t ignore the dank. She imagined around it. She’d never be able to grow anything but mushrooms down here, but the idea of watching a patch of green unfold appealed to her. She closed her eyes and pictured a little harbor of her own.

 All it needed was a collage of her favorite images and a coat of paint. These older National Public Radio types wouldn’t even notice her comings and goings. It was close to Metro service, and affordable. The walkout apartment was perfect, except that a few minutes of daydreaming was all the invitation Seth needed to crowd her. Tabitha’s senses woke too late to the warm cloud of Seth’s breath on her scalp. The obscenity of his cheek rubbing against her hair shattered her nesting fantasy. 

“The rent is negotiable, but that depends on you.” 

She was being assaulted by a fixed-gear bicycle douchebag with hummus breath. The stench of his commute crawled across her palate and down her throat. She panicked and pressed her cheek against the cool glass of the window to escape the violation. Seth grabbed her by the shoulders and forced himself against her. His soiled Lycra so near the heat-seeking places of her body shamed her. Tabitha clamped her eyes shut, enraged. She hollered and shoved Seth away. Her attempted landlord’s nose ground against the back of her head upon impact.

Seth staggered backward. Streaks of blood seeped between his fingers and ran down his arms like stigmata for assholes. He stared at Tabitha as he clutched the mess of his ruined face. 

“What is the matter with you? You crazy bitch! You should have said no thank you. Oh my God! I think it’s broken.” 

Seth gurgled and sobbed pathetically. He crumpled like a vegan cupcake against the hot water heater behind him. The control valve at its top hissed ominously, then it immediately burst into a boiling geyser. Tabitha yanked open the basement door and ran away. Seth’s screams followed her past the cat, out of the garden, and into the street.

She caught the Route 43 bus again, flashed the grey badge holder decorated with little green whales to pay her fare, and sat down. Tabitha would dissolve when the reality of the last hour sunk in, but it was enough to be safe in that moment. There was only one affordable apartment in the entire city, and she’d broken the creepy owner’s nose. On the positive side, at least the sexual assault portion of her day was canceled. 

The driver announced the next stop and she realized that home was in the opposite direction. She’d caught the bus on the wrong side of the street. She never did that. The idea of being alone with another stranger rattled her, but the boarding house was only a few blocks away. She cursed her practicality, but pulled the bell. When the bus came to a complete stop, she shielded her ample body with her messenger bag, and set out for the only rental left on her list.

She was two hours early. It was stupid to not go straight home, but she refused to lose her last opportunity. Laurel’s was out of her league. Answering more ads scared her, but she was even more afraid of perpetual sibling surveillance. Four Whitney-like girls were better than actual Whitney as long as she didn’t have to pay for independence with her body.

She walked east until the leafy hardwood canopies along the streets sheltered beautiful prewar palaces and the sidewalks got charmingly uneven. This was the neighborhood that built Seattle. The whole zip code was paneled in silver certificates. She fumbled through her bag until she found the address. Two blocks to go.

An elderly woman carrying a schnauzer gaped as they both crossed the intersection. The stare was rude and questioning. Tabitha smiled too wide and considered the matron’s point of view. Young and Black was all wrong for this neighborhood, but that wasn’t all of it. Tabitha’s look was all wrong for most neighborhoods. Her sort of wildlife thrived in thrift stores and costume shops.

She wore a black skirt with silver buttons down the back and her favorite stockings, purple with thick green stripes. The buttons on her matching high neck blouse were conveniently undone to display her comic book t-shirt of the moment. The cloud of texture she called hair sprang from her head in rough black curls, as free and wild as her clothes were prim and restrained. The rich moisture of atmosphere and constant rain made it a sovereign fog that obscured her face. Tabitha roamed the city as she pleased; uniformed as an exuberant acolyte from an undiscovered nerd nunnery. She edged away from the early afternoon walker to appear harmless, and stood in front of the house.

The ad said former mansion, but Tabitha expected an eyesore that poked through the neat lawn of former estates like a cheerful dandelion. Instead of a grand structure vandalized by remodeling, the house was faded and regal. It reclined behind a fan of rusted iron, dignified and matronly on its weathered stone foundation. The pointed fence spines stood twenty hands high, but Tabitha doubted their poor condition provided any security.

The rich aubergine shingles were worn to their silvery cedar base in some spots, and darkly wet in others, a variegated shimmer that resembled plumage more than siding. It was as old as the city, but much more elegant. Why on earth would anyone rent it to college students?

Tabitha estimated its enormity at four times the size of her own house. The wraparound porch supported three gables and a tower that made her swoon. At the apex of the roof a dormer window opened onto a widow’s walk. She shrugged off the nastiness of her morning and prayed the single bed was in that tower. Tabitha always wanted to reside in a gorgeous museum piece that smelled of fairy tales, but she’d never set foot in a private home like this. She hoped the dorm modifications weren’t too drastic.

She exhaled, slowed her breathing. and summoned composure as she pictured a successful application. Leaded glass windows bent light around the front door to make it glow. It was an illusion in the filmy afternoon, but the warmth encouraged her. She pushed the gate aside and strode up the path.

The garden grew lush but haphazard. One of the rose bushes beneath the porch neatly trained along the bottom railing but the others drooped under the weight of sprouted runners. What the flowerbeds lacked in weeds, the lawn made up for by stretching three weeks too high. The disorganization was admirable. She rang the doorbell and focused on being charming. She waited, but there was no answer.

A line of red maple trees swayed in the wind. The house was quiet even for a Victorian dorm. Tabitha rang the bell again. Nothing. In a real dorm, residents left every summer. Maybe the house was empty. The small sliver of staircase visible between curtain and door was dim. Her enthusiasm sputtered and the ghost of Seth’s grip on her body intruded into her thoughts, overwhelming her with disgust. She should reschedule. Tabitha needed a shower.

She walked down the path and pushed on the gate. A wave of energy jolted through her. She spun, both hands to her chest. The spark of ozone crackled and soil split open where she stood. The bullseye scar of a lightning strike surrounded her, but she was unharmed. The ground beneath her rolled and thrummed. She didn’t know how to outrun an earthquake but it didn’t stop her from trying. The roots of the maple trees erupted in protest. A shout came from behind the house. Tabitha followed brick pavers around the porch, desperate to identify the voice that spat with authority, rising and falling like music above the rumble. The shifting groaning earth got louder as she moved through the shady tunnel of black hellebore between the house and the fence.

Tabitha blundered onto a lawn the size of a small city park. It was empty but for the tall angular body reared back against the largest tree she’d ever seen. Tufts of short blonde hair blew around the stranger’s head. The stranger’s skin flapped away from her bones, but she focused intently on the metal bowl she held, one palm against the trunk’s span, flames coursed onto her forearms as she chanted. Her feet tangled in the lumps of the mammoth alder. Every muscle in her strained and fought the pull from the grass below.

Tabitha’s brain clicked through the image, unable to process it. She intended to be helpful, but her brain told her mouth to say “why are you on fire?” 

The woman flushed crimson and screamed back at her.

“Because you were late! Why you bothered to come at all is any wonder. Either help or go away!” 

The alder tree bowed in agreement, its branches tipped across garden almost to the house, kneeling towards the pulling force sucking them into the ground.

“What? Help you how?” 

Tabitha realized how stupid the question was almost immediately. Put the fire out. She took one stomp in the stranger’s direction and was whipped her off her feet. This was not an earthquake. She felt like loose change swept beneath furniture as something bigger and stronger pawed intensely for a lost object. The air plucked at her, too like the indignity of other forces against her skin.

The weight of her assault, of her loneliness, and of her shame poured out in mourning song. She cried with abandon. She gave in to the snot and sweat mingling on her face, wailing and flattened at the feet of the stranger. Tabitha couldn’t take the unwanted pressure. She slumped onto her side, her body quiet in the clumps of dirt.








CHAPTER TWO




 ↬ 

A CARVED GOLDEN medallion in the center of a bronze ceiling was the first thing she saw when she woke up.

“I’m Dr. Amelia Yesler. You’re inside my house. Who are you?” 

The blunt edge of the words thudded against Tabitha’s skull. She tried to right herself, but her vision turned fluid and wobbly, so she laid back down immediately. Tabitha closed her eyes to correct her equilibrium. It was the woman from the garden. 

The blanket that covered her was the softest thing she’d ever touched, the gauzy light of the room painted shadows behind her lids. The drowsy pull of comfort nudged her towards contentment until the thread of the day’s events snapped taut in her memory. She gagged on a wave of nausea. She couldn’t have said why, but Amelia’s tone irritated her senses. Her eyes flew open.

“I’m Tabitha. I’m a renter. I’m also EARLY! I arrived EARLY!” 

Amelia Yesler leaned over Tabitha and rolled her eyes.

“If you prefer to shout, I prefer to go to a room without shouting. Unless you’re quite finished?”

Tabitha’s hands swept over her body in quick survey. Blades of grass dotted her hair like confetti, but all four limbs were in place. Rust colored flakes stuck to her fingertips when she brushed them across the tight, itchy skin of her cheeks and chin. She hadn’t passed out from a nosebleed since she was  four, but it used to happen all the time. Her shirt was minus three buttons and a thick mossy smear of mud dirtied her from t-shirt collar to her ankle. Had Yesler dragged her into the house? She was a tired mess of a girl, but if Amelia Yesler could cut her eyes at her, she could glare right back.

“I came to look at the rooms you listed for rent on the free online message board. I’m your two o’clock appointment, but at the last place I had to…” Tabitha stopped short of oversharing her violence toward landlords. “I decided to come early and take my chances. Then I heard noise; music and rumbling like an earthquake, but not. Also, you were on fire. There wasn’t a garden hose or extinguisher but I couldn’t let you burn.” 

Tabitha’s irritation melted. If Candace knew she’d yelled at someone who was injured and had maybe even hurt themselves, she’d make all of them start going to church with her again.

“Sorry, I am so dense sometimes. Are you ok? Have you gone to the hospital?” 

Amelia was tending a cranky stranger despite her own injuries. Tabitha sat up slowly, and reached for both of Amelia Yesler’s hands. Her palms were smooth and unblemished, the fingers strong and manicured. Tabitha turned them over. Constellations of freckles spread up her arms from the backs of her hands but the skin was unburned. Tabitha studied Amelia’s wide-set brown eyes streaked with amber and the copper murmur in the choppy blonde waves that framed her face. Amelia’s sleeveless orange linen blouse and ivory jumper with brass buckled straps were simple, but she didn’t dress like anyone Tabitha knew. Tabitha was wondering what she was a doctor of when the woman withdrew her arms.

 “You are quite the Good Samaritan. I was on fire? My goodness that knock on your head is worse than I thought. There was a quake earlier. I couldn’t just leave you in the garden. The house is insured for this sort of thing of course, don’t worry.” 

The day already overflowed with events Tabitha wished were imaginary. Even if she had a concussion, she knew bullshit from realness. She rolled her eyes, pleased that the effort didn’t make her dizzy. At that moment, she trusted herself. She was not about to play denial games.

“Yesler, maybe there was an earthquake, maybe there wasn’t. I don’t know. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a liar. You were absolutely on fire. As in literal flames. If you don’t want to tell me why you were barbecuing yourself in your backyard,” Tabitha shrugged, “none of my business, that’s cool. It’s weird, but okay. I still need a place to live. I’ll just have a look at the single room. Is it in the tower? What time is it anyway?” 

It was all the excuse she needed to take in the worn but formal surroundings. Amelia Yesler beamed at Tabitha, and the warmth in her smile felt like a reward for passing a test of intelligence and gullibility.

“One question at a time please. I can see you’re determined. Not an earthquake then, but there are details to sort out. The tower suite is taken. I’m afraid you’re too late for that opportunity. I will happily explain why I was on fire, right after I hear how you mended a gap that could have swallowed everything on this hill.” 

Tabitha’s brow furrowed at Amelia’s meaningless explanation.

“An exchange for another occasion then? Okay. For today, we’ll examine the available vacancies and discuss terms of rental.” 

Tabitha nodded in agreement. 

“Fantastic. You’ve already seen my parlor. Let’s have a look upstairs if you can manage it.”

Tabitha took her time standing, grateful that her stance was stable and that gravity was as she remembered it.

“When you say mended a gap, is that like…I’m not clear. What is that like?” 

“In due time! You need a place to live right? Let’s handle that first. What did you say your last name was child?” 

Tabitha liked interrogation better. The sudden friendliness and familiarity was uncomfortable.

“It’s Slate. I didn’t say before.” 

She choked down the impulse to call Yesler a pretentious governess lady. She didn’t want her rudeness to get her expelled from the house before she got a good look around. 

“Why would you call me child? You’re barely old enough to be my mother. I know you’re not my mother, because my mother is dead. You’re also white. Who are you anyway? How come your house is all fancy?” 

The polished veneer Tabitha usually showed strangers was entirely peeled away by stress.

Amelia Yesler laughed. It made her features warm and flicker. Tabitha was surprised that it reminded her of the way Ginger laughed at her. 

“I could say the same for your ensemble. My home is grand, but a shadow of its former self. I assure you it is well within your budget.” 

She turned on a heel and motioned for Tabitha to follow. Tabitha hesitated, giving herself a wide buffer just in case Amelia burst into flames. The deep tones of the parlor’s dark wainscoting, the bleached coral of the plaster walls, and bronze accents made Tabitha feel like she’d awoken inside a withered, turn of the century tree. There was only one decoration, a portrait of a thin-lipped, thick-jawed woman in black that hung above the mantle and pulled her attention. Tabitha moved towards the painting, though she had no desire to be closer to it.

Rust veined the matte steel of the frame’s mitered corners. She knew without trying to remove it that it was bolted to the wall. The matron with a glossy crown of dark braids looked just as immovable. She posed next to an ornate wooden chair in front of a fireplace; a fireplace exactly like the one in front of Tabitha. The cracked yellowed canvas and the cut of the woman’s blouse suggested those sunken eyes had disapproved of this room for a long time. Tabitha was so drawn into those eyes she didn’t feel Amelia standing next to her again. She startled when her potential landlord spoke to her.

“Ms. Slate, why are you lagging here if you’ve only come for the room?”

Amelia gave her a dirty look and swept out of the parlor. This time Tabitha didn’t hesitate. Her footfall crashed across the fraying pile of a threadbare rug as she followed into the hall.

Amelia Yesler waited atop steep, carpeted stairs that went on forever. The first floor consisted of a long hallway that ended in a brass hinged door, another sitting room opposite Amelia’s study, and a half open pocket door and the impossibly long dinner table that lay beyond.

She slowly walked over to the stairs, imagining this hall as her daily scenery.

“Sorry, I was just...” 

Amelia Yesler pulled wire-rimmed glasses out of her pocket and slid them up and down the bridge of her nose until she found their resting place.

“You were just wading through my private parlor. The boarder study is across the hall.”

The deep red pile of the wool runner muffled Tabitha’s ascent to gentle creaks. A row of stained glass windows wrung light from the ashen afternoon sky and amplified it to a kaleidoscope that shimmered across the polished wood and the glossy marigold walls of the hall. Tabitha wondered where the stairs ended and Amelia Yesler answered as though she could hear the thought.

“The third floor is for my eyes only. It’s not safe without invitation.” 

The sharpness in Amelia’s voice was all the warning Tabitha needed. She stole a glance upward, but followed Amelia down the hall instead of the current of spice and incense that wafted down from the restricted floor. Amelia stood in front of three closed doors.

“There are two suites of six with a shared bath between them. The private single bed and the separate bath are in the north wing at the other end of the hall. There’s an open bed in each suite, I will show you both.” 

Tabitha was disappointed. If she couldn’t have her fairy tower, it didn’t matter.

“They’re basically the same right?” 

“The difference is the company you will keep, but the walls in this house aren’t terribly thick if you’re the attentive sort.” 

Tabitha considered that and pointed to the left.

“I’ll just take that one.” 

If Amelia thought it was strange that Tabitha chose blindly, she didn’t say anything. She unlocked the door and started the tour. Opalescent jade walls swelled to a pitched ceiling. The shadows of the fading day crept like a tide through the rows of wrought iron twin beds. The mattress nearest the first skylight was bare. Tabitha prodded the mattress, pleased that its surface dimpled just enough beneath her fingers.

“Each bed comes with a trunk, a lamp, and a nightstand. The nightstand locks, the trunk does not. In my years of taking boarders I’ve never gotten significant complaints of theft or damage,” Amelia Yesler crossed her arms and said, “Do not be the pioneer.”

“The chores are communal and on a rotating schedule. The kitchen, boarder study, solarium, and powder room are downstairs. You may borrow any of the books in the boarder study. Romantic visitors are not allowed in the suites. I keep my most sensitive and temperamental plants in the solarium. Please do not attempt to cultivate anything in the solarium or in your bed.” 

Tabitha speculated about the botanical and romantic experiments of previous boarders as she thought about the room. It wasn’t any more privacy than she had, but she wanted this niche so fiercely, it frightened her. This room brought her back to the quiet moments she wished herself fostered out or away at boarding school. A lonely little girl lost in the bent and yellowed pages of library books. She crossed her arms over her chest, so afraid it was all too good to be true. 

“Why would you do this?” She cleared her throat to loosen the emotion that tightened her voice. “What I mean is, why the ‘Heiress seeks roomies for dorm mansion, must love crown molding?’ Every place I’ve looked at is too expensive. I can’t even afford to live in a tent in the backyard of a place like this. No one adopts a gross of coeds for a few dollars. So tell me why you’re doing it.”

Amelia sat on the bunk opposite the empty bed. 

“This place may not be for you Tabitha. I tell every girl that walks through my doors the same thing. This could be the opportunity you’re waiting for. Not my house, but this moment in your life. You could go in any direction, become anyone, and accomplish anything. Or perhaps you won’t. The average person? They get sucked into nothing in particular. The wave break of childhood to self-aware woman releases a tremendous amount of power. That power is best channeled. This is a harbor for girls of all ages, including mine. Think of it as a service I provide to society that also pays a fraction of my property taxes.” 

Tabitha shifted the weight of her bag to her other shoulder as her fingers traced the cool weight of the iron headboard.

“When can I move in?”

Tabitha didn’t remember any of the details she’d coordinated with her new landlady. She dreamwalked home in the cool summer evening. That eagerness turned to moist anxiety as she lay on the couch in the dark and waited for her family. The move, her attack, and the strange episode in Amelia’s backyard flooded her. Even if she’d made a mistake it was too late, Tabitha couldn’t be reabsorbed into the role of nerdiest Slate. It didn’t matter if she stumbled out into darkness or comfort, as long as it was her own way, on her own terms.

Tabitha’s childhood was remarkably ordinary, but all the choices that Kenneth Slate’s hard work had afforded their family went away when he was arrested for murder. Candace took her duty as eldest very seriously, but Theresa Slate had three more stairstep children, a baby on the way, brand new legal expenses, and no income. When her father died awaiting trial, her mother went into premature labor. Whitney’s birth was complicated and traumatic, and Theresa never recovered.

If Candace hadn’t been conceived when their parents were 15, the foster care system would have swallowed the Slate children whole. Knowing that her sister dropped out of college to parent three children under ten suppressed most of Tabitha’s sarcasm when having to account for her whereabouts or plans made her feel claustrophobic. Rebellion was kind of a drag when you knew the person who looked after you, did so at their own expense.

Tabitha was too little to be the helpmeet that Candace needed, but she didn’t have to be trouble, Not that that had ever stopped Vanessa. Vanessa was an out of control disaster magnet before their family collapsed. On Vanessa’s 17th birthday, she graduated from perpetual runaway, to lost with intent. She sent letters now and then; mostly when she outgrew a state or a boyfriend. Tabitha’s wildness went as far as announcing she was going to live in a yurt on the coast for the summer, but relenting when her siblings laughed her out of the room as a family. She could only imagine what they’d say if she confessed to seeing trees that curtsied or flames that didn’t burn.

Because she was eager to get the ridicule out of the way, Tabitha’s family was late. The order of Slate operations was different today, which didn’t surprise Tabitha because everything else was different today. Whitney came home first. 

“Why are you sitting in the dark? Oh wait I forgot, you’re weird.” She switched on the lamp near Tabitha’s head and almost sat on her knees. “Scoot over! If you wanna lay down, go to bed. I want to watch TV.”

Whitney reached for the remote control with one hand and the cordless telephone with the other. She dialed her best friend’s phone number with a speed that would change her life if she applied it to anything else she did. 

“Maya! Guess who I saw down at the park today? Yes girl. Mmhmm, with Jessica too. I. KNOW.”

Whitney was too busy changing channels every two minutes and gossiping to notice anything different about Tabitha. Her sister’s social circles dwarfed that of diplomats. She traded in the transgressions and triumphs of any person worth noticing. Her gossip column for the school newspaper was so popular, she was starting her own blog. Whitney’s nose for sin was indiscriminate. She had a sordid theory about everyone. Tabitha’s day was her wildest ever, but she was still too boring to merit notice.

Candace strolled in and tossed her keys on the kitchen counter just before midnight.

“Whitney, I know you’re not still on that phone!” 

Whitney defended herself against the accusation that she’d been out after ten o’clock without ending her phone conversation, and Candace hummed as she hung up her coat, punctuating her lecture about responsibility with a lilting melody that clung to her, a souvenir of her evening. Tabitha tried to interrupt her sisters’ sparring, but her thin wedge of the couch was drowned out.

Whitney escaped with the cordless to their bedroom. It was her favorite way to evade curfew questions. Candace pulled off golden strappy sandals and sat in their father’s chair. She closed her eyes and put the recliner footrest up. Her short black curls feathered around her face. The green in Candace’s dress reminded Tabitha of the pale glowing room on the hill. Without opening her eyes, she addressed Tabitha.

“Bit, what’s the matter?” 

Tabitha inhaled a huge gulp of air, and fanned her fingers in a spiral before answering.

“Sister Dearest, you’re never this fancy for casual Friday. Does the Vital Statistic’s office have a velvet rope now? Who have you been out with?” 

Candace didn’t answer. She opened her eyes, reached for the remote control, and turned off the forgotten television. 

“I went out after work. Grown people do that. Tell me why you’re mad. Is there injustice in the world? Your favorite space show get canceled again? What’s on your mind, my intellectual?” 

Tabitha’s shoulders sank a little, and she smiled.

“I saw a place today. I move in on Monday.” 

Candace sighed. 

“I trust your judgment most of the time, but I have to see this place before this is official. I hope you didn’t sign anything. I know you’re over 18, and you think you’re grown, but you still have to prove that to me. If it doesn’t work out, if you get in over your head, we’re always here. You can come back.” 

Tabitha appreciated the offer but rolled her eyes when Candace said, “so Bit, tell me about these white people you’re going to be living with.”

Tabitha was so excited to share her intrigue that she chose to ignore her sister’s choice of words. She gushed on about the house. 

“It’s a beautiful old mansion set up like a dorm. You know the quiet part of Capitol Hill near the park? There. Yes, the woman that owns it is white, not that it matters. She’s a librarian type, probably doesn’t hang out with her tenants all day. I’ve never been in a house like this before, it’s wonderful. Hopefully my roommates are different like me and not a bunch of obnoxious cheerleaders. What if I make a bunch of friends? What if I network my way into a fabulous job that needs me to travel the globe, saving lives with only my bare brain? I’ll be le paid. Then I’ll take care of you.” She got up and sat across the arms of Candace’s chair. She sniffed as she slumped down next to her.

“Perfume and alcohol. That’s news. Is he cute?”

Candace gave her a gentle tap, tumbling Tabitha off balance. She crashed to the floor on her butt. 

“I’m sorry Bit, but you’re into my business. I do not answer to you. This place sounds pretty nice though. We’ll go on Sunday night and check it out together. What time do you work tomorrow?” 

Tabitha ached everywhere. She hated today.

“Thank you sister, for abusing me. I work from ten until six. It’s a long shift with Tony. My real job is steering him away from the softcore.” Tabitha yawned. “I’m going to turn in.” 

She knew Candace would wait up for Terrance. Tabitha hoped he came home from work when he said he would. Sleep deprivation made their sister mean.

The undertow of exhaustion pulled Tabitha into a dreamless sleep. The house was empty when she left for work the next morning. She was late, but there was enough time to inhale a bowl of cereal and take a shower if she didn’t try to catch the bus with Ginger. She jogged the whole way.

Tabitha was out of breath when she yanked the door handle at the entrance of Plato’s Cave Video Store. She stomped her boot on the sidewalk when it didn’t budge.

“Ugh! I hate this place.” 

Tony didn’t share her compulsion to be punctual even though it was his weekend to open. She never knew if his confusion about whose turn it was was genuine. He was convincingly stupid.

Four people worked at Plato’s. Three of them were management. Their boss Irv thought the constant bickering between Tabitha and Tony would entertain him more if he made them both Assistant Managers. Jenny wisely refused her “promotion.”

Irv Martin started Plato’s when people still joined mail order clubs to watch Laserdiscs. He funded his sloppy, monkish existence by renting VHS tapes and DVDs to the locals. His tiny house was across the street from the Capitol Hill border into the District, three blocks away from the Slates. Irv marked his property boundary with an eye-watering heap of trash and tetanus. The city condemned the building, but Irv filed a countersuit for every code violation his gentrifying neighbors served him with.

Tony said Irv considered going into the pawn and loan business, but couldn’t without violating his parole. Tony didn’t volunteer the nature of Irv’s conviction but Tabitha wasn’t curious enough to be stuck with inventory by herself for asking too many questions. Irv fancied himself impossible to work for and she only had two shifts left.

When Claire quit, Irv berated her for over an hour. Every time she walked to the door, he threatened to rip up her last paycheck. Claire got paid after she recited what he told her, that she would be back to beg for her job. Tabitha planned to leave without her thin envelope if it came to that.

She deactivated the alarm system and booted up the registers. She was almost finished counting her drawer when she noticed Tony securing his fixed-gear bike to the rack in front of the restaurant next door. Yesterday bubbled up to the surface. Tony was sleazy in his way, but he was somewhat appropriate with her. Bicycles had an unfortunate new pathway in her brain, that’s all. Tony annoyed everyone equally but he was harmless. He was only trouble if he thought you would be great for a part in one of his movies. Then he was insufferable.

“Hey yo Tabitha, how you doin’?” 

Tony’s punch-drunk speech pattern didn’t match his filmmaker pretensions. Hollywood was a strange place, though. Tony might have the same odds there as anyone else. He would require a great deal of polishing and posing. If he succeeded at fame, Tony was going to make his publicist a fortune. Tabitha ignored him.

“Yeah I’m sorry I’m late. I went to the free dance performance last night with my camera. I shot good edgy stuff you know? Then I stayed up all night, intercutting the modern dancers into the black and white fight scene between the two guys on the street. It’s powerful important footage yo. It has a lot to say.”

Once, Tabitha’s curiosity overruled her common sense. She asked to watch one of Tony’s movies. In the end, she was surprised the body count was higher than the number of nude women, but predictably, none of it made sense. The world was full of mysteries and miracles this week, Tony apologized for being late. He’d never apologized for anything before. She mumbled to herself in disbelief.

“I bet the forecast is zombies.” 

Tony overheard her and stopped counting his register. 

“Tabitha, I’m surprised you don’t remember I already addressed zombies and uh, social commerce, but thank you for taking an interest.”

She smiled maniacally but refused to engage. Tabitha put Purple Rain in the DVD player without negotiation. He complained about watching it again, but the law was clear. She opened, she got first pick. Revenge was sweet.

The day crawled by in seconds. Tabitha ground through the boredom. It was the same every shift. Customers swore they returned things on time or that they never rented them at all. The lies turned Tabitha into an inflexible ruler-snapping tyrant. She could be persuaded to leniency by the truth, but very few people tried the truth first and she usually lost her patience before they got around to it. There was a huge Blockbuster video store down the block but Plato’s held its market share. They were independent and locally owned, always a factor in community conscious Seattle. Plato’s Cave also rented porn of every permutation. That helped too.

Summer played dead. Tabitha sulked on her rickety wooden stool, watching the promising warm morning wilt into a tepid drippy afternoon. She fidgeted through her last choice of the day, a costumed period drama with subtitles. Tony bitterly complained through each scene about young girls with elderly teabag interests until someone onscreen was savagely run through with a broadsword and he hushed into rapt attention. Tabitha’s stomach grumbled louder than the film soundtrack. It was time to risk the crossing to The Nihil.

Tabitha avoided the Nihilist Café unless there was a caffeine emergency. Her first visit, a simple latte transaction, turned into a humiliating harangue about her foam preference. It was the kind of establishment that frowned upon smiling. Today the line of Saturday morning coffee addicts stretched to the door. The barista and cashier were more panicked than snobby. She escaped with an overpriced cranberry orange muffin, a sandwich, and a steaming Americano.

She crossed the street to the store and thought about her potential boyfriend options. Cool girls had college boyfriends. The video store was a great place to shop for dates according to Whitney. Tabitha ignored her sister’s advice. What worked for Whitney never worked for her. The boys interested in dating her younger sister were inexhaustible. She had her pick. Whitney was a switching, talking, gum-popping master class in getting attention. Tabitha tried to take lessons, but she couldn’t reproduce any of it. Occasionally a customer made romantic overtures, but pretending not to notice was easier than responding.

Tabitha was popular with the wrong male demographic. Her personal morals clause rejected cheaters, preachers, old people, and anyone with more velvet than her. That ruled out every human who had ever hit on her. Tabitha didn’t want her life to be quite so interesting right now. It was sensible and practical to focus on studying and graduating. Her undesirable selection made sensible and practical irresistible. The last person she’d even kissed on the cheek was Candace.

Tony volunteered guy insights whenever she moped and sighed during romantic comedies. Two weeks ago when she put on Dirty Dancing, he had said, “So Tabitha, you do like guys right? I mean I don’t uh, have problems or nothing. I just can’t tell cause of how you are, and everything.”

Tony was the last person she wanted to discuss her love life with, but she responded anyway.

 “Tony, not that it matters or applies to you as a specimen in any fashion, but yes, I am attracted to men. Why do you ask?” 

He shrugged, putting up his hands as if it explained the obvious. 

“I’m just saying. I know you think college is going to fix your life, make you better than everyone else, but a young girl like you?” He shrugged again. “You should be alive. Out doing things.”

15 years ago, Tony dropped out of college when his parents refused to send him to an expensive film school. He frequently told Tabitha she worked and studied too much. He said it was a waste to walk around dressed like an eccentric widow.

It depressed Tabitha that Tony might be right about anything. Objective portents from Tony meant her life was dangerously askew. That afternoon, he interrupted her alphabetizing with a helpful suggestion. 

“Aye Tabitha. I got a little sister. I bet she could find someone for you if you let her, you know, fix that.”

He made a sweeping motion at Tabitha’s entire person. Tony’s articulate gesture didn’t offend her for once. She didn’t start the essay she wrote just for him about defining women by their bodies, she just rolled her eyes and went into the stacks to shelve the new releases.

Yesterday rattled Tabitha. She lived at a new level of caution. Not only should she listen to the instincts that made her wary of creepy men she didn’t know, but she couldn’t trust reality in general. Life was transforming, and she didn’t know if she could keep up. If the established world turned out to be a fraud, that might be a good thing.

Tabitha straightened the comedies and thought about Amelia Yesler and her beautiful weird house. She put away concerns that Amelia did something humans were incapable of. Obviously, Amelia was human. Aside from the safety hazards of living with spontaneous human combustion, did she need to understand? It was a mystery to unravel on a different day. She chose her favorite daydream over her worries for an hour or two.








CHAPTER THREE




 ↬ 

PRISCILLA SNAPPED HER fingers at her daughter with mounting frustration. Irene’s inattention went undetected for ten minutes. When she forgot to make a soft click of agreement, there was a pause in the stream of chatter. An early Sunday dinner grew cold on the glass bistro table between them. 

“Irene! Irene, I am speaking to you. Repetition is so irritating.”

The last few weeks were a smear of monotony. Her mother’s grievances were endless. She complained about the quality of Irene’s doting. She complained that her quality of life was beneath basic standards. She complained that she was abandoned. Irene recognized the eerie start of Priscilla’s storm of anger. It festered and flashed in and out of existence until it was spent in threats and insults. Now that Priscilla was disabled, Irene almost enjoyed the insincere distress.

Her mother had become the perfect background noise. Irene’s retreat was not imaginary loving arms or a faraway vacation. She no longer conjured Priscilla’s tortured and broken body for amusement. Her new mental refuge was built of neat columns and rows of flat black numbers, regimented by thick black lines. Her numbers; inky and concrete in a soft white architectural maze.

The measurements from her paying project weren’t much to look at. She was at the frontier of astrophysics research, but even if their team yielded an observation that supported the theoretical existence of gravitational waves, if reproducible data gave them incontrovertible proof, no one would care. The popular imagination of the world would hardly be ignited. When the average American dropped science into conversation, they chose sound bites about machines vacuuming up the universe. Gravity was only newsworthy in the village of obsessive academia.

Her preoccupation with every page of the facility’s unimpressive data amused even her coworkers, all of them physicists allegedly working on the same thing. Irene didn’t get the joke. Each day she analyzed information from the center and its counterpart in Louisiana with the same determination. She created scripts that indexed and crosschecked input from both locations, but there was never a breakthrough or enough variation to justify her scrutiny.

The LIGO Observatory was a cross-disciplinary collaboration between engineers, physicists, and mathematicians from institutes around the country. When the facility opened, the flush of talent was palpable. They were prepared for academic journal headlines and new scientific ground. They basked in guaranteed funding.

The funding held, but its glory faded. Several of the center’s best and brightest transferred to more exotic projects in better locations. Richland’s population of 40,000 didn’t even qualify as rustic. Only the optimists stayed, waiting for an event of large significance to considerately fall within the minuscule spectrum. If your position didn’t involve monitoring local geologic conditions or the position of the vacuum tubes, it invariably allowed for complimentary outside pursuits. While other people co-authored papers on their special interests, Irene doggedly searched for the anomalies.

She hunted for patterns inside fluctuations on the order of attometers. The desired results never materialized, but Irene found a sequence in the useless measurements. She suspected its scientific value, but she needed to examine it for contextual flaws before she subjected it to rigorous inquiry. The privacy of her mind was especially precious now that it was the only secure location for her secrets. Priscilla infiltrated every follicle of Irene’s life. She targeted Irene’s ability to process with precision.

Irene knew Priscilla could go on like this for hours. 

“Mother, I was distracted by something I left undone at the lab. You don’t care for the color of the carpeting in your room, is that correct?” 

Irene’s nostrils flared. Another pointless indignity. Priscilla smiled. Irene didn’t know which annoyed more, her mother’s good cheer or her clipped civility.

“Truthfully I don’t care for this institution you call a home. I enjoy books as well as anyone but they are not decoration Irene. It won’t be a bother. Mother has taken care of all the details. The painters arrive Friday. The new floors will be installed the following Monday. Do you remember that beautiful plaid from our old dining room? Those colors were formal, but inviting.” 

Irene stopped listening again. She mostly remembered the way her blood looked on the palm green walls the morning her mother busted her lip. Home was Priscilla’s stage. The performances were more elaborate while her husband was alive. The evening meal and her mother’s lies were served promptly at six, minutes after her father returned from work at the lab. Priscilla trotted Irene around the neighborhood, but never to cozy playdates with other children. They didn’t entertain guests; they gathered intelligence. Her mother starred in the role of charming young wife, pillar of her community because Priscilla’s New England roots understood what her brilliant agnostic husband did not. She often said “You know atoms Nicholas, I know people. Appearances are essential to acceptance.”

Attending church in a small town was crucial. Their fellow Episcopalians might have been friendlier if her mother’s work at the parish was anything more than a blackmail vehicle. Priscilla used shame when manners alone didn’t smooth her path.

Irene returned to the present only to interrupt and withdraw. 

“Make yourself comfortable downstairs Mother. I have an important meeting tomorrow morning. I need to return to my office tonight to prepare.” 

The old woman didn’t complain about victory. Irene knew a new war began the moment Priscilla crossed her threshold seeking sanctuary, but she was not willing to squander her intellectual resources on drapes and fabric. An Abloy lock and an electronic keypad secured her bedroom door. As long as the rooms upstairs were untouched, she didn’t care if her mother painted polka dots on one wall and stripes on the other.

Irene excused herself from the table and went upstairs. She inserted the smooth cylinder of key and punched the blank buttons that opened her door. Faceless buttons were her contribution to the design. The supposition that the numbers were in the usual pattern would trip up anyone bold enough to break in. The second door in the smooth grey hallway hid a bathroom. She had everything she needed.

Four years ago, the first thing Irene demolished was the wall between the two upstairs bedrooms. She’d installed the alarm system next. The double chamber’s grey walls were covered in geologic surveys, astronomical timetables, and a map of each county in the state of Washington. A twin bed with irregular linens pressed against one end of the rectangle. An industrial metal desk stood next to a server array on the opposite wall. The blacked out windows completed her cocoon. She retrieved the small nylon bag she used as a briefcase, checked it for her backup laptop battery, and retraced her steps down the stairs and out the door to her car.

Irene Chownyk came and went in the dark. It protected her. Its cloak blinded the accusations of her neighbors. She didn’t care if they stared, as long as she could stare back. At the end of each lab day, she traveled to the suburb where she lived with her wheelchair bound mother, that’s when work started. This neighborhood used to be full of other facility employees, people more like her, but Irene had looked up too late. Nuclear families had sprouted in her carefully tended solitude until she was surrounded. Irene was there first; her position should have been secure. They started inquisitive and welcoming but she rebuffed them with neutrality, and inevitably their offered camaraderie soured. She was neighborhood famous. That hateful egghead that never made nice over the fence, but she savored the honor of being elected block misanthrope.

Irene had always been her own best company. Priscilla preened and circled high above other mothers whenever possible, robed in the accomplishments of her precocious homeschooled daughter. She’d been furious when Irene slipped her range at sixteen with an early admission to Massachusetts Institute of Technology without even considering Princeton. After Irene left home, Priscilla moved in with a cousin in Peabody, MA, dropped her dead husband’s surname, and became a Phillips again. Her sudden reconnection with her family of origin conveniently enabled hovering at MIT. 

Irene evaded her mother’s interference, and dove into her studies. She fled the East coast and returned to Washington after she defended her thesis without attending commencement ceremonies. She refused to be paraded for Priscilla’s parental victory lap. The voice mails on sacrifice and ingratitude stopped after Irene changed her phone number. She was free for a little while but her golden isolation ended when a phantom illness rendered Priscilla useless and The Phillips cousins returned her to Irene like a defiant,  errant package without a note of warning. Irene Chownyk was a qualified researcher of the highest caliber, but she’d traveled a circle. She shared a roof with her mother, in the same county where she was born.

At first, the balance of authority seemed to shift in Irene’s favor. She spent a week away from her numbers to get Priscilla settled. Priscilla accepted the caregiver Irene hired. Priscilla said nothing when Irene refused to push the motorized wheelchair around the serpentine cul-de-sac streets, or get a vehicle that accommodated its size. The disabled and dependent version of her mother seemed less capable of hostage taking. 

Irene stole every moment. She found clarity in her work, but as a child, her only comfort was swimming in the Columbia River. It reassured her after her father went beyond the world. She reached for this balm now instead of heading directly to her dim cubby at the facility. She parked along a deserted nature trail, pulled on a functional black bathing suit, yanked her modest dress over her head, rolled it up, and put it inside her trunk. Her petite, slight frame required no bra, and once she was out of her mother’s care, she’d stopped with panties too. She waded past the shallows of the river and launched her body head first beneath the surface, trailing a sodden nest of brown hair. The soothing frigid waters cycled around and through her.

She sipped at the air, and her nerves dissolved into the murk with each stroke. Her skin shriveled in the dark, fetid wet as she sank deeper, oblivious to the coating of waste runoff and algae. She swam out to a small island littered with beer bottles, condoms, and the remnants of campfires. The debris was the muddy path that led to her hidden place beneath a scrubby bush.

Irene’s anger was gone, but she could not shake the feelings of powerlessness. She wrung her hands together, meditatively collapsing and pulling them apart to compress them into nothing. She calmed herself into a trance. The space between her cupped palms produced a microscopic, pulsating darkness.

The sky was past shade when she remembered where she was supposed to be. She swam back to the shore where she’d parked, wound the algae and sand into her limp smelly hair, and pulled on her wrinkled dress; a portrait of indifference. She drove by the house on the way to the lab. The cul-de-sac shone with the televisions illuminating vacant rooms. She patrolled her territory, and then adjusted her course for work.

Her father’s Richland was a bustling center of nuclear research. He led the Department of Energy team that transitioned the Hanford reactor into the Cold War. He never discussed details and she was too young to question him but the accident that caused his death ignited her curiosity about what he did. Priscilla only said if Irene wasn’t careful she would end up just like him, without proper appreciation for everything Priscilla did to make her life possible. Physics became Irene’s only passion. Every time she pulled into the Observatory lot, she felt particles, lingering subatomic bits of him.

Irene’s job wasn’t glamorous. She was a universal irritant, not a leader of people. That prevented career progress. The rest was strangled by her own preferences. The tedium of searching for small shifts in space and time was exactly the sort of drudgery graduate students do everything possible to avoid. It wasn’t tedious to Irene though. Let the rock stars have their bleeding edge artificial intelligence trials or quests for legendary particles. She wanted life as a data monkey. The software, designed to make their entire project productive instead of aimless, worked brilliantly but Irene preferred to wade into the raw information. Getting lost in it blocked out so much noise. The numbers and intervals created a vast and intimidating geology that compelled exploration, a complete informational wilderness.

Every day, she packed a bottle of salted water and a non-perishable lunch so she wouldn’t have to leave her desk for anything. She sat the same way every time; her tangled heap of hair knotted at the crown, chin pressed to her sternum. For ten hours a day, five days a week, she oozed into blankness. She never found what she was paid to find, but something of promise glinted within. As a prospector, any shiny nugget would do. Her boss Smith let her decide her own workflow. The lab was best when it was deserted. No eye contact to avoid or pressure to make small talk, just the near silence of a carefully engineered building, systems and machinery whispering along.

The morning evaporated in the late summer heat as she dodged the interdepartmental meeting from her desk chair. She told Priscilla the truth about the meeting, but not her intentions to attend. It was well into the afternoon when she sensed Smith nearby. Irene worked to appear unaffected, turned off her monitor and swiveled his direction.

“Director Smith. My report is finished.” It was his right to request it, but she wanted him to go away. “However, it’s not due until the 24th of the month and I want the full remaining week to proof it.” 

Smith filled the doorway of her workspace, not quite inside it. He shook his head gently.

“No Chownyk your report deadline is fine. I’m here to bring you into the loop. We have an exciting new outreach program, to get the rest of the community interested in what we do here.”

Irene stared at him blankly, but he kept speaking. She knew weathering interruptions was necessary. She continued her rehearsed social response to appear appropriate. 

“That sounds like a really important effort. I don’t think I have the right skill set for that, but let me know if there’s any way I can support the team.”

Smith winced. 

“I appreciate that, thank you. I wanted a face to face. How do you feel things are progressing for you here? The security logs show you’ve been here since three a.m. It’s important not to burn yourself out; you don’t have to work those kinds of hours, we’re all in this together. The grants pay the same whether you sleep here or not, am I right?” 

Irene laughed, raspy and too loud. She measured the response, and made a note to practice a more subtle reaction. Smith’s eyebrows raised. 

“Is everything all right? I know you’re making some adjustments at home. A few of the old timers remember your mother. Give her a welcome from all of us.”

Irene didn’t have to tell anyone Priscilla was back. The old woman called the facility several times a day. 

“I know the additional hours are unnecessary. I haven’t found anything significant but I enjoy my work.”

Smith’s eyes narrowed, but his tone of voice remained even.

“Well, if there’s nothing you want to tell me, I would like a peek at your report. Not to worry, I’m getting preliminaries from the whole team right now. I won’t consider this finished, just a bit of light reading for my trip to the in-laws this weekend. I don’t need a hard copy, shoot me an email. I meant it Irene, as your team lead, I’m here to support you. If you would feel more comfortable talking to someone from employee services, I can facilitate that, but slow down all right? You know what they say about a watched vacuum tube.”

He winked at her, then backed out of the space, not looking away. He’d only smiled at her once before, on her first day. Smith never collected reports early because each one presented the same lack of data. The spell of immersion was broken. She cursed Smith’s most recent interruption and resigned herself to leaving work early. Irene got hungry, tired, and desperate for a bathroom all at once. Without distraction, she was capable of ignoring her body entirely, but now that she was aware of her needs, there was no point in staying.

She shut down her terminal and shuffled into a restroom down the hall. That’s when she heard unfamiliar voices just outside the door.

“Can you believe Smith got rid of the monthly status reports?” 

“It’s long overdue. The reports were the soul of busy work. The collaborative strategy is going to improve the quality of our analysis, but I bet Chownyk is pissed. I wonder if she’ll be exempt from this too.”

The reply was lost as the voices floated away. She didn’t recognize the speakers. Irene sorted people into vital, useful, or irrelevant and none of her team members merited remembering their faces. Irene finished her business and exited to wash her hands. She stared at her reflection in the mirror. Smith lied. That didn’t surprise her. Everyone lied. Irene lied every time she spoke. It made people comfortable. Uncovering why Smith lied, that would be necessary.

She signed out of the building, and got in her car. She was two right turns away from her development when she remembered: Smith was divorced. Irene pulled the fuel-efficient compact over and processed this new fact as evidence. He wanted something from her, but what? The uncertainty of the situation pitched her into reckless fury. Her vision blurred. Her stomach dropped. She gave into the unraveling. Ragged stale gasps of nausea launched her forward onto the steering wheel. She laid there anticipating the blackness, indifferent to the bleating of the horn.

She regained control of her body too late. The clock on the dashboard read ninety seconds later. On the street, residents spilled out of their houses onto manicured lawns and spotless driveways. Irene got out of her car to apologize. She knew the neighbors were clannish but this was a disproportionate fuss to a minor disturbance.

She eavesdropped on the closest knot of bodies. One heard popping noises and wondered if a car backfired. Someone else heard low flying aircraft. Then the screams started across the street. A man yelled the same thing over and over again. The hysteria was coming from the sloped driveway of a pale yellow house. Irene knew leaning against her car was the best exit strategy, but the panic in the man’s voice was irresistible. The other voyeurs didn’t notice Irene slip onto the property. She stood by the gate and watched the confusion unfold. 

“Aiden! Aiden don’t hide from Daddy, Aiden!”

He spun frantically, attempting to face every direction at once. A woman wearing a fluorescent green sun hat and rose patterned pants assumed control of the situation. Her wrinkled dirtied hand rested on the shoulder of the man’s black t-shirt. His screaming stopped then, but he still jerked, grounded only through the conduit of his neighbor’s touch. 

“Brady he’s okay, we’ll find him. Start from the beginning.” 

He started crying. In that moment, Irene saw it happen. She was consumed with pride. This was her first transfer without any parts left behind.

Irene watched with detached interest. The neighbor woman seemed to know what to say. The smoothing of rough into calm was its own power. The man Brady’s agitation subsided enough for him to talk. 

“He was right here. The boys were running around while I took care of a few things in the yard. Gabe went inside to get a ball. I told them no ball inside the house.” Brady scrunched up his face and turned to his neighbor, his eyes so small he couldn’t possibly see a thing. “I yelled at my boy Molly. I only get them every other week, and I yelled at him.” Brady threatened to breakdown again, but the neighbor woman propped him up and he continued. “Before I said anything else, Aiden was gone. I made Gabe go inside and told him not to unlock the door for anyone but me. It was too late. Aiden disappeared in a few seconds. I heard all the noise but I thought the boys were up to something on the other side of the house, but before I could get…before I could...someone took my little boy.” Brady folded in on himself then, and stopped speaking.

Murmurs spread through the crowd. The neighbor with the rosy pants divided bystanders into search parties. As Irene walked back to her car, a man peeled away from the group. 

“I’m going to drive around the neighborhood too.” 

Everyone else was imagining the young father’s terror as their own, but Irene drove away, disappointed that there was nothing else to learn.

Irene entered her home, narrowly missing Priscilla’s cheek with the doorknob. Her mother's wheelchair blocked the path to the stairs.

“My you’ve had a long day.”

Irene didn’t answer, but she kicked the wheelchair as she stepped around it to go upstairs. She started the bathroom shower. She undressed in front of the mirror while the water warmed, and wished that the gurgle of the drain drowned out the old woman yelling from her withered throne on the first floor. 

“There’s a price young lady! I’ll undo this but control yourself or I will control your indiscretions for you!” 

Priscilla’s accusations hacked through the bathroom door. Irene watched her own reflection. Her brown eyes twitched and blackened until she closed them. She blindly felt her way to the bottom of the tub.

Priscilla was silent for the remainder of the day. Irene locked herself inside her suburban safe room. She was too exhausted to engage. Why should she justify herself? She was proof that the parameters of possible needed adjustment. Wasn’t it her responsibility as a scientist to explain her ability? If she couldn’t adequately demonstrate and replicate these phenomena, she would be dismissed as a freak, a paranormal parlor trick. Irene didn’t want to be believed, she wanted to be proved.

She woke before her alarm clock and turned on her laptop. The bright blue headline on the local news alert was about her. 

“The disappearance of six-year old Aiden Sharp triggered a neighborhood watch yesterday. He was discovered hours later, asleep in his bed, with no memory of how he got there. Benton County sheriffs are investigating his father’s claim that the boy was taken from the family backyard. The initial search of the house found no sign of the child and no evidence of an intruder. The family is happy to have Aiden home safe, but authorities believe the boy was hidden somewhere in the house.” 

There was no mention of the noise disturbances or broken glass, though she knew there’d been both. Irene printed out the report and put it in her portfolio. She hurried to get dressed. She wanted to get to work before the sun came up.








CHAPTER FOUR




 ↬ 

THE DARK CAME earlier on Sunday. The thin summer had fled. Her family insisted they observe the Sunday dinner rule before Tabitha got their blessing. It was night when she and Candace parked on Amelia Yesler's block. A sliver of moonlight cast predatory shadows on the shifted and crooked sidewalks. The mansion seemed to absorb the glow emitted by the streetlights. The house was different than she remembered. The daytime confection of wood and brick loomed in the wind-chilled night.

The stress of packing had cut her dreamy anticipation short. The transition from girl to less-supervised girl was exciting, but the dark house felt like a carnivorous trap. Tabitha pushed the gate open, and fantasized she was walking into a glamorous fog that would change her forever. The backpacks and duffel bags slung over her body made the short distance to the porch difficult. She was a Sherpa on a one-way voyage.

A pair of griffins carved in stone, flanked the porch stairs. They were taller than Candace. The feathers of their eagle heads were more spikes than plumes, but their wings fanned so delicately she imagined they strained to take flight under the stars. The faded terracotta of their bodies looked older than the house. Tabitha was used to common clumps of poured concrete. She'd never seen real sculpture in a private yard. Did she walk right past the griffins on Friday?

Candace noticed Tabitha’s hesitation to ring the doorbell. 

“Bit, you scared? I told you, moving out right now is overrated. As long as you are in school or working, you can stay at home for as long as you want.” Candace laughed a low wicked chuckle and said “Whitney misses you already.” 

The thought of living in the small bedroom with Whitney instead of in the elegant seashell of a dorm was crushing. This had to work out.

“That’s not funny.” 

Tabitha pushed the bell vigorously. The front door swung open and Amelia Yesler, her glasses nestled into tousled hair, grimaced into the dark as Tabitha’s index finger struck the button and rang the chimes once more.

“Yes Ms. Tabitha Slate, the doorbell works. Thank you ever so much for testing it. I forget, were you supposed to move in tonight?” 

She slipped the glasses onto the ledge of her nose, her face pinched. She was flushed and barefoot. It was only eight p.m., but Yesler was draped in a flowing grey silk robe, dressed for a black-tie bedtime.

Amelia's hands were bare except for a single ring. A platinum horseshoe of fire opals, diamonds, and moonstones surrounded a flawless carmine bubble of coral. It was luxury like Tabitha had never seen. She didn’t know she was staring until her sister pinched the back of her arm. 

“Ow, ow, ow!” She yelped and squirmed away from Candace. “You’re such a bully! Sorry Amelia, I guess I got mixed up. If this is a bad time I can bring everything I own back tomorrow.” 

She grunted and shifted the luggage weight from her left foot to her right, nearly collapsing with the effort.

“That is unnecessary. If you get yourself settled, tonight is fine. You must be the sister Tabitha told me about.” 

Candace politely offered a handshake, but when Amelia's hand touched her sister's, Tabitha squeaked in alarm. Amelia and Candace glared at her in unnerving synchronicity. Tabitha pretended not to notice. Telling her sister Amelia might set her on fire would get awkward. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you Candace. Please excuse me for not seeing you both upstairs. I wasn’t expecting anyone tonight. I have appointments in the morning, but tomorrow afternoon we’ll get you properly oriented. I’m in the parlor if there is something emergent.”

She waved them inside, then swished away. Candace and Tabitha looked at each other for a moment, then silently divvied up the baggage and trudged up the stairs. They entered the suite and Candace laughed so hard she made herself snort. This was not the reaction Tabitha anticipated. Tabitha fumed as her sister regained composure. Why did they make fun of everything that excited her? 

“I can’t believe you gave up one Whitney, for five strangers! Girl, you might be in a world of trouble. You have always been my daredevil. Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m right. I was worried about this, but I think you’ll be safe here.”

Tabitha seized her sister in a bruising hug, grateful that she wouldn’t have to hug her again for several days.

“Thanks for helping me move, Sister Dearest. I guess this is goodnight.” 

Candace peeled Tabitha off, shook her head and said “No my weirdo, this is growing up.” She wagged a finger at Tabitha. “Don’t forget who you are. I’ll let myself out.” Candace smiled, then left her alone to unpack.

Tabitha paced the glossy parquet floors. In two days, she’d be “The New Girl.” For now, she reveled in the solitude of the house. Her meager wardrobe fit in the chest at the foot of the bed. She didn’t know what to do with her four pairs of shoes, so she lined them up beneath the mattress. She dumped an assortment of textbooks, comic books, a portable compact disc player, and a thick binder of CDs, into a jumble onto her desk and said to herself, “all finished unpacking.”

She was wound too tight to sleep, but she didn’t want to disturb Amelia. A quick sneak through the common areas was a stealthy compromise. If this enormous house held a secret room or two, now was the perfect time to search for it.

She kicked off her boots, and laid her long blue paisley skirt and her black lace button down shirt across her bed. She put on an almost grey Johnny the Homicidal Maniac t-shirt and flannel sleep pants. Tabitha winced as she turned her overly ripe boots upside down on the trunk, their tongues trailing down the side. She hoped the smell dissipated by morning. She didn't want her new roommates to associate her with the fetid odor of feet. She shut the door to the suite and padded down the hall to the staircase.

The acoustics on the carpeted landing were startling. Amelia’s voice was so clear and loud in Tabitha’s ears she turned to make sure Amelia wasn't standing behind her. 

“Yes…she’s here right now…No, posing as one of my lodgers. At first, I thought she was the one you sent. That one never arrived, nor called. I don’t think we should try outsourcing again. Ms. Slate, a stranger, saved my proverbial bacon, possibly our collective proverbs…If you haven’t heard of her, where did she come from?” This fit with Tabitha’s suspicions. She knew the late appointment issue was mistaken identity. What could she have done to save anyone? “I’ll meet you at ten tomorrow in the usual spot.”

The end of the conversation prodded Tabitha back to her room. She moved as silently as she could. She didn’t want Amelia to find her creeping and eavesdropping in the hall. 

Lamplight from her nightstand smoothed the plaster walls into a lustrous surface. She leaned against the door, and reluctantly confronted the issues. What was she involved in? Did Amelia cause her seizure and blackout? Tabitha laid out her thoughts in a mumble, her reasoning round and wobbly.

On good days, she balanced paranoia with innate logical instincts. On bad days, she used hand sanitizer right after washing with soap and water. She was already in love with each arch and angle of this house, and everything it represented. Even the gardens on this block sighed with leisure when the wind blew. The creak of old planks under her feet suggested new possibilities, new identities she could try on. She didn’t aspire to danger. Her fluttering daydreams did not include being rolled up in a cult, or something worse. Who else set themselves on fire, performance artists? None of it made sense, but Tabitha was a thinking chess piece, not a victim. She set the alarm on her brand new prepaid cell phone for nine the next morning. When Amelia Yesler met her contact to discuss their dilemma, Tabitha would be there too. Until then, she might as well turn off her lamp, and rest her eyes while she tested the new-to-her bed.

Sleep took her gently, and completely outside her conscious mind. She floated aware, high above her body, still, and breathless in a clear coffin left out in a storm. She panicked, unable to inhabit her skin. The raindrops woke Tabitha up before her alarm. Water tapping on the skylight above paralyzed her until dream divided from reality. She rolled out of bed and dressed in her best anonymous black, a vintage gabardine travel suit. She tucked a copy of Lonely City under her arm, and went down to the kitchen in search of caffeinated courage.

Tabitha swung the kitchen door aside to discover that even the kitchen was formally dressed. It was the one place she expected student wear and tear but there was none. Every surface was polished glass, grey marble, or dark mahogany. She heard the faint hum of a nearby refrigerator, but she wasn’t sure where the paneling stopped and the appliances began.

Trial and error brought her to the teacups easily enough. Distinguishing tea from poison was less obvious. The cupboards were crammed with glass jars of every size and color. Some of them smelled exotic and inviting, but mostly they were noxious leaves that stank of gasoline and onion or sour and bitter scents that made her throat scratchy. She sealed up another eye-watering container and decided to go grocery shopping for her own tea, soon.

It took Tabitha a quarter of an hour to discover the lonely box of instant coffee tucked inside the pantry. In one microwaved minute, she heated the water from the copper faucet from hot to boiling. She sat down at the island with her reward, and drifted with her story on a tiny sea of weak coffee and warm dark wood. She absently swiveled in her seat, a slow arc back and forth with each turn of the page.

Tabitha was so engrossed she didn’t notice Amelia had entered the kitchen still clad in a dressing gown.

“Good morning Ms. Slate. I didn’t expect to see you about so early.” 

Tabitha fumbled the teacup full of coffee.

“Damn, damn, damn, damn!” 

She didn’t spill a drop but Amelia gave her a steep eyebrow and said “Is everything alright?”

Tabitha was a trained klutz. She cultivated a repertoire of physical expression that conveyed her embarrassment and her amusement whenever her limbs flubbed their lines. Most people found this endearing, but the rest were annoyed ever after.

“It’s a good thing I’m not fully caffeinated right? I think I got up too early. I’ll probably just head upstairs and nap until I start making sense to myself. Or maybe that’s when it’ll be time to go back to bed again. It’s hard to say really.”

“Well I have appointments and errands. If you don’t make it to the grocery store today help yourself to anything in the refrigerator or pantry, but it’s better to stick to the packaged and labeled herbs. Some things in this kitchen are not for eating. See you this afternoon!”

Amelia’s full silk robe rustled against the smooth wooden floor, fanning behind her as she swung out of the kitchen. Tabitha didn’t blame her for disengaging. Her ability to kill any conversation was a kind of superpower. She emptied the cup of cold coffee and went upstairs to listen for the sounds of departure. Field surveillance was a stretch for her skill level, but she felt like she was bait inside a tastefully decorated trap, and she needed answers.

She paced around her room and hoped the secret meeting was accessible on foot. In Tabitha’s experience, cab drivers were unpredictable. Getting into a taxi and saying “follow that car” with only $3 in her wallet would not end well.

Tabitha stuck her head out of the suite. There was movement in the foyer. The creaky yawn of the front door was unmistakable. She darted back inside, snatched the battered canvas purse off her bed, and ran downstairs in pursuit.

Amelia was out of the gate. Tabitha worried she would lose sight of her target. A tan raincoat wasn’t exactly a beacon. She was grateful when Yesler opened a sunflower umbrella large enough to shield three people from the August rain. Tabitha knew even she could keep an eye out for that.

She watched the sunflower sway down the block and out of sight before she followed. Her own umbrella stuck out because the crowds on Broadway rarely bothered to carry them. Yesler walked by all the bus stops and headed down Denny hill. Tabitha leisurely gave chase.

When Tabitha realized they were going into Pike Place Market she got nervous. If the meet was inside one of the public areas, it would be easy to see but impossible to listen in without risking discovery. That was the best-case scenario. Pike Place Market was all nooks and passageways. Most of the shops were smaller than the Yesler kitchen. The sunflower guide was a gift all the way downtown, but she could get lost in this teeming mass. It would be worse to round a corner and find herself ass over teakettle in the middle of what she was supposed to be surreptitiously observing.

The aromas of grilled meat, ripe cheeses, and chocolate overwhelmed Tabitha. She could ignore the living statue with a forked beard and his entire body painted liquid silver, the display of hundreds of snapdragons and lilies in bright tempting hues, or the seafood soaring over her head, but the food vendor stalls were distracting. She should have eaten something before she became a secret agent for a day.

Tabitha let the sunflower trail away every few minutes just in case Yesler stopped abruptly but she needn’t have been so careful. Yesler wound her way through the throngs in a deliberate order. She only slowed down long enough to negotiate around a tourist. This was obviously a regular route for her. They were deep into the market, headed towards a back staircase. The more complicated this situation got, the more Tabitha suspected she couldn’t tell anyone, not just her family. 

The rain slowed to a dribble as she hopped the last step onto the sidewalk, but the wind whipped her hair into her eyes now and again, blocking her view of everything. She trudged after Yesler, down the street and along the sea wall. Adventure and self-centered espionage was exciting, but now she was soggy and cranky. If this continued past the ferries into the Square, she would give up. Tabitha sailed the concrete dodging the charter buses emptying into the two cruise ships in Elliott Bay. The sunflower was gone. She rotated on the spot, trying to look inconspicuous, but in the bedlam of luggage and taxi drivers of every hue, it was impossible to draw attention without a megaphone.

Tabitha was at the mouth of the cruise traffic when she saw it. The sunflower was on the pier, off the parking lot of a fancy waterfront hotel. Tabitha’s idea of stealth was standing next to a tree. Fortunately, Amelia Yesler faced the water, unconcerned with her surroundings. Her companion planked against the railing. Snarls of muddy black hair trailed past the waist of a water-stained trench coat. Hygiene wasn’t this woman’s first priority. 

This wasn’t a bureaucrat in a tasteful grey suit carrying a top-secret file. She never guessed Amelia Yesler swung from this rung on the social ladder. The tanned and quietly well-to-do never associated with the unwashed wearing sunglasses bedazzled all to hell. This made invading the privacy of a perfect stranger worth it.

Tabitha heard her name from 10 feet away. Yesler’s words were mostly eaten by the waves and the wind, but Tabitha could hear the nasal voice of the woman she now thought of as The Sickly Fishwife. Tabitha had never heard vowels like this from a Seattle native.

 “You have a lotta nerve Amelia, coming down here like I messed up! You had a situation, now you don’t have a situation. If it was me, I would be happy. What do you care it’s not who we sent?” 

The Sickly Fishwife’s body shuddered and Tabitha thought she was going to fall into the water, but she stabilized herself even without using the hands jammed into her coat pockets.

“I’ve heard of a Slate, but it can’t be the one you got, it was a while ago. You said send an elemental. You said you don’t care what kind as long as they’re good. If you’re worried it’s somebody else under that skin, test it. Don’t come down here like it’s my problem you don’t know how to handle your business. Vieira and I have always kept the bargain with your family have we not?” Yesler nodded. “Then listen well, Wardein come and go. We have been, we will be, and it all belongs to the sea. Don’t make me remind you of that.” 

The Sickly Fishwife flopped over the railing. 

Tabitha clapped both hands to her mouth. Did Amelia push The Sickly Fishwife? As soon as the sunflower walked away, Tabitha burst through the narrow greenbelt, startling a young couple holding hands. They scurried away as she looked down into the water. There was no sign of The Sickly Fishwife, but her dirty trench coat floated on the surface, the slow current trending towards the inescapable cruise ships.








CHAPTER FIVE




 ↬ 

TABITHA WAS SOAKED. Each squishy, sodden step was slippery misery. She forgot the chase and the pretense of anonymity. She took the waterfront trolley around the market, then transferred to an uptown bus. On her way back to the Hill, she tried to solve for “x.” Frantically spreading the word about people engulfed in flames that didn’t burn or women who breathed underwater wasn't the best plan if Tabitha hoped to avoid her inner crazy bag lady for at least ten more years. This new dimension of the world was too much to bear. Until she found a reasonable explanation, she would wallow in the most conventional and practical way she could think of: at the supermarket.

It took ninety minutes to find the essentials. She rang up her trail mix, microwave popcorn, coffee beans, ginger tea, and frozen TV dinners at the self-checkout machine. Her capacity for cooking was strictly theoretical. Why would anyone stir and chop instead of eating takeout with a good book? Candace had predicted Tabitha would visit every time she got hungry. She may have been right.

It stopped raining as she lugged her brown paper sack onto the porch. Tabitha balanced her purse on her arm and fished for keys with the other hand. She realized then that she wouldn’t find one. She didn’t have a key to this house yet. If she rang the bell Yesler would have to let her in, and she was unsure about launching a showdown with any kind of equilibrium. She tried the lock, surprised it offered no resistance.

 Yesler called out “Who’s there?” from beyond the parlor door. 

Tabitha shot down the hallway into the kitchen to stall. She sat the shopping on the counter and inhaled deeply. She hummed and brought her palms together.

“Oh good you’re home. When I noticed you were gone, I hoped you wouldn’t get back before I did. Here, I’ve brought you a present.”

She slid a generic hardware store key across the slab. It wasn’t the ornate skeleton key Tabitha expected. 

Tabitha picked up the key and tried to ease into getting some answers from her new landlady. If she pissed Amelia Yesler off, she would have to move out. There were at least a dozen young women who would kill for a bed in this house. A calm, subtle restating of the facts, followed by a series of pointed questions is what she needed. Instead, she stomped her way across explosive terrain in a blindfold.

“Are you in a cult?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Well that woman you talked to about me, who was she? Where would someone like you even meet someone like her? A creepy yoga studio? Did she come all the way from the east coast to jump in the Sound wearing her clothes? Who does that?” 

Tabitha’s curiosity had led her off topic. Yesler stared at the strange girl sitting in her kitchen, and Tabitha stared right back. Subterfuge and politeness hadn’t worked for either of them.

“Your family knows where you are, I met your sister last night, and you slept inside my house. That’s all the evidence I would typically need to believe you are nothing more than the girl you say you are. But the landscape of our little city shifts Ms. Slate, and I must safeguard it.”

Amelia erased the distance between herself and the cupboard Tabitha found that morning in a blink. She felt for a hidden row, never taking her eyes off  her new tenant, as she selected a jar, filled a mug with water, and emptied a dark green powder into the liquid. Tabitha watched the dust turn the fluid a milky green then back to clear again, as Yesler slid it across the countertop like a second, more noxious key to her secrets.

“If you are Tabitha Slate, I promise you that it is perfectly safe to drink this. I will tell you what you need to know, I will give you a choice. If you are not Tabitha Slate,” Yesler’s hands twitched and conjured a tiny flickering flame, “I will peel that skin off you and send you back to the Trench in pieces.” She sighed, and twinkled at Tabitha. “Please, call me Amelia. Look at us, already like old friends, having Monday afternoon tea and getting to know each other before the other girls move in.”

Tabitha wasn’t comforted by Amelia’s reassurances but she’d pushed the matter so far that anything less than drinking from this mug would end badly for her. This could come to wildfire, or worse, living with Whitney again. When she described the house and its owner to Candace, she guessed this woman was a descendant of one of the first founders of the city, or at least a prominent divorcée cagey enough to snag this house in a settlement. Tabitha gambled that Amelia Yesler probably wasn’t a secret serial killer who poisoned her renters, and recklessly gulped.

Amelia splayed her flammable fingers into ten fires, waiting to strike. Tabitha was relieved that though it smelled like moldy bilge, the water went down delicately, a floral tisane sweetened with honey. When she finished, the initial stink was gone.

As far as she was concerned, if Amelia was going to make strange demands and threaten to kill her, she would get the attitude Tabitha reserved for family. Tabitha forced a toothy smile, scooted her stool up close to her landlady.

“Do all of the renters have to drink from the mystical oracle mug of destiny, or am I special?”

“I have more resources for protecting myself than inviting monsters to tea, Ms. Slate. If you’re quite finished, there are things we need to discuss. Follow me.” 

The kitchen door swung once more then they were climbing stairs. Tabitha’s life was officially weirder than usual. She looked for intrigue and wonder in every crevice, but when it happened, it made her anxious. She stumbled when Amelia paused to open the gate to the third floor.

“Mind your surroundings Tabitha,” warned Amelia without turning around.

Tabitha often lacked the sense of where her limbs separated from the physical spaces surrounding her. For her it all flowed together. She counted to three under her breath before following Amelia up the last flight and across the threshold into a room that could only be called chambers.

A delicate swarm of old-fashioned glass lamps sparked alive in unison with one sweep of Amelia’s hand. Tabitha gaped at the breadth of ceilings higher than they should be. 

“Are we still in the house? The dimensions in here don’t make sense. Does this take up the entire floor?” 

Amelia flitted about the room. She caressed behind the ears of an odd bit of statuary. She spoke to her stacks of books and papers like a doting master, home at last from a long day out. 

The tile floors in Amelia’s habitat radiated warmth, like a sidewalk on a summer’s afternoon in another town. Tabitha expected a massive stone fireplace in the master suite of an idly wealthy person; it was the detailed execution of every feature that wowed her. Amelia’s four-poster canopy bed was an exquisite carving of alder trees in full flower. The longer Tabitha stared at it the more lifelike it seemed. A tiny finch on a branch gave her a creeping spasm when it flew across the room. Tabitha wrapped her arms around her midsection to suppress her instinctual flailing. Amelia’s warning fresh in her mind, she contained the radius of her startle to avoid breaking anything.

“Okay Amelia! What else in this room moves on its own? Cause if I’m going to get out of here with no expensive stuff casualties, this little epiphany chat needs to get going.”

“Revelations, coming right up.”

Amelia took off her slippers and padded over to a cozy embroidered pouf near the fireplace, and ignited the juniper logs without a match. Tabitha followed Amelia’s example and removed her muddy boots before stepping onto the tea-stained rug. She pulled up a pouf and kept an eye on the room. She felt certain it watched back.

“I apologize for Jupiter, Tabitha. She rarely startles me anymore but you should be charmed; she has announced her presence in less delicate ways. I found her perched on the bed one morning long ago and sometimes she stops by to visit. She is my rosefinch in occasional residence.”

Tabitha searched for a bird secret passage but there weren’t any windows at all. Impossibly natural light pooled in odd spots around the room.

“Modified skylights, Tabitha. The glass refracts ambient light and moisture, then releases the stored energy, like a solar panel.”

That didn’t explain how the bird got in or out but Tabitha was more interested in drying her remaining damp. She stared into the flames, searching for a snappy comeback, but finding none, chose silence as a last resort. Amelia tucked her legs beneath her, and told her story.

“My ancestors built this city. Not literally of course. We hired immigrants, natives, wanderers. In those days, it was socially acceptable to tire of your wife and your horizon, and go seeking land and fortune. My great-great grandfather Henry Yesler’s sawmill made Seattle into a refueling station for lumber ships headed to San Francisco. He made lots of enemies and lots of money. My great-great grandmother Minnie was his second wife. She was pregnant when her husband died and she inherited everything, lucre, land, and lawsuits. The mansion Henry built for his first wife Sarah fell into the hands of the city. Six months after Minnie was politely forced out of the first Yesler house, it and the surrounding orchards burned to the ground.”

“Minnie was an edgy, resourceful sort of girl. There’s a written history of our family, but given the temperaments of the recorders, it is unreliable. After she gave birth, Minnie left her daughter Della with a servant. Minnie was a no name from nowhere, not an aristocrat. Her reputation in Seattle as a home wrecking arsonist discouraged social callers, so she went off in search of profit and a society of her own.”

“Seattle ignored her absence until she crept back into town a few years later with a net worth greater than most of its residents combined. Minnie returned from her trip transformed. The city swelled with new neighborhoods. People from all over the world flooded what became a downtown. Prostitution wasn’t exactly legal back then but as in the gold rush, female flesh was another provision needed to support industry. In a booming harbor town, Minnie grew her fortune by going into the sex trade. She catered to appetites best left unspoken.”

“There’d always been allegations. Whispers about Sarah’s death, accusations about Henry’s, but never openly after the fire. Minnie kept the soft, fragile lives of prominent people in her parlor. She spun an advantageous marriage into a regional monopoly on human trafficking and there was nothing her enemies could do about it. She slipped through every net unscathed.”

“Della lived in the same house, but she was seven years old before she understood that the stranger who came and went at unusual hours had given birth to her. Minnie’s disinterest was benign. Miss Barbara, the head of household service, was the only mother Della knew. There are no surviving photographs of Minnie but she commissioned a painting. The sentimental dear had it done over a photo of Sarah Yesler. The portrait of Sarah Yesler in my parlor bled through the moment Minnie’s influence cleared the house. Her image evaporated, never to be seen again. By all accounts, she was unremarkable. Plain in figure and face. I’ve always imagined her as a soot-haired chameleon able to reflect desire and project flame.”

“In August of 1899 Minnie gave Miss Barbara leave to bury her own mother in California. It was the first time she’d left Yesler House since Della became her charge. Miss Barbara raised Della like her own. That was unusual. Housekeepers didn’t play nursemaid. That was an entirely different line of work in a house of this size. Miss Barbara was a maid in another house before she came to Minnie and she was grateful for the promotion. She didn’t believe half the gossip, but Miss Barbara never left Della alone with her mother.”

“Miss Barbara knew a thirteen year old didn’t require such vigilance but Minnie’s reputation grew daily. Minnie’s maid scratched her face with a hair comb one morning. No one ever saw Sally again. Those who dared come to the house on business treated Barbara like she was contaminated too. It wasn’t possible to watch Della every moment of every day but Barbara tried. There was no appropriate excuse to bring Della with her to California. She told the girl it was very important to behave properly and stay out of her mother’s way. She prayed Della would be safe in Minnie’s care for the two weeks of mourning.”

“Della’s curiosity was boundless. She knew of Minnie Gagle Yesler, the prominent traveler that provided a fortune, but nothing else. She shyly approached her mother the afternoon Miss Barbara left. Her governess’s absence might be her only opportunity to learn more. Minnie was charmed. She instructed her new maid, Gaila, to dress Della in something from her closet.”

“Della’s secret wish came true. Her mother introduced her to the scandalous and most fashionable salons in the city. Minnie debuted her daughter with flair. She capped the day with an impromptu costume party at Yesler house. Della was allowed to select a dress for the occasion, an ivory silk ball gown embroidered with violets. It fit her perfectly. After an evening of extravagance, Minnie tucked the girl in with a kiss and whispered that Della was heir to an awakening she could not begin to imagine.”

“In the middle of the night, a lurker from the day’s festivities stole into Della’s room to claim what he purchased from Minnie. My great grandmother told me her story when I was ten. She said he hooked around her limbs and pawed her into submission. At the time I was ignorant, but I understood hurt.”

“The absence of her protector rearranged the universe for Della. Her body healed, but for the first time ever, she was fascinated and afraid of it. Before, Della was irrepressible energy that Miss Barbara occasionally tamed into a presentable girl. Minnie was right. Della’s instincts had lain in wait, a shadow behind the closet. Fortunately, my own parents were sane. Pyrogenesis doesn’t require a trauma or sacrifice, Minnie just enjoyed barbarism.”

“The rape so estranged Della from her former self, she couldn’t wield her power at first. Young girls often trade innocence for knowledge and sadness. Della was prey for something darker than sweet lies. She was a danger to herself and others until she learned to live with her new strength. Her nightmares triggered erratic immolation. The only thing that woke Della was burning through her bed and her bedroom until she crashed onto the ground floor. Most of the servants resigned, terrified of sizzling to death in their sleep. Della was angry. She struggled to define that void on her terms, but put her energies into learning everything she could about being Jinn.”

“Della never said what happened, but the signs were familiar to Miss Barbara. She was prepared when the next rainy season came squelching in, with a boy and girl child for the now ‘spoiled’ heiress. The women of Washington couldn’t vote but Miss Barbara spun the scandal like a professional. Minnie was a disgrace but she had a following that hung on her every word. Miss Barbara saved Della from slipping into Minnie’s cultivated society of vulnerable young women. She wanted Della to take an alternate path.”

“Young women today are used to girls furiously burning down houses and tearing up pictures of the Pope on television. At the turn of the century, women expressed their displeasure with micro domestic aggressions, if at all. I don’t know what they would have done if they had proof Minnie murdered anyone or set the fire, but she got away with that and a lot more. Covering the corruption of her only child against the word of a servant was easy. Who could prove how the girl got pregnant? In those times, even a pimped victim would be further shamed. Both Yeslers would have been shunned and the fortune seized. They would have institutionalized Della and taken away her babies.”

“Miss Barbara slept with holy words beneath her pillow. She had no weapons against a creature like Minnie. She performed with humility and subordination but she would have died to defend Della. She nearly did, doing anything to keep Minnie from sending her away. She blamed herself for not being there when Della needed her. Miss Barbara kept Della and those children close until she died; on that very ottoman you’re sitting on.”

Tabitha tweaked her burry aurora of hair, looped inside the sadness of what it would be like to not lose your mother, but live with the persistent fear of having her coiled near. She couldn’t understand it. She stopped yanking when Amelia got to dead people and the surrounding floor plan.

“Amelia, you get points for crazy Victorian family ghost tale, but the haunted furniture bit was overkill. I was listening. I know this sounds rude, but when do we get to the Tabitha Slate part?”

“You wanted answers, and you’re getting them. Pay attention. Della never left the house except to garden in the yard. She was besotted with her girl Opal and the boy she called Gilbert. The only model of child rearing Della knew was the fleet of female servants that kept her in line. Miss Barbara managed the smudges and mess that came with two babies like a proud grandmother. She found tutors, mended their clothing and kissed them goodnight. She taught Della to love them firmly, not like over indulged playthings.”

“The week before the twins sixth birthday, Gil went to the garden to complain. He hated when Opal cheated at hide and seek. After hiding for an hour, he asked every servant, checked every cupboard, and he still could not find his sister. Opal often got bored looking for Gil, and simply gave up the search to take afternoon tea. Gil stopped the game to search for his sister instead. She hadn’t been seen since after their noon rest.”

“Miss Barbara immediately alerted Della, gathered Gilbert and promised him a trip to the general store soda fountain, and left at that moment without a backward glance. Della hunted her mother. Barbara came out of hiding when The Seattle Times ran a small obituary for Minnie.”

“The family of Minnie Gagle Yesler is in mourning. She has contracted influenza and died. Minnie Gagle Yesler is survived by her daughter and sole heir, Ms. Della Yesler. The Yesler family has already conducted a private memorial in accordance with the deceased’s wishes.”

Tabitha was disappointed. She shifted on her cushion, and rubbed feeling into her legs.

“That’s it? Death by flu for the battle-ax?”

“You don’t understand anything Tabitha. Minnie Gagle was not just an opportunist, or a heartless bully. Della battled for Opal’s soul. Della didn’t know if the power she inherited was evil but there was no question that her mother was. Della used her anger and every trick she’d taught herself to protect Opal, and in the end, she won. She rained fire and will down on this house until Minnie was weak. Then Della did the only thing she could. She bound her.” Amelia raised her left hand to show off the beautiful ring Tabitha admired last night.

Tabitha gasped.

“Your evil great-great grandmother lives on your hand? This just gets weirder and weirder. Why? Why not just kill her?”

Amelia came close to Tabitha, sat next to her and extended her hands. The left glowed from the warmth of the ring, the right coated with flame that didn’t burn.

“There are ways to kill hybrids Tabitha, but Della didn’t know any then. Minnie became the family chore that no one wants to take on. None of us wanted to risk our lives or comfort to make sure she’s gone forever, so we keep the monster close. That is where my power comes from, through the line of my grandfather Gil. Now it’s your turn, which side does your waveworking come from, and why isn’t your family registered?”








CHAPTER SIX




 ↬ 

IRENE THOUGHT SHE’D broken Priscilla. Then the facility receptionist got a panicked phone call from their neighbor. Irene raced home hoping to be unburdened by her mother’s existence, but not only was Priscilla still alive, a plump, faded brunette cooed at her over the arm of the new sofa. As though encouraging a small child instead of a viper, the woman squeezed Priscilla’s hand, then brought it to her lips. Involuntary revulsion shuddered through Irene.

“Well. Here she is now. Oh Irene I’m so glad you’re home. You didn’t say when you were coming back. Susan, this is the daughter I told you about, my Irene. She’s so very busy. She does important work.”

Priscilla winced. She gripped the arms of her wheelchair and slowly exhaled as she turned her withered face to the woman in her thrall.

“I apologize for troubling you. I have not been this incapacitated since Irene was born! Adjustments are so difficult. Thank goodness for neighbors. Irene, Susan was on her morning walk when I had a spell. I am certain she saved my life.” 

Irene glared at Susan.

“Susan lives across the street with her sister Pam. She volunteered to look after me when you are unavailable. I may start calling her Suzy Samaritan.”

Priscilla’s hollow eyes glistened. Susan whispered something in Priscilla’s ear then stood to leave, and a conspiratorial giggle passed between them. Irene followed her neighbor outside to smooth over the scene Priscilla caused. Susan hurried away but Irene trailed her. Irene blinked rapidly in the uncomfortable light of day.

“Susan, I apologize.”

Words drowned in Irene’s throat when she made eye contact with her neighbor. She didn’t understand people but she recognized fury.

“You may call me Ms. Muller. It’s your poor mother who deserves an apology! She let you move in with her so that you can go back to school and get your life together. This is how you repay her? My mother died last year. I can’t imagine leaving her scared and alone, telling her I may not come home for a week! Ms. Priscilla is by herself in a wheelchair! How did you expect her to survive?”

Muller’s shoulders puffed up with indignation. This cheap emotional display scalded and tightened Irene’s skin. What passed for Susan Muller’s rage was embarrassing. Irene should instruct this woman in wrath, but it was Priscilla who’d taught the lesson of the day. This scene was orchestrated for the benefit of the other neighbors. Irene turned and saw Priscilla expectantly perched near the windows, surprised her mother settled for a wink but resisted the urge to stick out her tongue in defiance.

“Ms. Muller, I don’t know what Priscilla told you, or how long you’ve lived on this street, but I own this home. I have for several years. I am a postdoctoral fellow doing research at the LIGO Observatory. I cannot babysit her around the clock because of the nature of my work, but she has a hired caregiver. She is not neglected. She only arrived here from Peabody last week and I have made arrangements for her to stay for as long as necessary.”

Ms. Muller deflated a bit but she wasn’t finished.

“Well you may have forgotten me Irene Chownyk, but I know exactly what you are. I remember the nasty things you said about your own flesh and blood. Ms. Priscilla has suffered enough. Make peace with her before she’s gone or you’ll have to live with how you treated her.”

Muller stomped away on a current of self-righteousness.

Strangers never understood. Priscilla got to them first, then she mesmerized and devoured them like the predator she was. Publicly she was the attentive and doting parent to an intensely odd little girl. When her father died, Irene told her Sunday school teacher that the wrong parent lived. That tidbit was recycled until Irene left for college. Richland was a small town with a big memory. Even if its people had been the kind to forget, they never forgave, and Irene never repented. If they were too simple to see past her mother’s malignancy, that was their problem.

Irene remembered how the other mothers pitied Priscilla’s obnoxious pride in her intelligence. At least they weren’t raising a defective child alone. They didn’t know the minutiae Priscilla enforced. They weren’t there when Priscilla called her a disgusting ungrateful brat. No one watched as Priscilla force-fed Irene lunches of half-digested pills. Irene swore she would be good if her mother let her stay in her bedroom, but every day after her father left for work, Priscilla locked her in the suffocating coal shed behind the house instead.

Irene didn’t have a soft warm beginning. As a child, she remembered blanched fingernails that cut into her arm when there were no witnesses. It surprised her every time she survived another day of her mother’s attentions. She compressed herself into absence, into a nothingness too small to notice or displease. Irene wished herself invisible until everything went blank. 

Her father’s secretary Belinda, bought Irene a doll and kept it in her desk at the office. Whenever Priscilla and the girl brought Dr. Nicholas Chownyk lunch, Belinda would distract Irene with a trinket or a bit of forbidden candy while her parents met in the office. She was Irene’s second favorite person.

Irene’s father told her stories about how very hard they tried to make her. Every night when he put her to bed he told her that he and Priscilla were very lonely, and when they could not have a child, they hired every scientist at Hanford to grow a little girl from a single atom. 

Irene didn’t know if Priscilla knew the bedtime story. Her mother resigned from parenthood shortly after the infertility treatments were successful. She fobbed the girl off on total strangers at every opportunity in the name of socialization. That was how Belinda became Irene’s first and last friend. Belinda wasn’t like other grownups. She lavished Irene with attention at every opportunity. Belinda was the only adult besides her father who channeled Irene’s fierce anxiety into a manageable intensity.

The simultaneous loss of her father and Belinda in the accident rendered Irene catatonic. The first day her mother didn’t lock her in the coal shed, Irene thought she was being indulged, but Priscilla’s performance consumed so much focus; she didn’t notice Irene at all. Her venom sweetened when she became a single mother, but it Irene realized later the prop of a small fatherless child was the perfect grief accessory.

A week after Priscilla’s arrival, Irene was wistful for the quiet of the coal shed. The sinkholes of manipulation between Priscilla’s requests and sighs was flawless strategy. Irene was forced to curb her neglectful impulses to keep the judgmental neighbors at bay. Avoiding Priscilla’s demands was exhausting but Irene was done. She was more powerful than an old woman in a wheelchair. Irene went back inside her house and confronted her mother.

“Priscilla! I don’t know what you’re playing at but this is my house. Your disruptions end now. Your need for an audience will not interfere with my work again.” Irene clenched her teeth and tried again. “We can’t alter history, but there’s no reason to poison the present.”

Her eyes blackened. The lights in the room flickered and surged. The cathode ray tubes inside the small television on top of the coffee table burst, and the screen smoked and flattened to a greyish green.

“If this continues, your stay here will be unpleasant and briefer than you intended.”

Priscilla fingered the lace handkerchief resting in her lap. She sneered at her daughter.

“Irene, how is it that you’re my child?” Priscilla threw the handkerchief in Irene’s face and a game show popped into existence onto the ruined television screen. “You never act sensibly. All that engineering, the best genetics and education money can buy, and you’re still a wooden freak. Even Nicholas was charming, if you liked elderly arrogant Europeans. You’re the worst of both of us. I realize you think that I am here as an act of your kindness. You get credit for testing my patience, but never forget girl that you owe your existence to promises and sacrifices I made before you were born.”

“If I see fit to use you, then I will. You could bring glory to this family, but you’ll never get a Nobel, not if you’re doing scut jobs in the basement or disgraced and run out of town by the good citizens of Richland. I have always done what any good mother would do; I showed you consequences have actions. People couldn’t stand to see you abuse your helpless elderly mother. Before you get a clever notion to push me down a flight of stairs or leave me to rot in my own stink until I die, remember that you’re in a tank with me girl, not the other way around. You always wanted to be a good girl Irene. I could tell back then. It didn’t matter to me, but I knew. The best girls look after their mothers, let me help you succeed at last. I’ll be fine for the rest of the day of course. Go back to your precious research. I have tasks for you, people that need undoing. For now, I think we all have enough to think about.” 

Priscilla hummed a commercial jingle and switched the channel to a mid-afternoon soap opera.

Irene was dismissed. Priscilla hadn’t forced her to use her ability in years. The first time, she told Irene it was a game. She gave Irene coordinates. She told her what to think about, taught her how to focus. She’d never played a game with Priscilla before. She didn’t know where the location was. It was years before she figured out that it was her father’s lab. The next time, Priscilla asked her to erase her church rival, to suck them out of the world and into nothing, she’d had to watch. Irene hated Priscilla for using her for revenge, but she hated her mother’s hypocrisy more. Priscilla’s talent only pulled the world back together as it’d been, but Irene could unravel all but the memories of what was. It was pure jealousy.

Irene drove back to the facility and hoped that her boss hadn’t noticed she’d left. When she started at LIGO, things were different. She was beneath the notice of nearly everyone, including her boss. Director Smith changed his patterns last month. He hovered.  His illogical and increasingly frequent visits to her cubicle surprised Irene, but if his attentions were amorous, she was completely disinterested.

The Louisiana center had a female director. There were females in better positions but Irene was the only female who worked in the catacombs of the Richland center, and she didn’t like the scrutiny of exception.  There are women in the sciences who are genuine brains afflicted by beauty, but she was not one of them. She wasn’t a bombshell waiting to be peeled. It was enough to be sturdily made, capable, and bored by the machinations of romance. She wasn’t immune to her hormones, simply pragmatic. Irene was keenly attuned to her own needs but she preferred to be left to her devices. Pursuing or allowing pursuit was a poor investment of energy.

Maternity, or the pruned and twisted strain of parenthood her mother practiced inspired her even less, and so she discouraged glances that lingered. The female ratio in Richland was greatly improved since the days of the missionaries. Ironic slim-fit tees and security badges replaced the pedigrees and petticoats of earlier times, but single women were still a local delicacy. A hundred years ago, she would have been a fine choice for an enterprising prospector, especially in the lonelier territory east of the mountains. 

Most women were imported from the coastal part of the state or places in the Midwest, but for every confirmed bachelor and family man, there were five men who were intensely and theoretically heterosexual. Irene shielded herself with focused ensembles and orthopedic shoes. She eschewed eye contact and small talk. A tactical stare and silence was more effective than pleasantries.

Smith’s persistence despite her deflections confused Irene. Lately he slipped into her cubicle on the thinnest of pretexts, several times a day. Yesterday she choked down rage when she found him frisking her desk drawers. She’d have to carefully manage his erratic behavior to keep her job.

Irene walked back to her burrow in the catacomb of ductwork connected to the vacuum generator with more pressing matters on her mind. The solitude she required for her research was shattered. Her Priscilla problem needed a permanent solution. Her fists clenched when she turned the corner into her hallway. Her cubicle door was wide open and the fluorescent lights were on.

Irene read policies about sexual harassment. A different 25-year-old might have doubted her impressions, might have edged further into dangerous waters until she was surrounded by sharks, but she’d learned at her mother’s knee that the vicious apex of the emotional food chain is often mistaken for prey. She wouldn’t be intimidated or forced into working a cut-rate telescope outfit in a suburban planetarium for the rest of her days.

Irene walked in and launched a sudden and impassioned conversation about train schedules without any greeting. Metropolitan, commercial, passenger, commodity; she let him have it. Tedious monologues were the most efficient way to drive people away. She’d invoked timetables like energy shields before, but this time, Smith was unmoved. A tight, sharp smile pinched his features.

“Irene I’d long suspected your love of numerical minutiae. You’re the best piece of algorithmic software the facility has.” 

Irene shut the cubicle and leaned against the door.

“Director Smith, did you know that everyone else has gone home for the day?” 

Smith stared at her, then sank lower into the hard plastic, his balding, grey bulk burdened Irene’s flimsy chair. She met his gaze, bumping into the desk as she planted her feet in a wide stance. Smith’s eyes followed her around the space, taking in her posture.

Director Smith laughed. His face purpled with the effort. Irene watched him as he caught his breath, and the shine of sincere mirth lit his too wide eyes.

“Ms. Chownyk I wasn’t expecting you to be so…modern. As your superior, it’s important that we make the boundaries here very clear. I don’t know what you think is happening, but I did want to speak with you privately.” 

“If you’re not here to discuss my position on the project, what do you want?”

“Your position, yes that’s even funnier. You’re an underling, you don’t have a position. You’ve published a few brilliant papers, but you’re here out of sentimentality. Others of us, haven’t been as fortunate. We have the education and we’ve put in the time, but we lack a sympathetic last name. If you’re not in charge of something important by 35, it’s over. You’re just marking time until you’re put out to do freshman seminars. I thought it was too late for me but you’re my ticket. Mathematical improbability masquerading as luck. As you said, the facility is secure, and our working relationship won’t have to change. No special treatment for you, no insubordination for me, just colleagues with an understanding. You turn over your data, and I present the findings. When the time is right, and I think you’ve paid your dues, I’ll throw you a bone. Fair play.”

She knew Smith spied on her, but this wasn’t the proposition Irene expected. She wasn’t embarrassed; people were hard to read when you didn’t care enough to pay attention to them in the first place. It never occurred to her that he could recognize her true research was valuable.

With administrative access to her terminal, Smith could make it look like he’d discovered the sequence and brought her into the investigation later. Irene was terrible with individuals, worse with groups of people. He was her superior and she was unpopular. Everyone would believe Irene overstated her contribution to the research. They never extended the benefit of the doubt to her. It was time to be brave. To protect her discovery.

Irene reached across the cluttered bloom of papers and gadgets on her desktop. Her forearms braced the glass top and pinned Smith’s hands beneath hers. She rested her nose to his broad smooth face.

“Smith, there isn’t any confusion about the dynamics in our working relationship. Understand that I am going to unmake you.”

“What are you doing? I know you’re crazy but you’ve crossed a line. You won’t get away with this, let go of me!”

Irene licked the salty tang of his sweat. She liked it. The lights flickered and a corona of ionization sizzled through the room.

“What are you doing? What do you think you’re doing? What the fuck are you doing Chownyk?” 

He closed his eyes, no longer interested in searching hers for the stages of hunter and prey. The stink of his fear relaxed her. Black flourishes slowly blotted out Irene’s irises and sclera. Her grip slackened and her arms thudded to her sides. Smith’s struggled for air, Irene’s forehead rested against his, but he refused to open his eyes. He felt the pull of her, as if his whole body was going to be buried alive in hers. His reptilian brain stirred, and he knew she wasn’t going to settle her grievance with something as pleasant as a civil suit. He had mistaken his reflection at this drowning pool. Chownyk was the crocodile. He opened his eyes then. His lashes brushed against her cold and clammy skin, and saw her eyes wide, dark, and swirling.

“Director Smith, I omitted an important piece of information from my curriculum vitae.”

Irene backed away from him slowly and his labored breath mellowed. He didn’t look away. He couldn’t.

“Let’s start here.”

Her left hand snapped shut, and she flicked her thumb. Smith’s jaw went slack. He jammed his index and forefinger into his open mouth, feeling for his tongue. He recoiled. It was gone. Deep guttural cries tore out of him. He struck his palms against his cheeks over and over again, horrified. Irene exhaled and snapped her head right and Smith whined. He cradled his right hand, stared at where his thumb had been, the shock so complete he hadn’t even begun to register the pain.

“This is quite reasonable, considering. Forget about my research, you have other problems now. Go home, work out your explanations, written of course. Take a few personal days to adjust to your new circumstances, but I trust you to be professional about this.”

Smith heard her, and stabbed his left middle finger at Irene. Irene sighed and snapped her head left, removing his left thumb. Smith howled then, in hoarse, tongueless agony. Irene jerked right again, soundlessly gestured left then right, back and forth, until Smith slid off her chair with no fingers or thumbs at all.

She stepped over Smith as she gathered the only possessions in the tiny enclosure that held any meaning for her: a battered wooden case containing sample vials under rusting metal tops, and a telescoping rod of brass. Both the chemistry set and the spyglass had been her father’s, and his father’s before that. As a child, she slept with them beneath her pillow as other children might with plush and huggable gifts. Irene had no use for other objects. 

Her position at the facility had also ceased to be useful. Irene informally resigned by neutralizing Director Smith’s unconscious body into nothing. If she didn’t have a boss, she worked for herself. She left the facility quietly. It was no longer necessary to come to this place every day, but she didn’t want to go home. Priscilla waited there. There was enough night for a languorous dip into the Columbia. She didn’t need a bathing suit in the moonless black. Dark and fluid she reveled in her power.

She swam all night. She imagined her pedestrian coworkers snickering about her absence. They were never in the same category she was. Her father spent his youth in Frankfurt as a chemist’s apprentice. He passed along his habits to his daughter. By age six, she had identified hundreds of compounds using only the tip of her tongue and her nose. She grew up in a house where the nuclear age was the answer to every question. She was intense about science in a way that unnerved everyone she’d ever met. Knowledge and inquiry were visceral concepts experienced within her body, not just her mind. It was another division between herself and her “team.” It was never Dr. Chownyk. That was her father. They called her creeper Irene, or Creepy Chow whenever they thought she wasn’t in earshot.

Their level of scientific inquiry disappointed as much as their insults. Irene was a veteran of combat with Priscilla; she wasn’t cowed by juvenile taunts. She’d trained for withstanding damage her entire life. Her acuity for battle would never be sharper, and it was time. She was leaving this place to complete her evolution, but there was one last task in Richland.

Irene got out of the river and dressed. She aimed the hatchback down Stevens Road, and drove as eagerly as she could toward the tidy residential development without being pulled over. Irene liked completion, neatness, and endings. The window of time was small, but it was the perfect time of day. Working people had deserted their homes. Children had been put down for morning naps by mothers free to pursue their private distractions for a few hours. It was appropriate that she put her mother down as well.

Irene swung into the cul-de-sac. It buzzed with activity. That wasn’t good for her plans but she pleasantly anticipated the challenge. As she slowed to turn into her driveway, but it was blocked by a Benton county sheriff’s cruiser and an ambulance. She parked on the street instead.

Her front door was unlocked. An assembly of strangers swiveled around at the same time. Priscilla’s wheelchair teetered precariously between the top two stairs. Numbered plastic tents arranged around smears of blood on the wall and stairs like banquet table place cards. Irene presumed the lump beneath the weighted black tarp at the foot of the stairs was her mother’s body.

A man with sandy hair held a wide brim hat under one arm; his olive drab uniform sallow against tanned skin. The other spectators, a fit brown-skinned medic, and a woman with short brown hair in a white coat peeling off latex gloves, assessed her openly.

“Ms. Chownyk? I’m Detective Lincoln, Investigator with the Benton County Sheriff’s department. Ma’am I’m sorry to inform you that an hour ago, one of your neighbors called 911 to report that an individual lay collapsed at the bottom of these stairs.” He reviewed his notebook before continuing, “A Susan Muller was here to pay a visit. She said she tried the door, but it was locked and she also said she was afraid to gain entry by breaking the window. Your mother passed away sometime early this morning. Our coroner hasn’t confirmed a time of death just yet.” 

Irene blinked, but said nothing. Her eyes opened and closed; the words “Already dead” painted like a sign behind the shutter of each lid.








CHAPTER SEVEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA WASN’T READY for her roommates to arrive. Amelia’s bedtime story made her restless, and she hadn’t slept long or well, trapped in a looping nightmare that she rolled over and fell through her bed, through the floor, into a well beneath the house, until pressure built up in her lungs and she woke shivering and damp with sweat, certain that she’d drowned. She tried to break the cycle by staying awake, but each time she succumbed after a few minutes, submerged in terror. When the balance of light tipped into day, she was exhausted but finally able to remain conscious long enough to crawl out of bed. 

Last night, Amelia grilled Tabitha about her family tree. The last thing she wanted was Amelia interrogating her siblings about their shared “lineage,” not that there was much to tell. She wasn’t even convinced that she was extraordinary. As far as she knew, her only superpower was the ability to make people stampede away from her. That came naturally. Tabitha hoped whatever she was didn’t make her an outcast among her new peers.

She got dressed and weighed her options. Ensemble 1 was a tailored grey shirt with an old-fashioned collar, and a black broomstick skirt with grey embroidery. Ensemble 2 was a body hugging long sleeved shirt in red, and a pair of fitted jeans she was coerced to buy. Tabitha hated shopping for herself, but sometimes accompanied Whitney to the outlet store downtown. When Whitney convinced her the jeans and t-shirt combo would help her stand out, neither of them considered how ridiculous she would look.

She held up each shirt in front of her in the mirror. The logo on the sleeve of the t-shirt made up her mind for her. She didn’t want to deal with new people and the farce of a new persona on the same day. Didn’t girls like to makeover other girls? Maybe she could be a project.

Tabitha put on the grey shirt and tucked the low-riding jeans and t-shirt away. The suite door opened as she stepped into her skirt. A compact redhead in wire-rimmed glasses wrestled with a black duffel bag big enough for three adult bodies. Tabitha froze, clad in only her shirt and underwear, and stared. The intruder’s short spiky haircut grazed their ears. Broad shoulders filled out a generic white t-shirt. Tabitha noticed the subtle suggestion of breasts. She’d never met a girl her age who wore khaki utility shorts. She opened her mouth to yell, stammered then closed her mouth

“Hey. I’m Sidney, your new roommate.”

“Oh. Hey.”

The silence beat once more.

“I appreciate the welcome, but I think you were going to put that on.” 

She nodded at the skirt Tabitha held around her knees. 

Tabitha snatched the fabric up.

“Oh wow. Right. I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to be weird. I wear clothes all the time, I didn’t expect anyone else so early. I guess half-dressed people are no big deal. We’re all girls right?”

Sidney’s smirk revealed a dimple.

“Some more than others.”

Tabitha stared at Sidney, absently snapping the waistband of her skirt as her new roommate threw the giant bag down on the bunk next to hers, and suddenly realized how hard she was looking. 

“Sorry, I’m Tabitha.” 

She reached across the twin bed next to hers and Sidney rewarded the apology with a handshake. Sidney’s hands were smaller than Tabitha’s but they could have crushed her fingers all the same. They held eye contact until Sidney shrugged, then turned to put her things away. Tabitha watched, noting a few hooded sweatshirts, jeans, and more white t-shirts. A stack of paperbacks by authors she didn’t know went on the nightstand. Sidney balled up the almost empty duffel and put it in the chest at the foot of the bed.

Sidney gestured at Tabitha with the point of her chin. 

“I know this is a fishbowl. I signed up for that, but you’re looking too hard.”

Tabitha felt terrible. This wasn’t the first impression she wanted to make.

“You’re right, I’m sorry, I don’t mean anything by it, first the awkward nudity then the awkward silence. Manners leaked right out of my brain. They usually leak out of my mouth. Would you go to campus and buy a few books with me? I’d buy you coffee to make up for…”

Tabitha took a few breaths to let her mouth catch up to her brain.

“I don’t have much to say, but I need a few things from the bookstore too.” Sidney grabbed the blue sweatshirt she’d slung over the headboard. “I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

Tabitha flung herself on her bed and reached for her boots. She guessed Sidney was a perfectly nice girl who dated other girls. Lesbians on the bus or in the video store are not lesbians in your pantless bedroom Tabitha reasoned, but her behavior was inexcusable. Sidney accepted the offer to hang out with her for a few hours. Tabitha could salvage an opportunity to be nonchalantly sophisticated and make a new friend.

She met Sidney on the porch. The sky spewed water for the first time that day and Tabitha wished she’d brought a jacket.

“Is it still August if you want a sweater?” 

Tabitha struggled to keep up with Sidney’s focused, eyes on the pavement pace and waited for a response. They were at the bus stop when Sidney decided to reply.

“Summer didn’t come this year. Maybe next time.”

Tabitha cursed her lame conversation starter, and tried again.

“I moved in yesterday. Amelia seems cool, but the house is amazing. I can’t believe I found it online. I know there are fewer girls in a regular dorm but this has to be better. I did my prerequisites at community college, and voilà. Debt for pedigree here I come. I’m engineering, what about you?”

“I pegged you for philosophy or English literature.” 

“I can’t tell if you just called me nerdy or pointless.”

Sidney shrugged “Aren’t you a nerd?”

Tabitha turned away and sighed, she’d been spotted in record time.

“I’d hoped it would take longer for people to shun me. It’s sad when you can be classified by strangers. Now you know your roommate wears cartoon character underwear and wants to spend the best years of her life playing with robots and patrolling the library. I think we can skip the usual formalities and go straight to the judgment.”

She squared her shoulders and turned back to Sidney.

“What’s your deal?”

Sidney laughed. “Not a whole lot of story. My worker heard about this place, took me on a tour. I’m debt free for this piece of paper but the next one will cost six figures I don’t even have yet. Sidney Reiss, JD to-be, at your service. I’m pre-law.”

“I’m impressed. I wish I didn’t have to sign my life away to the government to get an education. So. This is your first year, no loans and you have a worker. Does that mean you have a trust fund? Are you a part of Amelia’s heiress network?”

Sidney snorted and stuffed her fists into her pockets.

“Not at all. I have scholarships and a social worker. I’m a— correction— I was a ward of the state.”

“Weird. I’m so used to giving my dead parents speech, I never expected a competing orphan story. My sister was young enough that she tried to pick up where my parents left off, but old enough that the state actually let her. Otherwise, I would be a foster kid too. Candace didn’t want the four of us split.”

Sidney smile reached all the way to her ears.

“I was wrong about you again T. For real though, you seriously have to stop staring at me if you want to hang out.”

The bus pulled up that moment. Tabitha smiled back.

“Sidney, step into my office.”

After that, things were easy between them. Sidney didn’t say anything else about foster care, but she talked crime, the law, and then more crime for emphasis. Tabitha talked about everything; her job at Plato’s, the ways in which Whitney annoyed her, and her love of all things science fiction and fantasy. On the Ave, they decided against fancy espresso drinks in favor of frozen sodas of an unseemly size from the convenience store. They were giddy and more glucose than blood by the time they arrived in the textbook section of the university bookstore, where they split up.

Tabitha hunted the stacks for used copies of her physics textbook and a manual on technical writing. They were easy to find. She couldn’t tell if the course pack for her calculus class was sold out or if she was looking in the wrong place because she couldn’t decipher the plan for which sections went where. She tilted her head as she walked sideways, bumping into the woman sifting through accounting books on the next shelf. 

“Oh my god, what the hell!”

“Danni?”

It was she. Who else wore shiny patent leather high heels and a pencil skirt to buy textbooks?

“I’m sorry Danni, I didn’t see you. Why aren’t you at Cornell?” 

Tabitha had said the wrong thing. Tabitha’s book shopping sugar rush disintegrated into a tall blonde girl shouting at her forehead. She studied the manicured nail as it sliced inches from her face, the diamond pendant necklace, and the oxblood leather of the handbag that dangled from a cashmere-clad arm. Danni stopped stabbing her finger at Tabitha long enough to toss a glossy lock of blonde hair over her shoulder.

“Are you deaf and homeless? You’ve never been able to steer that boat you call a body. Say excuse me and watch where you’re going.”

She paused, and waited for Tabitha to apologize. Danni’s voice echoed. Every transaction and conversation in the store stopped. Tabitha felt dozens of eyes on her body. She knew if she started crying this would turn into a circus.

“I’m, I…” her voice stuck in her throat. Tears defied her orders and welled into her eyes. She was furious with Danni and herself. 

“It was an accident. Get over it and keep walking. Come on, T.” 

Tabitha blinked until and dashed the wetness from her eyes. Sidney had come to her rescue, and she let her new friend lead her by the elbow past Danni, who merely pushed up the sleeves of her cardigan, groaned in disgust and turned on her heel.

Tabitha didn’t want to talk about the incident at the store on the bus ride home. She leaned forward onto Sidney’s seat.

“Sidney, do you think the others will be at the house when we get there?”

Sidney shifted her back to the window and looked at Tabitha.

“It’s too late to be worried. Relax. We already increased the awesome quotient of our suite exponentially.”

This was true. Sidney put her at ease. It’d be ok no matter what the others were like.

They passed an old woman walking a dog on their way back to the house. It was the same woman Tabitha’d seen on her way to the viewing, and she  waved in recognition, but the woman clutched her schnauzer’s leash and hurried past. Sidney cackled.

“I bet she monitors the whole block from her windows, pissed that her property taxes failed to keep people like us from happening to her.” 

Tabitha and Sidney giggled all the way up to the front door of Yesler House. 

Chaos awaited across the threshold. They’d stumbled into pandemonium. A half dozen girls and a baggage carousel worth of luggage were strewn across the stairs and entryway. Tabitha wondered if Amelia was home and how she would feel about this display. A skinny girl with long dark curls wearing jeans and a t-shirt stood at the foot of the stairs. She waved to Tabitha and Sidney but yelled “Jenn! Which ones are yours?” and a girl with a blonde dancer’s bun wearing a tank top that was loaded over its capacity poked her head out onto the landing.

“Don’t be ridiculous Shellie, the leopard and the pink ones of course!”

Shellie shouldered a blue nylon backpack, picked up a pink rolling suitcase with one hand and a leopard print hard case in the other.

“Oh hey.” 

She glanced at Sidney and Tabitha standing in the doorway and trudged on. 

Sidney called after her, “Do you need a hand with all that?” 

Shellie smiled and shook her head no, then hobbled up the stairs.

Another pocket of girls chatted in the boarder study. Technically, only one girl talked, the others listened. Her hair was bigger than she was. She had blunt bangs and long straight black hair, teased at the crown. Tabitha couldn’t tell if the girl was Hispanic or Asian. Her face appeared to be makeup-free but her skin was virtually poreless, and her eyebrows were immaculate. She was dressed casually, in strategically frayed jeans and a barely buttoned black dress shirt. Her spiked bangle bracelets clanked together each time she waved her hands around. 

“You think so? I’ve always thought that too. Much better than a dorm, but with enough peer pressure to keep you out of trouble. At least that’s what I told my mother.”

Before her companions laughed, the sassy girl beat them to it. Tabitha noted with relief that none of the others were as blonde or polished as Jenn, Shellie, and this girl.

“Hey there newcomers, I’m Bambi.”

She bounced off a settee and hugged Tabitha. Then she put her head on Sidney’s shoulder.

“I’m a hugger is that ok? We were just talking about how great this house is!”

If Tabitha believed Bambi’s verbal emphasis, she was excited about everything.

“We’re like a sorority without the dumb pledging and stuff. Let me see, Rae, Mallory, Sage, this is…?” She looked up at Sidney, and over to Tabitha. Tabitha appreciated the rapid-fire introduction, even if she could not tell which girl went with which name.

“I’m Tabitha and this is Sidney. We met earlier today in the green room.”

“We’re calling it the Jade Suite now, but I admire the VIP vibe of green room. All of us are together! Rae was in the Rose suite with Jenn, but she switched with Shellie. I wondered who was already here when I saw two beds taken. Mallory just came back from visiting her parents in Korea. She lived in our room last year, but she’s the only person returning. That’s how we knew you were new too.”

Sidney took the first steps over and shook hands with a fresh faced girl in a light grey University of Washington t-shirt, jeans, and flip flops, her short dark hair pulled away from her face with tortoiseshell barrettes. She wore a petite gold cross necklace and her ears were pierced with flecks of diamond. She accepted Sidney’s hand politely and said in gently accented English “Hi I’m Mallory, I’m living here with Amelia three years. I’m graduating this year.”

Mallory didn’t wait for Tabitha to offer her hand; she waved on her way to the exit.

“See you guys later.”

Tabitha sat in the new vacancy on the settee, next to a girl with a shiny fluff of brown bob and eyes the color of sea glass. Tabitha identified this girl using wardrobe clues. The lavender peasant top and flowery wide leg pants were a dead giveaway.

“You must be Sage.”

Sidney pulled up a wing chair. Sage dipped her head forward in a nod, her short thick fingers twined the bits of hair that fell across her face and put it behind her ears. She sat so close Tabitha could tell she smelled like the city after a rain, mossy but clean.

Tabitha knew Rae by process of elimination.

“Young women away from home often form bonds of fictive kinship and when living together, establish a hierarchy based on attractiveness to males.”

Rae’s voice was gravelly, not at all what Tabitha expected from a pale girl with a pixie haircut and deep red lips. Bambi giggled and raised her hand.

“Rae, I nominate you as our documentarian during episodes of wildness, also our designated driver, and maybe my personal chaperone? I can’t wait to go out with you guys. What a fun group!”

Bambi seemed sincere about this pseudo-sorority bond. Tabitha didn’t know if that was a good thing, but the energy was infectious. Tabitha decided it didn’t cost anything to belong to this new club.

She reviewed her assembled roommates. Everyone was on their best behavior. Tabitha was certain Bambi would turn their suite into a constant slumber party if they let her. Fortunately, life with Whitney conditioned her to sleeping with earplugs and an eye mask.

The front door swung open and Amelia’s voice called out in soured singsong notes “The lady of the house is home girls!” She hung her jacket on the hall coat rack and waved to everyone in the boarder study. Tabitha stood to greet Amelia. She wanted to chat with her privately before the rest of the girls barged in. Tabitha pushed the door out of the way, and it thudded into a designer handbag held by a delicately French manicured hand, and her face fell. She recognized the rest of the red sweater sleeve that swept the heavy wood door aside. Danni Kolera had followed her home.

Before Danni walked in, Tabitha pitied Amelia, but she was thrilled for herself. Amelia’s life was an unscripted reality show about catty girls, but her suitemates were a great balance of the best that ambitious young women have to offer. Now, Tabitha thought her new life was the Stanford prison experiment plus an evening wear and talent competition. Things just went from fine to fucked.

“Oh great, I live with loser Tabitha. So much for networking. Your whole life, you’ve never done better than standing next to me, trying to shine. I’m not surprised you’re still at it.” 

She used her hand-stitched leather purse to shove Tabitha out of the way.

Tabitha reeled. She’d let Danni walk all over her since the sixth grade. Her whole head burned with humiliation, and then finally, she boiled over.

“I guess it’s true what they say Danni, you can take the girl out of rehab but you’ll never take the junkie out of the girl. Did benzos get you bounced from school again? Is that what happened at Cornell?”

Danni stopped cold halfway up the staircase.

“At least I was good enough to get kicked out of Cornell, Tabi. I have more than you. I will always have more than you. Get on with your life, you’re not in high school, it’s not sad-cute anymore. It’s pathetic.”

 Tabitha wished she could stop Danni. She would be so much happier if she knew the bored sarcastic sniping of her old friend was out of her life for good. She wanted to cry but it could wait until she was alone. Tabitha didn’t trust herself to calm down, so she held her breath, and hoped it would help.

Danni swayed as she stepped onto the landing and the audience drawn into the hall by the vicious shouting gasped. In one sickening moment, the show shifted from drama to suspense. Danni flailed backward and her feet left the stair runner. 

Amelia shouted “Tabitha!”

Tabitha snapped away from the sight of Danni’s fingers sliding past the banister to stare at Amelia for a moment, but when she looked back, Sidney was racing up the flight of stairs and throwing her arms under Danni before her head hit the step. 

“Nice catch,” said Bambi.

Danni hyperventilated in Sidney’s arms, but her near-death vulnerability wore off quickly. She pushed Sidney away, gripped the banister and stomped off to her tower.

Amelia cleaned her glasses with a lace handkerchief and tucked it back into her pocket. She shook her head back and forth at Tabitha. After minutes of this, she spoke.

“I know Ms. Kolera is difficult, but what happened between you two today?” 

“You want to know what criminal offense ruined my home life forever and always? I bumped into her at the bookstore. Literally. It’s a relief that she’ll be living in the same house. I find it’s best to get the jump on evil, which is easier to do when it sleeps in a coffin down the hall. It’ll be fine as long as I drape garlic above my bed.” 

Amelia’s expression soured. 

“Ms. Slate a word in my study please.”

Tabitha overheard Bambi murmuring to Rae. So much for privacy. She slunk into Amelia’s study, flopped onto the chaise, and crossed her boots at the ankle.

“Ok, we’re alone. Explain why a girl who has hated me for almost 8 years is in the same house.” Amelia’s brows creased together.

“I don’t know what began your resonance but now that it’s underway, you have to be careful.”

Tabitha rested her head on her palms.

“I know, secret identity girl. No circle time about your haunted jewelry box, or your creepy hidden family history.”

“Not just that. I’m referring to your power and your housemates, especially Ms. Kolera. You’re a waveworker that much we know.”

Tabitha sputtered to interrupt.

“That much you know. I have no idea of what that even means. I still think we’re both crazy. I’m prone to fantastic notions but I’m having a hard time adding this to my reality. You sprung the whole magic is real thing on me, but not superpowers I’ve heard of like invisibility, telepathy, or something awesome like shape shifting. Calling it working gives it a tinge of the suck. Is that just a blue blood thing or does everyone call it that?”

Amelia rapped a decorative sphere of woven iron sharply on her desktop.

“If you don’t learn control, you will cause damage. If you’re lucky, you’ll only hurt yourself. Picking up the pieces when you’ve hurt someone without threat or thinking would destroy you. You have talent but no skill. Now that you’ve accessed that talent, it’s a beacon to others hidden in this world. Hybrids like myself, the things that hunt this region? We can smell untested power. You’re not ready to acknowledge half the players in town, let alone engage them. I don’t care if the other twelve girls in this house become superficial bullies that hate you. Unless someone in this house is a threat to human life, you need to keep your emotions in check and your mind focused.”

Tabitha crossed her arms over her chest.

“I can do that, even though Danni is clearly evil monster spawn, not human. But I’ll need help. I am tougher than you think, but you talk in riddles and I don’t know what I’m up against.”

“I can tell you that you’re not the only newcomer on the coast. Someone wielding dense power is targeting Seattle. My sense is that they are doing this remotely, which means it’s a weaver. The day you came here, this house was under attack. It wasn’t the first time. I have the Wardein legacy to uphold and a reputation to avoid. Busybodies who think I’m carrying on my great-great grandmother’s business challenge me. Especially empathic people have sensed her bound form and declared war against it since Della’s era. Sometimes these people can be reasoned with. I’ve made many connections and allies this way.”

Tabitha knew what Amelia wasn’t admitting.

“And when you can’t convince them, you kill them?” 

Amelia sat silent.

“That means anyone who spends time with you, or in this house is potential collateral damage? How is that fair?”

Amelia leaned back in her chair and smiled at Tabitha.

“You’re just a little too old for ‘fair,’ Tabitha. This is life or death. I would expect someone from your background to know better by now. There are no safe boundaries anymore, if a rogue weaver is attacking Wardein, the whole city is in danger. There are tears and destruction ahead. You can’t help anyone if you are mobbed for suffocating your housemate because she got the best of your temper. Meet me in my suite at half past nine o’clock this evening. I’ve never trained anyone through a resonance but Vieira is not available right now, and we can’t wait until you’ve committed homicide. I do not care what you tell your friends or family so long as it is not the truth. I’m sure you’ll think of something. That’s all.”

Amelia’s power trip made Tabitha furious, but she had no recourse. There were 12 other girls to worry about now. If she was that dangerous, if she could hurt people just by being out of emotional control, she had to find discipline. She replayed Danni falling down the stairs. Her housemates weren’t safe from her, Amelia, or the house itself. 

She’d known convenient and strange occurrences happened whenever she was overwhelmed, but she believed they were caused by her inability to walk and talk at the same time without breaking something and ruining her whole day. Tabitha grew up with more responsibility than privilege, but now she had more than her share of both. She rejoined the group now gathered around the base of the stairs, waiting for her.

“So mystery chick, what was that all about? Sidney told us about Danni being bitchy at the bookstore but why is Amelia mad at you?”

Bambi’s perceptiveness and candor reminded Tabitha of Whitney, who had the same uncanny knack of startling people into saying more than they wanted to, just by being so direct. The other girls eyed Tabitha curiously and she made a mental note to mind her mouth around Bambi. She was shrewd. Sweet, nosy, and sharp were a disarming combination. Tabitha tried the truth.

“I don’t know. Something something, crazy teen witch antics. I have no idea what she’s talking about.” Tabitha waited for a reaction. Bambi erupted into snorts.

“Omgeegee Tabitha! You are so crazy, I love it. Will you come upstairs and help me pick out a comforter? I brought three and one of them doesn’t match any of the sheets I brought, but of course that one is my favorite.” 

Bambi put her arm through Tabitha’s and laughed. Sage and Rae politely joined in, but Sidney was silent. Tabitha was relieved that her honesty got her off the hook for now. The truth usually didn’t work for Tabitha but she felt more relaxed unfiltered. If that prevented a tragedy, it was worth it.








CHAPTER EIGHT




 ↬ 

THE GIRLS IN the Jade suite spent the afternoon unpacking. Bambi was friendly, but the rest were tentative in their getting to know you gestures after the scene with Danni. They made light conversation until it was time for dinner.

It was Amelia’s tradition to prepare a formal dinner the first night Yesler House filled up with residents. The girls from the Rose suite set the table and lit candles to transform the dining room, with its gold and cream vertically striped curtains and view of the hellebore arbor outside, into an inviting and romantic space. There was even a wine glass at each place setting. A grilled leg of lamb, still on the bone, sat on a platter of roasted parsnips and carrots, next to a mushroom pilaf and zucchini galette for the vegetarians.

Amelia took her place at a table set for fourteen. No one mentioned Danni’s absence.

“Enjoy tonight, girls. I don’t make a habit of cooking. I encourage you to have a weekly house dinner but that’s up to you to organize and execute among yourselves. It’s fine if you each have a single glass of Cabernet tonight. I don’t condone underage drinking, but I believe it’s best to test your limits a thimble at a time at home, rather than with a bucket and hose when you are upside down and in questionable company.”

Some of the girls laughed.

“Oh yes, I remember being a coed on the party circuit. I know people of my generation judge your generation’s damage to progress, and complain about how you put your stamp on the world...” 

Jenn downed the rest of her wine glass and bellowed “like I put my stamp on the most eligible member of the starting line! My superhot boyfriend with the body of a god!” 

Sidney said “I think she’s had a few hundred thimbles.”

The whole table laughed then, even Amelia.

Ingrid from Rose suite carefully took Jenn’s glass away. “I thought you said he’s the guy in the Husky Outfit. That’s not really starting line!”

Jenn tossed a long fishtail braid over her shoulder. “Seriously Ingrid? I only told you not to tell anyone that like an hour ago when we were doing my hair!”

Ingrid blushed bright red. “It’s not bad. He gets team privileges and stuff right? It’s more in a cheerleader way, but that is so not a big deal!”

Jenn stood and her linen napkin landed in a flurry. She told the brunette who carried her bags upstairs “If you’ll excuse me Shellie, I’m going upstairs to call my ex-boyfriend. I can’t be known as ‘the girl doing the dog guy.’ Please tell our suitemate Ingrid that she is no longer invited to play with my hair during our evening meetings.”

Jenn stormed out of the dining room, and Tabitha was relieved to be in the other suite.

Amelia started her speech again, but Danni strutted in, radiating a halo of gin fumes. If Jenn had been drinking, Danni was drunk. 

“I’m glad I went out for dinner. That food looks disgusting.”

Amelia’s lip curled. “Danni, I have known your family since before you were born, but I was very clear with your mother, no special treatment. You have the private suite but you are expected to share chores and responsibilities, just like every other boarder. Bribing and bullying will only get you so far in this house. If you want to survive, I suggest a swift adjustment.”

Danni scoffed, “whatever,” laughing as she turned around and walked out.

The rest of dinner was less eventful. Tabitha learned the names of the other girls from the Rose suite: Casey, the other Jenn, Shellie, Heather, and of course Ingrid and Jenn. She wanted to get to know them, but the dreaded superpower study session she’d have after distracted her. She didn’t contribute anything meaningful to the conversations around her, but she helped clean up at the end of the meal.

Tabitha lingered when the other girls brought the dinner party into the kitchen for dish duty. She pulled Amelia aside.

“I know I said I wanted to learn, and I will, but today was too much. I had nightmares all last night. Can we do this tomorrow?” 

Amelia nodded and Tabitha went upstairs. She knew everyone else would stay up talking, but she drifted off as soon as she laid down. 

A wedge of grey skylight woke Tabitha before her alarm. The other girls were still asleep. She dressed as quickly and quietly as she could, and caught the bus to the university. She walked through the odd combination of pre-war refinement and linear mid-century campus architecture. She was pleased the physics hall was one of the former, but her first class was in a lecture hall updated to blandness.

Tabitha read the syllabus of her Fundamentals of Materials Mechanics class. When she registered for this quarter, she discovered several materials engineering classes ranging from the 100 to 400 level. The struggle to make it to the big kids’ school so consumed Tabitha, it never occurred to her that her undergraduate degree was just a starting point.

When she decided on this major a few years ago, she spent months explaining to Candace what materials engineers did. Tabitha described what she thought were simple concepts, like how composite properties helped design disaster resistant buildings, but she wished she had her own guide to picking a specialty. If she wanted, she could study postmortems of failed industrial structures, polymers, nanotech, or something exotic of the condensed phase variety. But, her fundamentals syllabus intimidated Tabitha so much, she decided to focus more on passing the course and less on academic differentiation, let alone how she would eventually pay for a terminal degree.

The hike from the physics building to the other side of campus for her Modern Latin American Literature class was exhausting. It didn’t help that the professor reeked of newly minted doctorate and pretension. When it was over, Tabitha decided to drop the class. She liked reading and thinking about Latin American novels, but not discussing them with these particular people.

She returned to the physics hall for the final segment in the university’s beginning physics series. The two-part community college class on her transcript gave her enough credits to enter this course, but not enough to get beyond it, and she was afraid to challenge it, even with tuition increases. Fortunately it started with review of material she knew, freeing her to concentrate on the hunger pains that urged her to gnaw at her fingers, until it was finally time to return to the middle of the campus to eat lunch.

She settled into a corner booth with her assigned reading, trying not to get pizza grease fingerprints all over her Callister textbook as she translated the first two chapters into color-coded notes and recreated a few complex diagrams in colored pencil. It cost two weeks’ worth of Plato’s wages and she might have to sell it back. Her calculus textbook was another week’s worth of wages. All of her textbooks would yield a return at the buyback counter, if she was lucky.

She finished the chart of metals stress points and realized the last class of the day started in five minutes. She threw her things into her backpack, and ran out of the cafeteria, impervious to the people who laughed at the spectacle of her in full flight.

Tabitha sweated and gasped her way to the north end of campus with forty pounds of scientific basics on her back, calculating that her pace would make her nine minutes late. She was relieved to eventually arrive in the correct place and run up the wide stone stairs of the oldest building on campus, each step just deep enough for the tip of her boot, without breaking an ankle. She hoped this professor wasn’t prone to verbally abusing interrupters.

She slipped into the vintage classroom with a water stained drop ceiling, and quietly looked for a seat. Sidney motioned Tabitha to the desk she’d saved by planting a messenger bag in it; unfortunately it was in the front row.

A young Asian man with a soft fin of black hair on his head opened his arms as she took her place.

“Welcome.”

Tabitha stared and nodded slowly as her gaze followed the curve of stubble across his jaw up to his eyes. She had never seen a doctoral mohawk before. It felt right to thank him for not berating her, but he’d already moved on. Her syllabus said he was Shinji Takahashi, the facilitator for this pass or fail seminar, and Tabitha knew she would never be late for his class again, even if it meant skipping lunch.

“This is a seminar not a traditional class. That means being here and getting involved is most of your pass or fail grade. There is a final. It’s an experiment designed by yourself or a group, I suggest a group. You’ll need to formulate a hypothesis based on the concepts we’ve discussed and then explore the results. Alternately, you can write me a paper, but why?” He smirked, the corners of his mouth turned up by the smallest fraction, and Tabitha sighed a little. “Again I’m Sean Takahashi. I’m a post doctorate in Integrative Biology, look it up if you’re undeclared. Officially, I’m Shinji, but no I don’t play baseball and my dad is a HAPA mostly Irish guy from the Big Island, not a reverend. No relation to those other people, before someone asks. Get acquainted with each other, I want you to introduce yourself and your major if you have one, and why you chose this class.”

Tabitha looked around the room to approximate when it would be her turn to talk.

A voice on her right said “I’ll start.” So much for being prepared, thought Tabitha. She turned on the troublemaker.

“I’m Hector Alvarez from New Mexico. I’m a Business Administration major via Foster, and I hope to go into marketing, which is also why I’m taking Brains and Behavior.”

She thought Hector was tingly to look at, but his cowboy boots, jeans, and a dark blue sweater combined with his reason for studying human behavior was too sinister. Hector was done, Tabitha was up. She waved at Shinji, and only Shinji.

“Hey. Tabitha. Materials sciences. Transfer.”

The detailed ambitions of a roomful of teenagers took up the rest of the hour. It was the first time since she got out of bed that Tabitha wasn’t saturated with science jocks or sanctimonious humanists. She preferred a spectrum of people, even amongst intellectuals.

“That’s it for today guys. Next time we’ll talk about the broader strokes of neuroanatomy, quirks, cults, and obsessions. In other words, which things influence and drive individual instincts? For your writing assignment, think about an obsession that you feel comfortable sharing in class. What, if any, biological and mental responses do you feel when you think about the obsession or are engaged in it? Your observations should be related to the case studies in your course pack.”

There was no bell when the ancient yellowed clock struck 4:30 p.m., but the class was already wound to spring. The room emptied in seconds.

Sidney waited while Tabitha slowly gathered her notebook and course pack.

“I’ll see you back at the house.” Tabitha didn’t answer. Sidney snapped her fingers and said “Hello? T? I’ll see you back at the house.” The sound of her name brought her back.

“Oh yeah, sorry I’m going to go orient at the lab for a few hours. I won’t be home at dinner. Later.” Sidney nodded then left for her next class. Tabitha retraced her path out of the room and onto the staircase. She heard her name again, turned and searched for Sidney, but it was Hector Alvarez, her seat neighbor.

“Hey, thanks for waiting up.”

They walked a slow duet through the grass towards the undergraduate library.

“Sure. Is there something you needed?”

Hector smiled. Cowboy boots and dimples weren’t her most favorite combination, but they were growing on her.

“I want to know why you dress like my abuela?”

Tabitha was charmed and irritated.

“Your abuela sounds like a badass. Is that why you stopped me, to make fun of my clothes?”

Hector laughed. “Actually, I am a little afraid of my abuela. She’s scary when she wants to be. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’ve been up here for a month but I haven’t seen anyone like you yet. ”

Hector hit her again with the dimples, and Tabitha died a little. She could not remember her last aimless conversation with a guy, but it’d been a while.

“Do you mean a Black person or a woman that reminds you of your grandmother? New Mexico is far, why did you come here for school?”

Hector’s boots clicked to a stop at the war memorial.

“I know it sounds weird, but I don’t like the cold. There’s no snow up here and it’s cheap compared to Wharton. I also got into Wharton.”

Tabitha stood still and sized him up then.

“We beat Wharton huh? You sound very practical. Are you staying on campus?”

He started walking again and she quickened her step to keep up. He turned left to make sure she was at his side.

“No, I’m rushing Beta right now so I’m in the house.”

Tabitha stumbled on thin air.

“And how is that working out for you?” 

Hector paused too.

“Ah I get it. You’re the type that thinks all fraternity brothers are sexist Neanderthals. That about right?”

 Transparency was her curse. She didn’t lie well.

“That’s your assumption, but okay I’ll agree. What do you want, a math tutor? I can’t figure out your angle.”

Hector rested his smooth light brown hand at the center mass of his sweater.

“Angle? You seemed cool. I don’t know a lot of people here yet, but I thought we should get to know each other before I shared my obsessions with you. Maybe we could hit the Ave and grab some ‘faux,’ and study together. But if you’re too subculture for dinner I understand. Whatever.”

Tabitha tugged at the nape of her neck, to make sure her head and body were firmly attached. A preppy cowboy just asked her out on a date. Whitney would call him cute, but Whitney thought everyone was cute. Could she date someone who crushed beer cans against flesh and called everyone ‘bro’ or ‘chief’? Hector hesitated.

“It’s cool, I get it. I’ll see you in class. I’m going back that way. Foster is in the exact opposite direction.”

He turned and fled the scene. Tabitha’s decision took so long she had to chase him down. She caught up and reached for the soft fiber of his sweater.

“No wait, Hector, I’m curious, you’re curious. Let’s have pho. Incidentally, pho is pronounced ‘fa,’ like a holiday carol, not faux, like designer French disappointment.”

He smiled again and Tabitha ignored his over styled curls, and focused on the crisp clean oxford collar that poked over the neck of his sweater, certain that she would leave smudges if she rubbed it between her fingers.

“I can’t today though. I have a work-study in the computer lab. I have to do a few hours tonight before I can go home. It’s a pretty good gig. I basically get paid to surf and do homework.”

Tabitha rushed that out as calmly as she could and waited for the punchline that went with his invitation, but it never came. Hector brushed her hair off her cheek and rolled a section of Tabitha’s rough curls between his fingers.

“First we talk obsessions, then we have dinner. I’ll see you in class on Friday.” 

He turned and strutted toward a world Tabitha knew nothing about: fraternities and finance.

Her brain spun as she wove a path across the square through the crowd of people busy diving into welcome week booths or avoiding collision with them. She’d been asked out because she resembled an old New Mexican woman, but that was a good thing? She practically floated into the remodeled physics building for the third time that day, glad her assignment was in this computer lab instead of any of the other student services posts that were available.

She put away her bag and got the tour from her new coworker Matt. His brief orientation was limited to things she shouldn’t be caught doing. There was no absent chatter. Matt stressed the importance of not printing anything longer than twenty pages from the free server.

“They ask questions then, and we don’t need questions. You’re on until eight tonight, but you have to close at eleven on Wednesday and Thursday nights.” Then Matt put on a gaming headset, sat down with his back to the help window, and didn’t speak to Tabitha for the next two hours.

Matt did communicate, but only with his teammates while they waged war, whispering like an angry punctured balloon. Tabitha watched as he cupped his hand around the microphone, and hissed “Nate you derping fucktard,” unsure if ‘Natinator’ was a source of friendly fire or fierce competition, but impressed that anyone wrung such feeling from Matt’s otherwise two-dimensional presence.

At five after eight, Tabitha broke the news of her departure. 

“Um, thanks for everything Matt. I’m going to head out now.”

His only goodbye was a wave over his shoulder, so she waved at his back. This job was much better than working at Plato’s Cave. Her homework time was uninterrupted. No one had asked for help for all three hours she was there.

She was worn out but excited. Her brain told her Hector wasn’t a big deal, just a frat boy wandering across the aisle to conduct a marketing experiment on a nerd. All two of her relationships to date were with tourists of one kind or another. Guys were fascinated by one of her three components: her affinity for math, her “exotic” brown skin or natural hair, and the perpetual popularity of Black culture. She was more than these parts but members of the opposite sex, especially non-Black ones, focused on little else. Flirtations were typically cut short when her suitor realized she didn’t quite fulfill their fantasy. It was worse when they were obsessed with all three. She didn’t know which factor would be her undoing with Hector, but cowboy boots in a Northwestern fraternity was intriguing. She would buy a ticket and hope the ride didn’t kill her.

Tabitha resumed her connection to reality and noticed she’d left campus going the wrong direction. She decided to catch the bus at the end of University Avenue instead of around the corner. The bus stop was an island of light in the darkness of the street. She walked back and forth around the shelter, her eyes sliding over people, not seeing them until something flickered in her peripheral vision.

A shadowy figure playing an upturned plastic bucket like a drum leaned against the wall. Tabitha was drawn to the bony man with saddle skin whose gnarled fingers punished the sticks. The rhythm caught hold, and she was hypnotically rooted to the spot. She pulled a crumpled dollar out of the zippered part of her bag, and tossed it into his tip jar, which was inexplicably a guitar case.

He didn’t stop playing.

“Keep your money waveworker. I don’t need it.”

Tabitha flinched.

“What are you, a friend of Amelia’s, undercover as a homeless guy?’’

She didn’t get a second chance to give him more snark. She exhaled to speak, but her voice refused to obey. She was enveloped by a blanket of moist fog that blocked the view of everything, except the skeletal creature that clearly didn’t like her very much. The inability to talk back conquered her. She spun around to run away, but it was all gone; the streetlights, the bus stop, the world.

The bone man said “There. I think we can have a better conversation now. One where I don’t have to listen to your know-it-all mouth. You’re standing in my home, little girl. Heard about you. All of us have. You don’t look like much, but I can relate to that. You the one staying up there with the Yesler?”

Panic made Tabitha nod more than once. She was terrified, but he didn’t move towards her. Nothing else was missing. She could still see, and hear.

“You’ll excuse my manners. Or don’t, and be damned for all I care. I just wanted a look. I don’t like gossip, rather find out for myself. I can tell you’re about to figure out if you got what it takes. I seen it before. Those that have it. People come to these waters and most of them can’t feel the roots and seeds of this place.”

The fog thinned around her, but a forest of darkness replaced the skyline in a perfect void that stretched out in every direction. Tabitha’s stomach sank. A susurrus shivered through her body. She heard animals and voices, but saw nothing. The blackness eased to grey and Tabitha felt mud beneath her feet and the elevation changed instantly as the emptiness gave way to dense branches and green. Where had he taken her?

“I don’t have to search for a source. I can walk through this place as it was, not as it is. I’m not one for disrespect, but scared and mute is just as bad. We can do this the easy way as long as you manage your mouth.”

Tabitha decided the best approach, was the slow approach. She waited ten seconds.

“So we’re still by the school? That’s good. I’m not really dressed for time travel or camping so I would like to avoid…staying wherever we are. I hope this doesn’t offend you but, what’s your name? What should I call you?”

She folded her arms, protectively smoothing then ruching the heavy dark velvet of her jacket, regaining an inch more of calm with each breath.

“I wouldn’t call me at all unless you have something I want, but my name is Dok. I know you’re innocent, for now. No one stays that way. I suggest you start thinking about what you are and what you want to be, instead of letting that white woman tell you who you are. I’ve been here for a very long time, and what’s changing is going to swallow this whole city. Give it a new skin.”

The trees and fog dissipated, and Tabitha could see the bus stop again, long deserted. The block was now dotted with people with no intention of going to class tomorrow. The first revelers of the term were out for the night. A cop car parked illegally in a “Bus Only” spot in front of the art gallery across the street.

“Look at these people, already drowning in it and they don’t have a clue."

Tabitha opened her mouth to ask another question but Dok chuckled, then vanished with his bucket and guitar case. Inside her head, she heard his voice say “you don’t have one either, not now, but you will.” The effect was unnerving. It was much too late for a bus home, she wanted to get back to the house as soon as possible, so she pulled out her cell phone and called for a taxi she couldn’t afford.  All thoughts of romance were gone. The best thing that could happen to Tabitha in that moment was the carefree company of her roommates and their trivial concerns. The forces in her life were piling up, and she worried that balance was gone for good. She’d found reinvention, but it brought contingencies she hadn’t prepared for. A new skin sounded painful.

The lights were out on the lower floor but she heard voices upstairs when she let herself inside the house. Her belly grumbled almost as loud. Lunch was hours ago. She wandered into the kitchen to forage. There weren’t any leftovers from last night, but she wasn’t picky about protein. She glanced around the kitchen to confirm she was alone, then opened a plastic container labeled “SIDNEY” in bold black marker. She constructed her apology and compensation scheme as she ate the cold Indian takeout. Amelia walked in and she was so startled she splattered the stolen food across the floor, and barely suppressed the urge to scream.

“Can you wear a bell or something? I think I need medical attention. God.”

“I’m sorry; you must be worn out from your classes and your encounter. It wasn’t my intention to frighten you.”

Tabitha wet a handful of paper towels and knelt to clean the remains of her pilfered dinner.

“Are you following me or do you have spies? How could you possibly know about that already? I get that you’re my key to the wide world of magic and whatnot, but the tab-keeping is creepy.”

She threw away the dirty wad of paper towels and leaned against the kitchen island.

“I look after all of my girls. You’ll develop your own defense methods in time, but you’re a special case. You need protection from dangerous influences. If you’re going to make your contribution as a Wardein, you must be uncorrupted. I have something to show you, meet me upstairs.”

Amelia swished away, and Tabitha wished she didn’t have to follow. Until last week, her biggest responsibilities on any individual day were preventing Tony from playing NC-17 movies on the store monitors and covering for Terrance or Whitney when they bent Candace’s rules.

Now, there was a plan in place but it wasn’t hers. Dok’s words haunted Tabitha. Was Amelia pulling her strings? If Amelia was a manipulative perverted piece of work like her ancestor, what better way to carry on the family tradition than opening your home to young women and feeding on their energies?

Tabitha made a list of her assumptions as she climbed the staircase to the second floor. She hadn’t received a letterpress invitation to Yesler’s Home for Vulnerable Girls. It wasn’t suggested to her. She found the listing on her own. She arrived for her appointment ahead of schedule for extraordinary reasons. These circumstances didn’t exclude ulterior motives, but they forced Tabitha to contain her paranoia.

She held her breath when she passed Danni’s door. The other end of the hall buzzed with music and conversation. She was tempted to ignore Amelia, to plop onto her bunk and get Jade suite’s advice on her impending date. If anyone was still awake when she left her summons, she would try and be normal then.

She rattled the iron gate at the top of the third floor to announce her entry. Amelia sat by the fire. With her empty hand, she beckoned to the cushion opposite her. Tabitha wended her way through the artifacts of Amelia’s curious luxury. This time she was prepared for the dissonance in spatial distortion and the possibility of being bumped back if she ran into something. She focused on the area immediately in front and behind her until she took her seat beside Amelia, then allowed her eyes to slide over the loveliness of the room. Dense motes of light floated above their heads, an unnatural brightness scattered across the ceiling.

“Tabitha, I know you were very young when your parents died, but is there anything more you can tell me about them?”

“Since you’re repeating yourself, I’ll do the same. No. I don’t know anything else. Why are you pursuing this? No one in my family knows our history beyond our grandparents and even then we don’t know much.”

“I’m pursuing this Tabitha, because I think I know what lineage you come from. There are three families in Wardein records that are a good match if you ignore some of the details.”

Tabitha was curious.

“Which details?” 

“These are just possibilities, I don’t want to upset you. A young waveworker couple was murdered in 1985, and their baby daughter is still presumed missing. There’s a wave worker who was quite the heartbreaker when he lived here, but he has since settled in Europe. There’s another longshot, a lineage that died out in the 1920s. It’s possible there was an unrecorded birth, but the archive from that time is still a mess. I have someone doing the research now.”

Tabitha stared at Amelia, then she doubled over laughing. She laughed so hard she couldn’t breathe. Amelia didn’t know what to do. Tabitha snatched oxygen and tried to calm down.

“Oh, wow you’re hysterical. You don’t want to upset me? You just told me I’ve been lied to my whole life and either abducted by killers or abandoned by a jackass. Why would something so insignificant upset me?” Tabitha giggled a little and Amelia frowned.

Amelia held up her hand, hidden in a drape of iridescent green velvet and said, “Please stay calm until we know more. That’s not actually why I asked you to come. I’m going to show you a box. When I open it, before you touch it in any way, look at it carefully, and tell me what you see inside.” Amelia unveiled her hand.

The box was milk white marble veined with amber, lapis lazuli, and chalcedony. Amelia carefully tilted back the lid. Nothing happened; there was no smoke, no bright light. Disappointed, Tabitha leaned inappropriately close to get a better look. The box contained a lonely pearl the size of a blueberry.

Tabitha’s hand followed her nose. Her fingers were already wrapped around the gleaming nugget when she said “Amelia it’s fine, just a pearl on a leather string.” She slipped it onto her left wrist and adjusted the knots of the navy blue chord until the pearl was snug, its cold smoothness warming against her pulse.

Amelia snapped the box shut and put it into the fire where it melded with the flames and disappeared. She removed her glasses and her face darkened.

“You live in a different world now. You’re worse than an infant. Tell me, do you also put things you find on the street into your mouth? I said describe what you see before you touch it. You complain that I don’t tell you anything, but you ignore instructions to make your own experiences. Congratulations, you just swore a sacred oath to guard this shore and every soul upon it for the rest of your life.”








CHAPTER NINE




 ↬ 

DISQUIET GREW IN the absence of Irene’s reaction. The paramedic shifted his weight and took his hands off the body bag, and the medical examiner slashed through boxes on her clipboard. Irene was incapable of the display they expected, but she knew the scene required her participation. She selected the grief script she'd rehearsed for years.

“She is unable to suffer now.”

The county sheriff’s full attention rested on Irene as she squeezed her eyes shut and the points of her mouth turned slightly. Irene felt him record every observation, every nuance of her blank and motionless self.

"Ms. Chownyk, I don’t want to upset you, but this was not an accident. The medical examiner’s preliminary findings present head trauma inconsistent with a fall. Your mother was struck repeatedly with a blunt object before she landed. Did you keep an additional wheelchair for your mother upstairs?”

Irene’s face warmed and the moisture at the base of her eyelashes evaporated.

“She moved in a few weeks ago. The second floor is mine. I allowed her to redecorate the lower level to suit her tastes, such as they were.”

Irene stood rigid and forced herself to lock eyes with Detective Lincoln. He understood that she was happy now, but she didn't read contempt or judgment on his face, only curiosity. She liked that. 

The medical examiner said “Lincoln, scene is done. If you need anything else, come to the morgue.”

Lincoln didn’t look away but he said “Alright Sandy. I’m just about done myself.” The detective and Irene finally broke eye contact as the black plastic covered bulge of the corpse rolled through the front door, and the gurney’s wheels hit the walkway.

“Ms. Chownyk, I tried to reach you at LIGO but you weren't available. They confirmed you were at the observatory most of the last 48 hours. You signed out last night. You're accounted for on Department Of Transportation cameras from here to Hanford and back until a few hours ago. Why did you come home now?”

He knew Irene had an alibi, but he smelled the murder in her heart.

“This is my house. Do I require another reason?”

Detective Lincoln handed her a business card.

 “No ma’am, I guess you don’t. If you think of any helpful information, please contact me at that number. Are you available to answer questions at the station? We want to know who your mother knew in town, why she moved back from the East coast, things like that. Can you think of anyone who would want to harm your mother?”

Irene beamed at him. 

“No. I can't help at all. I'm certain nothing was taken. Most of mother’s belongings are in storage or in safe deposit boxes, but if you turn up anything of interest,” she wrote her office voice mail number on the back of his card and returned it to him, “I'm available via telephone. I'm an only child, but not the executor of my mother’s estate. Her will specified that her attorney, a Mr. Nigel Rugsworth, handle arrangements for her remains.”

Lincoln put his hat on and left. Irene took the stairs, careful to avoid the markers of her mother’s demise. She waited in the bathroom until she heard Lincoln's patrol car pull away. Carefree and confident was not the best impression to make when your mother is murdered before lunchtime, but it was sincere. The release of joy was incriminating, but her only crime was hoping and wishing. She unlocked her bedroom door and wondered at the serendipity of life. Irene was denied revenge, yes, but grateful to the random and chaotic universe that provided a resolution. Planning the perfect matricide was sufficient.

Irene removed the wall maps of her experiment locations and rolled them into a cardboard tube. She packed a bag with her portfolio, her laptop, the chemistry set, and the spyglass. She turned off all the lights in the house and locked the front door. It was time to leave now. She steered through the sparse landscape. Whooshes of air curved around speeding cars with destinations further east, eroding and scattering hills of bleached, lifeless grass and dust. Absolute freedom from Priscilla was all she had ever wanted, and now Irene was a force unto herself with no restrictions and no antagonistic damage control. She could do anything. A frisson of possibility surged through her and she swerved out of her lane. The tires protested as they rumbled across luminescent blue blocks when she corrected her position. Her skill made death via automobile accident impossible, but what would it mean to continue her numerical relativity experiments in an uncontrolled environment?

Irene drove until a rest stop appeared. She pulled into the parking lot and found a women’s restroom. Indecisive fluorescent lights hummed, intermittently illuminating old melamine doors hung at irregular angles. She made use of the facilities and took a slow loop from the deserted lobby, back to her car. Three parking spaces over, a young woman wrestled with a cranky toddler. The little boy flailed and screamed, bracing his arms and legs against his mother and the upholstery in refusal of going gently into his designer car seat. 

She called out to the mother “Hello, do you need a hand?” Irene edged close to the bumper of the car and said “He’s just like I was at that age. It’s maddening, being too small to get what you want.”

The woman gave Irene the briefest of glances and continued her battle of wills with the child. She wrestled him into place and immediately locked and slammed the door, as a zookeeper might secure a cage. She sneered at Irene's frayed and rumpled frame.

“That’s life, he’ll learn. We’re good, but thank you.”

She backed into the open car door and watched Irene in the rearview mirror as she drove away.

When the silver station wagon reached the interstate, Irene dragged her fingers through the air until her palms met above her head. The car lurched in place. Acrid rubber and hot motor oil spilled into the air as its wheels spun against the pavement. The engine revved but anyone driving by would see a vehicle in distress. If Irene’s car malfunctioned, she would turn it off and seek assistance. The driver of this car attempted acceleration against the force of gravity. The behavior was not logical but the woman persisted. The woman's emotional distress fascinated Irene, but she needed an additional variable to explore her hypothesis.

Her fingers splayed and the car shimmered. A brief, brilliant halo of luminescence reflected off the car's finish in every direction. Irene flung her arms wide, and the vehicle came apart piece by piece, enveloped by a bubble of prismatic film. Its expanse covered the interstate. Irene whooped triumphantly, giddy with wonder and accomplishment. The mother's body vibrated with effort, but she hovered inside the sphere, agitating with the other components, helpless to act. The interstate cracked and inverted. A flash of aqua light wreathed the bubble. Irene was so engrossed in the experiment, she didn’t notice the jeep in oncoming traffic until it swerved to avoid collision with her orb of deconstruction. The jeep made impact and Irene slammed her clenched fists together and unleashed a wave of pressure. The bubble burst under the weight of its superdense atmosphere.

The back tires of the jeep flew off the ground, it flipped end over end and slammed into the twisted mess of limbs, fiberglass, and metal. There were no screams. The heap caught fire as it sank into the road, and Irene drove to it. She watched it burn, savoring her collage. The road solidified, and she wondered how long it would take the necessary construction crew to remove the installation. In a matter of minutes, three lives were over. Irene had publicly warped the laws of physics using only the skin on her bones. A rush of hormones dizzied her. Irene's body was a hive of atoms, buzzing and alive with activity. She drove down an embankment and around the mess to get back on the road.

Today was the best day of her life. Her mother was dead, and without the vindictive counterweight, the constant cudgel of insecurity and humility, an extravagant darkness in Irene took over. It was time to subject her ability to even more rigorous inquiry. She needed a large and anonymous proving ground. Seattle was the perfect destination, full of test subjects for her skill trials. The combined population of facility employees and Richland taxpayers was an insufficient sample size for experimentation. Irene needed fuel.

She crossed the floating bridge onto the I-5 highway at dusk. Her plan for lodging was undefined. The neighborhood surrounding the university was the most rational choice. The inlets and bays in that part of the city were ideal for swimming. If Irene had the urge, she could glide through Lake Washington, all the way to the Pacific Ocean.

She navigated to the eastbound 45th street exit. The only hotel she knew in Seattle was a few blocks away from the university. Paying for a hotel with her credit card was efficient but conspicuous. She knew the detective from the sheriff’s office would be keeping electronic surveillance on her but if she was discrete in her other activities, she didn’t see why that should matter. Irene didn’t want to hide, she wanted an audience of millions. Seattle was a perfect stage.

Evening traffic seized into near-gridlock. Irene circled the hotel. The exterior was under construction, but it was the same imposing column she remembered as a 14-year-old attending a university conference for women in the sciences. The expense of a hotel room was frivolous, but after years of intense frugality, financial security was hers to lose. She was a force in the world now. Money didn’t matter. None of it mattered.

Irene parked illegally in front of the hotel. She took the bag containing her entire material life from the passenger seat, accepted a ticket from the valet, and sailed into the lobby. She wasn’t prepared for the saturation of color and texture. For her, life was a sequence of institutional neutrals and recycled air. This place smelled of intimacies. She steeled herself for human interaction and moved across the marble floor, focused on avoiding contact with the bodies moving about her.

Irene ignored the young Asian woman behind the counter and spoke to the thin, silver-haired man instead. Irene made the same first impression with everyone: abnormal. She was used to it. It wasn’t enough that they identify her as alien, they wanted her to experience the process of isolation. The man behind the counter greeted her.

“Good evening, may I help you?” 

“Yes I’d like a room for several days; perhaps weeks.”

His top lip curled.

“I’m sorry we don’t have a room with that kind of availability, other than our penthouse suite. I can provide you with a list of other establishments that may meet your needs.” 

He straightened his tie, and his already stiff shoulders. He folded his hands on the counter between them. Irene was unfazed.

“Privacy is excellent, I’ll take the suite. For the next month if it’s available.” She fished a credit card out of the clip in her pocket. “Please charge whatever you need. I can provide cash if that would be more appropriate.” The man, whom Irene assumed was the manager, nodded and accepted the card.

“A credit card is sufficient.” He didn’t swipe her card or access the hotel’s reservation system. He smiled. “The total for the next thirty one nights is $13, 571.49, plus taxes of course.” Irene stared at him. He shrugged his shoulders, then ran the credit card through a machine with a dramatic flourish. When the receipt printed, his eyebrows shot up. He cleared his throat and snatched it off the printer.

He took an enameled fountain pen from his suit pocket, and glanced at the card as he handed it back to her. 

“Thank you Ms. Chownyk, please forgive me, is that the correct pronunciation?” He slid the pen and receipt across the counter for Irene to sign. “I’m sure our manager would love to escort you to your suite. I’ll have a guest services associate retrieve your luggage. If you require additional assistance, suggestions of activities, or our private car service, please let us know. My name is Spencer.”

Irene collected her receipt, and said “I have everything I need.”

She ignored the oil paintings and crystal chandeliers as she crossed the lobby. In the elevator, she contemplated the expense of being waited on. Irene was the beneficiary of a modest interest bearing trust from her father’s estate. She’d never used it before, and she didn’t know what the balance was, but she knew it was more than enough to fund her new project.

The keycard reader flashed green on the room door. The suite was functionally adequate for Irene’s needs. She wedged opened double doors to the outside, stepped onto her private rooftop terrace, and let the atmospheric vapor coat her skin in thousands of microscopic beads of moisture. It was more noise and cold air than rain. A rush of ionization energized her. The neighborhood lay at her feet, but her view to the east and south was endless. Her new experiments would begin tomorrow.

The housekeeping staff obeyed the do-not-disturb sign, but Irene startled awake as if she had a chainsaw for an alarm clock. She never drifted off or woke gently; every day was a disorienting cocktail of smelling salts and adrenaline. She sat up, still in yesterday’s traveling clothes, and immediately opened a document on her laptop. The first item on her to-do list: purchase additional garments. She did some research to prepare for the rest of the day. The University’s website wasn’t the slow, jerky slideshow she remembered. She noted highlights in the physics departmental calendar, and memorized the campus building layout. Her eidetic memory, a conventional genetic gift from her father, was its own kind of power. 

Irene left her penthouse to explore. In the lobby, Spencer insisted she take a complimentary umbrella. She carried it unopened in her hand as she floated through the wash of nutrients and toxins that fell from above. The woolen sky and drenched landscape made it difficult to believe she was only a few hundred miles from her side of the mountains. The city terrain was lush and exotic.

Irene wasn’t hungry, but she ate greasy wedges of pizza from a food stand anyway. She wanted to take the opportunity to observe the strange members of this tribe. The retail core catered to the thrifty, the eclectic, and the bohemian. The streets were full of bodies Richland would not have tolerated. The blurred spectrum of genders alone would have provoked exorcisms and town meetings, and yet, the people who walked by her knew she wasn’t one of them. Irene was too clean to be homeless, too sloppy to be a professional, and too conformist to be a student. She tossed the oily paper plate and napkin into a trash can, and crossed the street to a clothing resale shop. For her plan to work, she needed camouflage.

Irene didn’t care what she wore as long as it was comfortable. The thrift store charged $15 for however many garments she could fit in a brown paper grocery bag. Irene liked buying clothing in volume instead of per piece. She filled two bags with wrinkled and musty fabric in black, brown, and navy, then walked through the thriving criminal street trade and vagrants toward her hotel. At the intersection of the Ave and 45th street, she noticed a shop she’d missed before, tucked beneath the vintage marquee of a small theater. 

The ornate trade sign didn’t match a display of textbooks and popular fiction in the window below. Irene’s eye was drawn to the white carving upon a thick slab of black wood. It was the most symmetrical thing she’d ever seen: an elaborate crop circle intersected with never-ending arrows that arced upon themselves in concentric unicursal geometry. Its perfection was beautiful. 

She scanned the block until she found its entry, a glass door and a shadowy hallway. At first, she thought the blank foyer lead nowhere, an anteroom to nothing. When her eyes adjusted, she saw the Lucite staircase. The walls of the hallway were smooth and uninterrupted. Going up the stairs was her only option.

The dust in the stairwell thickened the higher she climbed. The stair didn’t round corners. There was no landing. For three flights, it simply went up. Irene looked through the clear staircase to the crescent of light from the glass door at the bottom, like a swimmer on a platform prepared to dive into a bucket. She enjoyed the illusion of walking on nothing but darkness.

The door at the top was unlocked but heavy. The room was sparsely furnished. Wooden planks creaked under her feet. A mirrored table sat between two threadbare wing chairs upholstered in black velvet brocade. There weren’t windows or additional doors but the room did have an empty and cold fireplace. 

“What an eccentric room.”

Amber light bloomed at the sound of her voice.

“You have accepted my invitation at last. Thank you for coming, you made good time in this traffic.” Irene searched for the hidden source of the voice, but there was none.

It said “Please excuse my insubstantial form. This is not a trick. I am real and I am pleased to meet you.” 

She decided then, it was male. Curious, she sat in the chair on the right.

“Have we met?”

Tea service appeared on the table next to her.

“In a manner of speaking Ms. Chownyk we have. We’ve had a one-sided relationship for years. I haven’t been helpful, but until now, you didn’t need me. Now that you do, I have questions about how things are progressing. Would you say that your focus has improved with each kill or does it still overwhelm you?”

Irene said nothing. She’d never liked talking, but she liked talking to invisible things even less.

The voice said “Don’t be frightened. You’ve been through a great deal. It’s why I want to help you. I disposed of your mother in part, to gain your trust. I realize now that someone with your history would need more to accept a stranger, but in my day, we said thank you when someone was kind. This is a low risk situation, Irene. If you don’t like what I offer, you walk out of this room and the discussion ends. You’ve focused an incredible gift on the narrow spectrum of problems called the human condition. That’s natural, you’re inexperienced and you haven’t had a guide. If we become the allies that I so hope to be, you will reshape the world in your image. You will lead those who have ridiculed you. You will live your destiny.”

Irene listened to the disembodied thing. The sound was multi-directional.

“I don’t know who you are, or who you are mistaking me for. I admit that I’m curious about your allusions, but I don’t care enough to continue.”

She placed her hand over the teapot and felt the heat exchange from the pot to the table, sensing how it all flowed together. She teased out the energy between the molecules of wood, porcelain, and white jasmine tea.

The voice said “Irene that kind of behavior will not help you with me. You are a talented young woman, and I appreciate your initiative, but this won’t end well for you.”

His awareness of her seeking rattled her. Priscilla was the only person who sensed her intentions before she displayed her ability.

“May I ask how we know each other? Why did you been watching me? What is your interest in my research path?”

The air around Irene hummed in a now familiar way. The sound of the voice generated chemical reactions in the air around her. It was an education in the utilization of her power. This is how someone caught in the eye of her gathering energies felt. A flood of adrenaline crashed down on her.

“There’s no need to be defensive. Think of me as your patron of information.”

“Go on.”

The motes of energy hummed as they continued. “For example, what if I told you that your capacity for power is not unique? Don’t be so displeased. Your specific talent is singular, quite rare. You could usher in a new civilization, given the proper guidance and resources. There is much you have missed in your world of science and research. Everything has layers, Irene, layers and elements. You are conventionally brilliant but ignorant of the balance holding each speck of stardust in place. It is time you learned about magic.”

Irene laughed, unnerved by how much like Priscilla she sounded, cold and dismissive.

“Magic is for children, and cynical old drunks. I am neither. I am a scientist. If there are others as you say, then that means I have competition as well as a colleague or two. I am not trained in genetics but it is irrational to assume that a single individual in the whole of humanity was selected for this evolution. What you call magic I call undiscovered theory awaiting rational inquiry.”

This time the voice laughed. “I didn’t realize how droll you were. This is going to be more entertaining than I thought. You’ll find an item in your hotel room that will help you make the first connection. It is essential that you take care in interpreting the tool; your context will tell us a great deal. I have no doubt that you’ll be able to comprehend the details but I need you to become an individual who cares for a different sort of why.”

A crackle stirred a cloud of dust. Irene opened her mouth to comment but she was back on the sidewalk in the rain with her bags. The foyer and stone sign were gone. She gulped cold lungfuls of damp air on her way back to the hotel. Cocktail hour was happening in the lobby. According to the clock at the front desk, Irene had lost three hours in her encounter. 

Spencer intercepted her on the way to the elevator.

“Good evening Ms. Chownyk. There is a complimentary wine tasting in the lobby if you would like to join your fellow guests. Also this came while you were out.”

He handed her a thick leather pouch with a twine closure sealed in wax. She knew it was from her obscured benefactor. The idea of meeting other people like her for the first time filled her with excitement and dread. How would she fare in a world as one of many creatures able to alter the course of natural laws?

She nodded to Spencer and made for the edge of the lobby. Irene specialized in avoidance. What if she missed an opportunity for attachment with people worth knowing? She spent so much time guarding her perimeter; she never considered there might be benefits to exploring beyond her walls.

Irene waited for the elevator. She recognized the soft mid-Atlantic voice behind her that said “Hello, lovely.”

She was followed, but from which location? She turned to greet a short man armored against the weather in head to toe tweed. His frizzy pouf of brown curls styled into a slick forelock the same color of the worn leather patches at his elbows.

“Nigel Rugsworth. What do you want?”

She crossed her corduroy clad arms and rooted her feet.

“As a longtime family friend I wanted to offer my condolences. I was saddened to hear of your mother’s untimely demise.”

Rugsworth began turning up when her father died, which was reason enough to hate him. He coated his words, his mannerisms, and even his muddy blond Brilliantined hair, with too much lubrication.

“Would you care to join me for a drink?”

She wanted nothing to do with Rugsworth, but Irene knew it was a business matter, and she wanted to get it over with.

She followed him to the bar but declined to take her seat. She preferred to stand, with her newly acquired packages close upon her person. She ordered a glass of salt water from the bartender. Rugsworth swirled a glass of scotch, warming the dark amber liquid between his palms.

“Dear Irene. I think of you like my own daughter. If there’s anything I can assist you with I’m here to do that. In the matter of your mother, you are the sole beneficiary of the Priscilla Phillips estate.








CHAPTER TEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA AND HECTOR never went on their dinner date. They’d made plans, but he’d canceled. Twice. Tabitha had written him off, but he popped up Thursday night in an instant message window, wanting to know if she was free after her shift in the computer lab. She hesitated. He was so flaky. Tabitha didn’t have class in the morning, but it was almost 11 p.m. and last minute plans at this time of night didn’t communicate an agenda of respectful conversation. Tabitha didn’t want to sound too upset at the brush-offs, but she didn’t want to let it go either.




ctrlxshiftxtabs: it’s a bit late isn’t it? i’ll be at the lab for another half hour or so

halvarez86: don’t walk down to the ave and catch a bus let me drive you

ctrlxshiftxtabs: that would actually be really nice. i’m off in 35, if you’re not here in 36, i’m leaving

halvarez86: kk i’ll meet you in the lab




Tabitha was annoyed with herself for giving Hector a pass on the broken plans in exchange for the convenience of a ride home. She was also unreasonably charmed that he would leave the comfort of male bonding and cheap ill-gotten beer to see her. She squealed in anticipation and remorse, then checked her reflection in an enameled compact and applied a smear of flavored lip gloss. There were no witnesses to her preening. Matt left early because they were the only people in the lab. 

She put her ignored textbooks away. When she took this job, she thought the flexibility would lead to a period of deep productivity. Instead, she scoured pop culture discussion forums and laughed at classified ads for hours each day. Occasionally, she had the challenge of a portrait versus landscape printing layout. Her job wasn’t demanding.

She shuttered the help desk window, then skipped from computer to computer, powering off monitors and making sure there were no programs open. It surprised Tabitha how often people left the sordid details of their emails brightly lit for the next user’s reading pleasure. It was less shocking when she found illegal downloads running in absentia. All of the Macintosh machines were put to bed and she was starting with the Windows machines when Hector arrived. 

Tabitha didn’t know how to greet him without betraying herself. The cowboy boots were back, apparently he had a sweater and button-down combination in every color, and tonight’s forecast was black on black.

“Hey.”

She stood awkwardly in an aisle of dark screens, and watched him lean against the wall.

“Hey. I’m almost done. We can leave as soon as I put these to bed. Thank you for offering to drive me home, that was a nice surprise.”

She smiled over her shoulder, and continued closing up.

“Take your time.” 

Hector was a portrait of studied carelessness. His hair was mussed just so. The tail of his sweater wasn’t tucked into his belted jeans, but the front was. He tried hard, but Tabitha admired his attempt to cover it up.

“Ok, I’m all done. Let’s get out of here.”

Tabitha picked up her backpack and held the door open for Hector, then jiggled the door handle to make sure it locked. The campus was empty; mist drizzled onto their backs as they exited from the side of the building and took the main path past the burbling fountain, headed toward fraternity row.

“Sorry. I don’t usually carry an umbrella, or else I would offer one to you.”

Tabitha wanted to blurt out “is this a date?” But even she knew that would be a bad thing. Her mind wandered as he spoke about needing new clothing for the climate.

“Didn’t you get the note about layers in the Pacific Northwest? Coats are fine if they’re flimsy but heavily engineered fleece. A parka or a raincoat is probably overkill. We’re weird that way. I think the idea is to dress for the weather without looking like you’re afraid of it.”

“You’re a funny girl. I like that. I can tell you spend a lot of time watching and studying people. I do that too.”

Tabitha enjoyed the compliment and decided to be a little adventurous.

“Is it alright if we stop for a quick bite to eat on the way to my house? I spent my break working on a project and completely spaced eating. I don’t want to go all Victorian fainting spell in your car and freak you out.”

Hector didn’t say anything, the heels of his boots clicked along the pavement a few paces ahead of her. Maybe he hadn’t heard. Tabitha cleared her throat. She wondered if that was his way of saying no. A gust of wind disturbed the hem of her skirt. She shivered with the chill. 

“My brothers are at a Delt party a few blocks away. I could warm something up for you if you wanted to come inside. I’m not a great cook, but I haven’t poisoned anyone yet.”

Tabitha laughed and hunched her shoulders in an effort to cover her cold ears. In one week, the weather dialed down not summer anymore to almost winter.

“Well with an enthusiastic recommendation like that, how could I possibly say no? That’s very gallant of you Hector; take me to your Hot Pockets!”

They laughed together, the narrowing sidewalk forced them to skim each other at the hand and shoulder. Tabitha felt simmering throughout her body as dormant thoughts stretched into awareness. She didn’t know what she was doing, or what she was willing to do, but the possibilities were exciting. 

Normally, Tabitha kept a wide berth around Frat Row. She was less afraid of displays of testosterone and more concerned about the potential harm done to her ears and brain. It was the obnoxiousness she couldn’t stand, like random people calling her “boss,” but she’d never seen anything like Hector in the frat boy guidebook. He paid attention to her in a quiet watchful way. It made her certain that he heard every word she said, that he wondered what her hair would look like spread all over his pillow.

The Psi Beta Rho fraternity house was king of the block. Doric columns and spotlights were a blinding combination late at night.

“My god you didn’t mention your house was on the set of a golf course. I feel like we’re about to film a commercial here.”

Hector grabbed her shoulder.

“Relax, it’s not so country club inside.”

She smiled again and hoped this condition wouldn’t be permanent. Constant glee would change the overall effect of her curated wardrobe and then her style would be something cartoonish. 

Hector held the door open and welcomed her inside. Everything in the house was designed to make the most of the open space: large leather sectional sofas against stark white walls, and dark paneled wood ceilings, but the frat house looked less like the rundown adult daycare facility of her imagination, than a gentlemen’s hunting lodge. It was hard to be too intimidated when it was so abandoned and almost cozy.

“Can I get you anything to drink?”

Tabitha shook her head no. She was content and interested, but not yet that trusting.

“Alright, get comfortable. I’ll be right back.

 Hector disappeared behind a sliding pocket door. Tabitha fell into a deep leather sofa. She asked herself “what am I doing here?” then climbed out of the sofa to pace and look at the photos on the wall.

“You’ve discovered our founding father’s yearbook. Each year the graduating members of Psi Beta take a formal portrait. There are dozens of these up in the library. They’re interesting. The ones down here have members who went on to prominence or wealth; preferably both.”

Tabitha was startled that Hector reappeared without her noticing. He avoided spilling a steaming bowl of tortilla soup all over both of them by deftly stepping just out of her arm span. 

“I’m sorry. I have this thing where I focus so much I’m not quite here. It’s ridiculously easy to sneak up on me. Thanks for the soup. It smells delicious. You have mad ninja skills and you cook. Are you doing undercover work on a drug ring? I can’t believe that you are an actual frat guy. Who are you really?”

 Hector laughed. “Eat your soup, or I’ll have you arrested for blowing my cover.” 

Tabitha complied. She slurped the soup down in minutes. It tasted so much better because it required no effort from her at all.

“I know fraternities have a bad reputation, but these are all decent guys. I would reference the pageant system but I know that wouldn’t help my case with you.”

Tabitha swallowed a creamy spoonful of green chilies and cheese. She wondered if he made the soup from scratch.

“Are you implying that you joined this cult in order to win scholarships and secure world peace?”

She smiled as she said it, hoping he wouldn’t be too offended. 

“I actually wanted a chance to show them what I’ve got in the swimsuit competition. Also, world peace is very Cold War. My platform is the digital divide; it’s what’s in right now.”

She appreciated that he didn’t take himself seriously.

“This fraternity is good for the people in it, the vibe’s different than all the other houses I looked into. We do party, but we don’t do it here. We’re low key. Like tonight, everyone’s gone to throw up somewhere else. I guess you could say we’re responsibly irresponsible. Our alumni is loaded and super connected. Every one of those” he pointed at the group portraits above her head, “has at least one person who has changed their industry, Seattle, or maybe even the world. What’s the downside to belonging to something like that?”

Tabitha knew she was tired, because his argument made sense to her. She re-examined the pictures. They weren’t overtly offensive. She thought the class of 1924 was especially upright and dashing. She frowned at Hector.

“I see the logic of your argument, but I choose to ignore it.” 

He shrugged. She was surprised that conversation was effortless between the two of them.

“Thank you for the soup and for the ride. About the ride, I don’t want to sound rude but I know that if I don’t get into bed soon I’m going to be weird-crazy instead of weird-quaint.”

Hector shrugged again.

“It’s cool. I have a lot of work to do tomorrow, and it is late.”

Outside, Hector pressed his key fob and a black late model Toyota coupe chirped and blinked at them across the street. She got inside and reached over to unlock his door but he was getting in already, and their heads collided softly, noses first.

“Ow, ow, ow.”

Tabitha feigned pain to cover her embarrassment. The key fob unlocked both doors. What was she thinking? Hector kissed Tabitha mid-yelp, before either of them could think about it or pull away.

For one delicious moment the verbal centers of her brain took a vacation, and devoted all its circuitry to processing her senses; the warmth and wet of their lips and tongue meeting, the scents of the leather car interior and the clove oil she used to dress her hair commingled with the pressure of his smooth jaw against her soft cheek. It stopped as abruptly as it began, but Tabitha didn’t know which of them retreated first.

She opened one eye and Hector stared at her quizzically. When she didn’t say anything he started the car, and drove southwest. She could tell something had come and gone. After a mile of silence Hector spoke.

“You should probably tell me where you live.”

Now she felt like an idiot. She was attracted to Hector, but something about him didn’t feel right to her. Her internal editor called her a dummy for making this a brain issue instead of a body issue. Tabitha’s internal editor favored sex over thought. She needed balance. The rest of Tabitha’s brain had sent her body down a lonely road for a long time.

“I live on the north side of the Hill, big creepy mansions near the park. I can direct you from there.”

She hoped to salvage the night with Hector, but she couldn’t think of a way to make it less awkward than it already was. Before she could attempt it, they’d arrived at their destination. She was suspicious when she realized they were almost on her block.

“How did you know which house?”

He tapped a flip phone much thinner than her own budget, candy bar model.

“I didn’t. I used GPS to get us close to the park. You have to tell me where I need to go.”

Tabitha was impressed again.

“I live in the big house on the left, next block; pair of weird statues by the door. Can’t miss it.”

Hector made an illegal U-turn and parked in front of the house. He avoided looking at her. She unbuckled her seatbelt and picked up her backpack, opened the door, prepared to bolt. Halfway out of the car she dropped her bag, whirled around and flung her arms around Hector’s neck. He was restrained by his seatbelt, but that didn’t stop Tabitha from kissing him, drinking him in hungry shameless gulps. She floated in her skin until her lungs were empty and she had to push him away to draw breath.

Hector stared at her with admiration and disbelief. Tabitha was out of her element. She should leave before either of them said something stupid or insecure. She popped out of the car, grabbed her bag, and ran around the hood onto the sidewalk. Yelling “see you in class!” over her shoulder.

She threw open the front door and then slowly edged her head over the leaded glass foyer window to the right. Thrilled that Hector waited until she made it inside. Tabitha teetered at that impossible angle until he drove away, giggling breathlessly with self-congratulation.

When she turned around, Amelia was there in heavy red silk pajamas and slippers.

“I see you’ve been adventuring.” She smiled at Tabitha and said “A word in my parlor.”

Tabitha groaned, but she followed Amelia into her private study and closed the door behind them.

“Amelia I know there are pressing questions, big freaking important magical powers and whatever, but it’s one in the morning. Can’t this wait? I’d like to go to bed, reflect on my day and stuff.”

“Your date postmortem with the girls will have to wait. You’re a Wardein now. You have to assume your role. Your initiation must begin. It is grueling, borderline cruel, and, it starts tomorrow. If you hadn’t been so impulsive, there would be time to prepare but we don’t have any more options. Right now, we must focus on your survival. We’ll leave after dinner. It may take a few days. I will give you a dry run here at the house, then we have a meeting with the others, and then it’s real. The experience is different for everyone. If it’s any consolation, I know you’re capable of getting through this. You have a lot to learn, but you’re strong.”

“Amelia, thank you for this heartwarming bookend to my first proper kiss in half a decade, but can’t I reschedule my near death experience? Does it have to be tomorrow? Don’t you have other torture session slots available? What aren’t you telling me?”

Tears sprang into Tabitha’s eyes, and she discovered that she was genuinely emotional when she hoped to be cavalier and flippant. She sat down on the chaise lounge. Amelia slid out of her seat and clasped Tabitha’s hands as she knelt.

“I’m so very sorry child. This is not how I wanted things to be for you. I had years to prepare for my trial. Your hasty oath-making is only one part of this mess. We’re all in trouble Tabitha; everything is upside down. If my sources are correct, the entire basin is destabilizing but we don’t know why. Seismographic reports indicate spikes in both volcanic and substrate geological activity. I have weatherworkers and geophysicists frantically bending my ear about aeromagnetic anomalies far below the waters of the Sound. People are on the cusp of desperation and the Wardein are under a lot of pressure. We need your strength. Now go right upstairs, and try to rest. You’re going to need your wits about you.”

The three weeks since she moved out were a constant rollercoaster. She wanted to unring the bell of independence. It was more change and excitement than she bargained for. Tabitha gripped the carved banister and shuffled up the stairs, bent and mumbling. If fate was coming to claim her tomorrow, she would have to call in dead to family dinner on Sunday. Candace wouldn’t accept anything less.

A quick scan of the suite told the story of everyone’s day. Mallory slept like a corpse. Tabitha wondered how Mallory managed to wake up on time for any occasion. Every night she donned earplugs and a sleep mask, then pulled her bedding above her head. Sage was on top of her covers, fast asleep in a yoga pose. It didn’t look comfortable, but they gave up trying to convince Sage she didn’t need homeopathic remedies for her headaches, just a good pillow and less commitment to her chakras. Tabitha couldn’t believe how accustomed she’d become to living with this random assortment of people. She acclimated to total strangers in her bedroom in a matter of days, and yet she never felt comfortable in her own home.

Tabitha undressed and crawled into bed then turned on her cell phone alarm. She had new text messages. Another one came in as she opened the first awaiting message. They were both from Bambi. The first one read “who the hottie?” Tabitha sat up and looked across the room. Bambi missed nothing. She mimed a neck roll that Tabitha saw in the dark, her face lit by the blue light from her phone screen. The second text read, “omgee Tabitha you are so scandalous!” Bambi continued her late night slumber party by sending a barrage of texts after everyone else went to bed. It was effective if the person she tried to chat up had their ringer off. A week ago, she sent Sidney so many text messages at once that the same bitter love song played at top volume for three minutes. Fortunately she was Bambi, an “impossible to stay mad at” being who was immediately forgiven.

Tabitha avoided waking the entire suite, because her phone was on vibrate. She texted back “tomorrow Bambz. Sleepy time now.” She curled up under her comforter and read the last message. It was from Hector. “You’re weird but intense. I like it.” That he contacted her first was a positive. Tabitha knew that meant she was ahead in the game.

She closed her eyes and darkness flew up at her, flinching as she slipped into sleep face down with her arms stiff beneath her chest. At first, she dreamt of her and Hector in the boarder study in front of a fire. People came and went via the front door but they ignored them. He made her laugh at something her dream self didn’t understand. Then in the random fashion of dreams, they were a naked tangle of sweaty flesh in one of the wing chairs, still oblivious to people walking by. Tabitha murmured something aloud about waffles and condoms, then she sleepily rolled over onto her back. 

Her body twitched involuntarily and she startled. The boarder study was dark. She was exposed and entirely alone. She scrambled to cover herself with throw pillows, and then stilled, trying to stay calm, though she was naked and cold. A hot breeze whipped through her, invaded her body. Then the room was stripped away, leaving only her agitation as a pulse throbbed in the dark, mercilessly vibrating her bare flesh like a drum. A part of Tabitha never truly slept, it understood that she was a hostage to a chemical electrical light show in her head that was terrifying, but not real. That sliver of consciousness ordinarily reminded her that she was only dreaming, but not now. Instead, it told her to be careful.

Tabitha’s hysteria boiled over. She bolted and ran through a maze of shadows she knew was the house, though it was insubstantial around her. She sensed where the walls were, but she couldn’t see them, couldn’t see herself. Her body was gone. The pulses came closer together now, every thirty seconds. The force wasn’t distributed throughout the house, it focused, sought her out. When she hesitated, when she stood still for too long, the beat stabbed at her heart, and the pain was agonizing. She tasted blood. She felt herself shrink and weaken. She had to keep moving. The upstairs was a bad idea, she didn’t know if it could hurt the others. She didn’t sense Amelia in the house. Tabitha had to do this on her own. 

Her disembodied spirit felt the pull of the grand alder in the garden. It called to her. She flew through the kitchen and solarium walls, out into grass, low, chilling laughter close behind. Two sharp pulses landed on her. Her skin burned and stung where they cut her. She was breathless and choking. The relentless thump arrested the pace and rhythm of her heart. Tabitha struggled to keep her eyes open. She gagged and lurched, fighting for air.

She knew she was asleep in her bed, but the rough bark of the tree under her palms felt real. She hummed the lullaby her father sang to her on the few nights he came home early enough to put her to bed. In Tabitha’s only training session, Amelia taught her that waveworkers had two power streams. Sound waves and fluid dynamics were similar enough that some waveworkers wielded both. Amelia encouraged her to dabble in this way before her real training began. Tabitha didn’t know if the wordless tune would protect her mind, but she was desperate.

She visualized the sounds as she made them, her fried vocal chords pulling the trough of the waves to the basement of her range. She wove a rhythmic low growl, calculating the amplitude and timing the rise to intercept the incoming pulses. The ferocity of the vibrations receded. Tabitha considered that she was incorporeal and yet she felt tears on her cheeks and wind on her back.

Tabitha’s calm increased as the regal presence of the alder tree felt more substantial. Was it working? The air crackled with sparks. A funnel of whirring stone, debris, and flame tore the grass out at its roots and Tabitha lost her concentration. She stopped the cocoon hum protecting her, shocked into silence. The funnel narrowed at its center as it hovered over her. She wanted to fight back, to outrun it, but she didn’t know how to evade smoke. She stepped away from the alder and tried to make the shadow echo of herself taller. A filthy glittering belch of sulfur engulfed Tabitha like a flaming cloud of insects.

The phantom that hunted Tabitha shrouded her until it became the entire atmosphere. The shadows deepened, the air churned and she was lost, her mind was snipped from her body and it went rigid. The force of the first seizure moved the bed, and knocked her bag off the nightstand. 

Bambi was the lightest sleeper. The thunk of textbooks was more than enough to wake her. She rubbed her eyes, and looked for the noise. When she saw Tabitha, she didn’t grab a robe or call for help. She threw back her blankets and jumped from her bed onto Tabitha’s bed and turned on a lamp. She helplessly watched her friend’s body jerk and twitch. When Tabitha stopped cold and Bambi could not tell if she was still breathing, her brain caught up to her adrenaline. She grabbed Tabitha by the shoulders and shook her. 

“Tabs wake up! Tabitha!” 

The yelling woke Sidney. Sidney was tired of Bambi being inconsiderate. She needed to be told.

“Bambi! You woke me up again.” Then she saw the tiny girl, half-naked and sobbing, her hand cracking Tabitha across the face. “Bambi? What the hell is going on? Stop that! Bambi? Bambi?”

Sidney recognized the symptoms of shock. Tabitha needed medical attention quickly, and Bambi was in no condition to summon it. Sidney leapt out of bed and threw open the door of the suite.

“Jenn! Jenn get over here! Get the fuck out of bed right now!”

All the residents of Jade suite were awake now, and the commotion spread across the hall. Sidney easily nudged Bambi aside and felt for Tabitha’s pulse. She closed her eyes and exhaled when she could count it.

“Jenn she’s not dead, but I don’t think she’s breathing. She’s having some kind of fit. You’re a nurse right? What the hell is going on?”

Jenn was a mess of flannel pajama bottoms and a tank top. A ratty ponytail was quickly done up as she assessed the situation.

“Sidney I’m a nursing student, not a doctor, or even a paramedic. If she’s not breathing we need to call 9-1-1 right now.”

Jenn took her knuckles and thumped Tabitha in the chest, then leaned back. She watched Tabitha’s chest rise and fall.

“She’s breathing. Go get Amelia!”

Sidney turned to leave but Casey, Shellie, and Ingrid blocked the door to their suite. Down the hall, Danni screeched “Can’t you evict them? They woke me up!” Amelia and Sidney nearly knocked each other over in their synchronized commands to “Move.” Sidney’s foot caught on the train of Amelia’s dark violet dressing gown, but she regained her balance quickly and hopped aside.

Amelia sat on the small slice of bed next to Tabitha. Her hands passed above Tabitha’s body, a whisper away from contact. She started at the girl’s head and slowly moved down to her neck. Her hands twitched and separated, Amelia’s fingers fanned and twirled one hand at Tabitha’s throat, the other over her heart, then traded places. She focused on the spaces between her fingertips, delicately rubbing them together as though she untied a knot, teasing her hands apart, smoothing them in opposite directions over Tabitha’s shoulders and down to squeeze the girl’s wrists.

The ambulance was forgotten. Twelve girls crowded around Tabitha’s bed, but not Danni, who assumed she was going to die and went back to sleep. Jenn and Mallory exchanged a knowing glance. They’d independently decided that Tabitha had overdosed, but Bambi had never seen anyone seize that way, and everything about it felt unnatural. Sidney didn’t pretend to “get” Tabitha, but she knew enough about her friend to know she hadn’t harmed herself.

Tabitha Marie Slate regained consciousness all at once. The muscles of her body contracted and released with such force that it lifted itself off the bed then slammed down with a revolting snapping sound. Her hands went to her throat, tears leaked from her eyes and she drank the air in, her relief palpable. 

Amelia lifted both of her wrists, as if she could determine if her renter was well again via the dark creases and veins there. She offered Tabitha a drink from the flask hidden in her pocket and Tabitha accepted gratefully.

Amelia declared, “Our patient is going to live. I think you girls should go downstairs and make us all some breakfast. An endless Friday morning brunch is in order.”

The other girls drifted out, but Sidney hovered around Tabitha, uncertain that she was truly better. Bambi was subdued. She shivered and pulled on a short black slip dress and a bulky too long cardigan sweater.

“You girls were very brave this morning. There’s no shame in losing your head in a crisis. You did something important. You sounded the alarm. Sometimes that can be the difference between life and death. You were loyal to Tabitha and I want to have a word about that.”

Tabitha groaned as she folded herself over her pillows.

“Amelia what are you doing? How is everything super top secret unless you say it isn’t? It’s my private life too.”

Amelia placed her hand on Tabitha’s wrist.

“I’m sorry Tabitha, but things are even worse than I thought. We need more help; you most of all. If they don’t believe us or think we’re crazy” she shrugged. “I don’t know that our credibility will suffer much damage. We have to take the risk.” She turned to Sidney and Bambi and said “Girls, what would you say if I told you everything is true? That everything you’ve ever imagined, the make-believe that filled you with delight or terror when you were alone, that it all existed in this world? Would you believe me if I said magic is real?”








CHAPTER ELEVEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA WAS PISSED off.

“Seriously Amelia? You demand I keep every single thing secret, then you throw that in the garbage? What gives you the right?”

“Aww Tabs! You are so cute all invalid like.”

Tabitha was touched that Bambi was so upset by her seizure, but it was even better that Bambi’s irreverent self had returned. The four of them clustered around the hearth in Amelia’s chambers. Sidney paced a circuit of the disproportionate room, then sat down next to Tabitha, not contributing to the conversation at all. 

“You were attacked as you slept” said Amelia. “If Bambi hadn’t sounded the alarm, I fear you would’ve died. Tabitha I need reinforcements here at the house, and you need eyes in the back of your head. I’ve watched the three of you. You’re all quite different, but Bambi has very strong instincts and Sidney is a born leader. If the three of you work together, I hope we may all survive.”

Sidney spoke at last.

“So, Amelia,” shifting uneasily and acutely aware that she was in their landlord’s bedroom, “I’m not saying that I don’t believe you, but what kind of proof do you have? How do Bambi and I know you and Tabitha aren’t mutually delusional? It’s a cool story, but it doesn’t make sense. We’re all in danger from a mysterious supernatural force that you aren’t at liberty to discuss. You and Tabitha are members of a secret society that protects the city from supernatural threats, but you can’t tell us more about it. Also mermaids. You said something about mermaids. I’m what you might call intrigued, but I need more to go on.”

Tabitha pursed her lips and bugged her eyes at Amelia. She silently dared her to burst into flame, show them her haunted jewelry box, or threaten them with stinky beverages, but Amelia did none of these things.

“That’s reasonable. You’re slightly older than children. I suppose I would be more concerned if you believed everything without question. I can say this; tonight Tabitha must be initiated into a sacred order. This order accepts initiates when death creates a vacancy. That vacancy remains until a suitable initiate applies. There are human Wardein, they are exceptionally brave veterans of combat, but they rarely survive the process.”

“The world that you know is just as it was, only larger. I’m not confiding in the two of you to impress you or gain your trust. This house needs sentinels. I need to know that if things continue to unravel and the girls under my roof are truly in danger, that someone will sound the alarm.” Amelia hung her head and Tabitha heard tears in her voice. “I am not drafting you as human shields, but I cannot have you all slaughtered because none of you knew enough to run.”

When Amelia looked up, all three girls were silent, but Sidney nodded her understanding and Bambi squinted fiercely.

“My badass is surrounded by a squishy layer of stealthy cuteness, that’s how I get you, with the adorable.”

Amelia smiled ruefully. “Bambi I don’t need badass, or superheroes. What I need, correction, we, what we need, are shepherds. What’s required is quiet resolve and determination.”

Bambi nodded enthusiastically, “yes, with killer perk-fu.” 

Amelia didn’t ask what that was. 

Tabitha knew the power of Bambi’s weaponized perkiness. The small Filipina girl used smiles and reassuring nods to disable the off button of her victims. If Eskrima had a psychological equivalent, Bambi was trained to mastery. If there were monsters or professional evil with unresolved emotional issues, it would be Bambi who saved the day.

Sidney brought them back to task before Tabitha could complain about not getting to reveal the secret.

“Okay, we take you at your word. I get bossy.” Tabitha fake coughed. Sidney continued “Fine, I get bossier. Bambi officially makes everybody her business. What good is that in the face of whatever it is going bump at the farmer’s market? What are you actually asking us to do? Also is it true that mermaids wear shell bras? Is that a thing?”

Amelia smiled. “I’m so glad you’re on board Sidney. I want you to keep a rough location estimate on everyone. I don’t expect you to follow your housemates around the city, but it would be helpful if you were to know where they intended to be for the day. Accomplishing this casually would be best. Make it your practice to know the routines of every girl in this house. I don’t need to know too much detail. Delicate matters are none of my concern. Try not to be obvious or intrusive. There is an exception; do whatever it takes to ensure visitors to this house are never left alone. Not that anyone is breaking the rules and bringing visitors to the second floor of course.”

Bambi blushed, crossed her legs, and smiled broadly. 

“Everyone needs to be careful about whom they bring home, but more importantly, do not under any circumstances leave an outsider in this house unattended. See to it that no one else does either. If you feel safe, become their escort. If not, summon me at once, like you did this morning.”

Tabitha’s brows furrowed and she interrupted. “Um Amelia, what about….”

“I know you’re thorough, but no, I am not suggesting you follow people into the bathroom Tabitha. Besides, the powder room can take care of itself.”

“Hey you said not under any circumstances, I’m just covering all the bases.”

Amelia, Bambi, and Sidney all shook their heads no at Tabitha, but she questioned Amelia further.

“You said two things. What else do they have to do?” 

“Tabitha if you’re well enough I want you to wait in my dressing room through that door. I have to speak to Bambi and Sidney alone.”

She was confused, how did she end up on the outside of the loop? The horizon of the room was level and Tabitha didn’t feel any nausea as she slouched across the carpet in stocking feet to obey. She pushed open the heavy carved door to what she thought was Amelia’s dressing room and stepped inside.

“Bloody hell.”

This was only a dressing room if you were in the habit of hanging your clothes up in an enchanted garden where it was always night. There were fireflies and crickets. She wondered how Amelia put makeup on in the dark. In answer to her thought, a cloud of glowing motes cut across the sky above her like a school of fish changing direction.

A clump of trees exactly like the alder in the real garden outside stretched out ahead. Branches thick with chandeliers and lights formed a canopy over a floor of earth and grass. It might be an illusion, but Tabitha had never been to a more beautiful place. She followed a path through the trees, deeper into the jasmine-scented dressing garden, and realized that what she thought a grove was instead a single tree that owned all the real estate. 

Time here didn’t go in a particular direction, she felt it squiggling away from her somehow. Tabitha estimated that she’d walked a mile, but the distance seemed unrelated to how long she’d spent under the random pieces of furniture nestled into the boughs of the dressing garden tree. A single bed piled high with pillows here, a splendid throne of silver and glass there. The room was more whimsical than she guessed Amelia could be. Anything felt possible here. 

Amelia herself appeared suddenly beside her then.

“It’s lovely isn’t it?”

Tabitha was too tired to be frightened. 

“Amelia, I get that we’re in magical closet garden fairyland, but would it be too much to ask for a little warning? A bit of ‘Hey Tabitha thanks for waiting, I’m right behind you?’ Haven’t I been through enough today?”

Amelia veered off the path to Tabitha’s right.

“I wish it were that easy. It’s late for that. The invitations are already in the mail, as they say. I apologize. My father built this place for me when I was a little girl. The house was more active then of course. It took years to deactivate the self-protection features Minnie put in place. It changed constantly to defend itself. He wanted me to have a little sanctuary to play in. When my powers grew, it became a magnificent arena to contain and assess them. That’s what we’re going to be doing here today. The initiation trial isn’t designed for masters of magic or defensive weaver tech. It is designed to see what you can do when you’re pushed beyond your breaking point. What are your natural defenses, and can you be taught not to rely upon them? Are you bold enough to stand against an onslaught of natural disaster, unnatural evil, and technological destruction? Can you hold it all back with only your hands?”

“We all were judged in the same way. That’s why this is so hard. We know what’s coming. I want the answer to be yes. I want you to be successful Tabitha.” Amelia lowered her eyes, weeping smoking golden tears. “Please forgive me. If it feels like we’re trying to kill you, that’s because we are. It’s the only way to know.”

The flesh on Tabitha’s arms puckered and pimpled. This didn’t feel right.

“I get it Amelia, the test will be scary, but all this buildup will be kind of embarrassing if you don’t actually kill me, won’t it? Let’s start the training.”

Steam puffed out of Amelia’s nose now, the trail of her tears joining the weather system on her face to create clouds. She shook her head slowly. “No Tabitha, there is no training. The initiation begins now.” 

A chorus of hidden voices cried “Thusia!” Amelia moved so fast and artfully, Tabitha nearly died  watching the graceful way she spun and erupted a wall of flame at the exact spot where Tabitha stood. Tabitha’s fascinated delay cost her a scorched shoulder and an inch of hair. The heat of flame bypassed her brain and talked directly to her body, telling her to drop, and she hurled her body sideways with no thought for where she crawled.

The ground shook, the earth itself rolling towards her in every direction, a rhythmic scraping, deafening thump that reverberated throughout her body. The whole world went silent. She could not feel the burn on her shoulder, and she knew that was bad. Smoke blinded her twice, blotting the landscape and watering her eyes. The dark paradise that had been only moments before was transformed into a killing ground, and she was the prey. A monstrous outline loomed in the dust, backlit by flame. Amelia’s flames.

Tabitha struggled to gain emotional control. If she didn’t pull her nerves and focus together she would die. She wondered if the night attack was a cover for this gambit. If she didn’t survive, would they tell her roommates and family she’d suffered another seizure? They’d all seen her earlier. Who wouldn’t believe it? If she lived, Amelia would pay. No matter what threats the Wardein faced, this was betrayal.

Crying and crawling on her belly made a thin layer of mud on her face. A wave of dirt erupted under her body and the magnificent thunder of impact launched her into the air. She was still deafened by the war around her but the sandpaper of air in Tabitha’s raw throat was unmistakable, she was screaming. She flew impossibly high and saw what waited for her below.

Seven shapes formed a circle beneath her. All but one looked human. Even as she fell, the onslaught came from all sides. Her arms flailed, she windmilled against nothing. Tabitha closed her eyes and searched for water. The molecules in the humid air were barely perceptible but she snatched at them, pulling them into a cocoon around her body as she hurtled to the ground. In the moment before impact her adrenaline spiked and she sensed a water source far below the surface of the field. Her brain registering the weren’t in the house anymore as she pooled ground water into a muddy surge and crashed.

Tabitha gagged and sputtered in the freezing water, triggering the memory of the drowning well nightmare until she remembered she could breathe around the mud. She exhaled and pushed the water out of her nose and mouth holding the edges of the water around the air to form a bubble as she swam back to the surface. She flopped out of the pit and inhaled. She drank down air and instinctively drew the water to her. A knife spiraled past her nose to land in the mud to her right. She whipped and spun tendrils of water around her in rings to deflect flame, and what were now flocks of knives.

Hiding on the ground got her nowhere so she ran, hoping to avoid at least one of her tormentors. Tabitha didn’t think she could break through the circle but she had to try. Her strategy was simple. Take them on one by one. She didn’t know whom or what was throwing knives at her but that was annoying enough to make the top of her list. 

The quaking earth destabilized her path but she pressed on until she broke through a cloud of smoke and dust, and nearly fell into the arms of a tall Black man. He drew his fingers apart and blades appeared out of thin air. His wrists snapped and they flew at her head. Tabitha’s hands covered her face, but a water tendril, a tentacled extension of her will, lashed out and caught each of the knives in a block of ice and dropped them to the ground.

She wanted to celebrate her survival but she knew that she was getting by on luck and reflex, what little reading and training she’d done about waveworking had prepared her for non-violent practical applications, not war. She couldn’t keep this up. Tabitha was pleased to discover the terrain stopped bucking like a wild horse trying to throw its rider in this man’s vicinity, but the stranger’s movements were so mesmerizing it was difficult to look away. He brought both of his arms behind his back, and Tabitha looked up when she heard the slice of blade on blade. A brood of edged metal bloomed above her.

She didn’t have thoughts then as much as a stream of expletives in her head. The blades curved and arced towards her as she launched herself at the man. They rolled into a wet heap as the knives missed their target and banked right to correct their aim. The man swore and sputtered under the weight of Tabitha and her personal water supply but she didn’t let go. He was stronger than she was, but he knew that he could not break free before they were both impaled. 

“Meteo!” he shouted, and the knives became mist over his shoulder and he sighed with relief.

Tabitha dropped her guard and he heaved her away back towards the center of the circle. He bowed, then turned around and walked away. Her desperation had yielded a strategy for survival. She barreled forward in a dare to the next danger.

The landscape was so quiet Tabitha didn’t realize she could hear again until a stray twig snapped underfoot. The visibility wasn’t improved, but every hint of sound was crisp and amplified. She slowed down. The absence of noise and threat made Tabitha sweat. The murky atmosphere cleared to reveal a sheet of rock hurtling toward her. The earth she stood on turned to clay. She stretched her arms above her head, unable to run away. The tendrils of water she used for protection were inadequately matched against the massive slab intent on crushing her. She kept it aloft and surfing on a thin wave but she could not break through it. Tabitha grunted with effort, the unstable clay trembled and threw her off balance as she struggled against it. How were they doing this?

The answer appeared. A gorgeous woman draped in necklaces and bracelets stomped toward Tabitha. Each step she took caused a tremor, her arms fanned away from each jutting hip, flinging rocks and dirt in her wake. Tabitha sank beneath the wave of water and its cargo came dangerously close to her head. Her arms were tired. She was exhausted. She was outmatched. This rock was going to fall, the best she could do was direct its descent.

She wobbled and tipped off balance to power herself upward, exhaling onto the cascade of water above her, willing it to solidify. It didn’t work as Tabitha planned but the water and the slab flew at the rock charmer, propelled by the force of breath. Tabitha was released from the rock but the woman advancing didn’t miss a stride as she flung Tabitha’s stone missile aside with a toss of her hair. She tapped a rhythm into the grass. Her bare feet pulverized everything they touched, creating a mound of sand where she stood. 

Tabitha would never get close enough to latch onto this woman, and watching her grind the ground into dust made Tabitha wary of making physical contact. She had no choice but to dodge boulders the size of houses from every direction. There wasn’t any moisture in the rocks to exploit, and her legs ached from the effort of running in circles. 

Tendrils of water hung useless at her sides, and Tabitha decided to stop running. When the woman swung an arm across her body, Tabitha swung back, her palm faced out, to mirror the attack. Tabitha matched her stroke for stroke, like a partner in a duet. She thought she saw the woman smile at her. Tabitha wondered how the woman spared energy to make any expressions because it took all of her focus to keep perfect time. She was able to fling away everything thrown at her but she would have been crushed if she got distracted at the wrong time. 

The woman stopped the fans of earth, lunged deep, and slammed both palms into the ground. Tabitha disengaged from their shared rhythm too late. Instantly, she was buried alive. The pressing in from all sides made her dizzy. If she gave in to her building hysteria, she would suffocate. She would never get through school, never travel abroad, and every warm wonderful thing she loved in the world, would die there in the dark with her. The injustice of that gave her a renewed sense of calm. Whatever else happened to her, she wouldn’t die in the dark like this. She might be killed, but she would take something or someone into death with her.

She didn’t know how she would get out of this trial, but her first priority was oxygen. She was boiling mad and it made her strong. She clawed over her head and concentrated on tunneling free, harnessing water like a cannon, to blast the dirt away to reach the smoky air. A shower of dirt fell into her hole, like earth into a grave. Air on her skin was progress, but she was stuck. At the edge of her pit, Tabitha saw something low to the ground sneak up to the perimeter. 

“What now?” she yelled up into the dark. 

A too smooth voice said “Oh Amelia you brought us a feisty one. I like ones with spirit.”

Tabitha’s skin crawled. Its English sounded like dead places deep within the earth. A crowd gathered around the rim of the hole. Tabitha’s heart sank. They were going to finish her here. Trapped like an animal. 

Amelia told the creeping creature “remember why you’re here. You’re under oath, not on a hunt.” 

Tabitha pressed her body into the side of the dirt wall where she heard Amelia’s voice. She didn’t want to give her landlord a clear shot. A current of air pushed her away from the wall. She tried to run back to her hiding spot but the gusts came one after the other. They carried her gently to the surface. It would seem the Wardein were in no hurry to kill her. The seconds ticked away. Tabitha never thought she would float up to her death. It would be peaceful, except the part where she was barbecued alive by someone she’d trusted.

She landed in a frantic heap at the mouth of the hole. She’d seen Amelia in dressing gowns and smart pant suits but never naked and made of flame, but that wasn’t what held Tabitha’s attention. Her focus was taken over by coil after white coil of smooth scales that terminated into a perfect nightmare of wings and fangs. The body of the snake was thicker than Tabitha was tall. The pure white of its wings glowed even in the darkness.

The leathery rustling undid Tabitha. A winged snake with fangs the size of Tabitha’s hands tripped her quit programming. All thoughts of retribution and glory were gone. 

It said “What’s the matter, snake got your tongue?”

The oily hissing and the beat of its wings sent Tabitha over the edge. She was so stricken with terror; she didn’t notice that Amelia wasn’t attacking her. The serpent filled Tabitha’s vision. The wings reversed and quivered just enough to hold it aloft, delicately fanning its audience. 

Tabitha wanted to run. Every nerve in her body and cell in her brain told her to, but she was paralyzed. She knew it was faster. Her eyes never left its head. She avoided the black slits in its glowing ice blue stare, but she needed to know where the monstrous fangs were at all times. She couldn’t turn her back. The serpent’s tail flicked out to grasp her ankle. Tabitha screamed and screamed until everything blurred.

She flew through the air. A smooth coil of white wove around her chest. The pain was all encompassing. Tabitha fought for consciousness. Eruptions of light broke through the darkness around her.

Warmth suffused her body. The tightness loosed from her middle and sharp tender pricks of pain sprouted in her leg. She lay on the ground, breathing short and shallow to escape the needles cutting through every movement, hoping that the nightmare had slithered off to eat something else. She didn’t dare try to sit or even turn her head. She heard snapping. Great gusts of hot fetid air and singed flesh passed overhead.

Tabitha wavered on the edge of awake and absent. Amelia’s face loomed over her, and she scuttled away with as much speed as she could manage trailing a mangled leg. She waited to be claimed by fire, but the flames never came. Tabitha Slate collapsed under the weight of her arms and summoned the last of her wits as her body’s strength deserted her. With nowhere to run, and her last defenses depleted, Tabitha closed her eyes and gave in, sinking into a warm pool of grey in her mind. She didn’t know if she was alive or dead, and she didn’t care. Wherever she was, it was better.








CHAPTER TWELVE




 ↬ 

IRENE HAD REACHED the very end of her tolerance. Rugsworth would not be gotten rid of, and she wanted to be alone with the magnificent object that spoke to her even in her dreamless sleep. Instead of leisurely tracing her fingers over the strange pictograms etched into its side, attempting to unlock its secrets, she dodged Rugsworth in the hotel lobby or stacked his messages into neat piles before tossing them into the trash. His persistence puzzled her more than his purpose.

Irene was so surprised she’d inherited from Priscilla, that it took days to notice Rugsworth was drawing the process out. The unpleasant wet spot of a man, the same height as Irene but thicker around the middle, made it his business to call upon her every day for more than a week. He interrupted more important endeavors constantly, and she wanted done with him.

Today she would be given a key to a property she never knew existed and the transfer of Priscilla’s estate would be complete. The east coast relations weren’t willed anything. Rugsworth was vague, saying only that her parents lived in Seattle before she’d been born. Irene didn’t care about the acquisition of a house, all she thought of was the artifact. She hoped that indulging Rugsworth through the tedium of her dead mother’s effects would permanently rid her of his presence.  The specifics of Priscilla’s origins were murky. Irene only knew her mother never worked a day in her life. She was more than entitled to anything Priscilla left behind because it must have belonged to her father first.

The hotel staff was now accustomed to her clipped indifference. Irene was unlike any penthouse guest thus far. She only let housekeeping in every fourth day and not an hour before. The concierge desk stopped suggesting current cultural events, though Spencer personally offered to accompany her to a documentary on hierarchy in the lion species. His pointed explanation about female lions outnumbering males in most prides and their hunting and killing responsibilities only made Irene long to do hunting of her own. Her energy reserves were depleted. She felt the infinitesimal imbalance in her brain chemistry. Rugsworth shadowed her everywhere, and until she knew why, her experiment required discretion. He must be shaken loose.

Irene put on thick brown corduroy pants. The frayed hems trailed over her toes and bunched beneath her heel. The rumpled knit pullover ballooned around her torso but clung to her waist, making a navy sack where her upper body should be. Her secondhand outfit completed, she started the day. The hotel staff was generally useless but they might possess information. 

Irene smacked the flat of her palm against the counter instead of ringing the bell that sat inches away from her hand.

“Where’s Spencer?” The young Asian woman behind the counter stared at Irene. Irene smacked her palm on the counter again and said “Spencer. Is he here?”

The concierge shook her head no and wrapped her fingers around the telephone receiver.

“I prefer Spencer but tell me, which numbers called the hotel in the hour before I arrived?”

The concierge stared at Irene and pointed to the phone in her hand.

“Did you not understand? I need a list of phone calls.”

The concierge snapped to attention. She lowered a hand beneath the front desk as she smiled tightly at Irene.

“Ms. Chownyk I don’t have access to system phone records. What you’re asking for requires a warrant, but I can provide a list of telephone numbers that you’ve dialed since check-in if that’s helpful, after I have finished this phone call.” The concierge leaned against the counter, nostrils flaring as she exhaled, and Irene huffed away in disgust.

Irene detoured around the hotel restaurant. Her meeting should have started ten minutes ago. Seconds after her hand touched the brass door handle to exit the lobby, Rugsworth was there. He placed his meaty fist inches above hers and pulled the door open for her.

“Good morning Irene. I kept watch here in this inviting lobby just in case you forgot our meeting location. We can change the venue if you like.”

Rugsworth held the door, guests arriving and leaving the lobby cut around them. Irene accepted the ferret-like man’s interception. If she continued to sneak off, he would only give chase.

“I didn’t forget Rugsworth, I was avoiding you.”

Rugsworth tittered. “After you Irene, I insist.”

They bypassed the person who occupied the restaurant’s host station and chose their own dining table, but only Rugsworth sat.

“I don’t eat breakfast. I want to sign the paperwork that transfers the key and the deed.”

The squat man hooted and caressed the tweed beach ball of his belly.

“Irene, it’s the most important meal of the day. Please join me. Have a drink before we talk business.”

Irene itched to melt Rugsworth’s smile of too many teeth into a blob of oil and meat.

“I’ll sit, but only if you tell me how you knew I was here.” 

“Irene, though you are an orphan now you’re not a girl anymore; please call me Nigel.”

Irene sat down. He handed her the salt shaker and nodded encouragingly toward her water glass.

“Your mother was my only client. In some ways, her death means I am the last member of your family. I know you are out of sorts and that’s why I’m here for you. I can help you get your affairs in order, make your own arrangements, see to your needs much the way I saw to hers.”

Irene was relieved.

“You want additional revenue from me. This is about money. Spare your efforts. I don’t care what happens to property or my carcass upon my death, if indeed I ever die. I have no descendants and I will not acquire any.”

Rugsworth’s face dissolved into an unreadable mask. The server arrived with bright yellow runny eggs and the bloody red-brown of rare steak on a white plate for him, and a tray of slippery black and steel colored unagi sashimi for her.

“I ordered ahead. I realize you’re eager to move on with your life, and I didn’t want to waste any time.”

Irene withheld approval, but eel was her favorite.

“Did Priscilla give you a list of my interests and habits? What exactly did you do for her and why do you know so much about me?”

Rugsworth held up his knife and fork apologetically, as his jaw ground up a bite of steak and eggs. Irene attacked the eel and waited for an explanation. Rugsworth shoveled the rest of his breakfast into his mouth in four bites.

“Irene I believe we are ready to be on our way. Shall we take my car or would you like to drive?”

She glared at him. She wasn’t done with her meal.

“If you like the eel, I’ll have more brought to the hotel. You could order it every day, my treat.”

Irene said nothing.

“If you’d prefer we could walk there.”

Irene had no desire to prolong the day but if she could not congeal Rugsworth’s mass into an unrecognizable lump of tweed and fat, at least she could watch it struggle to walk up steep hills.

“That is my preference.”

Rugsworth’s smile tightened as he stood and pushed in his chair.

Irene preferred the sky on this side of the mountains. Time passed in increments of luminous and darker greys. She never knew what hour of the day it was, but she never had to squint or retreat behind the curtains either. The rain was also enjoyable. It wasn’t the same as a swim in the Columbia, but it was full of trace elements that she absorbed and analyzed through her skin.

Irene followed Rugsworth’s bluster and puffing north to the mysterious property. Her internal compass noted the number and direction of turns if not the names of streets and precise mileage. She could have retraced her exact path back to the hotel without his assistance, and that is all that concerned her. She didn’t care if he prattled as long as he didn’t require her to respond.

The new house was an anonymous bungalow interchangeable with the one she’d grown up in. The resemblance to her childhood home and the Priscilla related provenance made her suspicious.

“Why is it that you need me to be here Rugsworth? Could not you have mailed the key and forwarded the address. There’s nothing that says I have to be escorted to the new property I own.”

Rugsworth smiled, “That’s incorrect. The terms of your mother’s estate and the transfer of property were clear; the transfer of title must take place on premise no more than ten days after her death. We’ve only just met the deadline.”

He raised his eyebrow and winked as if they’d pulled off a caper at Priscilla’s expense then led her up the path to the beige house. Irene hoped the interior was as spartan as the exterior. Priscilla tried to add unnecessary frills to all of Irene’s spaces. If this house was covered in florals and plaids, it would be easier to sell it to someone who could live with that. Rugsworth handed her the key.

“Irene the time is now. You will enter the house alone and the house and all its contents will belong to you. No additional signatures or paperwork.”

Irene weighed the option. It was merely an empty house. It was unlikely that Priscilla had any power beyond the grave, but the terms of inheritance were too precise. If it was meaningless and circumstantial, why did a common transaction have such attention to detail? However, she was already present, it was just as well to accept the key and put it in the lock.

Irene opened the door to an empty room. There were popcorn ceilings, vertical blinds, and a wallpaper in pastel and foil pattern. The house had been redecorated and abandoned decades ago. She turned to Rugsworth who stood just on the other side of the threshold.

“What, no tour Rugsworth?”

“No Irene this is where we part for now. I trust that if you need anything else from me, you’ll call. I prefer Nigel, but if you wish to make contact I’ll hear you no matter the terms of your address.”

Irene shut the door in his face without asking what he meant. She did quick calculations. A house with this footprint, approximately six hundred square feet per level, would have a living room, dining room, and kitchen on the main floor plus or minus a closet. If she wanted to find anything interesting, she’d have to venture upstairs.

The carpeted stairs muffled her footfall. At the landing, there was a hallway and a door on either side. Statistically speaking her options were narrow. One of these doors was a bathroom, another a closet and the other was a bedroom. She chose the door on the right. It was unlocked.

The door swung shut behind her. She fumbled for a light switch but her hands slipped against the walls. Irene imagined they were covered in mold or condensation. She wouldn’t renovate this house. She would be just as content if it were leveled. She’d never understood people who became attached to individualized structures in that way. She discovered the wall plate and flipped the switch, but it didn’t help. It was still an empty black space. The room lacked even a window.

Irene felt her way back to the entrance and turned the doorknob. Nothing happened. The door didn’t open. She jiggled the handle for a few seconds then decided to disassemble it rather than struggle against the lock. She focused on the molecules of the metal and wood holding it in place, rotated her wrist, and waited for the door to warp into nothing, but nothing didn’t happen. Annoyed, she expanded her focus beyond the area, intending to take out the entire hallway. The energy crackled across the four walls, up to the ceiling and completed the circuit as it sparked through Irene and she collapsed.

How careless and foolish she had been. She would have detected she was inside a galvanized metal box painted with several coats of electromagnetic field shielding paint if she’d taken the time to check. Irene doubled over in pain, and wondered if Rugsworth knew the room was a makeshift prison. Once she recovered she would level this entire shack, but for now, the effort it took to breathe was all that she could manage.

Irene lay twitching, calculating the charge she could absorb if she redirected a substantial amount of energy from her body through the room and back again. Could she blow apart her own atoms? If she did, could she reassemble them or would they fly off into the nothingness beyond the world? She’d never thought about it before. She’d never needed to. She rested before the attempt. With the door locked, she had the time to spare.

Irene sat up slowly, careful not to expend any energy. There was a knock at the door.

“Irene are you in there? Can I assist you in some way?”

“How long did you plan this? Did you hope to malnourish me to death? Inefficient Rugsworth. If Priscilla contracted you to murder me in the event of her long overdue death, she would not approve of your methods. She wouldn’t have counted on me tearing myself apart.” 

“Murder? Irene what are you talking about? Are you hurt? I’m coming in.”

She heard a key in the lock and then the door simply opened. Rugsworth stood in the hallway, a picture of concern.

“What happened? Shall I take you to a hospital?”

He held his arms out as if he expected her to run into them. Irene took the largest steps she could manage without sliding her feet to escape the room as quickly as possible. Rugsworth smiled at her stupidly as if she was performing a mime for his entertainment. When she crossed the threshold, he placed a clammy hand on each shoulder.

Irene shook him off.

“Never touch me Rugsworth. I demand to know the details of your arrangements with Priscilla. When was she last in this room? Has this house ever been occupied? Why do you keep hovering over me? You are much too close.”

Rugsworth retreated to a safe distance.

“Some things are confidential of course but I assure you there is very little to tell. The house was built around the turn of the 20th century. It was occupied sporadically until your father purchased it in 1952. He lived here with a few colleagues as an adjunct professor at the university. Your mother never lived in this house. It’s been empty since Nicholas took the position east of the mountains.”

This is not the history that Irene expected. Her father had lived in this house then, not Priscilla. She felt foolish for assuming it was an attack. This room was likely part of her father’s laboratory. “Are there any other keys?” Rugsworth gave a single shake no.

“Take the door to that room off its hinges. Close the house behind you after I’ve gone. Send the architectural drawings and a survey of the entire neighborhood by courier. Rugsworth, I don’t know what sort of relationship you and Priscilla had, but I have no need to see you again. Ever.”

 She swept out of the house, making  a mental checklist of fortification materials required to render the dwelling useful. The house would suffice as a suitable laboratory, after her modifications. Irene took a long circuitous route back to the hotel. She decided it was time for her delayed tour of the university. Her scientific credentials wouldn’t be necessary to gain access to an open campus but they could be helpful.

She cruised onto the school grounds quite pleased with herself. The only problem she hadn’t solved was Rugsworth. After years of carefully scripting her behavior to put others at ease, she’d lost the touch of one-on-one interactions in a matter of days. At the hotel, unobtrusiveness was included in the bill. It was a pity Rugsworth didn’t offer the same services.

Irene visited the gardens then the historically correct library building, though she had no interest in either, to misdirect anyone who followed. She wanted to be invisible. The afternoon gloom and wet was the only companion she required. The chill in the air kept students and staff hurrying from location to location with very little notice for those around them. They were like all herd animals, scurrying about in packs waiting for a guide. She would be that leader soon enough. 

Irene counted the people going in and out of the cluster of scientific buildings near the fountain. Her plan required knowledge of every moving part. She collected data for two hours but thoughts of the puzzle, the artifact with no return address that’d been delivered to her hotel, became too appealing to ignore.

Irene threaded through the main campus, retracing her steps until a bearded young man handing out flyers with a familiar symbol caught her eye. He was older than most of the other students, and the flyer was an inversion of the sign that’d hung over the shop, a black image upon a white background, but she was certain. It was the unicursal crop circle. He held the flyer up to every person that passed him, silently offering the visual, letting it speak for him. Irene approached.

The student didn’t wave the flyer at her as she expected. 

He spoke only one word: “Irene.”

He flashed the flyer at a pair of students walking by in oblivious conversation, repeating “Irene” at them. 

“How did you know my name?”

The flagger’s eyes widened and he brought the stack of flyers to his chest. He blinked tears away and gazed at Irene as if she were statuary that just spoke.

“How did you know my name?”

The flagger’s face flushed.  His shoulders heaved and he trembled.

“I am honored to make your acquaintance, and introduce you to the other Shoal. They’ve been waiting for you. I’m glad it was me. You could have chosen anyone, but I kept my post and you marked me where I stood.”

The flagger wept convulsively, using the back of his sleeve to wipe his chin. His hyperventilating display of emotion made Irene uncomfortable. People walking by stared.

“Calm yourself.”

He wiped his eyes with his other sleeve, then checked his wristwatch.

“My shift is over. The next person has already begun vigil at their post. If you’re ready, I can take you to the gathering.”

Irene thought the young flagger was a lead, but he was merely a shiny scrap tied to a string. If she wanted to know what the Shoal were, why they were waiting for her and how this was all connected to the visitor and his puzzle, she would have to follow the string blindly until it led to answers. This was another test.

They walked together in silence. He didn’t offer introductions or explanations, but Irene didn’t want another scene of public crying so she didn’t press for more information. They curved around the campus, past fraternity houses and apartments, down into a truly commercial district.

Irene expected the stranger to take her to a bookstore or fluorescent-lit storefront but he strolled past all of these potential locations. They walked for nearly three miles. They didn’t go to the stately old protestant church or the grassy lot full of children in black and green soccer uniforms. Their destination was residential. They wound through streets with front yards of ever-increasing size.

The flagger came to a stop beside an imposing black metal gate and its keypad where he entered a series of numbers and his thumbprint. The gate rolled back wide enough for them to walk through single file. They were at the bottom of a wide alley of cedar and cement. Irene trailed at a slower pace as they climbed the driveway.

A contemporary home peeked out of sculpted hedges. It had its own dock and a proprietary view of Lake Washington. Irene had been curious when her scruffy guide crossed the border of the university area into a neighborhood that stank of money and power, but now she was sincerely suspicious. This was not the flagger’s natural habitat.

They walked into the house and motion sensors in the foyer gradually brightened the room. The two cubes of the house were bridged by a glass enclosure that functioned as entryway, skylight, and stairwell.

“It’s almost dusk out; everyone will be in the boardroom. I can show you to them.”

When Irene and the flagger entered the boardroom, all conversation stopped. One by one, the assembled rose from the tiger-maple conference table, their backs to the floor to ceiling windows, and pressed both palms over their heart. Irene never felt her contributions to professional interactions were appropriately appreciated. This was the reception and warm welcome she deserved.

The flagger joined the flow of adoration and assumed the same position. Sixteen voices said in unison “Welcome to the Shoal, Sister Irene is home at last.” Irene searched each face in the room for clues but they were all identically empty. She didn’t know what they meant by this behavior. Irene didn’t know how they knew her without explanation or why they gave her a hero’s welcome. It was the friendliest thing she had ever experienced, but she saw no reason to reject it immediately. She reasoned that if they impeded her plans in any way, she could always kill them.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA SCREAMED HERSELF awake. She lay on a featherbed bundled in a velvet comforter the iridescent green of beetle wings. Amelia’s fairy garden dressing room was gone, but she’d dreamt of the roar and snap of fire and fangs. Her fists balled up her bedding, but she was alone. The enclosure was empty except for candlelight and shadow. She detected the slightest shift in the floor of her box and determined that she was in a ship’s berth. 

She swung her legs over the side and stood tentatively. When her strength and balance found agreement, she searched for an exit and found the shade of a porthole obscured by netting instead. Outside the blurry lights of the city hovered like phantoms in a fog. She’d seen covers like that on boats in the marinas around town. She wondered which one she was aboard. 

Her clothes were torn and caked with mud. Every ounce of her ached and complained with stiffness. She didn’t know what she would do or say when she faced this shadow organization of Amelia’s, but she could not process that the only way to acceptance was attempted murder. The last few weeks with the girls of Jade suite, her new life as a student, all of it tainted by mistrust. Now that her power was real, tested and substantial, Tabitha wondered if she’d signed up with the wrong team.

She fumbled along the wall’s cold metal surface and found a locked cabinet, an empty chest of drawers, and a wardrobe full of still more velvet bedding before she stumbled upon a hidden panel. She pressed it, and a pocket door retracted with a pneumatic hiss to reveal a hallway larger than she’d expected. Tabitha’d assumed she was on a middling vessel, perhaps a small personal yacht. She counted three paces from one wall of the corridor to the other to gauge dimension. The boat she was on was at least a hundred feet long. Small bricks set into the floor every few feet illuminated a path away from where she’d woken. Tabitha blundered along the wall, breathing slowly through the panic every time she stepped away from the peeling layers of paint and measured glow of the footlights into the darkness between them. Darkness conjured up a flash of white coils and she started to sweat.

She was grateful there were no surprises when she came to another door at the end of the corridor. Tabitha crossed her fingers that nothing life-threatening was on the other side, and pushed the spot on the wall where she expected to find the control panel. It opened, and she shielded her face from the blaze of light. She looked down at the floor of black and white tiles, blinking away the spots of grey and white clouding her vision.

“Sorry about that. We have to fix the lights on the starboard side.”

She recognized the accent immediately. When Tabitha’s eyes adjusted, the hair was less tangled but the sallow skin she saw was unmistakable. 

“You’re The Sickly Fishwife, I’ve seen you before.”

The stranger wasn’t wearing her trench coat today or much else. The Fishwife perched on the edge of a long rectangular tank Tabitha might have expected to see at an aquarium or an especially well funded carnival. Above the welded steel frame, The Sickly Fishwife was bare breasted and covered in glittering crystal necklaces. Beneath, the orange tint of her skin turned sparkling white and her soft human body became the thick scaly black, orange, and white tail of a koi fish.

“That’s cute kid. I’m Vieira. When you went undercover on Amelia, you saw my sister Tammy. She may be my twin, but between the chain smoking and the heavy metal hair, I’m offended you thought we were the same mermaid. You’ve been through quite a lot today so you get a pass. Today.”

She tossed a cascade of silken black hair and the clank of her adornments echoed across the cabin.

Tabitha looked around the expansive space. A ring of portholes, each wide enough for two of her to slip out of at the same time, circled the walls of the vessel. Sconces of single candles hung between each porthole, casting shadows up and around the polished surface of the curved copper ceiling, reminding Tabitha of the phases of the moon.

“Where are we?”

A door on the other side of the cabin opened and Tabitha identified the click and thump of Amelia’s stride before she turned to face her.

“Aboard an old ferry docked in the Sound near West Seattle,” said Amelia.

Tabitha’s hands itched at her sides. She took a step and winced in pain. She was a bruise from her shoulder to her waist. The black and white flowers on her skirt were now brown and red. She would never wash the taste of mud and terror off her tongue, and it was this woman’s fault.

“Look who’s suddenly full of helpful information. What happened to the cryptic vague descriptions and secrecy? Have you and your friends returned to finish me off?”

She hated that Amelia said nothing. Tabitha boiled, ready to lash out at the first provocation and any twitch would do as a sign of aggression.

Vieira said “Kid? I get it. We all get it. You’re mad as hell and not taking it anymore, but I need that.”

Tabitha didn’t know if Vieira calling her kid was more annoying than being interrupted but she was more than happy to bark at her too. She turned, ready to attack, and saw what Vieira was talking about. Tabitha stood in a growing puddle of water; a widening trickle siphoned out of the mermaid’s tank in a thin tributary that flowed to her feet.

“Sorry.”

She didn’t feel especially apologetic, but the mermaid hadn’t assaulted her. There was no need to be nasty, and it might be helpful to get someone on her side.

She inhaled deeply then pushed the breath back out. She watched the water slowly recede before facing Amelia again. They’d been joined by the gorgeous rock charmer and the knife thrower. Tabitha was sure it was same woman though she was now dressed conventionally in a red leather motorcycle jacket and jeans, her feet conspicuously bare. The knife thrower, tall, thin, and Black man tucked his hands into his armpits. In the light, she saw the hash marks of scarification that patterned his cheeks.

“I’m disappointed the three of you came alone. I thought the nightmare napalm might be riding shotgun. 

A voice said “If you’re talking about me, I actually just go by Sue.”

Tabitha wheeled around and the water from Vieira’s tank slopped onto the floor. That was its voice. It was softer and decidedly female, but there was enough of the serpent in it that she knew. That was its voice. Vieira’s tank was frothy. The vessel moaned as it listed starboard and Tabitha leaned forward into the tilt. She searched for the voice’s source, but there was nothing.

Amelia said “I know you feel betrayed. I know that if you whipped yourself up enough you could probably sink this entire vessel.”

Vieira interrupted and said “great Amelia, give her that idea.”

Amelia continued, “That makes me sad and proud. We’re still learning about people born with abilities like ours, especially the elementals. It is possible to acquire magic through study and practice as the weavers do, but those powers are either weak or potentially lethal. Their initiations are about a different kind of endurance, primarily the stability of their conductivity. It sounds benign but it is not unlike connecting yourself to an endless series of car batteries and waiting to see how much voltage it takes cause organ failure.”

“For those born with innate qualities, excepting Sue who is…unique, we each experienced the same kind of trial you did. When it was my turn, I was a few years younger than you are now, and I survived my own father trying to kill me. I know it changes things, how you feel about someone, and I’ll be as patient as I can, because I know I was angry for a very long time. What I need you to do is to put your anger aside long enough to listen. You asked the most important question Tabitha. The question is why.”

Tabitha’s thoughts frightened her. She would never put aside her anger, never, but she could make a place for it that allowed her to pursue her own agenda. To do that, she needed details about the world she’d been let into.

“Fine. Why is Sue unique and where is it? I don’t want that thing creeping up on me again.”

Tabitha heard a crackle before it responded this time.

“I’d say that I don’t know why you’re fixated on me, but then I do, don’t I? Initiates have come unglued at the sight of me transformed, never to recover. I’m impressed that your nose is centered on the essence of danger. That’s smart. I am not a hybrid like the rest of you because I’m a vessel. If you think your life sucks, you should try sharing a body with ancient evil. It’s hell on the skin.”

The scarred up man Tabitha threw herself at during her initiation said “She’s so melodramatic. She says that every time you know. I got the same recycled one-liner 15 years ago. I’m Roth, and I too am impressed. You’re reckless but you have the heart to back it up.”

Tabitha was charmed despite herself. She’d expected his voice to come out chewed and scraped like the skin on his face but it was casual and slightly suggestive.

Tabitha nodded at Roth then said “What the supermodel doesn’t speak?”

Faster than Tabitha could blink, the brutal beauty gently cleared her throat and gave a pointed tap of the toe. Tabitha’s graceless fall hurt her body and her pride. She sat in a puddle on the black and white tile, her body aching and surging with the hormonal byproducts of an emotionally trying day. Tabitha grunted and scrambled back to her feet.

“Who gets offended by being called a supermodel? What is your problem?”

Roth said “She’s got a point Zen. Since when don’t you like a compliment?”

Zen smirked at Roth. Tabitha caught the way Zen pouted her lips at him and how he shut his eyes to relish the gesture when he smiled back. If these two weren’t romantically involved right now, they had been, and would likely be so again at any moment.

The young woman stepped forward and gave Tabitha a small bow.

“I’m called Zenobia, but Zenobia the Supermodel works for me.” Zenobia turned to Amelia. “I like her.”

Tabitha tried to place the accent but like her features, Zenobia’s speech was complicated. There were traces of North Africa and other stops along the Mediterranean but not one particular location that she could identify. She didn’t know if Zenobia was sincere or patronizing but the thought of standing near someone so visually perfect on a regular basis gave Tabitha a powerful urge to fidget.

Vieira was the only one not interested in team building.

“Are you guys gonna stand around all night? Get the chamber ready, I have things to do. I’d like to assemble the others and get on with my morning.” Tabitha sank with dread again. She felt like she’d been asleep for days. Something told her it wasn’t the very next morning. The respite she’d had was too brief if she was going to be tested again. Vieira disappeared with a plunge and the others turned to exit the chamber from the port side door.

“Wait, wait, wait! I am not going anywhere. Who else is in this freak show? I don’t know what I will do if you all so much as look at me wrong. Where the hell are we going now?”

Amelia nodded to Zenobia and Roth and they left too.

“Tabitha, let’s sit down and talk through some things while the others prepare. The ceremony we’re about to have doesn’t require silence but it’s faster and without complication if there aren’t any distractions. What do you want to know? Please ask me anything.”

She gestured to a long copper table on the other side of Vieira’s tank, its surface a quilt of smooth metallic shine and the faded patina of age. Tabitha pulled out one of the heavy chairs upholstered in the now familiar iridescent green velvet and flopped down.

“What is this ceremony? Plain language, no lies.”

Amelia sighed, visibly subdued by the change in Tabitha.

“We are going to connect you to the rest of us, to the Wardein of Adrasteia. Some of us were initiated because our bloodline contains a Wardein. It’s like a university legacy. You still have to apply and survive a trial, but it’s a natural connection and a traditional responsibility passed down the family. Others of us are hybrids who accepted the call to lead. Still others are humans who crave knowledge. There are nine of us now including you, and we have the obligation and privilege of protecting this particular border of the supernatural world.”

“You call it a legacy or talk about people auditioning for this nightmare as if it were an honor. I suppose you’re all sworn to use your powers for good. So you just what, protect the rest of us out of the kindness of your heart?” Amelia nodded, but Tabitha didn’t believe her. “Why?”

“It’s not a clubhouse Tabitha. This is an ancient global practice. We’re the northwest chapter. We defend this particular piece of dirt. I know it seems presumptuous to you but consider that you are capable of extraordinary things; abilities people have only imagined in the most fanciful and terrifying ways. Do you think in this most recent era of xenophobia, that any of your classmates or our neighbors would hesitate to quarantine you? Study you? Kill you because they are afraid and don’t understand? What about those of us who have no such benevolent agenda towards non-hybrids? Who protects the ignorant from them? Many aren’t concerned about protecting the status quo at all. How would you shape a society with inherent biological stratification without resorting to substandard treatment for the merely average? Think about these things before you judge us too harshly for containing or destroying the most dangerous elements that do harm. Consider that we are resented and outcasts among our own kinds, most of whom aren’t committing anything worse than fraudulent sideshows.”

Tabitha didn’t know if her landlady was tired of her own justifications or just exhausted in general, but she put her elbows on the table and hung her head.

“Tabitha, we don’t go around handing out magical demerits. We keep people from killing and being killed by hybrid means. Our contingent is too small to combat much more. You have my word. There is an oath, but the ceremony is pleasant. The worst is over. I don’t have to tell you that our oath is contractually binding. You offer your life, either in service or as payment for betrayal. The manner of your service is up to you. Eventually you’ll have to learn some Mycenaean to perform certain works, but Mycenaean is an essential language anyway. You could stand to brush up on the classics. No one in the order is dangerous to you if you mind your tongue and your impulses. Sue is again, a unique exception. She has bouts of weakness where it becomes necessary to confine her until she can control her transformation and appetites, but we have methods to prevent her crossing the line.”

Tabitha stared at Amelia for a long time without saying anything. She didn’t have the option of walking away from all of this and doing something else entirely. What could she do? Start an internet forum for slightly magical beings? Organize a non-profit scheme for the protection of mythological creatures? She didn’t trust Amelia any more now than she did five minutes ago when she wanted to steam the woman from the inside out, but she knew finality when she heard it. The doors to a normal life were permanently closed. She had to find a way to live with what she was, and figure out how to protect the things she loved from it. 

“Does this ritual involve any nudity or creepiness?”

An echo of the respectable Amelia, the one who didn’t approve of even small amounts of fraud, adjusted her glasses.

“No Tabitha, there is no nudity. I am unsure about your sources of information, but if someone insists that magic works better with your clothes off, I advise you to keep your knickers and your wits about you.”

Tabitha certainly could not argue with that.

“Alright Amelia, I’ll do it. I warn you all though that I’m sore and extremely cranky and that someone may have to do my materials homework, because depending on which day it is, it’s late.”

“The weavers should be back from their reconnaissance any moment at which point we’ll have just enough time to perform the ritual and prepare for the evening’s mission.”

The loudspeaker crackled and Roth made an announcement.

“Update. We’re ready up here and I just heard from Foster. They’re 15 minutes out.”

“We’ll be there shortly Roth,” answered Amelia.

She stood up, pushed her chair in, and waited for Tabitha to join her. They walked slowly across the expanse of the cabin.

“What is this place again?”

“Just a decommissioned ferry my family had lying around. It would probably sail in an emergency. Its primary function is sanctuary. Everyone assumes it’s derelict and those who don’t are easily fobbed off with environmental warnings. Dead practical for everyone, especially Vieira.”

It was difficult for Tabitha to keep her anger in the foreground when she was so curious, and the urge to slap Amelia was suppressed with interrogation. 

“Who and what, is a weaver?”

Tabitha wanted zero additional surprises and weavers sounded bad.

“All weavers are non-hybrids. If you ask me, most of them are too eager and far too self-congratulatory with not enough training. It’s not that they’re amateurs exactly, I’ve just seen too many of them come and go to either get attached or impressed.”

Tabitha’s mouth dropped open. Who was being xenophobic now?

“And that means what exactly? You didn’t answer my question.”

“Magic enthusiasts. Nerds, really. Most of them have a technological amplifier of some variety, but all of them learned how to manipulate natural law through rigorous study. I’m sure you’ll form your own opinion but you asked me who would sign up for this life when they didn’t have to? Weavers do.”

“Why don’t you like them?”

Amelia shook her head and said “you misunderstand me Tabitha. I respect them. There are three, always three, and each has proven their value and their commitment to our cause many times over. What concerns me is the conflict their presence causes among hybrids, nearly all of whom see them as colonial police. I do worry that we might admit the wrong sort of weaver again. I can’t even begin to tell you the amount of trouble that causes. There are still consequences for that slip up actually.”

Tabitha made a mental note to revisit “that slip up.” She wondered why any of them, weaver or hybrid, trusted each other at all. She walked the length of the port side of the ship with Amelia. Unlike the starboard side, it was brightly lit with more candles and the sumptuous upholstered booths between the posts were intact. They stopped when they reached the middle of the passageway at a pair of cast metal doors.

“Tabitha you’re not the youngest initiate ever, but no one has started at this stage of life for a long time. Be proud of what you are, and remember that pride with every decision. You’ll be making choices that require wisdom you don’t have yet. There’s no shame in that, just be honest and be careful.”

Amelia spoke the syllables “pe-re,” and the interlocking pieces of iron and steel of the door came alive at the sound of her voice. Tabitha wished she had a pen to take notes. She felt the word on her lips, but didn’t try it out. She didn’t know for sure that it only meant open the door. This space was as large as the cabin at the bow of the ferry, but she couldn’t tell if there were windows to the outside or even another entrance. It was so dark Tabitha navigated by the touch of Amelia’s hand on her shoulder. She heard the door clank shut behind them and continued to walk unsure of the distance and the surroundings. The smell of seawater was stronger but she assumed it was another tank for Vieira until she felt Amelia’s grip tighten on the soft underside of her arm. She looked down and saw why; they were on the edge of a dark pool. A hatch opened in the floor that went right through the hull of the ship.

Her presence in the ring made seven, Vieira lounging in the water was the eighth. Amelia took a step back and rotated her hands slowly. Thin streams of fire sparked from her fingertips, and became golden halos. The pool reflected the glow and Tabitha felt caught in a cylinder of warmth the rings created.

Tabitha tried not to startle when everyone but her locked hands in unison. There was a circle and only she and Vieira weren’t a part of it. She looked around for some indication of what she should do, and found none. Something she’d give feedback on if there were a ritual satisfaction survey. From her point of view, a dress rehearsal or cue cards for the initiate would be most helpful. A “number three” for needs improvement, for sure.

A single clear note interrupted her internal mocking. Tabitha’s focus stopped darting around the room and she exhaled with relief and exhaustion as the wave of sound washed over her body healing its broken places. Vieira’s voice was comforting and sharp at once. Tabitha couldn’t distinguish its language or syllables but the song haunted her. At the end of the phrase, the others raised their voices in melancholic harmony and it started all over again. She felt drowsy and limp.

Tabitha didn’t have a clue about passing this next hurdle, so she decided to be still, to be quiet, and tried not to think of anything, simply waiting for the next instruction to appear. She didn’t have to wait long. She swayed involuntarily, but before she could steady herself, the Wardein sang “do-se.” The two distinct syllables melted back into the chanting and Tabitha’s lack of balance didn’t matter; her body hovered gently in the middle of her fall.

Unsure about this new development, she closed her eyes tight and continued to breathe as deeply as she could. Tabitha caught the cadence of the chant and inhaled in time with it. She felt her body lighten and then her dirty, worn out, unlaced boots left the ground. She didn’t want to open her eyes now. However high she was, she didn’t want to know. She sighed deeper into the posture and realized that she was completely horizontal. The singing rose again and this time, without being told she knew what to say. As one voice, they said “Wi-de-e-ke-o-ka.” Then there was silence. She wasn’t afraid anymore, even her broken ribs seemed to have knit together. Her mind filled with pictures of creatures, beings she’d wished were real, and things she’d never even dreamed of. 

Lost in her visions she heard Amelia’s voice, “Tu-ka-te-de-de-me-no.” When the others echoed Amelia, Tabitha knew they meant her and she agreed, “tu-ka-te-de-de-me-no.” The current of air that cradled her became warm and it felt to Tabitha like she just stepped into a hot shower after a day in the dirt. She opened her eyes as they gently lowered her to the ground. Amelia put her arm around Tabitha and faced the exit; the others formed a column behind them. When they reached the door, Amelia spoke again but this time Tabitha understood the command. The door opened because Amelia said, “to walk.”

When they assembled in the bow cabin around the table Tabitha was so focused on the congratulations Vieira and Roth offered her she ignored the rest of the table. When Amelia said it was time to toast, she turned to her right and nearly fell off her chair with recognition. She knew one of the weavers.

“Shinji?”

Shinji Takahashi raised his glass higher to cover his face, and said “To Tabitha,” then emptied it with a single gulp and retreated before she could ask any questions.

Tabitha crinkled her face each time she swallowed her wine. No one said anything at first but once conversation resumed at the other end of the table, Amelia leaned over to conduct an interrogation of her own.

“Who is he to you?”

Vieira squirmed over the side of her tank and pushed her face between Tabitha and Amelia to hear Tabitha’s answer.

“I’m not entirely sure, hot teacher?”

Amelia sighed and sat back in her chair. “Shinji, our weaver, is one of your professors?”

Tabitha nodded.

“What’s with the echo in here? Yes!” 

Had he known what she was the first day she sat down in his class? The most important questions were how much he knew about her and when did he know it?

“Where did he go? Do weavers not talk to hybrids?”

A man from the opposite end of the table said “Hey new girl, our names are just as good as our class. You don’t have to keep calling us weavers.”

Everyone stopped talking.

A young woman chimed in “Foster, she doesn’t know our names because we’re rude. Sorry Tabitha, I’m Art.”

Foster waggled his eyebrows vigorously and said “That’s not true, her name is Artemisia, but I like to call her Artemiserable.”

Tabitha laughed out loud for the first time since she’d spent the evening with Hector. Oh no. Hector. Tabitha needed an excuse for her absence that was not the truth. She needed to get back to the kissing Hector part of her life...

She was grateful Foster, short, brown-haired, and antagonistic Foster, broke the tension caused by Shinji’s departure. He sprang up and jogged across the cabin.

“I’m going to catch Shinji so we can pack out for tonight.”

Tabitha wanted to ask someone about tonight’s mission, but she could not stop staring at the woman talking to Art. It was Sue. Sue was It. Tabitha studied the watery blue eyes beneath a graying caramel colored bob, the ends of her hair swept behind each ear. She was pale and plump but in a city that didn’t get much sun, that was hardly conspicuous. Sue’s, bland, utterly ordinary features would have blended into any shopping mall, cruise ship, or Sunday school in the country.

Sue turned to meet Tabitha’s gaze. They stared at each other for minutes and Tabitha thought she saw something looking out at her from behind the stare, but Foster and Shinji walked back in and Tabitha happily turned away from the shape shifting horror across the table. They wore the same thing: black mock turtleneck sweaters and black pants littered with pockets. Shinji got her undivided attention.

Tabitha was lucky he hadn’t walked in while she drank the dregs of her wineglass. He’d missed a day or two of shaving since their last class and she liked it a little too much. He took up all the space in the cabin and she was riveted, watching him stride across the room, his arms wrapped in biomechanical gauntlets that tweeted and beeped as he went. Vieira snorted, and Tabitha’s reverie ended.

Art pushed up the sleeves of her black sweater to reveal slender arms dusted with fine black hair. She said “We found out a little more about who is involved but there’s still a lot of holes in the details. We know there’s a new player, powerful hybrid, and that she was handpicked by L. T. R. himself.”

Tabitha raised a finger to interrupt.

“What’s an ltr?”

Foster quipped back “I’ll tell you when you’re all grown up girlie.”

Tabitha rolled her eyes, but thankfully Roth stepped in before they were derailed again.

“Louis Todd Randolph. Some of us know him better than others. He used to be one of us. He hasn’t been a weaver since that time he tried to kill everyone a while back, now he’s a problem.” He nodded at Art to continue.

“She hasn’t been in town long, but she’s already visited the Laurelhurst place and a few other known hot spots. The intelligence I have says that she’s staying in the penthouse at the hotel near the university.”

Tabitha knew that hotel, it wasn’t the fanciest in town, but she knew penthouse was expensive in any language. Apparently, the threat was someone who weirdly required high thread count sheets and a nice view.

“What kind of hybrid?” asked Amelia.

Shinji answered and Tabitha was glad of the excuse to stare at him as he spoke.

“I talked to someone who came through the pass a few days ago. Said they had the strangest accident on the highway anyone had ever seen. Two cars practically disassembled, then merged with the road. I’d bet anything she’s a catalyst.”








CHAPTER FOURTEEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA WAS SO clueless she was annoying herself. She felt like she’d walked into a movie theater an hour after the film started, and began quizzing the stranger next to her about what was going on in the most interesting scene. She didn’t know the details of L. T. R.’s treason, or what a catalyst was, but the rest of the Order referenced them without consideration for her ignorance. She was deeply frustrated but she tried to follow along, hoping someone would explain the chain of events on the trip into the city.

She freshened up and put on the change of clothes Amelia’d brought her. The berth she’d woken up in was hers now, and she tried not to think about who used to live in this cabin. It felt good to be clean and dry, but she would have done anything for something to eat. The loudspeaker beeped once. Tabitha had one minute to make it to the elevator and get to the deck. She grabbed her bag and overcoat, punched the door panel and ran as fast as she could. 

It was only late afternoon but the days were getting shorter. In a few weeks, the time would change. Turning back the clock was rude. Tabitha thought Seattle should be like other parts of the country that paid no attention to daylight savings time. They got so little sunshine it felt frivolous to meddle with the clock.

Art waited at the end of the deck to escort her.

“Hey Tabitha, how are you taking all of this?”

Tabitha shrugged. She didn’t know how to respond, but took the opening to ask a question of her own.

“Why did you pick this Art? I’m sorry. I understand you may not want to talk about why, but I feel a little overwhelmed by the pace of all of this mortal peril and supernatural craziness and I have a bit of power. Why would you get involved in this life if you didn’t have to?”

Art directed her through a mechanical graveyard attached to an old repair shop. A chain-link fence topped with barbed wire corralled cars in various states of rust and repair. Tabitha assumed their car was somewhere in this maze.

“Try not to think of it in terms of hybrid vs. weaver. I know Amelia’s old blood magic and a member of the closest thing this city has to nobility, but her perspective is tainted by Randolph and some of the other would-be weavers that have come calling in her time. I get that, but I don’t want you to perceive the weavers as normal people greedily infringing on your birth rite; we’re different too in our way.”

Tabitha knew that wasn’t exactly an answer but it would do for now. Art pointed ahead at their ride.

 “What do you think of that?”

That, was a station wagon so old, Tabitha was sure it was powered by shale. In the dusk, she couldn’t tell if it was blood red, navy, or purple. Tabitha couldn’t miss the palladium Valkyrie hood ornament, the wooden side panels beneath the four small rectangle windows, or the shapely fenders that made it so broad and curvy. Tabitha imagined the rear hinges of its four suicide doors made it easier to transport the unwieldy and unwilling. Of course, Foster was behind the wheel. Roth sat on the wide bench seat next to him.

She hoisted herself into a seat, realized she was sitting next to Shinji, and was immediately grateful the dome light turned off when the door shut. Tabitha pulled her shoulders in and pressed her knees together, certain she would die if he thought she was trying to rub up against him. Amelia saved her by asking her something she didn’t hear clearly. 

“I’m sorry what?”

“I said Ghost is another heirloom, but it’d be a junk heap if Art and Foster didn’t keep it on the road. Your role is important tonight. We could use your fresh eyes on an old task. The places we’re going and people we’re going to talk to, sometimes I think we interact with them so often, we don’t see them at all. If you notice anything, no matter how inconsequential you think it is, keep track of it. It may be important.”

The drive into the city was silent until they hit a patch of traffic. Sue said something to Art and Tabitha realized that Shinji was the only barrier between them. She couldn’t live with how uneasy Sue made her, and wondered what kind of workings she would need to learn in order to feel prepared to take It down. The car crept past the accident blocking the flow of the lane and Tabitha saw people pointing at the grand old wagon as they rolled by.

“Amelia for a secret society, this isn’t the most nondescript vehicle I’ve ever ridden in. Why not put a sign on the doors that says ‘Yeti Crime Stoppers’ or something.”

“Don’t be crazy,” admonished Foster, “Yetis almost never come to the city.”

Tabitha had a feeling Foster carried around a cymbal in his pocket to punctuate his own zingers.

Shinji’s knee brushed hers and their eyes locked when he said “I do see weird chatter on the internet about this Packard but it is almost exclusively classic car nuts. Everyone else is too busy with their lives to notice a carload of freaks in a city of weirdos.”

Tabitha clasped her hands together to resist smoothing his hair. She hoped everyone thought her anxiety and agitation was mission related. They were going to capture and question a member of the Shoal.

Amelia said “One of the things Shinji does is monitor the media for signs of hybrids or talk of the Wardein by the public. Everyone develops into the job that’s best for him or her. Foster is our gear master, Art maintains the technology, Sue interfaces with things the rest of us won’t go near, and Roth and Zenobia are our operations brain and muscle. I am responsible for representing our chapter within the wider network of Wardein. I look forward to seeing how you contribute.”

Tabitha realized that Vieira was missing.

“What does Vieira do?” and everyone in the car laughed.

Shinji smiled for the first time since she’d recognized him.

Amelia answered, “She would say that she keeps us honest, I would say she does as she likes. Mermaids always do. Cryptids are definitely hybrids but they’re usually unable to go amongst humans without causing panic or curiosity. Vieira primarily works the weather when needed and keeps an eye and ear in places we can’t get to. The waters of the area are populated with more than seals and otters of course.”

Tabitha felt like a tourist in her own city. It was the same town she grew up in, but she didn’t recognize anything. The weekend was almost over, and she was bizarrely eager to turn in homework and sit in the tiny cubicle in the computer lab with Matt. She’d rather that than an adventure, even if that made her a coward.

They parked on a quiet residential street in a neighborhood Tabitha wasn’t familiar with. Neat rows of ramblers snoozed along both sides of the road. What could they be after in this nest of typical? Roth, Shinji, and Tabitha got out of the car.

Amelia said “We’ll wait here. You’ll be with Shinji and Roth. Nick is much friendlier to newcomers than old hands like us.”

Roth slipped his arm into Tabitha’s as they walked up to the stoop.

“You’ve got on boots, that’s good, keep your eyes on the floor. Don’t touch anything. If you’re offered anything to eat or drink, accept it, but only hold it, do not, under any circumstances, put it in your body.”

She knew Roth wasn’t telling her everything. A camera above the door focused on them. Nick might be paranoid, but he was a solid judge of equipment. Tabitha had seen a similar set up on the lab levels in the physics building at school.

The front door jerked open and a puff of marijuana smoke billowed out. A friendly voice said “Hey, hey, you guys are early. Come in, come in,” from somewhere inside.

Tabitha followed Roth, with Shinji taking the rear, but she didn’t get far before her throat closed up. The still tender flesh of her ribcage protested as she hacked and coughed. Shinji patted her gently on the back.

“I’m okay.”

A table lamp with a scarf thrown over its bare bulb patterned the walls with filtered light. The air in the house was a hazardous mélange of smoke of every variety; body odor, barnyard aromas, and roasted garbage.

Roth said “Head down Tabitha, watch your step.”

At first she thought he meant the lower visibility, or the way the hybrid with enormous eyes swollen red and raw turned around and sniffed at her when she walked by the card game at the dining room table. Their features weren’t exactly human but the differences were subtle if you didn’t stare. She knew staring at this crowd was both rude and dangerous. Her best option was catching up with Roth before she committed a social faux pas that got them all thrown out. She looked down the hall and noticed the floor, stained with splotches of shit and puddles of pee.

Tabitha said “Is that really?”

“Yep,” said Shinji. “Nick is kind of old-fashioned; very in tune with nature.”

They crab-walked their way down the hall. Tabitha pulled up the layers of her favorite purple skirt. She could kill Amelia for being so thoughtful. She passed what she guessed were bathroom and kitchen doors and silently thanked Nick for keeping both closed. If this is where he received guests, she didn’t want to smell or taste the more intimate spaces. They walked into a room at the back of the house with an open window, where Roth made small talk with a dreadlocked goat man.

Tabitha didn’t want to stare at the curled horns that peeked between sable ropes of hair, or the matching pelt covering his lower half. She thought it was safe to look at the floor until she realized she was focused on Nick’s hooves.

“Rothman! You brought the Nick a gift, hola lady.”

Tabitha didn’t know what to do so she clutched her skirt and mumbled “Hey.”

She didn’t want to blow her first mission so she made eye contact briefly. Her glance swept his pale face noting the luminescent gold of his irises. Her eyes were traveling to the safety of the floor when an erection parted the curtain of fur between his legs.

Tabitha whipped her head to the right, and Roth winced at her apologetically.

“Oh my god! Oh. My. God. Please put that away.”

Roth said “Show some respect, the lady’s a power. She’s not a payment or a present; Tabitha’s a new member of the team.”

Tabitha refused to look at Nick, but he sounded contrite. Shinji made a few deft movements she couldn’t see that were enough to remind Nick of his manners. 

“Hey Shiny my man you don’t have to be that way, Chief. How was I supposed to know? I’m sorry mamacita, I’ll put it away. Begging my pardon, but it’s nothing to be concerned about. You should worry about my brother. His goat manifested on the wrong half, and he’s a total creep show. That poor bastard has man meat, straight tragic.”

She shifted her gaze to the ceiling. Roth was too amused by her discomfort not to have known exactly what would happen. She would make him pay for that later.

Nick said “You guys are early. I have guests to attend to. I tell you what; I’m such a great guy I am going to ignore the responsibilities I have as a host, to complete our transaction.”

“They’re not guests Nick, they’re customers and so are we. Let’s be done with it,” said Shinji.

Nick said “Shiny, do you smoke? You should consider smoking; you are way too uptight Chief. Breathe; get some secondhand or something, damn. Everybody be cool, I have your product here.”

Tabitha’s curiosity finally got the better of her. What was worth dealing with someone who smelled this bad?

Nick produced a box from an undisclosed and better-unimagined location. It was a shallow square just larger than Roth’s outstretched palm, like a jeweler’s necklace box made of bubbled smoky grey glass. It looked handmade. Tabitha couldn’t imagine Nick shopping at a big box retailer for mass produced goods. He was more of a co-op guy. A white symbol that wound and curved on itself infinitely was painted on top.

The box and a small bundle changed hands. Roth tucked what they came for into his vest, and Nick tore off the cloth wrapper of what he’d received in trade.

“Dude! What a score! I will talk business with you bros anytime. I really appreciate this, man. I’ve been looking all over for these.”

Nick clutched a stack of burned audio discs. He yelled his thanks at their retreating backs as they picked their way around manure and the carousing hybrids that glared them all the way out of the house.

As soon as they reached the sidewalk, Tabitha asked “Roth, Shinji, will we be visiting anymore stables, or sties in our adventures tonight? If so, I want to change my shoes or maybe pick up a mask and smelling salts first. What about pervy Narnia black market traders and their favorite drug dens? Are there any supernatural brothels planned because I don’t want to miss any of the sights!”

Roth laughed louder the more incensed she got. Tabitha was shrill. Instead of wonderment and glamour, her life so far as a Wardein vacillated between revulsion and fear. Not really what she’d imagined. Shinji sidled up to her.

“Don’t worry. There’s more to magic and to our job than attempted murder and clowns like Nick. When things are bad in the world, your perspective gets smaller. You only see the dirty window, not the view. Give it time to get better.”

Tabitha waited for the configuration on Ghost’s facing bench seats to settle and open a space up for her to sit. She wondered how Shinji knew exactly what to say to make her feel better. Art was next to her. Shinji took the spot between Zenobia and Amelia. Tabitha sighed and drooped in her seat.

“Why did we trade mix tapes with shadowy goat man? I need answers. Please.”

Art sighed, but Tabitha didn’t care if she was being annoying. Her life was fundamentally out of control, but if they wanted her to participate, they couldn’t keep springing things on her. Would it kill them to share information in advance?

Zen said, “Nick’s a follower of a local jam band that doesn’t record studio albums. Art had some bootlegs of a few shows that are classics and it’s what he wanted for it. We got off cheap. Those insignia are hard to come by.”

Art was lean and wiry. Her curly black pixie haircut had blonde streaks. She had more eyelets on one boot than Tabitha had on all of her boots. Tabitha couldn’t imagine her and Nick liking the same anything, let alone a traveling hippie caravan that winters in Seattle. Art caught her staring and laughed.

“What are you looking at? I work at a record store in Ballard. I got them off one of my coworkers.”

Tabitha nodded. At least that part made sense.

Foster flung the hulk of a station wagon around corners as if it was a two-door convertible with a powerful engine instead of an antique shed on wheels. The passengers grumbled and bumped, their bodies slid one into the other, then separated and rearranged limbs into neat individual little piles. The lack of seat belts scared Tabitha, until she remembered that she was traveling with a magical menagerie. There were probably charms and protective wards mixed in with the paint or something fancy like that, but who protected the motorists and pedestrians of the city from Foster?

Tabitha recognized these streets. They were close to the mall just off campus.

“Where are we going now?”

“We’re going to meet up with Vieira and make sure we have everything you need to infiltrate the Shoal,” said Zen.

“What? You want me to do what?”

Amelia covered her face with both hands and said “Oh. Tabitha I’m so sorry! I promised you details and then I left something out. I was so determined to make sure you felt more comfortable that I forgot. You’ll be perfectly safe. This meeting won’t have any hybrids there, except for you and the catalyst. We’ve confirmed that Randolph isn’t anywhere near Laurelhurst or we wouldn’t ask you to go. You can say no but…?”

Tabitha couldn’t believe that people who’d tried to kill her only days ago felt comfortable asking for favors.

“But what, Amelia? You’ll be disappointed? I’ll have to do extra chores? Do you honestly think you have anything to say that could convince me?”

Foster said “Pretty please princess? With sugar on top?”

Tabitha wanted to hit Foster in the head but that would not make the case for her maturity. She threw her hands up and flopped them in fury, but carefully avoided smacking Art.

“Fine, whatever. Yay. Team. You were saying.” Tabitha scowled.

Amelia said “The biggest problem is that our faces, even most of our disguises, are known to the Shoal. Our presence would show our hand and let them know that we are watching closer than they thought. Whenever we’ve dropped in on them unannounced, they’ve always known we were coming and we believe that is tied to our individual biological signatures. We’ve all had contact with L. T. R., You haven’t. You are a relatively unknown quantity. You’re on the radar and doubtless, the real powers in town have noticed that you live in my house, but the Shoal isn’t made up of hybrids or weavers. The Shoal worships Louis Todd Randolph. They believe he’s a demigod or a demon, depending on the worshiper.”

Tabitha was confused.

“So they think he’s a cryptid not a weaver?”

Art shook her head.

“It’s worse than that. These people believe magic is real, but they think magic is pointy hats and naked rituals. The most effective magic is a mashup of chemistry, botany, zoology, and your more exotic branches of physics, not theology. They actually think he’s a supernatural being in the theological sense instead of a man. Most of them have never seen him, and the few who have talk about him as an apparition or a vision.”

Tabitha looked back at Amelia.

“Let me get this straight. Your arch nemesis is using real magic, in order to trick people into believing in…fake magic?”

“So much of myth and religion misrepresents the truth, that people are more comfortable with fairy tale versions of nature which is more dangerous and vivid than they can comprehend. They can live alongside the natural world and dismiss it as hoax or mental illness. Hybrids can coexist because the powers of observation are dead.”

Zen agreed. “These people are easy prey for a man like Randolph. At first, we thought crowning himself king of Seattle was his primary goal, but there’s more than brainwashing at stake. We’re not sure how much more. That’s where you come in.”

“You’re positive he won’t be there? Like, 1000% positive?”

“Yes princess. You’ll be safe and begging to hear about my glory days as a young weaver, how I bested smelly old Louis Turd Randolph and lived,” said Foster.

Amelia reached over and grabbed Tabitha’s arm.

“Let me be clear, Louis is our nemesis. If he thought you had anything he wanted, if you stood in his way he wouldn’t hesitate to use you up and kill you. He betrayed every person in this car and the consequences rippled a great distance. He endangers us all: humans and hybrids, dirt and stone. Whatever you think of me, I would never expose you to that alone.”

She released Tabitha’s arm after giving it a gentle squeeze and leaned back in her seat. Tabitha hoped that was not the pep talk.

“Okay, okay he’s our arch nemesis. Let’s get me enrolled in cult school. Who do I give my application to?”

Cheers erupted in the car, even Sue joined in.

“Your first field op, I’m so proud. I’ll be able to say I knew her when she was just a little wet bird that squawked ‘why-why’,” said Roth.

Tabitha rolled her eyes behind Roth’s back, and he said “I saw that.”

“I’ll have the early years expunged, thank you very much. It’s what the better celebrities do.”

Roth reached back and Tabitha put her hand up for a high five. He gave her the box they’d gotten from Nick instead. 

It was cool and smooth in her hands. She felt the groove separating its two halves and tried to pry it open. Art’s hot stubby fingers pressed her hand flat to the lid.

“Tabitha don’t.”

Shinji leaned over and took the box from her.

“I’m sorry. We should have explained. The box contains an insignia. Most of the Shoal have an insignia that L. T. R uses as an amplifier to project himself and his fake miracles. As far as we know, he doesn’t bother to monitor each of them in real time. If we’re wrong about that, what we don’t want right now, is a face full of enemy here in the car with us.”

“You said most of them. What do the others have?”

Amelia said “Randolph devised a cypher puzzle. The code or breaking it aren’t the objective; at least not his objective. He only gives it to converts he suspects or knows to have abilities. If you don’t, it’s harmless. It’s a colossal waste of time because it’s nearly impossible to open without a gift; but it won’t hurt you. For hybrids and cryptids, opening it triggers a working that siphons off the part of our DNA that makes us different and gives us our powers, then stores it for him to collect at his leisure.”

That sounded terrible to Tabitha. She really needed to balance her curiosity with her less dangerous impulses.

“The cypher, do you die when it’s done taking your powers?”

Foster whistled.

“Come on princess, what do you think?”

He was rude, but right. It was naïve of her to think otherwise. If it didn’t kill, Randolph would start a business, de-cryptifying hybrids conflicted about their existence. Especially the ones who spent a lifetime wanting to take the same path, and walk the same walk they thought everyone else did. Tabitha couldn’t imagine growing up knowing that you weren’t just odd, you were a species near extinction. Maybe she hadn’t had it so bad?

They’d arrived at their rendezvous, the mall. Amelia held the car door open for Tabitha. The stream of traffic in the parking lot had dried up for the night. Shinji knelt over the box. Zenobia stood over him fanning her bracelets, disturbing the air and gently rattling the car windows around them like a good bass line.

Foster said “He’s putting a trap on the insignia. Zenobia is creating distortion to confuse the signal. In the parking lot of a shopping mall with hundreds of devices nearby, it should buy us the time we need for Shinji to place it.”

A trap sounded like kidnapping to Tabitha.

“I’m supposed to capture someone?”

Foster stuck his tongue out at her and crossed his eyes.

“Kid! They told me you were smart! It’s not that kind of trap.”

“Very classy Foster. Five year olds stick out their tongues. Are you a five year old?”

Shinji didn’t look up from his task but he laughed.

“She’s right, that face does nothing for you my friend. Tabitha I’m installing a little wireless beauty that tells us where you are, lets us listen in, and has a built in retrieval system.”

“Shinji, what are you retrieving?”

“Ah, just one second, and okay;” Shinji grinned at Tabitha, “we’re live. You, of course. If there’s trouble we would never get anywhere near that house in time. It’s an emergency extraction feature.”

“Let’s get this over with.”

She should have asked how to operate the insignia, or why a low risk mission required an escape hatch, but she hadn’t. They’d told Tabitha the house was a few miles east of their location and the insignia would help her navigate her way there. The things you overlook when you join a cult on a school night, thought Tabitha.

She walked faster than normal. She needed to wrap the night up to respool her life, do homework, and notify her roommates, family, and potential boyfriend that she was alive. It didn’t take her long to get lost in the neighborhood having stopped paying attention to where she was going several minutes ago.

She took one step to turn around, her vision blurred. A spike of pain shot through her forehead. This is when Tabitha’s lax approach to fieldwork became a problem. Shinji might have mentioned that the insignia helping her meant a screaming migraine if she veered off course. Tabitha slid her foot in the direction she came and was happy when the insignia didn’t stab her brain again. That meant she wasn’t as lost as she thought. She kept walking and hoped her sense of direction wouldn’t kill her before she got there.

She turned into a cul-de-sac, and saw the compound. Tabitha panicked at the gate. The plan was falling apart already. Her instructions were the insignia would grant access to a meeting so large she would be able to mingle without having to say much. Tabitha knew the Wardein were listening in.

“Dammit.”

The gate intercom came alive. A voice said “Welcome to the Shoal mixer, I didn’t see you there! I’ll open the gate.”

Tabitha whispered to herself “Oh yeah, they’re super culty, no one is that chipper without special grape drink.”

“I’m sorry did you say something?”

Tabitha was saved by the hum of the gate hinges opening.

She walked up the path of trees to the beautifully lit contemporary home. Tabitha visualized herself entering the space, smiling while making strategic small talk with the catalyst, then escaping unnoticed. The front door was wide open, and the small clusters of people inside chatted quietly. Some of them were wearing the same insignia Tabitha had. The others had a smaller version pinned to their lapels.

A smiling blonde handed her a small glass of transparent pink fluid that Tabitha was definitely not going to drink. Who knew what kind of holy roofie was in it. 

“Welcome! Have some of my famous pink lemonade! I’m Bren, your greeter for the evening. If there is anything I can do for you, any questions, please ask! Your guides will be in shortly.”

Tabitha didn’t understand. Why would she need a guide? Tabitha thought, it’s a house, not a field. She took one step away from Bren’s perch by the door and the woman’s fingers landed on her elbow lightly.

“Oh I am so sorry. It’s our policy that all guests be escorted. It’s just how we welcome people around here!”

Bren smiled so wide, Tabitha thought she was going to split a lip, but she nodded and brought the glass of alleged lemonade to her face as she turned away. She wanted them to think she drank the lemonade. She didn’t want to find out what happened if they thought you weren’t drinking the lemonade.

Tabitha turned back around and Bren was gone, but two new people appeared like the change of a television channel. They both wore the Shoal lapel pin. Tabitha realized that two members of the group flanked every potential convert. They were never out of arm’s reach, let alone earshot. If she were going to meet the new important catalyst convert, she would need to have her minders arrange a play date.

Her mind drifted until she remembered she was supposed to be joining this operation. They’d introduced themselves and she missed it. She did something she’d seen Whitney do with people she didn’t want to talk to; she smiled and said “why thank you,” repeatedly. One of her guards was a young Black woman that looked so much like Tabitha at first glance that she did a double take. It was her, but older. The other guard was young and Indian. The Indian girl was the only person Tabitha met inside the Shoal compound whose friendly eyes smiled without any trace of fear, and that was more unnerving. There were no other people of color in the room when she walked in, but now there were two. It was as if Bren pressed a button and ordered a pair of brown people just to sell her in particular. The technique was scary brilliant. It was the work of a professional. Someone in the Shoal had a successful future in politics.

Tabitha’s doppelganger said “We’re so glad you could make it. Please let us give you a tour. We’ll start in the kitchen.”

She couldn’t believe they weren’t going to steer her onto a bench where they could each take a side, but she was cautious. It wouldn’t do to end up in a special room, away from the other potentials.

Tabitha walked between them and listened to the list of amenities and responsibilities that came with living in the house. They were so in sync it was difficult to distinguish between their vocal intonations unless she was watching their mouths move.

One of them said “There are so many benefits though you know? It’s easy to live well when you’re in the place you’re supposed to be.”

Tabitha smiled inanely at the industrial refrigerator with the glass door. She felt like they wanted her to appreciate it specifically.

Her Indian handler’s shortness made Tabitha feel like she carried on a conversation with the top of the girl’s head. Tabitha didn’t want to talk to the girl’s hair, so she didn’t say anything.

“You have got to see our deck it’s a beautiful view of the lake. Don’t worry about the cold; we have outdoor heating of course.”

Until they stepped outside, Tabitha felt like the Shoal were real estate agents, not zealots. The house wasn’t to her taste but it was much nicer than the average dorm. When they leaned against the deck railing, the hard sell began.

Tabitha’s doppelganger said “Isn’t this like something in a dream? Imagine waking up to this every day. I know it’s hard to believe, all this for free, but the Shoal changed my life. They helped me get back into school after I failed all of my classes. I was so stressed out trying to please everyone you know? My family, myself, it was all too much. Then I came to a Shoal mixer just like this one.”

“I learned that I was stressed about the wrong things, things that didn’t matter. I could change all of that by meditating on the teachings of His Blessedness. I’m sorry I don’t mean to get emotional, I’ve just come so far, you know?”

Tabitha felt sympathy for the girl. She’d felt the pressure to achieve, even from her family, albeit indirectly. She understood wanting to check out and chant. It occurred to her in that instant: her self-reflection was exactly what they hoped would happen. It was the unwritten part of the rap that used Tabitha to convince herself. The Shoal’s social engineering was perfection. If this was the work of L. T. R., she wouldn’t worship the guy, but she admired his dedication to evil. Tabitha looked off into the distance as wistfully as she could, scanning the horizon and stealing glances at the group inside, hoping someone would announce themselves as the catalyst.

She had given up hope. Her first field op was epically boring until both of Tabitha’s escorts suddenly turned around to face the terrace wall, and whispered reverently “Avert your eyes!”

Tabitha’s heart banged itself against her ribcage. If it was HIM, if Louis Todd Randolph was there, she was in trouble. She wasn’t prepared for that yet. Her hand went up to the insignia on her left breast. Her thumb rested on it, and she nearly pressed it. Then she saw why her companions were spooked. A naked woman walked out of the lake. She didn’t know what the Shoal roomies were like, but at her house, nudity happened from time to time. No one made a big deal out of it anymore.

Tabitha didn’t intend to stare but she was surprised that someone would skinny dip in a frigid lake, then stroll about like they were on the French Riviera when the actual temperature was barely above freezing. Tabitha didn’t press her button. She asked her escorts under her breath “Is she okay?” The woman on the shore swiveled and looked directly at Tabitha. She’d heard the question from ten yards away. The strut quickened to purposeful strides. She moved faster than Tabitha thought possible, which meant she had to have found the target. The catalyst’s arm whipped above her head, raising the hairs on the back of Tabitha’s neck and pimpling the skin on her arms. The catalyst was upon her, probing somehow. Tabitha punched the insignia on her chest, frantic and afraid that it was already too late as the world rushed away in a whirling haze of pink dust.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN




 ↬ 

IRENE’S MONOGRAMMED BATHROBE was a parting gift from Spencer. He’d made a hospitable spectacle of her eviction from the penthouse. Every surface in the master suite of the Shoal compound was covered with the many possessions she’d acquired since arriving in Seattle. The sound of water dripping from her private faucet was too loud. She focused her will and the pipe collapsed in on itself; that would buy her a few minutes at least. She had many such irritations now, also newly acquired.

“Who was she and why was she here? How is it possible that your security measures allowed these imbeciles to grant her access to the house, without first learning her name?”

The voice said “Irene, Irene, your tone is so accusatory. All of your questions are valid. I believe that you will find the satisfaction you seek if you look within. What are your senses telling you?”

When a colleague answered a question with a question, Irene escalated the conversation until she was certain her colleague wasn’t delaying their response to search for an answer. The voice asked her about her observations, which might have been stalling but it was also logical. Only she had knowledge of her senses.

“If you’re saying that to turn this into a discussion about the cypher, the answer is I haven’t opened it.” The wisps of smoke, ash, and light chasing each other in a circle at the foot of her bed vibrated.

It said “Of course you haven’t. I would know. However, you must. It is vital to our work Irene, our work together.”

“You promised me others like me, people with skills. There was one here last night but you didn’t send her. You don’t even know her name. Why not?”

The whirling cloud slowed and expanded as it spoke to her.

“Irene you’re a person of considerable intelligence. I am surprised that I have to explain this to you. Have you not taken into consideration, that another person, a young woman lost and on her own came to the Shoal purely by coincidence, looking for answers? How would you react Irene, if you came to a sanctuary in search of help and you were pinned in place by a naked woman screaming questions? What do you suppose you would do? Is it possible that you might flee for your life? I’m sure the lamb was terrified. We’ll likely never see her again.”

Irene knew the voice was correct, but his choice of words reminded her all too much of Priscilla. She’d behaved inappropriately; she saw that now. It might be impossible, but she would try correcting it. Until then, she would take less of the blame and more of the power.

“When you found me, I thought there would be opportunities to connect with others; to lead and to make changes. You said ‘We’re going to make a new world Irene.’ As of this moment, I lead only those not worth taking anywhere. I admit, the one that could not swim but joined me in the lake anyway pleased me a great deal, but I am tired of them. They are bendable because they have no substance, nothing to make them worth building with. There is not a molecule of talent in the vat of them combined.”

The cloud swirled more gently, the voice said “Don’t you think that harsh Irene? Thomas is rather clever, brings all sorts of potentials to our attention. I don’t have to tell you how valuable that is. You do have power. You have enough to take the city and the community by storm but many are not so fortunate. Even among those born with talents, there is none quite like yours. You are exceptional even among the unusual. Other people live in secret, hiding out among humanity afraid for their lives. The Shoal are invaluable Irene, they are our faithful, our agents of reason in the midst of an unreasonable mob that would cut us down at the first glimmer of genius. Not every campaign is won with swords, some are conquered with smiles.”

Irene had zero interest in learning manipulation. It was too much effort for too little reward. When she dreamed of sifting the mountain ranges to suit her mood and of hunting specimens of power, converting or consuming them at will, stopping to finesse the individual interactions of ordinary life didn’t feature at all.

“I’ll stay here until my laboratory is completed, but then you and the Shoal will need to meet my terms of interaction. The tiresome fawning can only continue for so long. While I wait, I will find this girl and know her powers. If she can stumble upon the Shoal, I can discover her with effort.”

The voice said “I think that’s a marvelous idea. We should commit your gifts to detection. At this time, I can’t think of a better use for them. Don’t give up on the cypher, Irene. It’s been some months since we’ve had anyone with even half your skill among us. I have never been blessed enough to guide one so powerful and yet so in need. You are the visionary I have been seeking since those who do not understand maimed me. When you make the discovery I have, then our work can begin.”

The dust stopped whirling. The cloud of it shimmered and thundered into nothing. Irene was grateful that she’d been able to have this conversation in private. Whenever their Host appeared, as the Shoal referred to him, each and every one of them cried ecstatically, weeping and waving their hands around. It was so unnecessary. She didn’t understand the behavior at all.

The cypher lay discarded on her bedside table. It’s refusal to open enraged Irene. She tried every code breaking technique she knew. That it did not crack under the force of her will like every other substance on the planet was inexcusable. This morning she’d gotten so angry during an attempt she’d broken every window in the Shoal compound. It was easy to repair them but the others were so frightened they retreated to give her an afternoon of solo contemplation.

Irene dressed and gathered her things. The primary benefit of trading the hotel for the Laurelhurst house was Rugsworth’s limited access. He could not initiate any contact with her here that she did not explicitly request. After she showed his picture to the sturdier Shoal members, he’d stopped following her when she left the house as well. The only time she might have to endure his physical presence is when he orchestrated an accidental meeting at the property she’d inherited from her father. She needed to go there today. Her new neighbors were content when the house sat vacant and rotting, but they filed zoning complaints about several of the improvements she was making to accommodate her research.

When she arrived, the crane she’d instructed Rugsworth to hire was in the driveway. Its extended arm was a platform for a man in a bucket wielding a chainsaw, making room for her new tower. Irene needed an ionization rod among other things. Every time she came to the house and saw the progression of her workspace, it excited her.

She paid the taxi driver and watched the limbs of the dying tree fall to the ground. This was what she’d received the most correspondence regarding, the destruction of this tree. It was already dead and a surveyor assured her, in writing, that it was on her property. Irene didn’t understand the source of conflict. Rugsworth stood on the porch, contrary to her instructions. He smiled and wagged like a mutt thrilled its owner is home at last.

“Irene! I know you’re not happy to see me but the arborist would not work without the owner or a representative on site. I suppose I can leave now that you’re here.”

She approached the front door and stood aside, waiting for him to make good on his impending departure. When he pulled a gift wrapped box out of the bag on his arm, Irene knew that Rugsworth wouldn’t be going anywhere right away.

“What is that Rugsworth? I haven’t asked for anything. If I requested an item, I would have instructed you to leave it in its original packaging.”

Rugsworth laughed too long and loud before he offered Irene the parcel.

“Please accept it. Think of it as a condolences offering and a housewarming present combined. I have just the spot where I think you should put it. Let’s go inside.”

Rugsworth stood in the pile of sawdust that used to be a living room. Irene was annoyed but she’d installed an Abloy lock, her custom blank keypad, and a biometric shield on the door to her lab. If Rugsworth dawdled today, she would simply enter her lab and not come out until he received enough voltage to understand that she wished to be undisturbed.

She sat her bag and the box down on the first stair, folded and placed her navy blue coat neatly on the step above. Another of the benefits of living in the Laurelhurst house was a new wardrobe. The young sycophants of the Shoal insisted that she would be more herself in clothes tailored to fit her specific body. They formulated this argument after she refuted their erroneous correlation between appearing fashionable and pride in one’s self. It’s not anything she would have spent money on, but the young man that measured her explained the residential trust they had access to if there was a need. He’d then told Irene that they all agreed she was worthy, and he could not wait to present her with garments that reflected her new perspective on life. She glowered at him until he stopped smiling and scurried away, but she was grateful for the full wardrobe of dark clothing in a range of natural fibers. Each article molded to her body in a way that felt like she wasn’t wearing clothing at all. For the first time in her life, she was covered, but not restricted. 

Rugsworth stood expectantly in front of the gas fireplace.

“Go on, I’ll wait. I want to see you open it.”

Irene retrieved the box and ripped off its glossy silver paper. Receiving gifts was a historically tense situation. No one ever gave her what she truly wanted. There was a shallow rectangle inside. Irene could not imagine why Rugsworth would give her something so garish.

“A painting? Rugsworth you know I don’t approve of these kinds of things.”

But it wasn’t a painting, it was an old photograph, printed on an artist’s canvas. Her father, Priscilla, and infant Irene in her father’s arms smiled at her from the past.

“I thought you could all be here together now; in spirit anyway. Do you like it? I could have it framed. I should have had it framed shouldn’t I?”

Irene didn’t respond at all. She stared at the alien image for a moment then flipped the switch plate next to the mantle. When the hiss of propane brought fire to life in the grate, she tossed the canvas in.

“I can see I’ve upset you. I’ll just let myself out.”

She heard the door open and close, but didn’t look away from the flames until they danced across Priscilla’s face. She turned off the gas and retrieved the warped moment she couldn’t remember, twisting the embered edge between her fingers to snuff out the char. She brushed soot off the remainder of the photo, and took it downstairs to her laboratory.

The doorbell rang all day. Contractors delivered equipment and required constant supervision to complete jobs to her specifications. Yesterday the carpenter spilled wood varnish on the new stainless steel drainage tables. Her mind wandered. How had the girl with the flapping arms and wild hair disappeared from the Laurelhurst house before Irene examined her thoroughly? That had never happened before. Her subjects were frequently distracted or oblivious to their surroundings. Their lack of awareness was a key variable in her experiments, but the girl from the Shoal mixer sensed danger like an animal, then outran it.

“Did she have the same gift, is that how she knew?”

The carpenter hammering away across the room didn’t answer her because he wore earplugs. He said the echo of the power tools gave him a headache, but Irene suspected he did it to discourage interaction. She approved.

What details had she overlooked in the mixer’s sequence of events? Before, she cataloged specks and strands of observations effortlessly. She had dulled and the Shoal were to blame. Deliberately blunting her immediate senses was the only way she coped with the inanity of their presence. She knew it was four o’clock when the carpenter stopped hammering. Time passed differently for Irene in the cellar. She relied upon the contractors to indicate the end of business hours.

She inventoried the material arrivals strewn about the house, making a list of what still needed to be delivered or adjusted. She wasn’t tired, but her tasks for the day were done, and it was far too early to return to the bleating of the Shoal. Irene chose to explore. She liked that the neighborhoods came alive at night on this side of the mountains.

It was temping to sample the people who passed her in the university district. The Host wanted her to locate those with power, a cohort of people in several age categories, identified and categorized. That wasn’t a challenge for Irene. She had already done that. Irene’s obsession with detecting gravitational waves led her to try everything. She’d mapped her own genome for a school project at MIT. Before the numbers of LIGO, Irene had letters. Her letters. Irene knew her genetic code the way an ordinary person might know their social security number.

The LIGO Observatory generated petabytes of data annually. Its storage requirements taxed the available technologies. Irene immediately thought of DNA storage when an interdepartmental memo invited teams to submit suggestions. Of course Smith, more accountant than scientist argued that DNA storage was fantasy: still in beta development, inefficient, and cost prohibitive for a project of their size. 

While compiling a proposal to disprove his ignorant claims, her curiosity focused on another hypothesis. Even if they weren’t proving the existence of gravitational waves, Irene was certain the data they monitored was valuable. She searched through it in every way possible. The exercise started as a new randomization tool. She’d tried the spikes and dips in the state’s birth records. That didn’t yield any results, until she converted a single day of LIGO data into binary then quaternary code, and rendered the quaternary code as a sequence of G, T, C, and A, she saw the pattern. Her pattern. It overlapped with her birthday. Irene found her birth date tagged with personal genetic sequence in the LIGO center data.

The translation of more data from different days, including her terminal access to gravitational measurements from the Louisiana facility produced it again. It was everywhere. Dips in the birth rate corresponded to fluctuations in solar storms. She suspected a connection to why she and the others were different; that some accident of space and biology created the next wave of humanity. The only way to know for sure was a standard capture and release program. She would locate people born on days the earth’s ionosphere was most affected by solar flares, cut them open, and send them back into the world minus a few samples for her research.

The Host insisted there were alternatives to molecular dissection, but he had yet to offer details, only hints that solving the cypher was the key. Irene was a scientist, not a fortune teller. The Host offended her methods. She would crack the cypher, and he would have no choice but to reveal his secrets, or Irene would unmake him. 

She would remain in her suite at the Laurelhurst house until she had solved it. The exact mechanisms of her own ability were unknown. She accepted that. The body of science hadn’t yet accelerated to the pace of reality. Irene tolerated the Shoal as her servants, but she rejected their pleas to ‘the mysteries’ for revelations. She would find her own answers.

She looped up and down the avenues of carousing students. The Shoal didn’t drink. Drinking to excess was illogical to Irene, but she also didn’t understand why the Shoal didn’t drink at all. There was no textual prohibition against it. The Host never asked Irene about her eating habits or where she sought sexual pleasure. He ignored the physical entirely; speaking only of the spirit and the powers it unleashed. The Shoal interpreted this as proof that they should live a life of optimal asceticism. Each was a vegetarian, practiced group yoga, and the men and women slept in separate wings of the house. They practiced abstinence in all things. Sexual contact between Shoal residents was forbidden. Irene was certain they interpreted this strictly, and avoided sexual contact with anyone.

Priscilla’d taken her to church as a child. Irene read texts of devotion and piety as part of her education, but she admired discipline and self-control, not blind obedience. The Shoal submitted sacrifices they hadn’t been asked for. They were even publishing a book of meditations based on the utterances of the Host to codify and spread their extremism like genetically modified seed.

The cover of evening favored Irene as she approached Laurelhurst from the lake. None of the Shoal saw her as they filed into the house, arm in arm. Irene hung back for a few minutes, then crept onto the deck. She stilled each plank of wood before she stepped on it to quiet their traitorous creaks, and quietly pressed the door away from its frame. She need not have been so cautious. No one lingered in the corner to try and hug her.

She retreated to the master suite and drew a bath in place of her evening swim. She would ring for dinner after. The Shoal lived on freeze-dried and powdered potions, but they took turns going out for something with discernible calories and proteins that she was willing to consume. It amused her to know they wore disguises when she sent them out for incriminating, conflicting junk food, fearful for their Shoal credibility in the community.

Irene set the cypher on the rim of the sunken bathtub. She’d boiled it, roasted it, buried it, irradiated it, and even pried at it with a crowbar. The seams of concentric circles were unmoved. Math and chemistry revealed no weakness in construction or vulnerability in the composition. She met failure at every turn.

Irene dragged her left arm along the tub as she settled into the water, pinching its clammy underside in the mosaic glass tile surround. She applied pressure to the area around her elbow with her right hand and her blood smeared fingers dripped into the water. The cut was shallow but when her grip loosened, the blood bloomed again, spreading into the valley of her elbow to disperse in light pink rings. Irene hardly injured herself enough to appreciate the relentless workings of the circulatory system. The teaspoon or so of blood running down her wrist mystified her. She swept the wound for residual glass fragments, then held her affected arm under the cold water. It didn’t need a bandage.

She picked up the cypher and the first trio of circles along its path were emitting a pale green haze. It was the cut. The cypher came alive because of the blood on Irene’s fingers. Of course. She sat it down on the tile and watched the light flicker and pulse into nothing. Irene didn’t know why her new key to the world only accepted a blood offering, but if only blood would do, she’d found a purpose for the Shoal at last.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA SNUGGLED HER lumpy pillows, under her scratchy polyester comforter, in her too narrow bed in the Jade suite, and there was nowhere else she’d rather be. She looked forward to an entire day without anything catching fire or hissing at her, but the mountain of tasks left undone were going to bury her anyway, so she pulled the blanket over her head. How could she even think about homework or the lab when every noise and creak of wind through the house made her sweatier than usual.

Cold hands snatched the covers back, and she almost screamed, but it was only Sidney.

“Danni told everyone at dinner that you were hospitalized on a psychiatric hold. Her highness deigned to eat with us during your absence. Don’t worry, I explained that you had a seizure, but if anyone sees you pulling blankets over your head, they might get the wrong idea. You want them to think you’re sick, not depressed.”

Tabitha kicked her bedding aside and flopped onto her stomach.

“There. That’s a start. Now, be a good girl, and go down to the activity room for some Jell-O and a few pretty pills, what do you say?”

“I don’t want to get out of bed Sidney. I’m too tired. I missed class and work. Candace is going to hunt me like wild game for missing my Friday phone call. I can feel her stalking me from here.”

Sidney didn’t budge. If Tabitha wanted sympathy, she’d chosen the wrong roommate. Retrieving her covers would use more energy than getting out of bed, she might as well relent.

“Alright I give in. I’m alive, if not functioning.”

Sidney smiled and sat on her own mattress. The other beds in the suite were empty except for Bambi’s. A more energetic Tabitha would have taken a photo of Bambi, tucked in a swimmer’s dive, open-mouthed, and fast asleep.

“Does she always sleep like that?”

“I have no idea, I’m usually asleep before her. I think it’s cute though. She made a big show of waiting up for Amelia to bring you back from the hospital last night. By the time Bambi was done, the others felt negligent and awkward. They pretended to be asleep to avoid,” Sidney gestured at Tabitha’s disheveled state, “well, you. Before long, they were out cold. Everyone else has gone to work or class already.”

Tabitha groaned, “how late is it?”

“Relax it’s only 9:30, T. I let you sleep in. I know you’ve had a crazy 5-day weekend.”

The question hung in the air between them and Tabitha knew what Sidney wanted to ask.

“It was really bad. I gave up a few times. I thought I was going to die, and then I almost died for real. I thought I would never see you guys or my family again. When I wasn’t terrified, I was grossed out, confused, or violently pissed at Amelia. I could not believe…”

Tabitha almost told her Shinji was mixed up with the Wardein, and that his flutter inducing proximity was equally life threatening when she was supposed to be surfing waves of danger and emotion. The absurd words begged her to share their sweet warmth but she shouldn’t. 

“T, are you okay? You were talking and then you got all, I’m not even sure what. Were you thinking about your nerd meetings again?”

“Sidney, Sidney, Sidney. How many times must I tell you they’re not Sunday-go-to-nerd-meetings? They’re called conventions! Lots of industries have them, and they’re a vital part of the economy in several parts of the country. I just meant that I could not believe how much is here. In Seattle, I mean. This city is crawling with things, and I don’t understand how we could miss them. All this weird stuff is practically out in the open but no one notices. Or if they do, they don’t say anything. How is that possible?”

“Did you notice magic weird and wonderful before it came knocking on your door, asking you to buy cookies?” Tabitha shook her head no. “I rest my case. Now that you’re up, I can go live my life instead of babysitting. You’ll need these. Bambi made them; I guess she does this sort of thing a lot.” She handed Tabitha a stack of papers and a bracelet. “This should be a free pass on your absences and you can waive them around at Candace if it’s sympathy you really want. I’m glad you’re home.”

Sidney squeezed Tabitha’s shoulder, and left the suite. Tabitha’s free pass was a forged hospital identification bracelet, discharge papers, and a prescription for extra strength ibuprofen on watermarked paper. Each piece had her name and date of birth, and matched the timeline for her absences away from the house. How the hell did Bambi get these?

She took a quick shower, appreciating that the individual stalls of glass subway tiles were unoccupied. Tabitha hadn’t taken a private shower since she moved into this house. She dried her hair with a towel, and braided it into a think rope. The taming of her hair made her smaller, but she didn’t want to push it aside, or give it any thought today. She was practical Tabitha, with tidy hair.

Her version of practical required her to carry her backpack on her front instead of disturbing the lines of the heavy black velvet cape draped over her shoulders. Tabitha’s impractical and inefficient self was the primary reason she felt so out of her element as a Wardein. She was what efficient people used to correct their aim. How could she be responsible for protecting and serving?

Tabitha caught the bus, and Ginger was her driver at last.

“Hey, it’s my fine university student! Have a seat, talk to me. What’s going on?”

She sat her bag on the floor and plopped down at the very front where Ginger could see her if she ignored traffic occasionally, holding onto the support bar to keep from sliding off the seat with every bump and hill.

“Well…” She took a deep breath but Ginger fervently shook her head no. 

“Unh uh. Nope. No ma’am.”

“Ginger what? What’s the matter?”

Ginger continued to shake her head.

“What are you into? I can tell you’re not right just by how you’re pouting and got your hair all braided down like you’ve done something wrong. What is it? You might as well just tell me now.”

She loved Ginger in that instant for knowing her so well, but Tabitha wasn’t going to spill her guts on a bus full of people. This wasn’t the place to unburden herself, also her secret identity veneer was going to need work if Ginger had detected it in under a minute, . 

“Things are just more complicated than I thought they would be. It’s a lot to manage. I like my new job, it helps that I can study on the clock, but there isn’t time for everything. I haven’t been home in a week. Even my roommates don’t see much of me. There’s more juggling than I expected, and I don’t know if I can handle it.”

Tabitha was surprised that this was almost the complete truth. So much happened so fast, that she didn’t think she would ever catch up. Ginger stopped to pick up new passengers and Tabitha shivered in her seat.

“How many classes have you missed?”

Tabitha opened her mouth to ask how Ginger knew that she’d missed classes but then she closed it again.

“About two days. Nothing I can’t make up.”

Ginger hmmphed. “Then see that you do. You’re a tough girl; a smart girl. None of that is going to do you any good if you just throw your life away and hide in bed. Find someone in each of your classes, some notes are better than no notes, and get it together, am I understood?”

Tabitha shook her head in agreement.

“Tabitha are you nodding behind me? I’m driving a bus girl! I can’t look at you just because you forget to open your mouth, say something!”

Tabitha laughed out loud, the old man sitting across the aisle nodded at her in solidarity with Ginger. 

“Yes Ginger, yes I understand.”

She got off the bus refreshed, feeling capable for the first time since she slid into Amelia Yesler’s world. Capable, and brave enough to check in with her big sister. It was too early for Candace to be at lunch so at the most, she could only devote her 15-minute break to cussing Tabitha out. Candace picked up immediately, and the sound of her voice made Tabitha recalculate her confidence. Unfortunately, the Vital Statistics office had caller ID. Even if she hung up, her sister would call right back. It was impressive that she’d only left a single voice mail when Tabitha didn’t call as agreed. 

“Oh hi, Bit.”

The line went quiet.

“Hello? Candace, are you there?” 

“Oh I’m here. Where are you? That’s what I was waiting on.”

Tabitha exhaled “I’m sorry I didn’t come to dinner last Sunday. I’m writing a bunch of midterms and I’m really stressed out. I feel like I’m running behind on everything since I started class. This job is even less demanding than Plato’s Cave but I still feel like having a job at all distracts me from school.”

“Well any time you want to move back home and go to school you can quit your job. I’ll feed you and make sure you have what you need, but I can’t do that with you boarding up the hill, you know that.”

Tabitha had said the wrong thing. Candace shouldn’t feel like she needed to let her move back or give her money. She always felt guilty complaining about anything, but especially the trials of higher education. This is the life that her sister wanted, but didn’t get to have.

“I’m sorry that’s not what I meant. What I’m trying to say, is that I guess I don’t adapt as quickly as I thought. It’s been a weird adjustment period. I haven’t watched any of my shows in like three weeks.”

Technically, Tabitha hadn’t watched television for two weeks but she thought the near month milestone would lend weight to her cause.

“Bit, that sounds serious. You’re off tomorrow right, because you work late tonight is that correct?”

Oh no. Tabitha knew what was coming.

“Come by the house tomorrow. You might even catch Terrence before he heads to work. Don’t worry we won’t keep you long, but trust me you need to be seen. I gotta go Bit, I’ll see you tomorrow, love you.”

Candace hung up before Tabitha could protest, likely on purpose. Tabitha cut through the quad on her way to the cafeteria. If she hurried, she could eat before her physics lab. Tabitha wondered if she would become more aware of the rain now that she’d been through the resonance. It was still cold and inconvenient, but she experienced it as a soothing wash, and that was different.

She approached the student union building from the south, cape billowing. Her backpack shifted uncomfortably into her breast, the stray metal underwire from her bra rubbed against her armpit every time she took a step.

“Tabi! Tabi!”

She stopped and looked in the crowd on the benches. It was her.

“Tabi I thought that was you!”

Danni waved to her from Hector’s lap. He tried to stand up, but Danni’s claws were insistent. Tabitha knew she’d been gone for almost a week and that Hector wasn’t her boyfriend. Yes, she was upset that he had moved on, but Danni being his someone new was a tragedy of epic proportions. She was disappointed in him but furious with her. This wasn’t a coincidence, but if Danni wanted war with Tabitha, Tabitha would give it to her. It would feel good to vent aggression at a deserving target.

“Hector I can see you missed me. How are you Danni; comfortable?”

“Oh you know, just enjoying the day. I set up near a feeding station. I figured you would make an appearance eventually. I know food is very important to you.”

Tabitha scoffed at Danni, Hector interrupted Danni nuzzling his neck.

“This was an accident Tabitha, really, I came to your house and she was there. She said you had a mental breakdown and then…”

Tabitha raised her hand to silence him.

“Hector, you’re embarrassing yourself, I’m fine. Liking food isn’t a crime, Danni. In fact, food is important to every species ever, as far as I know. As a fat joke that’s very obvious by the way. I should thank you; you’ve done me a favor. He didn’t owe me anything. Now I can live fraternity free.”

“I am disappointed Tabi. I thought you might wet your cape, or at least turn on the tears when you saw the show. I’m not impressed, just stumped you know?”

Hector slid away from Danni and said “This was a game to you? Who would do this just to hurt someone? What kind of person are you?”

Danni rolled her eyes and adjusted her purse.

“Can it Jesus, you were played. Be happy I touched you. See you at home Tabitha, I think I’ll be joining everyone for dinner tonight.”

She strutted away and Tabitha almost forgot to control herself. Snapping Danni’s neck because she had made out with her sort of boyfriend did not constitute justifiable homicide. She needed a solution to her Danni problem that wasn’t quite so final.

Hector tried to touch Tabitha’s face. She smacked away his hand with more force than she’d intended. He looked at her and raised his eyebrows. Tabitha could tell he thought she was crazy, and she didn’t care.

“I’m sorry your access has been denied. I have no idea what her game is, or what your’s was. Let’s just call it a wash and a lesson learned for me. If you fell for her garbage then you are clearly not smart enough to date me for real.”

Hector ran his fingers through his hair and watched Tabitha walk into the student union building alone.

Her appetite had vanished, but she forced herself to buy a bagel she could eat later. The physics lab instructor was the first to fall for Bambi’s genius forgery. Tabitha was relieved she wasn’t arrested for impersonating a patient. she rushed through the current day’s work and completed the experiments she’d missed. She was almost on north campus when she realized that she would have to see Hector, and his treachery, if not sit next to him. Sidney would make the perfect shield if it came to that.

When she got to Shinji’s class, she almost blew his cover by greeting him with an unusual degree of familiarity. He saved the moment by saying “Tabitha Slate welcome back to my class, you didn’t turn in your article summary and you missed the group selection process. It turns out that we have an odd number of people after the last drop. You’re in a group by yourself.”

He smiled at her politely, very formal for someone who’d helped her warp space and time. She played along.

Tabitha presented her excuse documentation to Shinji. She knew he had to call attention to her absences or people would think she was getting special treatment. He accepted them, then stepped out of the room when the class broke up into small discussion groups. She sank into the uncomfortable desk and waited for Hector to arrive, but the hour came and went without giving her the opportunity to pointedly ignore him. After what he’d done, Tabitha wasn’t surprised that he was hiding out in his little fraternity cubby. She was upset with herself as well as them. Hector was attractive enough but she could not have said what it was about him that she found exciting other than that he was interested in her. She leaned over and whispered to Sidney.

“Maybe I’m not smart enough to date anyone at all.”

“T, what are you talking about?”

Tabitha scooted her desk closer to Sidney’s and told the sordid tale at a non-embarrassing volume.

“What an asshole. Danni doesn’t surprise me at all, but I guess that’s not helpful. I’m sorry.”

Shinji returned to the classroom, reminded them all about the website analysis due for their midterm next week, and then dismissed them. Her phone chirped as she trailed Sidney out the door. It wasn’t more hate speech from Danni or an apology from Hector. Tabitha’s new text message said “Feel better ;),” and it was from Shinji.

“On second thought, I’m going to be fine Sidney there’s no reason to confront Danni. I’ve known Danni half my life. I’ve spent most of that trying to get her to like me. It hasn’t worked. To hell with her. Some people just want to fight, and I’m not going to give her the satisfaction anymore. Hector and I weren’t betrothed. We just made out a bit; okay more than a bit. We didn’t even have enough time together to talk about exclusivity. I guess I’m just upset, because the whole thing is so trashy.”

“If you don’t care then I don’t care, but Bambi is going to be wicked mad. She said you were seeing someone and she didn’t trust them.”

This caught Tabitha completely off guard.

“How could she possibly have known that? I didn’t say anything about him to anyone. Do you ever feel like Bambz is spying on you?”

Sidney snorted.

“T, she spies on like everyone! That’s in The Book of Bambi. That’s just how she is. I would have thought that you knew that by now. I mean sometimes she guesses and people confirm because they think she already knows. It’s a classic tactic. She’d actually make a hell of a lawyer now that I think about it.”

They walked to the computer lab. Tabitha hoped that her keeping quiet about Matt’s lack of work ethic would keep her employed despite her missed shifts. If she lost her job right now, she would be broke, broken, and bullied. That was more than she wanted to deal with for the rest of her day.

“T, I’m going to class. I’ll see you at dinner. I’ll fill Bambi in and we’ll make a united front.”

Tabitha was pleased that they took good care of her for no reason at all. She hugged Sidney tight, her backpack full of hardcover textbooks crushed between them. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you. You guys are the best.”

“T, I bill for my affections by the hour. I got to go.” 

“Oh! I’m sorry. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

Tabitha ran inside the computer lab, and waved over her shoulder. Today was her short shift and she hoped Matt wouldn’t make her close because she’d left him holding the bag. Tabitha apologized for fifteen minutes but Matt didn’t mind that she’d gone missing. He noticed but, fortunately the lab was dead that day, and he had a gaming tournament. He didn’t care. She was effusively grateful for a little while longer, then buried herself in homework but the lab was busier than usual. The countdown to midterms emptied classrooms all over the building into the computer lab. Tabitha wouldn’t get more work done until she got home.

She sat hungry and cold on the wet bench at the bus stop, not remembering the bagel in the bottom of her bag until she was almost home. She fished it out and took off a chunk of it, and she walked to the house this way, her mouth full of bread. She didn’t care that this was poor etiquette or that the bagel was bland and soggy from rain. Not eating all day led to a headache and she would hide in her bed all day tomorrow if this got worse. She rounded the corner to her block and the edges of the world went fuzzy.

At first, she thought it was the hunger tampering with her senses. When things went completely dark she dropped her backpack, brought both hands up, and drew moisture out of the air, readying it in her palms. A dim light in front of her grew into a thin man with sunken cheeks, dirty clothes, and long grey hair that was more faded nicotine than silver. It was her homeless drummer, Dok.

“I see you’ve come along since I saw you last. You’re slow but your instincts are good. A bit more training and you’ll be a good little Ward.”

“You were Wardein weren’t you?” said Tabitha. “I thought Wardein were sworn for life, how did you get out?”

Dok touched his nose with one hand and pointed at Tabitha with the other.

“First point. You’re paying attention, that’s good. What else?”

Tabitha was tired of being led around in the dark by people waiting for her to discover what they already knew.

“I’m sorry I don’t understand the question.” She crossed her arms and waited.

“Now you’re getting it. I like you. Think I should show you some things, catch you up to speed. You won’t like it though.”

Tabitha was happy to have a new source of information, but she knew Dok had his own agenda.

“What are you suggesting?”

Dok opened both hands to show Tabitha his palms.

“It’s better that I show you rather than tell you. What you do with what you see is up to you. We could do it here but you would look a little odd standing on the street corner with your books. I suggest the reservoir in the park.”

Tabitha let that sink in. Apparently, these fun exchanges with Dok were literal out of body experiences. 

“I admit that I lack even the most basic information about the world we live in, and I want to hear you out, but I need one normal day. One day to hang out with my friends, do homework, and kill one of my roommates. If this can wait, I’ll meet you at the tower in the park, noon tomorrow.”

Dok nodded at Tabitha, then he was gone, and the world became light and color again. Tabitha hauled her bag onto her shoulders and trudged home. Dok was right; she did have fight in her now. She hung her cape on the coat rack, tossed her backpack into a wing chair in the boarder study, unlaced her boots and sat them on the bottom stair, all in full defiance of the rule about personal belongings in the foyer. Next Tabitha unbridled her hair, and it sprang free, kinky after hours of constraint. When she pushed open the sliding door to the dining room, she must have looked worse for wear. All thirteen girls were gathered now, Amelia at the head of the table.

“How was your first day back Tabitha?” asked Amelia.

She knew Amelia was doing the same thing Shinji did, concern without disclosure, but Tabitha was more tired and in a less forgiving mood.

“I’m fine.”

Danni said “You don’t look fine. You look like you got beat with the uglier stick.”

Tabitha sat in the only empty chair. Sidney and Bambi sat on either side of Danni. She’d taken the seat they saved for Tabitha. Tabitha put her napkin in her lap, her knife and fork in each hand.

“It’s a good thing that I suffer from a medical condition, not a mental condition. Mentally unstable people are unpredictable and dangerous. When people like that snap, they’re not responsible for their actions. I wouldn’t want to live with someone I thought was so close to the edge.”

Tabitha gave Danni her most threatening smile as she buttered her bread, but she ignored Danni for the rest of the meal.

Her foot knocked against a chair leg. She adjusted the placement of her feet but the chair leg hit her again. She looked up from her plate for the first time in ten minutes. Danni was gone. The table leg that attacked Tabitha was actually Bambi, slouched low in her chair, extending herself to nudge Tabitha. She could not help but be charmed instead of annoyed.

“Hey Tabs,” said Bambi. “It’s okay to talk, the bitch is gone.”

Bambi scooted her chair back into place and smiled at Tabitha, as if everyone behaved this way at dinner.

“Thank you Bambi, you’re very kind.”

Tabitha looked to her right and realized she had no idea who was sitting next to her.

“Hi, I’m - oh, wait. You’re Shellie. What happened to your hair?”

An ear-splitting squeal on Tabitha’s left made her jump in her seat. Jenn couldn’t wait to explain.

“I know, isn’t it awesome? We didn’t go as light as mine. Platinum would totally wash out her skin tone, but don’t you love it? Now she’s a blonde too!”

Tabitha switched sides of the table to sit next to her friends. As soon as she sat down Bambi put her head on Tabitha’s shoulder. 

“Sid told me everything. I know a guy who could handle that for you. I’d even chip in the hundred as a gift.”

Tabitha patted Bambi on the head and said “That’s thoughtful Bambi but it’s unnecessary. It’s not a big deal. You can’t break up with someone if you were never technically a couple. I guess we were an ‘item’ but I’m not even sure what that means outside of a gossip website.”

Sidney said “I’ve checked. Everyone else either has homework, dates, or a fear of Danni. If you want, we have the boarder study to ourselves. Let’s go put some coal in that television and watch some talkies. I hear they’re in color now. I even traded away my dish duty with Heather which means we can go right now.”

Tabitha was relieved to have nothing to do and these two to do it with. They excused themselves from the table and if Amelia knew about Tabitha’s meeting with Dok, she never said a word.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA CHECKED THE time on her phone. He was late. Did homeless people have watches? She knew that Dok wasn’t actually homeless, he just wasn’t the kind of person who needed a home and a bed. Runners circled her, up one side of the tower on the right, and winding down it on the left. She understood why she got the wary eye, idling near the entrance in the middle of the day but she was too tired to care. She closed her eyes for a moment, still exhausted. Tabitha expected she was going to be tired all the time now. 

Dok said, “Let’s go.”

Tabitha practically crawled out of her skin and up the wall. She needed to learn how to be startled and dignified. A reputation as the squeamish Wardein wouldn’t strike fear into anyone’s heart.

“I’m ready.”

Dok led Tabitha into the graveyard a few blocks away from the park. She should have known this talk wouldn’t lead to an ice cream parlor or a vintage consignment store.

“Why here?”

“We came here for two reasons. First, I have something to show you. Second, if you’re sitting in front of a headstone without moving or talking, people will assume you’re praying or speaking to your loved one. They won’t disturb us.”

Tabitha could not argue with either of those points so she simply followed him down the road meant for mourners and hearses into the heart of the cemetery.

They walked along the grass slopes, down the rows of graves until Dok stopped at a plot set apart from the others. He crouched next to it, filling the space between this stone and the rest. Tabitha followed his example but didn’t understand how this fit into everything else until she read “Gabriel Dokwibal Wolf 1934 – 1982,” engraved on the marker they were grave-sitting. 

“How did you die?”

He nodded at her and reached over to touch the hand resting on her knee.

Tabitha became her thoughts, detached from her body and inserted into another reality; the office of an auto mechanic’s garage. A white classic convertible filled one of the repair bays. Outside, cars from the nineteen forties and fifties rusted in neat rows among stacks of old tires. This place was familiar. She turned around, and Tabitha realized she was inside Dok’s memory, as Dok. She saw the mountains framed against a clear bright day, and the ships docked in harbor. She knew where she was.

She followed Dok’s memory through the yard and aboard the ferry. Someone yelled “Hey Dok! Good, you’re back. Did you find anything out?” Tabitha had never seen this man before but he dressed like gunslingers of the old west. His mustache was equally shiny and stiff as the dark wave of curls slicked into a single swoop over his pale forehead. A black three-piece suit and a bright red shirt stretched over his short, top-heavy frame. This was the guy?

“I make my reports once for everyone Lou, you know that.”

One glance and Tabitha thought the other Wardein should have known Louis Todd Randolph would at least ask Evil out for coffee. No white hat dressed like that. He looked like a man who pranced around with glee after he tied unsuspecting women to train tracks.

Dok and L. T. R joined the meeting in the cabin at the bow. A few of the faces assembled were different, but the cabin looked exactly the same. A heavily pregnant Vieira hung over the side of her tank. Sue was there, and she looked like the exact same middle aged woman that Tabitha made an effort to stay far away from. Tabitha wasn’t prepared for this Amelia, who was 20 years younger than her Amelia. Her hair was more red than blonde, and there was a lot of it. Young Amelia sat with her feet in the chair, her chin resting comfortably on arms wrapped around her knees.

Tabitha recognized this Foster easily, even though he didn’t look old enough for shaving or combat. She knew all the players except for a girl Vieira called Portia, and an older man sitting next to Amelia. That had to be her grandfather Gilbert Yesler; the resemblance was uncanny.

The topic of conversation was Vieira’s progress assembling a volunteer search party to trawl the waters for whatever was leaving bodies in the bay north of the city.

Vieira said, “Some of the things washing ashore don’t have flesh, they’re just a pile of fresh bones.”

Amelia frowned at Portia and Louis, but they didn’t see her. They only had eyes for each other. Portia’s shock of white hair was razor-cut down to her scalp except for a fall of bangs over her right eye. She looked like everything in her wardrobe was black, torn, or leather. Watching them together was disorienting, like the 1980s hooking up with the 1880s. They weren’t openly affectionate but Tabitha knew the looks they were exchanging. They were the same ones she gave Shinji whenever he walked into a room.

Gilbert asked, “is it possible that these casualties are related to the recent earthquake off the coast near Neah Bay?”

Vieira shook her head.

“I know you think everything is connected Gilbert, and to a point it is but that’s just too far away for the condition these bones are in.”

Gilbert pursed his lips and said “Dok I know you’ve been on recon, what is there to tell us about our new friends the Shoal.”

Everyone turned her direction and waited for her to say something. She heard Dok’s voice say, “I think Lou is the Shoal expert. I’ll let him tell it.” 

Louis was so involved in his interaction with Portia that he let the accusation hang in the air.

Sue said, “I don’t understand Dok are you suggesting that Louis is a member of the Shoal?”

Gilbert Yesler laughed with perfect pitch. He thought this was a joke, but no one else laughed except for Amelia. The silence got Portia’s attention first.

“Dok what are you on about? Who leads the Shoal?”

Dok laughed at Portia. “Ask your boyfriend. I interrogated all six of the surviving Shoal. They’re living in a house I bet he thought we couldn’t trace to him, but I did. What are you up to, playing house with those empty-headed people? Does Gilbert not give you enough attention?”

Tabitha was surprised to hear Amelia pick up the argument but she shouldn’t have been; her passionate defense betrayed her affections.

“Dok this is serious. There are two reputations at stake here. We all know you’ve had it in for Louis since you were sanctioned for crossing the line in his initiation. It has been three years; move on. What’s your proof?”

Louis did not defend himself. He surveyed Dok with a furrowed brow.

“I had hoped you and I could work well together. I admire your passion, your power, your connection to the land. I just wish it wasn’t all focused on me, my friend.” Louis looked at Dok and laughed mirthlessly. “What is your proof Dok? Has any of the Shoal told you their founder’s name? Have they seen their leader? Do they know the face of the person urging them to suicide?” Dok spat on the floor.

“You know damn well they haven’t because you’ve made sure they couldn’t identify you if it came to that. First rule, no witnesses.”

Louis smiled at Dok coldly.

“It sounds like your playbook Dok, not mine.”

This was the excuse Dok needed. He snapped two punches into Louis’s face. Before he could fully retract his arm, Portia took his fist and drove a dagger clean through it. If Portia had drawn the knife from her person, Tabitha never saw her pull it. She was so glad Portia wasn’t at her initiation; she was much faster than Roth.

Fire erupted in a massive cloud and Gilbert, roared “STOP! Everyone stop, right now. Portia, outside,  and Dok don’t even think this is over.” In the commotion, everyone scrambled to get away from Gilbert’s anger and the violent triangle of Portia, Dok, and Louis. Gilbert’s head bursting into bright blue flames frightened Tabitha so much she forgot she was there without her body. If that was his response to a squabble among the troops, she didn’t want to see him in battle.

Louis was smug but polite. “I want to call a formal hearing Gilbert. I cannot continue with this unresolved between Dok and I. If we can’t work this out like gentleman I know my rights, I want a duel to be judged by the remainder of the Order.”

Tabitha couldn’t believe it. The shock was overwhelming. The world came rushing back to her again. Her body was stiff with the damp and cold of the earth. Dok waited for her to reorient without saying anything.

Tabitha wiped at her eyes with the corner of her sleeve. 

“That’s how it happened? That’s how you died? Your friends, people you trusted and fought beside, stood by and watched you murdered and they called it justice? How is that possible? That is completely unfair! Why did you show me? Why now? You know I can’t leave!”

Tabitha’s voice carried in the wind. She didn’t know if she should be afraid of the Order, of Amelia, or even herself. What would she do in anger now that she was stronger and a genuine threat to most things?

“You misunderstand me. You’re upset right now but when you think about this later, you’ll see everything that I showed you. I wanted to fight Louis. I was angry and I was careless. Louis is never careless. He always has a plan. He was probably the source of the information that led me to accuse him in the first place. He knew that I would accuse him, and that my past grudge against him would make me an unreliable witness. If I had been smart, I would have seen that because it was the obvious play. If I were crazy and evil, it’s what I would have done in his place.”

“Don’t take away from this that the Order is about getting stabbed in the back. In Gilbert’s defense there hadn’t been a formal duel in the history of our chapter; not even one. There are records of them happening among other Wardein but even in the most ancient Orders, they’re rare. He was a chubby weaver and I was still in my prime. My magic draws strength just standing on this earth and breathing in this sky. Unless we moved the duel to a foreign landscape, I didn’t see how I could lose. I know it sounds crazy to say it now, but even I didn’t expect him to cheat.”

Tabitha nodded in bitter understanding at that sentiment.

“How do you cheat at a duel Dok? Did he kick sand in your eyes or something?”

“What are you talking about? No, he used unstable magic. Forbidden things I thought were only rumor. It was very dangerous. Obviously to me, but to him too. He could have been killed. I regret that I died instead, but that is what it took. The others couldn’t see what I saw all along. No one talked about how Louis beat me, but he didn’t return to his quarters after the duel. When he didn’t respond to a summoning from Gilbert, they locked the whole place down. They thought they had, anyway.”

“Before he left, he slipped a potion into Sue’s drink and then put wards all over the ferry. They were locked up with that thing inside her for over three days until the drug ran its course and she regained control. It was brilliant. If Sue didn’t survive because they killed the beast, they would all think that she’d lost the ability to manage her transformation. If Sue survived she would wake with the knowledge that she killed her friends and likely go into seclusion.”

Tabitha clutched her stomach in revulsion. She thought she was going to vomit. The thought of being trapped, with that thing, made her never want to set foot on the ferry again.

“Portia was the first wasn’t she? Then it killed Gilbert.” 

“You’re right about Portia and wrong about old man Gil. Later, when they’d figured out everything I already knew, he came to apologize. He told me that I deserved to hear the whole story, but I wish I hadn’t. They tried to save Portia in time but it just wasn’t possible. She is still the fastest thing I have ever seen, human or hybrid.” Dok smiled at the memory of her. “If she hadn’t dealt it massive amounts of damage they all would have died. Portia was willing to die if it saved the rest of our Order. Part of me thinks she was just so damn mad at Louis and herself, that she didn’t care if the beast killed her. Sue didn’t come out of the boiler for months after that.”

Tabitha was happy that Sue tortured herself over what she’d done but she wanted Sue to suffer more. She knew the thing inside Sue had killed before, but the idea of it unleashed on the people who stood by her, even accidentally, was intolerable. They were all so worried about what L. T. R or the new player in town, the catalyst was up to, that they wouldn’t even see the real threat coming. Tabitha couldn’t let that happen.

She wanted to ask him more questions but she needed to get ready for dinner with her family. If she got there before Candace got home from work she might have a chance to talk to her brother, he always thought the best of her. She needed that right now.

“Is there anything else you’re not telling me? Do you know some secret way to muzzle Sue? That would be helpful. What about your old pal Louis, what is his deal? Is he just crazy?”

“No to the first question and yes to the second. I think that’s exactly what he is.”

“Great. There have been many advances in psychiatric medicine. There are multiple pills for what he has, piece of cake, no more threat. I have to leave. I have an appointment with someone as scary as any hybrid in town; my big sister.”

Tabitha wandered out of the cemetery using her own path. She walked by the house, but decided against a costume change. She’d trusted Amelia when she met her, but things were ever so much more complicated than they’d been. This current muddle was so dangerous. Tabitha didn’t know where to turn. She was relieved to be going back to the house where she grew up. There the problem wasn’t falling in with a new and hazardous crowd but always standing out from the safe old one.

She let herself into the house. Bass shook the windows. It was four in the afternoon and clearly, her brother was awake.

“Hello? Hello?” 

Terrance stuck his head out of the bathroom and into the living room. “Hey Bit, welcome back, welcome back. Hold up.”

His head disappeared and she heard the door slam. He turned the volume of the music down. Tabitha shouted at the bathroom door “Yes thank you. I can hear now!”

Terrance came out of the bathroom fully dressed in his work uniform and gave her a hug.

“Nice to see you Ms. Slate, right this way, I’ve saved a table.”

“You’re a valet Terrance, not a waiter, but thank you.” 

“I am a waiter in training now. It is not much but it is a step up. What’s new, College? How are your classes? Are any of your roommates fine and single? Give me the details.”

“Not much, fine, and no. I don’t want you dating my housemates. The last thing I want is you showing up at the house, cramping my style.”

“Oh you have style now? Then a whole lot is new. For real, are you okay? Candace said something yesterday about you being all strung out about your grades or something.”

“It’s okay, there’s just more work in these advanced classes. They assume I know more than I do. If they review anything at all it’s for like two seconds, and then they’re building on it. My grades are alright. I’m just having to put more time in to do as well as I did before. I don’t like that.”

They both laughed.

Whitney burst through the door in her usual fashion, on the new cell phone Candace got her for her birthday.

“Maya hold on.” She covered the tiny receiver on her phone and said “you can’t move back in Tabitha.”

Whitney resumed her conversation then disappeared into what was now her bedroom. Tabitha didn’t want to know what the room looked like now.

Terrance left for work, and Tabitha turned on the television. Candace wouldn’t be home for a while. It was Tabitha’s fault for showing up a few hours early but fits of guilt led to overcompensation where Candace was concerned. As she sat on the brown couch, she realized that she was there to reassure herself as much as her family. They both wanted her to be the same Tabitha that left home six weeks ago. Being home forced Tabitha to admit that girl was gone. The confident and popular dream girl hadn’t materialized, but the insecure klutz had faded a little. She wasn’t a tourist in the sharp fascinating world of hybrids and cryptids. She was capable. She was a power. She had authority. They only wanted proof that she wasn’t pulling away, never to be seen again like the prodigal Vanessa, but the lack of fuss over her visit told her what she already knew. They didn’t need her as much as they thought they did.

She couldn’t find anything worth watching on television, so she turned it off. Tabitha put her feet on the pillow at the end of the sofa and fell asleep. If she was going to go on one of Candace’s guilt trips for not calling, she might as well be rested.

“Bit? Bit, wake up.”

Tabitha stretched without opening her eyes and said “Oh you’re home. What time is it?”

“Almost nine.”

Tabitha sat up and blinked herself awake.

“Oh wow. It’s way later than I thought. I was supposed to be home by now.” Tabitha squinted at her sister and smiled sheepishly.

“That’s home now, huh? You didn’t take long to forget about us.”

Tabitha shook her head and said “Not forget, things are just, different. Have you ever felt like you’re not wasting time, but like checking off a list of things to do while you’re waiting for something interesting to happen?”

“Every day of my life until Whitney is 18 years old, Tabitha. Not that I’m any different from anyone else. Everyone is waiting on something.”

Tabitha saw the truth of that, but she tried to explain.

“That’s what school was before. I was only taking introductory level classes, but now I’m meeting people who are in the same discipline I am. They’re competitive. They spend summers doing fancy internships with well-connected people. I’m not in rehearsal anymore; I am at the beginning of the rest of my life.”

Candace hollered.

“Bit, I don’t mean to laugh at you, but isn’t that the point? Did you think your life was going to be a series of quizzes and final exams? You worked hard to get where you are and you will have to continue to work hard until you land your dream. Hell, your dream might be more struggle than all of this combined. If I know you, it will be. That is growing up dear. You’re never done; you only get a break or two if you’re lucky. I know you don’t want to quit. That’s not like you. Is all this coming up because you want to change your major, chase boys, what is it?”

“No. What I want to know, is that I’m headed in the right direction. I want to be sure that if I keep going on this path, that it will be worth it. Would changing course to do something quiet, boring, and without any responsibility make me happier? What if I don’t want to be in charge of making the world safer?”

Candace asked “what about a different field of engineering?” and Tabitha remembered what they were supposed to be talking about. 

“I don’t know. It’s probably just nerves; the shock of having silence instead of Whitney talking constantly is withering my resolve. Yes, I’m sure that’s it. You said when we’re all grown up, that you’re going to make some changes. What are you planning?” 

Candace threw back her head and laughed.

“Girl you think YOU don’t know what to do with freedom? I would probably have to be given tranquilizers, CPR, and whatever else they got. Even after all this time, I still have a few years to go. Whitney has her heart set on gossiping professionally, which I guess is a career for some people. I can’t imagine it will be all that profitable. I have no idea what Terrance is going to settle on. He tried school and said it wasn’t for him, but so far I haven’t heard him talk about another plan.”

“What do you think Daddy and Mama would have said if they saw where we all were?”

She watched Candace’s face change. They used to have this conversation all the time but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d asked her sister about their parents. A sigh escaped Candace like pressure from a valve.

“That’s tough. You know they’ve been gone for over fifteen years now?”

Tabitha did know. Whitney’s birthday, was a half-memorial for their mother. She didn’t want Candace to dwell too deeply on the sadness.

“Well, I know Daddy would have asked Whitney what there was to talk about that damn much. He hated the phone. I never heard him take a call where his side of the conversation was more than ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ ‘uh huh.’ Mama would have spoiled Terrance even worse, but I guess she got off to a good enough start that he is still too much to take. You would have heard how much you were like Granny nonstop. She used to call you her little twin whenever we’d go to visit.”

Tabitha was confused.

“Wait, I thought Granny Slate died before I was born.”

Candace looked at her as if Tabitha didn’t know her own name.

“Granny Slate did die before you were born. I’m talking about Mama’s mama, Granny Ruth. I guess you were young, but you spent so much time with her that I thought you would remember. She died right before Mama did.”

Candace waited for Tabitha to show recognition, but Tabitha didn’t have any.

Tabitha really tried, but she couldn’t recall anything special.

“I don’t remember. I always thought of her in the past tense. I remember hearing about her, but I don’t remember what she was like. I focused so much on keeping Mama’s details: what she wore, the places she took me. I guess Granny Ruth just melted away. Do we have pictures or anything like that? Where did she live?”

“On the other side of the water over by the naval base. That’s where Mama grew up, you know that.” 

Tabitha did know that, but it was always an afterthought.

“Yeah I’m sorry. I guess I forgot that too.” She looked at her phone. It was well after ten. “I think I’m going to go. Can you say goodbye to Terrance for me?”

“Oh he been gone to work, but what about Whitney?”

“Whitney and I already had our interaction for today. We’re good until Christmas at the earliest.”

Candace wouldn’t let her get on the bus at that hour, though she had done it a hundred times before. She insisted Tabitha wait for the cab she called; then she slipped her a twenty-dollar bill to pay for the trip. Outside the rain came down so hard that it stabbed at Tabitha’s hands, and she was grateful for the painful distraction. The lost time with her grandmother bothered her and it was all she could think about on the ride home. Shouldn’t people leave an imprint behind? Was it possible that she could love and be loved by someone during the most important years of her life, and then simply forget they existed? She hoped that never happened with her parents; that it never happened with her.

Tabitha should have saved the change for her frozen dinner and microwave popcorn fund. She hadn’t gone grocery shopping in weeks and eating takeout was expensive. Instead, she told the cab driver to keep it. She let herself into the house. The boarder study was full of surprising occupants. Sidney and Bambi were having a standoff with a soaked and shivering Hector. 

He was more excited to see her than she expected, considering their last conversation ended in violence.

“Tabitha, you’re home.”

Bambi shot to her feet and pointed her finger at him menacingly.

“Did we say you could talk to her? No! You be quiet.”

Tabitha was confused.

“Hector what are you doing here? Did Danni call and ask you drop off a check for her services? What do you want?”

Bambi and Sidney didn’t move. They turned back to him, clearly as interested in his response as she was.

Bambi said, “He stood outside in the rain for over an hour until we let him in. Sidney wanted to call the police. I agree that Hector’s idea of romance is creepy and worthy of a restraining order, but I think it would be easier to get rid of him our way, off the record.” Hector, Sidney, and Tabitha all stared at Bambi. “I’m just saying, Tabs. Think it over.”

Tabitha put her face in both palms. She said “Guys I appreciate the babysitting. Offering to commit a felony on my behalf is… heartwarming. But, I should handle this from here. Hector let me walk you out.” 

Hector pulled his jacket closed, picked up his umbrella and followed Tabitha outside to the porch. Tabitha closed the door firmly behind them but she knew that Bambi would stand guard on the other side until she came back.

Savoring the sight of Hector’s suffering, she crossed her arms and waited for the excuses to start. He did not disappoint. 

“Tabitha I know you’re mad and you should be. I did something stupid and evil and I’m sorry.” 

“Nope. The house protects against true evil. If you were, you’d never have gotten inside, though Danni must have a loophole clause in her rental agreement now that I think about it.”

Hector ignored all of that and forged ahead with his clearly prepared speech.

“I know that technically you and I were just getting to know each other so it wasn’t cheating,”

Tabitha turned to go inside. 

“Wait no, please, stop. What I’m trying to say, is that I should have told you that I wanted to spend more time with you. I was worried when you didn’t come to class and didn’t respond to my message. What happened wasn’t an accident, but I didn’t plan it either. I don’t have anyone else in mind but you. She came on strong, but I was the one that messed up and I apologize for that. What you saw was the extent of it. I didn’t sleep with her, it never went that far.”

Tabitha didn’t want to think about how far it got before Hector sprayed Danni with the hose; that would only make her angry again.

“What is your point? We are totally wrong for each other anyway. I can’t be sure exactly what I am, but I know that I’m not easy fraternity arm candy. That’s upstairs and to your right. My life is weird. I am more of a mess than you know. I have way too much going on. I can’t be with someone who operates under technicalities and has a short attention span. Why should I forget what happened and give you another chance?”

“I guess there really isn’t a good reason, not for you. You’re just a hard person to forget. Everyone else I’ve met here seems nice, but then they blow me off, or worse I find out that they have a completely different agenda. Each girl I’ve met is like that except for you. You’re the only normal person I’ve met since I moved here. On a related note, your tiny Asian friend? She is scary. She seems like a good friend, but please don’t ever leave me alone with her.”

Tabitha nodded. “She is, and I would not lose sight of that if you want to stick around. She’s a cute fluffy bunny with seriously vicious teeth.”

Hector asked “so does that mean you’ll have dinner with me after midterms next Friday? Can we go on a real date with a movie and cliché handholding and all the rest of it? You said if I stick around, that means you’re at least considering it.” He looked hopeful.

Tabitha shrugged.

“Why not, I mean that speech was totally pathetic and I’m into that, right?”

Hector put his arms around her, their breath visible steam in the cold air. He leaned in to kiss her, but Tabitha turned her head at the last second, offering him her cheek instead of her lips. He gave her a short peck and took a respectful step back. 

Tabitha winked, but said “Eww Hector, get that thing decontaminated first. You didn’t think it would be that easy did you? Goodnight.” Tabitha went back inside. 

She was surprised that Bambi and Sidney were nowhere in sight. She turned off the lights in the border study and went upstairs to bed. Everyone in her suite was awake and talking. Even Mallory was up. Tabitha had never seen Mallory conscious after nine o’clock in the evening. The conversation switched off when she walked in the room. 

Rae said, “Hey Tabitha.”

Tabitha laughed at Rae’s failure to be nonchalant.

“I know Bambi has riled you all up as a jury, but I don’t care. If Hector has tired of his second-best downgrade, who am I to argue with that? Night all.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




 ↬ 

IRENE SCREAMED AT nothing.

“Host! Host, are you listening? This is absurd! I’ve tried every blood group permutation known to exist, including my blood type, AB+. Why won’t the cypher open?”

Irene was frustrated and sleep deprived. Enough surgical tools for three operating theaters rusted in a sharp pile in the utility sink of her cellar workshop. She had blood on the bottom of her shoes, and the corpse of a Shoal acolyte on each of her drainage tables. Smooth, bloody handprints smudged every surface. She was grateful her new wardrobe was in dark fabrics; they hid the stains.  

She’d sampled each member of the Shoal. They eagerly lined up for her needles at first, but Thomas took it a step further. At a gathering, he stood up and babbled about his devotion to the old ways of the Shoal. He slit his own throat. The arterial spray hit a few members before Irene was able to capture the flow. The others got skittish after that. There was even talk of a schism between the members who were eager to die, and those who wanted to go out into the world spreading their message of meditation and clean living.

Irene was grateful that Thomas had donated a larger quantity of blood to work with. She’d gone to butcher shops and bought the remainders of their slaughter. She’d stolen platelets from a blood bank. Irene tried every possible solution, variety, and volume of blood she could think of, and still the cypher only responded to the drops she fed it from her own body.

Priscilla’s poorly timed death haunted her even more. If there was a genetic component to solving the cypher, Irene would have gleefully bled the old woman dry. Irene tried a vial of her own blood to open the cypher. She planned to draw herself at regular intervals after her body replenished its supply, using the same schedule blood donors do. She disliked sticking a needle into her own arm, but she had no choice. She’d made no progress finding the girl who’d disappeared from the Shoal mixer at Laurelhurst. The cypher responded to the vials of her blood, but after a few days she noticed that not only hadn’t it revealed its secrets, the vents of green light were slowly closing. She didn’t know why her blood was the key, but she did not intend to hemorrhage to death to unlock it.

Irene made a decision. She went upstairs and called Rugsworth.

“I need you to come with the van and dispose of the medical waste.”

Irene had come to rely upon Rugsworth’s constant presence and willingness to please. Unlike the Shoal, once she rewarded him with acknowledgment, he retreated to just out of reach, and when she called upon him again, he was there with exactly the item she required. He was always ready to do whatever she asked. Under these circumstances, he was more than tolerable. She didn’t trust him of course, but she didn’t trust anyone.

She hung up the phone, retrieved the cypher from its pedestal in the cellar, and brought it upstairs to the safe in her room. Irene pushed it into the lead lined square and activated her security system. If her previous efforts hadn’t worked and she hadn’t made any significant discoveries by now, the cypher was a waste of her time and resources. She needed to find the other people like her. The girl who vanished was more important than the cypher, the Shoal, and the Host combined. The cypher wasn’t going anywhere. Irene could solve its incredibly dull mystery after she had answers that were more vital to her research.

She had explored the nearby streets and waterways, hoping for a chance encounter. She never slept for more than a few hours at a time, but she didn’t feel tired. When she looked in the medicine cabinet mirror, the dark smudges beneath her hollow eyes were invisible. The new clothes hung differently, but her weight loss did not register. It was the opposite; her search fed her. The focus gave her energy. 

Irene didn’t wait for Rugsworth to arrive and retrieve the bodies. He had his own key now. She put on a dark sack of wool. A drive and food would clear her mind. The most convenient place served terrible pizza, to the drunkest of students, all night long. Irene ate there even when she had other options because the service was not overly attentive.

When she arrived in town, she had parked the car and forgotten about it. In Richland, a car was a necessity if you wanted to go anywhere. Here, she walked ten miles a day. Most of the city was still undiscovered. She grew weary of the Host and his urging of caution; she wanted to hunt big game.

Irene got into her car and turned on the GPS system so that she would know her precise location when she decided to stop. The street names themselves didn’t have any meaning for her. If she were born in this city, she would have stayed to attend college. Even with Priscilla in the same state. It wasn’t a heavily populated place, but she felt like the mountains and hills provided more places to hide. The waterways, and the machines created to make them flow and recede at the touch of a hand fascinated her.

Her thoughts turned to Priscilla as she drove. The Host claimed responsibility for her death, but Irene thought of the scene often in the last few weeks. Detective Lincoln ruled Priscilla’s death a homicide, but Irene’s DNA from other parts of the house and her airtight alibi finally cleared her. She was off the suspect list. 

Rugsworth followed the investigation, both as Irene’s attorney, and as a friend of the family. Lincoln considered Rugsworth a person of interest at first; but they dropped the charges against him too. Rugsworth said he was making a court appearance. That’s what Rugsworth told Irene, but she didn’t believe him. He only kept one client at a time. He was much too available to have others. As far as she knew, he had never defended anyone at a criminal trial. In fact, Irene’s only knowledge of Rugsworth’s profession came from Rugsworth himself. He was a lawyer simply because he said so; she had never seen any evidence.

Rugsworth mentioned that the detective from the sheriff’s office made regular inquiries into her whereabouts, even calling the Seattle police to urge surveillance. Her documented innocence and Lincoln’s lack of proof kept them reluctant to pay her a nominal visit. The facts made sense to Irene, but there were questions that nagged at her whenever she was most irritated with the Host and his unfulfilled promises. How had he found the house and murdered Priscilla, while Irene was publicly occupied elsewhere? How had he returned to the city in time to offer Irene something she wanted? The logistics were less important, than why he did these things. She figured the Host was powerful and exceptional, like her. That is why he chose Irene. However, if he was that powerful, if he could do all of those things, why didn’t he do them now with this girl? When he appeared, she intended to ask him. In the meantime, she would pursue a few of her own leads.

She spent most of her time working on the cypher, but she’d instructed Rugsworth to purchase a few servers and a new monitor from a computer store near the university. When her frustration peaked, she sank back into her other comfort, column after column of data. She’d generated a list of people born during the periods of significant astronomical activity, by cross-referencing the facility’s data with the vital statistics records she’d stolen from the department of health’s computerized database. All of the redacted files were missing the social security and phone numbers. Only some had the city or last name. Irene painstakingly separated this data out by county, date of birth, and sex. In the last 40 years, nearly twelve hundred recorded births fit her criteria.

She knew only a fraction of them would be like her. The phenomena would be rare in the sample. In a population of this size even over a sprawling metropolitan area, it would have been impossible to conceal so many who were extraordinary. Irene postulated that the frequency throughout the world was perhaps fewer than 1 in 10000. There would be a buildup over time, as these people had children and the likely genetic anomaly expressed itself, the potential for altered life spans due to special abilities. She figured the girl was a young brown needle in the under twenty five years of age portion of her haystack. The girl was compelling, but she wondered about the rest of the hundred or so people she’d found. Locating them would be more difficult than discovering their identities. All but the youngest had likely moved away or changed their names since they were born.

She decided to track someone her age, to test these variables. A male would have the same last name in his record so she used that as a control. She picked a 28-year-old man named Eric Shea. He lived in a low-rise apartment building downtown. Irene made a slow parade of parking and displaying the sticker that would show that she’d paid. She didn’t want her car to get a ticket at this place and time. She arrived at the gate just as someone left the building, keys in hand. The person thought nothing of holding it open and waving this perfect stranger behind the locked fence. The door to the building wasn’t locked at all, and Irene let herself in.

This was the most vulnerable part of the plan; she checked the rows of mailboxes for last names and apartment numbers. The probabilities favored her; Shea was in number 518. Irene took the elevator and listened to the surroundings as she walked down the hall. The building was quiet. She followed the sound of a television commercial to her target. She knocked softly and heard the sitcom announcer say that the show would be right back, and then the television paused. In the silence, Irene knocked again and stepped back when she heard Shea moving across the room.

He opened the door after a moment’s hesitation. Irene flung her left arm, and the door flew out of his hand. The blow knocked Shea backwards into his sofa. Irene stretched her right arm behind her and the front door slammed shut.

“What do you want? Are you a member of the Order? I heard they had someone new. I haven’t done anything wrong!”

Irene didn’t know what he was talking about, but she intended to interrogate him at length about what he knew. He was like her; he had to be. He wasn’t surprised by what she could do. She brought her hands up to attack again, but Eric Shea was ready for her. 

Irene twisted her fingers to wrap the cord of his floor lamp around his legs but Eric spun his body into wide bands that became millions of threads. He was gone before Irene could bind him. The cord coiled onto itself and collapsed in a heap. He reappeared next to her and jammed an elbow into her ribcage. The pain made Irene gasp but she was transfixed.

 She cried out as she clutched her side, “that was amazing! How did you do that?”

She snatched for him again but failed. Eric fled to the edge of his kitchen. He filled his cheeks with air and blew his sofa at Irene so fast, its frame cracked when it crashed into the door. Irene leapt out of the way just in time.

“I knew your control freak policies would lead to assassinations!”

Irene was slower without enough to eat or sleep. She had never faced someone like this before. It was beyond exciting. She wished there was more time to find out what he was talking about, but he was too fast for capture. She had to kill. She slammed both forearms together and swung them, flinging the television at Eric, but he’d already twirled, revolved and spun across the room in a blink. The television dented the drywall, two corners deeply lodged in the surface. Irene watched the blur of colored streaks disturbing everything in its wake. She drew a pair of his kitchen knives from a block and both missed their target falling through empty space to the floor.

She watched the flow and direction of his movement long enough to calculate the path and pattern of his current. Irene was grateful she challenged him indoors, with external weather variables he might have danced around her for hours without her ever getting near him. She couldn’t stop him from evaporating into nothing but she could disturb the flow of his wake by displacing all of the objects in the room at once. Irene backed herself into the corner next to the exit and brought her palms together unleashing the energetic bonds holding everything in place. His whirl wobbled in the avalanche of domestic belongings. She was out of breath from matching the pace of air, but Irene enjoyed the dance until the very end. She kicked aside the remains of the coffee table, to see Eric’s head sticking out of the pile at an unhealthy angle, his eyes open and unseeing.

Irene closed the door to the apartment, and locked the mess out of sight. She didn’t see anyone else on the way back to her car. She pulled out of her parking spot with renewed excitement. It was a challenge. Her research led her to a new life at last. She would need to train herself into better technique. She had equal competition now. It was fortunate that she’d been born in this age; forty years ago, she would have needed a lot more time and assistance just to track even the one person. Now she had pages and pages of new people to meet. The thought made her want to go for a stroll and see the city with fresh eyes.

Irene drove giddily through the one-way streets of downtown. She had been to other cities, but she had never felt so at ease in any of them. Seattle had earned its place as her new home. She could do research on the other metropolitan areas of the country, after she weeded through what materials were available here. The Order that Eric mentioned sounded very promising.

Irene’s GPS announced that she was near the Public Market, something she could see for herself as she came up the hill. A street sign said her parking spot wasn’t open to vehicle traffic during the day. She parked anyway. She turned towards the bright red letters, drawn to the deserted looking stalls. There were still people around, but she knew this place would be empty. She never went to the market the summer she studied in Seattle. To Irene, the smells and crowds were a terrible way to purchase the same necessities available in any super market. She did not see the point. The inconvenience of stopping for each individual item, then carrying it without the benefit of a practical shopping cart, outweighed any pleasantry one got from the quaint experience.

The market was much more interesting to Irene empty; the stalls swept out, hosed down, and ready for the morning. She wandered in and out of the crevices of the sleeping giant, surprised to see many of the lights in the empty shops still turned on. That was one way to advertise, but Irene thought that the people who came after the shops closed probably could not afford to buy the goods, or would not be enticed only by the display of a thing to return during the day.

The stores in the interior were more likely places to look for things, items that did not meet every day needs but tripped the wire of the occasional desire. There were stores selling jewelry, exotic teas, toys, and of course books and publications of every kind. She walked aimlessly, turning over her discovery in her brain. The path of stores led down in a zigzag and around a corner. She stopped when she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. To her surprise, one of the stores was still open even at this time of night.

The sign on the door said the shop sold antique curiosities, collectibles, and magic tricks. It was called Show Street. She pushed the door open, a string rung the bell above. The ringing annoyed her so she silenced the clapper with the pinch of her forefinger and thumb. Irene looked around and considered leaving the shop; the contents were not of great interest to her. The shelves held animals in formaldehyde, and pictures yellowed with age of people dressed in elaborate and old-fashioned formal wear. This kind of nostalgia never appealed to Irene, but she felt obligated to see her ill-conceived flight of fancy through to the end.

The man behind the counter turned around. It was Rugsworth.

“Why hello there, I believe I’ve been waiting for you.”

Rugsworth sat on a stool, closed his pocket watch, and tucked it back into his vest. His ridiculous round bulk balanced with one leg folded up onto the top rung of the stool knee jutting at a sharp angle, the other supporting his frame. It didn’t look comfortable to Irene, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“Rugsworth? Is this how you make money now? What are you doing here?”

Rugsworth hooked his thumbs into the armholes of his vest, and ran his fingers along the edges of its lapels. His mustache was all white but the full mane that swept his crown was still golden enough to be blonde. He smiled at Irene, revealing two rows of perfect dental specimens. 

“In a manner of speaking Irene, you’ve always been my only customer.”

Irene felt the bottom drop out of her stomach. Rugsworth’s fierce low whisper was familiar. The pressure in the room increased. 

“You’re the Host! You’ve been spying on me…for years!”

She picked up one of the cards on the counter. It read “Show Street, Louis Todd Randolph, Collector.” Louis Todd Randolph spread his hands apart and smiled at Irene.

“Oh Irene. You’re not as smart as you think you are. I expected you to come to this conclusion immediately. It has been very boring. These deceptions are necessary. If the Shoal knew I had a living body, they would be crawling all over it. As it is, they comb the cemeteries, looking for a body they can believe is mine. They think I’m speaking to them from beyond the grave, you know. One of them even thinks I am the reincarnation of the Buddha, isn’t that funny?”

Rugsworth-Randolph’s cackle annoyed Irene. She gathered her energy, letting it build until it rattled the shelves, and a glass jar vibrated onto the stone floor. It shattered into a mess of putrefied two-headed turtle specimen, stink, and shards. Irene tried to direct it at him, but it wouldn’t release. She felt a rise of sick in the back of her throat; she gagged and coughed at the taste, but swallowed it down again.

“How are you doing that?”

She struggled to keep the bile down. It only subsided when she eased off the control of her power. Rugsworth-Randolph clucked his tongue and shook his head.

“Irene if I tell you everything you want to know, you will never learn lessons for yourself. A bright young woman like you, so powerful you could have the world by the tail, and instead you’re roaming shopping markets in the dark. It makes me unhappy to see you this way of course. Why don’t you ask some pertinent questions? I’m so delighted that you found me I just may answer a few. What’s on your mind?”

He tweaked the end of his mustache between his fingers and winked at her.

“Priscilla, how did you kill her and why did you do it? How did you find me?”

He nodded slowly at Irene, seriously considering her question.

“Irene I don’t know what you were taught but in my day a gentleman would never kiss and tell. Prisca and I were old friends though, very old friends, from her first days on the West coast with your handsome father. She and I were just settling up, nothing for you to be worried about. I was happy it brought you my way though, in fact I hoped that it would. I think they call that serendipity.”

Rugsworth-Randolph smiled at her, and Irene realized she couldn’t believe anything he said, but she kept asking questions.

“And the girl from the Shoal house in Laurelhurst?”

He smiled wider, too wide, the skin on his face stretching and bunching up in ridges beyond any mortal elasticity.

“Oh, young Ms. Slate? She’s a new toy of more old friends of mine. I knew where she was all along, but I couldn’t have you running her down, or killing her prematurely could I? I will make sure you two young people get together. I know you would have many things in common.”

Irene sank to her knees. She was losing her battle with nausea, but she refused to disarm. She was so angry, it was beyond her capacity to control her abilities. The more he talked, the more his mid-Atlantic accent fell away. He didn’t sound like the Host either. The layers of his identities were peeling away. 

“Irene you need to learn control. That temper is only going to get you hurt. Some things cannot be bargained with Irene; you can’t feed them reason or money. Some things, things like me, you just have to accept as inevitable.”

Irene closed her eyes and tried to take his advice. She didn’t think it was possible that she would ever hate anyone more than she hated Priscilla, but Rugsworth-Randolph was close. She found the same dead dark place that her emotions went to when she was locked in the coal shed. Irene squeezed her eyes shut, inhaled, and exhaled until her breath became deep and evenly measured.

“That’s a good girl, your mother would be so proud. She always worried that you would never learn that, how to hold it in and keep it hidden. I know she tried to beat that into you. Such a shame. I could have told her that wouldn’t work.”

Irene opened her eyes again, but avoided Rugsworth-Randolph’s smile. She could not watch him gloat and not sink to take his bait again.

“The cypher was just a distraction wasn’t it? I knew it. I’ve had busy work before. I know it when I see it. You gave me an unsolvable puzzle you wanted me to waste my time on so that I wouldn’t catch on.”

Rugsworth-Randolph gasped.

“Irene I am shocked at your implication. I most certainly did want you to discover the secrets I laid down. I knew you would take your time and all of the obvious approaches. I must say, I am proud of your Shoal body count. That was well and truly done. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” He dropped his voice and leaned forward. “Nothing, except, that you didn’t solve it.”

Irene rose to one knee, and then stood. She watched Rugsworth-Randolph, still perched ridiculously on his stool like a pigeon made of tweed. She wrapped both arms around her upper body took a deep breath and squeezed her arms together forcing a scream of vomit and emotion as she shouted “RUGSWORTH!” and her invective ruptured the air. 

She closed her eyes and focused on keeping a field of protection between her body and the vortex of glass, chemical sealants, and paper slicing through the shop in every direction. The force of the pressure she unleashed ripped the shelves off the walls in a crash. Irene opened her eyes and cleared a tunnel in the shrapnel from her to the destroyed counter. The stool was empty. She knew he wouldn’t be taken by surprise. He was too wily for that. Irene was so frustrated she let the entire mess of projectiles drop. She heard the bleat of an alarm from a distance. It was time to retreat to the safety of her cellar. She retraced her steps out of the market, and noted with satisfaction that she’d blasted the glass of every shop window right out of its frame.

Irene scuttled back to her car, exhausted from her confrontations with people who made her work harder than she ever had. She buckled her seatbelt, rolled down the window to replace the formaldehyde fumes that clung to her nostrils with sea air. She didn’t know what to do, so she pummeled her steering wheel and snarled with rage. She looked down at the tatters of her fine wool dress, then checked her rearview mirror and there he was; a dim outline made of shadow in her back seat.

Randolph’s lips brushed against the shell of her right ear as he said “The funniest thing Irene? Louis Todd Randolph isn’t my real name either.” Then he was gone.








CHAPTER NINETEEN




 ↬ 

TABITHA WAS ANNOYED with Amelia, more annoyed than she’d been in a while. The tension between them was impossible to ignore, though they were rarely in the same room. Tabitha split her time with Hector between long text message chains and making him listen to her favorite big band songs while riding around the city. He frequently told her she was the strangest girl he’d ever known and she thought this was the most romantic thing anyone could say. She preferred these pleasant interludes to the doom and gloom of the Order meetings.

According to Sidney, when Tabitha confronted Amelia with Dok’s memories, the whole house had stood outside Amelia’s study to listen to them shout at each other. The door blocked most of the context. Danni started a rumor that Tabitha was in a drug-fueled rage because she was getting evicted. The girls from her suite knew that Tabitha wasn’t addicted to anything other than Hector, so they didn’t take what Danni said seriously. The girls of the Rose suite wondered what could make their landlady and their housemate so angry at each other.

Tabitha refused to attend meetings of The Order on the ship with Sue. She was terrified that what happened to the others, to Portia, would happen to her. She had new nightmares with screaming and thrashing that woke the whole suite up. Sidney started wearing headphones to bed. Bambi offered Tabitha the name of her priest, who she claimed had successfully performed several exorcisms. Amelia was livid. Who was Tabitha to make demands? How dare she behave as though she knew what happened better than Amelia and Foster, Wardein who survived, and still took the risk. But Tabitha didn’t budge. She and Amelia stopped speaking much at all. Most of her informational updates on Order business came in the form of notes Shinji left in the margins of her graded assignments. She appreciated that he made the effort to include her when Amelia gave her the silent treatment, but it made her in-class paper analysis difficult.

She convinced Candace that her sense of renewal came from her visit home, but the truth was, her studies were manageable. Hector and Bambi made her laugh. Danni’s attempts to smear her reputation were getting desperate. Work at the computer lab was emotionally inert, and she was on track to finish her first quarter at university as a name on the dean’s list. Life was good. 

She was wary of Hector and the overly saccharine things he said, but she liked how it felt to lie next to him with her eyes closed, awake and dreaming about their futures. Tabitha discovered that being cautious with her feelings was a daily learning process. Hector sidling up to Danni was an early misstep that kept Tabitha from having sex with him, for now anyway. She tried to mellow out, and enjoy the process of being enjoyed. Hector was what he was; her designer cowboy, a Shinji substitute. 

Tabitha was expecting a call from Hector. He was on his way to pick her up for their study date. They only had one undemanding class in common, but they liked to push two of the smelly blue chairs in the general library together, and do their homework draped all over one another, whenever possible. The call was not Hector. It was Shinji. Tabitha wondered about his timing. She hoped she never called one of them the wrong name. Even in a harmless context, she knew it would reveal how she felt about both of them. Shinji said he, Foster, and Zenobia were on their way over in Ghost. There was an emergency meeting.

Tabitha sent Hector a quick text. She lied and said she had to stop by her sister’s house before they hunkered down to study. That should buy her the hour or so she needed to take care of Wardein business. If they ran late, she would have Shinji drop her off on campus. She laced up her favorite boots when she heard a honk from outside. 

Tabitha was out of breath from her run to the car. She was so happy to see both pieces of eye candy in one day; she hopped in without a care in the world. As the car pulled away, she saw Shinji’s trickery. Shinji was behind Ghost’s wheel, but Foster and Zenobia weren’t in the backseat with Tabitha, Amelia and Sue sat across from her instead. A clear glass partition slid up between the driver and passengers. Tabitha imagined it was to keep the bloodshed confined. Impulsively Tabitha reached for the door. She would have opened it into oncoming traffic if it hadn’t been locked from the outside. There was a sharp rap on the glass partition. She turned to see Shinji firmly shaking his head at her in the rearview mirror.

Shinji’s voice looped behind her and through the speakers causing a radio effect.

“Tabitha calm down. The three of you need to work this out, and you need to work it out now. I wasn’t lying about the emergency meeting. We have to go and meet the others. You have 20 minutes with this traffic, figure it out.”

The speaker went dead. She crossed her arms and glared at Amelia and Sue. 

“This wasn’t his idea or hers, it was mine.”

Tabitha shrugged.

“That doesn’t surprise me at all Sue, because it’s a terrible idea.”

Sue fixed her watery blue eyes on Tabitha and said “My little brother was the first person I ever killed. He was in primary school and we were on a family vacation in Florida. My mother was frantic. She thought he’d wandered into the marsh and been eaten by a crocodile, or fell into a sinkhole and drowned. She had no idea that they would never find his body, but I did.”

The lilt in her voice shook Tabitha into silence.

“Good. I can see I have your attention. I have lived longer than I cared to. I’ve hurt many people. I’ve tried to end my own life every way I’ve ever heard of, but nothing works. I don’t care if you hate me, because I already hate myself. Portia was the most recent wrong but the list is very long. I had no idea when Lou poisoned me, that it would disable my inhibitions. Since that day, I’ve taken certain precautions. My quarters in the boiler room have a one-way ventilation system that emits ether whenever weight scales and pheromone triggers are tripped. Amelia put a kit in each bunk and cabin that contain darts tipped with the same formula Portia used to take me down. The ship itself has been warded so that I can never leave it transformed.”

Tabitha was numb. She hated this. The last thing she wanted to accept was that Sue, or whatever person Sue had been before she was infected with the beast, was as much a victim as those It killed.

Amelia said “She’s not asking you to feel sorry for her Tabitha. My family groomed me for this life from the moment I was born. My father and grandfather were loving men, but they saw the world as a war zone, and they treated me like a soldier as soon as I could walk. I know you didn’t have a smooth life before this. I know you’ve suffered. I promise you we all have. If I can do anything to make you trust us, if there is anything I can share with you to help you trust me, if not this disturbing new world-view, I will do it. Just name it. I want to help you through this transition, but I also have to remind you that you are a Wardein now. You can be boy crazy, and a great student, but that’s not the real world anymore. Those things are only a part of your life now; they are not the entirety of your responsibilities. If you fail to see warnings, stop communications, or simply ignore what any one of us, even Sue, have to tell you, it might kill us all. I know you don’t want that. I had no idea that refusing to listen to Dok would lead to his death, or Portia’s. If I could take that back now I would, but no one can change the past, not even people who do the work.”

Tabitha uncrossed her arms and leaned over to give Amelia a hug, catching her off guard. When she sat back, she looked at Sue and said, “I’m sorry.”

Sue shook her head as if there was nothing to apologize for and their ride continued. Their driver finally lowered the window between the seats and said, “Is everything okay back there?” Tabitha was annoyed with Shinji for getting her to ride along under misleading pretense. She was still terrified of Sue but there were tools, they had a plan of protection, and that was a start.

Tabitha yelled at him without turning around “Everything is great, no thanks to you Jeeves. Where are we going anyway?”

Amelia told her. “It’s a mess. I haven’t been but Foster, Zenobia, and Roth are there. Roth said he’s never seen anything like it.”

“Where. I asked you where. Where are we going Amelia?”

Sue said “The house at Laurelhurst. The catalyst has worn out her welcome.”

The gate to the Shoal house was tied open with elastic cord and wrapped in police tape. When they pulled up the drive, Tabitha couldn’t believe the difference in the beautiful house she’d been in only weeks before. She slid out of the car and covered her mouth with her hand. The house was open to the elements. The roof sliced off on the diagonal, tossed aside onto the front lawn in one piece, as if by an especially fussy hurricane. Tabitha could see the outdoor heaters on the deck from her position in the circular drive. She headed towards the front door but stopped when she saw the steps were a cracked, jumbled heap.

Foster said “Hey Princess I missed you.”

Tabitha rolled her eyes.

“Thank you Foster. The feeling is unrequited. What did this?”

She was going to ask him if there was more damage on the waterfront side of the house when Zenobia came around from that direction in her tough girl jeans and leather jacket, wearing a badge.

“Wow look at you. That thing looks real. Can I touch it?”

Zenobia easily sidestepped Tabitha.

“That’s because it is a real badge Tabitha. We all have day jobs remember? Mine is just the coolest because it’s legal for me to shoot people. Keep that in mind Roth.”

Roth acknowledged her with a bow.

Zen said, “If you think this is bad Tabitha, you should see the inside. I saw a few cop tears today. None of them had seen a bloodier mess. We know it’s similar to the scene east of the mountains. This wasn’t the Shoal offing themselves or Randolph tiring of his toys. This was a slaughter, a nasty one. I happen to think she did the vandalism in the market last week too. The pressure signature is the same.”

Tabitha remembered the wild look in the catalyst’s eyes, naked and raving as she charged. The nudity was the most mystifying part. Tabitha wondered if the catalyst always walked around naked. That would probably make her easier to find. She realized she had drifted off, and rejoined the conversation.

“Where is Art? I mean I know Vieira can’t join us here being on land and all.” Everyone stared at her.

Roth said “There’s a lake right there Tabitha.” 

Tabitha scoffed “yes, but I’ve never heard of a mermaid that lives in a lake and not the ocean. Lakes are too small and they’re fresh water. All those boats in the water on the first nice day of the year would spot a mermaid before May.”

Foster said “Where did you learn about the mermaid species kid, movies or picture books? They prefer salt water but all they need is water period. Get a map already. You can get from Lake Washington to the ocean with a boat or a strong backstroke. Seattle has a strange network of caves and highly improvised geological plumbing. There are spots in the sea floor that don’t even have the right gravity. What makes you think there isn’t an easy way to get from the Sound to one of the lakes or tributaries? People do spot them all the time. There is an adorable Society for the Protection of Mermaids. Some of their more entrepreneurial members started putting mermaids on everything and made a fortune.”

Tabitha sighed; she wondered if there was a summer school for Wardein. She didn’t like always being the least informed person in the room.

“Okay Foster, everyone. I need to go to mermaid class, done. Now where are Vieira and Art? Even though I now know, both or either of them could be here if they so chose.”

Amelia said, “They are tracking down a tool that might help us contain the catalyst. She is powerful because her ability doesn’t have a single source or fuel; she can use virtually anything that has mass. I don’t have to tell you there aren’t many of those kinds of hybrids, or perhaps I do. In any case, we have to stop her. I can’t understand why she killed the Shoal. With their history however, we can’t rule out that they didn’t ask to be murdered. The intelligence from various sources says they thought she was a kind of prophet of their Host.”

“Is there any way we can figure out what she wants? Is she working with Randolph on some top secret evil?” 

“That’s the thing about Louis, you may think you’re working with him, he may even do everything in his power to make you believe that you are on the same side but you never will be. He always works alone. You should know something. We do know what the catalyst wants. Unfortunately, what she wants most right now, is you Tabitha.”

Amelia let that sink in while Tabitha cleared her throat.

“EXCUSE ME? Why would she be looking for me?”

Shinji said, “I think it was the recovery trap from the party. You vanishing like that left quite the impression. Not just on the Catalyst but on the Shoal as well. Their message boards were especially active that night. They called you a vision the Host sent to the faithful.”

Tabitha had been extremely creeped out by the friendliness of the Shoal. How they seemed to be waiting to lure her in specifically. She thought about her escorts. She was sorry that they were dead. No one deserved to die like that. She really was starting to hate this catalyst lady.

“Hey Zenobia, does this evil she-bitch have a name?”

Foster whistled and said “Language Princess, language.”

“She does indeed girlie. I checked the file I got from the county sheriff on the other side of the mountains. Her name is Irene Chownyk. I guess she grew up over there. Her father was some kind of big deal physicist. She was too good to be a Huskie or a Cougar, went Ivy League, and came back to her roots to work at an observatory near Hanford. The detective I talked to was very interested to hear that we thought she was good for multiple homicides in Seattle. In fact I think he would have kissed me, if given the chance.”

Sue said “Zenobia everyone would kiss you if you let them, please continue.”

Zen smiled at Sue. Tabitha was surprised that Foster lost that little bon mot. He must be slowing down.

“Thank you Sue, how very observant. As I was saying, he liked Ms. Chownyk for the murder of her mother, but he couldn’t make it stick. She had an airtight alibi. Security system at the observatory, conversations with the receptionist signing out, her driving from Richland to Hanford on the traffic cameras. He figured she hired a professional to do the job for her.”

Tabitha shook her head in disbelief.

“This lady sounds like America’s Biggest Sweetheart. Okay my fellow Wardein, I’m the bait, where’s the trap?” Everyone stared at her again, saying nothing. “What? Is putting Tabitha in danger, not the plan? I know dangling me out there for her to swipe at is the only way to catch this loon. What can I say? I woke up with a case of badass this morning.”

Foster clapped her on the back with encouragement; Shinji looked at her and said what the rest of them were thinking, “Just make sure it’s not a terminal case Tabitha. I won’t let you out of a final grade for untimely death.” 

“It most certainly will not come to that, not on my watch. Tabitha is going to catch her she-bitch and then we’ll get back to normal,” said Amelia.

Foster whooped his appreciation, but said, “Language Contessa, language.”

Tabitha was starting to feel comfortable with these people. They were trying to include her in a way that let her be herself and that was something her family was never able to do, for all that they loved her. She checked her phone. There was a message from Hector asking when she would be ready to hang out. Tabitha didn’t respond; she was trying to be responsible and put her desires in perspective. She would at least ask if they needed her for any other business before she ran off to make out with her boyfriend. The others were walking back to the car and Tabitha felt so good she decided to walk up to the fraternity house and surprise Hector there. She usually refused to go inside, but she felt fearless today. If she could face the supernatural, a few socially stunted guys were no big deal. She ran to catch up with the rest of her Order.

“Hey are we done for now? We are right? I mean we haven’t heard from Art and Vieira so we don’t have what we need. I can go right?” She smiled at them and hopped from foot to foot.

Amelia shrugged.

Foster waved her away. “Please go. Please, I can’t watch this.”

Tabitha took off at a run down the driveway and said over her shoulder “I’ll be by my phone. If anything changes, let me know! I’ll talk to you guys later!” She was out of breath and happy before she got to the end of the block, but she couldn’t believe the rollercoaster of emotions. If this was grown up life, she wasn’t crazy about it.

She walked past the mall and up the hill. The notification alert on her phone went off once, then twice. She didn’t think the Order discovered anything new in the fifteen minutes since she’d left them. It was probably Hector. Let him wait. She was only another ten minutes away. By the time she reached the crest of the hill a few blocks from fraternity row, her phone notification had gone off three times. Tabitha was a little annoyed. Hector wasn’t giving her enough space, but she fished her phone out of her bag anyway. She thought it would be funny to call him and cancel, then ring his doorbell.

She hit the menu button, and blindly steered around the obstacles of curb and pavement. The text messages weren’t from Hector, they were all from Bambi. The first one read, “Tabs Tabby Tabs, I heard some new dirt on Hector.” Tabitha didn’t like the sound of that. Ever since the Danni incident, Bambi kept a closer watch on Hector than Tabitha did. It was sweet, but it was also getting a little old.

Tabitha scrolled to read the next message. It said, “I’m on campus near your work, and there’s this old chick here who says she knows about you two. I think she’s mad jealous of you Tabs.” That was odd. She didn’t know what Hector’s type was, the only thing she and Danni had in common was their gender, but she wouldn’t have guessed old.

When Tabitha saw the next text message, she didn’t think about calling the others until she was already on campus. Her legs were near seizing with the effort of a flat out sprint. Bambi’s last text message read, “She says her name is Irene and she wants to talk to you about what you have in common.”








CHAPTER TWENTY




 ↬ 

TABITHA LAY IN bed trying to silence the noise beating up her insides. She was reliving the last four hours. She knew what they wanted. Sidney and Amelia believed she had a purpose; that she could be useful. They were wrong. She was the wrong girl and in way over her head. She always was, but now she knew the truth of it. The sight of Bambi, flesh mottled with old blood, frail and clinging to life by the wheezing ventilation tube shoved down her throat was too much. It opened up Tabitha’s ears. She stood in the yellow nylon gown the nurse said they all had to wear, watching as the raw skin along the girl’s arm accused her of being too late. The small sniffs her roommate’s mother made as she sat at her daughter’s bedside were Tabitha’s cue to go. The weight of reality cascaded down on Tabitha. She had found her niche in the world, and mistaken it for power. 

When they found Bambi on the fringe of death in the quad, Tabitha wanted to tell the people at the hospital what she knew but it wouldn’t have helped. They would have locked her in the psych ward if she told them it wasn’t an ordinary head trauma. While Tabitha played supernatural girl detective, Irene plucked Bambi, and then bashed her against the force of gravity until she was unconscious. The doctor said it was too early to tell what brain function Bambi would retain. They would be grateful when she came out of the coma, if she came out of the coma. The consulting neurologist wanted to be conservative until they could do more scans tomorrow. Her skin would regrow and her bones would heal, but anything else, the sparkle of girl within, that would be a gift.

Tabitha was halfway to the nurse’s station when Sidney caught up with her. Strong filaments wrapped around Tabitha’s shoulders, the freckled arms of her friend kept her still. There was a silent struggle inside her for control. Tabitha didn’t believe the thick voice that came out of her throat that said, “I’m okay.” When she turned to look at Sidney, she could tell she had not convinced either of them. Their broken embrace transferred just enough steam to breathe again.

“T, Amelia and I had a quick word on the phone. She’s on the way here, she wants to speak to Mrs. Mendoza and set a few protection alarms, but she wants us to take the others back to the house. She doesn’t think we’re safe enough here in public and I agree. Right now, the house is the best place to be while we regroup and get back to the plan. She found a maker, we can still do this.”

Tabitha curled her lips, grimacing to keep her tears under control. 

“What is there to do Sidney? Did you see Bambi? She is broken because there was nothing to be done!”

Tabitha’s voice rose and her frustration drew stares. Sidney took a step closer to Tabitha.

“Not here. We’ll talk in the cab. Danni, Jenn, Shellie, and Heather are already home. Ingrid and Casey are en route and they said they would keep trying Sage. She’s the only one we haven’t located.”

Sage was trusting enough that she could be getting bubble tea and chatting with Irene about essential oils right now; more bad news. 

“How much is Amelia planning to tell them? We have to let them know enough to scare the hell out of them. I don’t care if they think we’re crazy. We’ve got to lock everyone down until this is done. I can’t lose anyone else.”

At the house, she bolted immediately. The show of resolve at the hospital bought her an hour of quiet while Sidney took control of the situation. What happened shook everyone, maybe even Danni. The girls were in danger, and it was Tabitha’s fault. When this was over, if she survived, she would demand that Amelia either shut this place down, or give these girls a choice, fill them in on the dark side of her philanthropy. The risks of the world were enough without living in the shadowy path of forces you didn’t even know existed. They were all going to die if she didn’t act. She spent too much time feeling sorry for herself. She wasn’t enough, but at least she was a volunteer. 

She snuck out of the house and realized if she didn’t die fighting Irene, Sidney was going to kill her for trying to face this alone. Certain death was comforting in a way. She was tired of feeling around the edges of darkness; the fear was exhausting. The only way, was to face the onslaught of waves, and hope she was still standing when they broke. 

The quad was a decent lead. If Irene left Bambi there, it must have been to give Tabitha a clue. This was a game, but if she could control the number of pieces in play, she meant to give a good show. When the stakes are high enough, a draw can be acceptable if winning is beyond hope. If it kept her family and roommates safe, she didn’t care if she died. She walked around the campus for an hour. Her fury built and shook tiny white spots across her field of vision. There was no rain or moon to commingle energies with. Frustration and failure would have to be fuel and friend.

There wasn’t a soul on the quad. If she were going to begin before daylight, she would need a better vantage point. The astronomy observatory would likely be open at this time of night; from there she could deduct where someone like Irene would lay a trap. The physics tower was a better target, but she wanted another moment to come up with a plan besides throwing herself in front of Irene’s crazy. She blew through the entry and trudged up the stairs. A thin disembodied voice was giving a vivid description of Jupiter and its moons. So much for being alone, it sounded like there was a lecture happening here tonight after all. She gently opened the classroom door and tried to prevent light pollution from the hallway from disturbing the slideshow. 

“Tabitha, you made it. I was just brushing up on my astronomical geography.”

Irene’s voice pulled her mind under. It echoed there in the dark with her.

“Actually, I came here for what you might call a dress rehearsal. I didn’t imagine you as a fan of the constellations.”

She whipped her head around listening intently for anything that would tell how close Irene was, how much time she had left.

“Tabby, may I call you Tabby?”

The voice was fractured and distorted; by her adrenaline and the power Irene used. All she heard was the sound of her own blood, telling her to retreat. Frozen on the spot, Tabitha decided to stall.

“Nope. I’m saving that nickname for a special nemesis. I mean your super villain sense of flair is coming along nicely I admit, but I always imagined my nemesis as some guy in tights with a body that gave me naughty, self-sabotaging ideas. You’re kinda…meh.”

Irene ignored her refusal.

“That’s such a sweet name. I always wanted a kitten but I was afraid mother would punish it when she was angry.”

The pressure in the room changed and Tabitha’s ears popped; the air around her crackled and sparked. She was out of time. Tabitha dove beneath the closest row of seats. She looked through the gaps between chairs for feet, a shadow, or some indication of where the assault was coming from.

“You don’t have to hide Tabitha, have some dignity. I thought we would face each other like civilized enemies. I’ll even turn on the lights. I want you to see this.” 

Irene kept her word. The lights came up in the dome. Once her eyes adjusted, Tabitha stood up slowly, searching for the voice.

“There you are. It’s a shame. Working together, we could have brought this city to its knees. That tsunami last year was nothing. We could turn Seattle into Atlantis or Pompeii, just another place for the curious to search out and dig up. If I wanted to, I could have sucked you into nothingness the moment you walked in. I will kill you if you insist on interfering, but why can’t we be colleagues? You’re clever; you have a knack. I could be your mentor.”

She was standing in the center of the room near the projector, her hair unnaturally tousled and held aloft by static. The perimeter of her anonymous dark fleece jacket and jeans bled into the blackness around her. The words Irene spoke were soft and persuasive, but her face was expressionless. There was neither contempt nor confidence in her features. Tabitha was a to-do list item, nothing more.

“We can’t work together, because you are batshit. I have no desire to level up my crazy by becoming your apprentice. I don’t want to hear about your mean mommy either; she’s no excuse for killing people. The whole world is hurt or betrayed by something they love. Most of us are too busy trying to keep breathing to spend time feeling as entitled as you do. You broke instead of getting stronger, stop whining about it. You tried to kill a friend today and I would like to repay that.”

Irene flicked her wrist and tossed a speaker into Tabitha with astonishing speed, impossible to dodge. Tabitha puddled onto the floor, gasping in pain.

“That was an exercise. I intended to explore a few more techniques. It’s still difficult to gauge the range of my abilities without amplification. Your friend was a screamer. I didn’t expect that. There wasn’t time to experiment, too much attention. This, what is happening now? I could take my time, but I would prefer to do it quickly.”

Tabitha struggled to pull herself up. She pushed off the seat her head hit on the way down, unsteady but upright.

“Are you going to keep babbling or are we going to do this?”

Tabitha pulled a waterline through the carpeted floor and sliced it open, like a vein, but from the inside. Water sprayed everywhere and Tabitha pooled it under the speaker and flung it back at Irene. The speaker disappeared into nothing long before it reached the target.

“Did you and your hedge witch locate a trinket to put me in? I’m confused, what ‘this’ are you referring to? What do you think you’re going to accomplish? Perhaps I’ve created a temporal distortion or you have suffered a concussion. From my perspective, you’re defenseless. I can push your atoms together with so much force that you’d collapse.” She sneered at Tabitha’s false bravado. “You have a choice, try to escape and I’ll follow you back to your house and kill all of your friends starting with the Wardein, then I’ll kill you anyway. Stand down, help me kill the Wardein, and I’ll spare your life and the lives of your roommates. There’s no other gambit available to you.”

There was no choice; Tabitha fought against becoming like the thing she hated, but she had to give in. To fight a bully like Irene, a dirty murderer who would step on someone as gentle as Bambi just to prove a point; she had to think like her. She had to be willing to take this to the death of her enemy.

“Don’t you watch movies Irene? Whenever the villain says that…”

Irene crossed the short distance between the two of them and reached out for her, cutting Tabitha’s retort short. Before she could evade, Irene locked onto her body. She held both of the arms Tabitha tried to use to push her away. The light dimmed again and the movie projected onto the dome above flickered into view. Tabitha could not see Irene’s face through the cold dark bubble growing between their two bodies. Tabitha’s arms froze solid and heavy. She struggled to break free from the grasp; it felt like Irene was pulling her arms out at their joints. She distantly heard her own voice screaming in pain, and launched her body at her attacker. It brought the women to the floor.

Tabitha kicked out at Irene, who rolled out of the way, slamming Tabitha’s body with every dodge. Irene’s fingers tightened to control and Tabitha felt her right arm leave her body completely. There was a painless pop, and she slowed to pivot away from Irene. Tabitha went into shock as she used the last of her strength to wrench their bodies apart. A thud against her side told her she still had an arm hanging limply on her right. 

She did her best to sit up, protecting her damaged arm. She tried to scoot away from Irene who dabbed at a small wound above her eye.

“I have to credit you. No one has wounded me in years.”

“Get used to it bitch.” Then Tabitha was yanked backwards. The planetarium dome spun the stars around her head. She fought to stay present. When she turned, she recognized the freckled string beans arms that pulled her out of the line of fire and into the hallway. Sidney propped her up against the wall near the drinking fountain, as Amelia started working a barrier at the classroom door. Tabitha smiled and said “What took you so long?” Then she slipped away into unconsciousness.

When her mind and body reunited, the first thing she heard was Sidney saying “T, wake up. Wake up, or I will kick your ass.”

Tabitha opened her eyes, and frowned at her friend.

“Seriously? I almost die in there with crazy black hole lady, and you threaten me with fisticuffs? Sidney, learn how to triage.”

At that, the redheaded girl turned away and said to Amelia “She’s fine.”

Tabitha felt that was an exaggeration. She had some of the feeling back in her right arm, but it continued to ignore her instructions.

“Tabitha, we came as soon as we secured the others. You should have waited for me; you didn’t have a chance against her alone.”

Amelia was Tabitha’s mentor, her guide, but she was tired of pretending she didn’t see her flaws and of keeping her secrets.

“She knows, you know. She found out whatever you and Vieira were looking for and it’s never going to work. What did you tell them? What did you tell the other girls?”

The emotions Tabitha fought broke free and she wept. Yesler knew the risks, and she’d thrown herself in the middle of this, but Sidney didn’t have to die here with both of them.

“It’s too risky to tell them everything.”

“Amelia, it’s too risky to put thirteen innocent girls in danger. Bambi may be a vegetable for the rest of her life, because you have some useless guilt about how your family made its fortune. Does that seem fair? They deserve to know! This isn’t just the creatures bumping about in the puddles of the city. You’re a target because of who you are. How can you let them live in the crossfire knowing they are defenseless?”

They stood silently for what felt like years. Amelia was the first to look away.

Sidney said “Guys I get that you’re having a ‘talk’ but I can hear the insanity geyser getting ready to blow in there. Can you not hear the grunting?” Sidney was right. The construction working Amelia used to lock Irene in the auditorium, didn’t keep her immobile or quiet. Tabitha was unconscious for a few minutes and her conversation with Amelia was longer than that. Amelia had access to powers, tricks really, but she didn’t have anything in her arsenal that could compete with an unglued person who could control gravity with her mind. It was time for Tabitha to do what she could.

Tabitha said, “Sidney if we fail here, I need to know that someone will go back to that house and get everyone out. I need to know that someone will tell my family what happened to me. I know you’re strong, but trust me; you would be pulled apart before you got within ten paces of her. Please leave.”

“Fine, but I have finals next week and you better be there to help me study for them. If you don’t call me in two hours I will come back here and tear down this whole goddamn building. They can add it to my tuition.”

Sidney didn’t wait for further goodbyes; she turned and sprinted down the stairs. Tabitha and Amelia were alone.

“That was a good decision Tabitha. It’s what I would have done.”

“Don’t ruin it by telling me that. Can you get me through your barrier while keeping Irene in there for a few more minutes? I’m going to do it. I’m going to drain her.”

Amelia nodded.

“That is a powerful working and there’s not even a moon to assist you. Are you sure? I understand why you don’t want to kill her. I have done more than one thing as a Wardein that hardened how I look at balance, how I look at people. I don’t want that sliver getting under your skin. You’re young, and you’re human, that’s going to eat at you no matter what Irene has done wrong. That will change you. That’s assuming that you can drain her before she kills you.”

Amelia pulled a metal bowl from her bag, and carefully touched Tabitha’s twisted and useless arm. Pale yellow flames flowed from the bowl, across Amelia’s arm and onto Tabitha’s shoulder. Tabitha was surprised. They felt like pulling a smooth length of washed silk across her skin. Her arm felt stronger and she looked at the barrier. She could tell now it had a frequency, it was like Amelia’s signature, and now with her energy she could feel it in her as well. When she touched it, the skin on the tips of her fingers pushed right through. She wasn’t surprised to feel another barrier flowing like an invisible moat around the outside of the building even now. 

Amelia said “Tabitha, if the barrier comes down, and you fall, I made a contingency plan. It’s ugly, but it was the best we could do on short notice.” She looked down at her watch. “In five minutes, the weavers will gas the building with the same paralytic we use on Sue, and then transport this entire building via trap, to the containment Trench.  I will hold them off if I feel you coming out, but we can’t risk her getting out of this space alive. Don’t fail.”

She didn’t linger. Tabitha watched her descend the stairs, then turned her attention to the barrier. Perhaps, she thought to herself as she started to walk through, we could get an earthquake and terrorist attack in the next five minutes as well. A bomb threat would be lovely. As if she didn’t have enough to worry about. She had to win, and win quickly. If it took her 239 seconds to win, she would end up on the wrong side of cryptid hell, with Irene.

“Are you back for more?”

A projector spun in a dizzying fashion high above their heads, beating at the skin of the dome, which hung in shreds to reveal tree and true sky. The barrier was not going to hold, and there wasn’t much time. Tabitha counted the seconds in her head. She calmly stepped closer and closer to the thing she wanted to run away from. She held out her arms wincing as the right one went up and made contact with Irene. The distraction was enough to pause the orbit of the projector. In her peripheral vision, Tabitha saw it crash behind Irene and heard it fall down through the floors and out of sight. 

Irene’s exertions made her skin slick with sweat. Tabitha shut her eyes. Irene’s energy tugged at her from eyeballs to toenails, and threatened to crush her into nothing. She concentrated first on Irene’s sweat and then on the moisture just beneath the top layer of skin. Her mouth opened and she took a deep breath, and blew out a melody of low mournful notes, fixating on every bit of liquid she felt in Irene’s body. The barrier just outside the room failed as she felt for more molecules, but Tabitha’s efforts made Irene too weak to shake her off and escape. Tabitha wove a gorgeous wordless song of death just for her enemy. Her fingers teased out all the water in Irene’s body. She sensed microscopic explosions as thousands and thousands of cells died beneath her touch.

The force emanating from Irene was no longer pulling at Tabitha; it simply evaporated off the woman and out into the sky as parts of her shriveled. Water ran down Tabitha’s elbows. She sang, and sang and sang, until she stood in a great puddle. Irene’s body shrank and lightened in Tabitha’s arms until Tabitha held nothing but a petrified skeleton of leather and bone with matted brown hair. When she was sure it was over, her song turned into sobs. She looked up into the rain that fell through the hole in the dome.

What she was capable of stunned her, what she’d done was too bad, too awful to stand up and walk away from. If Amelia hadn’t reassured the others when she didn’t come out in time, she would have died anyway, for no reason. It was Amelia who pried the desiccated body of Irene Chownyk out of her arms and handed it to Art.

“Pack this in salt, then burn it until all of the hair is gone. Then, take the ash to Leora. She’ll dispose of it.”

She turned back and picked Tabitha up under the arms, looking her over. She determined she could stand on her own.

“I’m fine Amelia.” 

“No, you are not, but you will walk out of here at least. Let’s go.”

Tabitha held onto the guardrail. Her entire body ached as she limped down the stairs. Later, when she thought about these moments, she didn’t know how they made it back to the house. She did remember Amelia half-carried her up the back stairs to avoid the girls in the boarder study. She helped Tabitha onto her bed and pulled a blanket over her.

“We’ll talk more, but not tonight. Sleep child.”

Tabitha passed out before Amelia closed the door to the suite, stupefied by her own survival and too tired to appreciate it.

“T, Wake up.”

Tabitha was dreaming about Bambi, the whole thing animated in 8-bit graphics. Tabitha bolted up in bed. She hugged Sidney.

“I’m sorry I just had a dream about Bambz.”

Sidney hugged Tabitha back, then sat on her own bed.

“Guess how long you’ve been out?”

Tabitha looked closer at Sidney “Three days?”

“Promise me you won’t tweak out?”

Tabitha heaved her shoulders and relaxed into her pillows. If it was longer than three days, she would have missed her finals and Candace would be worried sick.

“It would have been two weeks tomorrow. Don’t worry though, your nerdiness paid off. Amelia spoke to your instructors, told them your grandma died and they agreed to grade you based on your completed coursework. Except for Bailey, who is insisting you take his calc final by Monday or he will give you an incomplete because grades are due on Wednesday. I’ve been texting Candace pretending to be you. Therefore, she didn’t freak out. She’s left a few messages but I don’t think she suspects anything. You should probably call her today though before she pops up. Oh, and Bambi.”

Tabitha groaned and shut her eyes again.

“What about Bambi?”

“There’s no change. Her mom said she’s having brain activity, but her scans show some structural damage. It may repair that stuff on its own with a little time, or it may not. They stopped the internal bleeding and the pressure inside her skull, so there’s hope. She could still wake up. I’m not used to dealing with stuff I can’t beat up, shoot, stab, etc. For a while there, I was either up here staring at you, or at the hospital staring at Bambi. I know you have other responsibilities now, but going off alone like that, don’t ever do that again.”

Tabitha didn’t defend her actions.

“I’m going downstairs. Amelia wants to talk to you; I’ll let her know you’re awake.”

Tabitha looked through the skylight. It was grey, but dry. Right now, she needed to do damage control. Her job, her grade point average, and Candace needed her attention to detail. She was exhausted. Was it possible to survive in the cryptid world without killing? Could she be a true officer of the peace between humans and cryptids? She didn’t know. 

Tabitha picked up her phone and dialed the math department. She hummed along with the canned hold music, until her phone vibrated a text alert. She opened up the message. It was from Amelia.

“Welcome back Tabitha. I hope you’re rested because we have a problem. My ring is gone.”
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