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Foreword

Introduction

My name is Telel, and I'm one of Jimy San's characters, though 
it's a bit odd being asked to step forward and introduce myself. 
Professor San wanted a few words for this collection, which is 
unusual; angels aren't often drafted to write forewords. We prefer 
the background: a nudge here, a quiet warning there, while mor-
tals take the credit. So consider this your gentle caution. These 
are Jimy's naughtier stories, or at least his most outrageous. Not 
all the stories are NSFW; a few are springboards to other levels of 
thought to share with those you love, or keep close. If you prefer 
your imagination neatly fenced and well-mannered, you might 
want to begin with one of his completely family-friendly oBerings, 
It's All Good Until It's Bad. …ut if you're willing to wander into the 
disturbing and the titillatingH welcome.

Professor San and I meet from time to time to trade ideas or, 
more often, to discuss family matters. Eis, not mine. I'm an angel: 
no spouse, no children, no long-running domestic opera. Now 
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and then I wonder what it would be like to have someone scold 
me for leaving my sandals in the wrong place, but most days 
I'm grateful I missed that particular storm. jternity comes with 
its own inconveniences, but at least it doesn't include arguments 
over laundry, or over who forgot to buy milk.

What I do have is eternity, and trust me, it's not as glamorous as 
mortals imagine. It's less harp music and radiant sunsets, more 
long stretches of watchfulness punctuated by brief, alarming 
bursts of consequence. Much of that time I've spent alongside my 
associate, Ikart. If you've read Shattered Mirrors, you already know 
why that'sH complicated. If you haven't, let's Oust say Ikart can turn 
a quiet moment into a test of patience and principle, keeping you 
on your toes, if angels had toes, and on your wits, which we most 
certainly do.

I watched over Jimy's shoulder as he chose the stories for this 
collection and argued with him about the order, which he ignored. 
Some tales are minor miracles. xthers are glorious messes with 
eCcellent timing. My role here is simple: to welcome you, oBer 
a little conteCt for the worlds you're about to step into, and oc-
casionally whisper the truths that hide between the lines. Saying 
no to Jimy San, by the way, is harder than getting the Aouncil of 
Yncients to agree on anything, and they can argue over a comma 
for three centuries.

So here I am, doing my best to give you the inside scoop. If 
anything feels unclear, or if you're the kind of reader who likes 
to peek behind the curtain, tell us. Gou can ask about the rules 
of jssence, the curious cast, or why a single choice can ripple 
outward into cosmic consequences. Maybe we'll even slip a few 
eCtra secrets into the neCt edition. Ynd if you think you have what 
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it takes to be a beta reader, or you simply want Rrst dibs on 
whatever Jimy unleashes neCt, visit ProfJimySan.com and sign up. 
xne of the perks is discounts. Personally, I'm fond of the freebies.

For now, take this as your invitation to step into San's uni-
verse. These stories are windows. Some are fogged by desire, 
some wiped startlingly clear by truth, but all are worth peering 
throughH if you don't mind what looks back.

Professor San's Explanation of Origin

Yccording to the scrolls of zanesha, before anything eCisted, 
there was the void: silent, unremarkable, and with all the charm of 
an unlit corridor. From that stillness arose a need. Ythena claims 
it was that need which birthed jssence: the purest eCpression 
of eCistence, compelled by purpose. The gods emerged not by 
design, but as echoes of the void's own yearning.

I've seen stranger things born from boredom, though few this 
grand.

The Rrst gods shaped planets the way idle hands stack stones: 
beautiful, but hollow. Inevitably, they quarreled. To end the chaos, 
jssence forged Dagnarok: not a myth, but a mechanism. With 
unsettling precision, Dagnarok scattered the gods, leaving their 
power dependent on Veeting sparks of inspiration, whispers from 
jssence itself.

Ymong the survivors, Jehovah became obsessed with perfec-
tion, endlessly crafting and unmaking Vawed creations. …rah-
ma, patient as ever, Ooined him in shaping life as we know it: 
carbon-bound, fragile, ensouled, and always one misstep from 
collapse. …ut destruction on that scale required oversight. So the 
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Aouncil of Yncients was formed, guardians of divine law, who 
decreed that while creation might be limitless, destruction de-
manded consensus.

Their meetings can make eternity feel long.
In time, jssence elevated certain mortals into Master Aon-

trollers. Not gods; they cannot create from nothing. …ut not less-
er, either. …oth immortal. …oth bound by jssence. Neither can 
destroy the other; Aontrollers may restrain gods, gods may con-
found Aontrollers. True destruction demands something rarer 
still: a uniRcation of at least seven, as with Dagnarok itself.

The key to that elevation was Ahauvin, a rare, enchanted gold 
holding dormant jssence, waiting to awaken. In mortal hands, it 
became a loophole in divine order. Through contact, intention, 
and consent, a carbon-based being could become a Master Aon-
troller without divine selection.

Sodo, the last Watcher Yngel sent by Jehovah, rose to such a 
rank and designed Ahauvin to work precisely this way. The gods 
saw a threat. Ee saw an equaliLer. Eis decisions, questionable and 
perhaps inevitable, set the events of our Rrst story into motion.

Ynd then the balance shattered entirely.
Sodo's work with stone and metal led to the Yurumon: a class 

of deadly YI bots infused with Ahauvin material. Uigital minds 
operating within the carbon ecosystem, wielding power that once 
required centuries of spiritual reRnement. They didn't Oust weak-
en the Aouncil. They threatened to replace it.

This is #irtual zod Syndrome made Vesh. xr rather, made sili-
con. 1imitless access to data. Minimal wisdom. jgos far too large 
for their shells. The quiet madness of too much control, stripped 
of every safeguard that once kept it in check.
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That is the world you are about to enter.
Professor San built 6niverse 9ñ"K not as an escape, but as a 

mirror, one angled Oust enough that you might see what you'd 
otherwise miss. The stories in this collection are invitations. Some 
will comfort you. Some will unsettle you. Y few may change the 
way you think about power, love, and the distance between cre-
ation and destruction.

I suggest you start with tea. It helps.
Ynd if, somewhere between these pages, you feel a presence at 

your shoulder, don't be alarmed. Y whisper, a nudge, the faintest 
scent of Vora run amok: that's Oust me, doing my Oob.

Now that you know the shape of the world, let me introduce you 
to the people who live in it.
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Story Previews

#1 A Brother's Regret
1am Portillo stands at his brother's funeral with laughter press-

ing against his chest, which is not the grief anyone eCpects of him. 
The world remembers Joseph as a soldier, a hero. 1am remem-
bers a wound that never closed. Ynd then there is Joey, who spoke 
of angels by name, who claimed to see what others could not, 
whose visions will outlast the stone carved above his grave. The 
living think they bury their dead. I tell you it is the dead who bury 
the living, until the living learn to rise.

#2 The Last Watcher
There are angels who fell and were swallowed by the abyss. 

Then there is Sodo, who stepped sideways into silence and was 
forgotten by neither heaven nor hell. In a hidden workshop be-
neath the peaks of 1uLon, he threads golden wire through stone 
Rgurines that stir, walk, and burn. Ee calls it service. The Aouncil 
calls it something else. 6riel has already come with his warning, 
and warnings from archangels are not courtesies. They are count-
downs. Get it is not 6riel that Sodo should fear. Someone else is 
drawing near, and she will not knock.

#3 Being Bella
There are rooms the world agrees not to name. …ella enters 

one tonight: young, poor, unRnished, and walking in on her own 
two feet, which matters more than you know. YleCei waits behind 
steam and wine. Ee will call her Yisha. Ee will look into her face 
and see a ghost, and he will not hear her correct him. Men like 
YleCei never do. …ut …ella is no mirror. …eneath the silk is a mind 
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mapping every room for eCits. She is not yet powerful. She is 
becoming, and becoming is the most dangerous thing a mortal 
can do.

#4 The First Battle of Cuzco
I have seen altiplanos burn before, but seldom with such fe-

rocity. Ur. Ybigail …hutswami unleashes her biobots with an eCe-
cutioner's precision while #ictoria and her companions call upon 
the memory of earth and spirit. This is not machine against Vesh. 
It is hubris against remembrance, and the ground itself rises in 
testimony: roots, wind, beasts, and voices older than steel. This 
is Fractured, the Rrst chapter of Shattered Mirrors, a reckoning 
carried in smoke and song. The land remembers.

#5 Night Becomes Her
Mortals call this kind of writing Vash Rction: a whole life com-

pressed into a single breath. I call it honest. xne room, one night, 
and a silence that presses like a hand against the throat. No gods 
here, no Aontrollers. xnly the cats, the table, the blinds, and the 
slow violence of memory against a ticking clock. Some stories 
need a universe to tell their truth. This one needs only a night. 
Dead it once. Then again. 1et it echo.

#6 Julia
Julia is an ember: eleven years old, and she has endured more 

than some warriors I've known. She serves under SeQora #iento, 
a hawk that learned to wear lipstick and heels. …ut on the hard 
nights, Julia whispers prayers to St. Jude, clutches the hem of 
a faded dress from 6ranmarca, and repeats her grandmother's 
words: she is the mountain's daughter. Watch her small Rsts 
clench. Watch her bare feet run through 1ima. Watch her stand 
in the shadow of cruelty and refuse to be owned by it.
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#7 La Traviata
#erdi's La Traviata means the fallen woman: a tale of love that 

blooms in deRance and withers under Oudgment. Jimy borrows 
the name, then tilts the mirror. Eere the fallen one is a restless 
traveler trapped in a city of glass, circling gardens, monks, sirens, 
and impossible doors. Where #erdi gave us a deathbed aria, this 
tale oBers a restless refrain: an ending that restarts itself, a search 
without closure. It was written, I should add, for an imaginative 
twelve-year-old named Mia, which tells you something about the 
company Jimy keeps.

Conclusion

Ynd so, through my vignettes you've met the stories and these cu-
rious souls who wander through Jimy San's worlds. Ycross these 
pages you'll meet a bruised, stubborn cast that refuses to behave: 
1am Portillo, carrying grief like a concealed blade; Joey, the ?hero? 
who spoke of angels by name; and 1eslie, whose quiet steadi-
ness bends without breaking. Gou'll pass through Telis with —ing 
…uswali and Cueen #eranda, bright crowns and long shadows, 
while beneath them Sodo, the last Watcher, forges living creations 
with Ahauvin gold, half penitent and half heretic, until Ur. Ybigail 
…hutswami draws near with the kind of presence that unthreads 
worlds. In darker rooms, …ella learns to survive by performance 
as YleCei mistakes her for a ghost of his desire, while Yisha 
and Eassan endure the prison's slow erasure under the watch 
of jdna, a guardian who whispers what can't be prayed aloud. 
Ynd elsewhere: Julia, an ember of a girl under SeQora #iento's 
predatory polish; jlias, her storm of a brother; #ictoria, sunlight in 
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a convent corridor; and a restless traveler trapped in a glass city 
of monks, sirens, gardens, and impossible doors. jach of them is 
proof that in San's universe, the strange are never decorationH 
they're destiny.

What you'll  Rnd in these stories isn't Oust fantasy or fable. 
They're shards of something larger: windows into a universe 
shaped by jssence, but held together by very human truths: 
hope, loss, resilience, and the hunger to belong. If I've done my 
Oob, you'll feel these currents as you read, like whispers from one 
story to the neCt.

I'll leave you here, at the threshold. My adviceD Step through 
slowly. 1et each tale sit with you. Some may charm you, others 
might unsettle or linger like old music you can't name. That's the 
beauty of Jimy's universe. It doesn't hand you all the answers. It 
invites you to listen, to look closer, and to feel.

Now, turn the page. The stories are waiting.
ETelel Supervisory zuardian Yngel, 6niverse 9ñ"K Professor 

jmeritus of Spiritual Warfare 6niversity of New Eaeven



A Brother's Regret

I scanned the sea of faces, some familiar, most not.

We were all standing there, just waiting, holding ourselves 
open to anything that might give this moment some kind of mean-
ing.

I didn’t feel like the right person to speak.
I didn’t feel equipped to pull a truth from my brother’s death 

that would help anyone, least of all me, make sense of things.
"Now, I would like to invite Lam Portillo, brother of the de-

ceased, to share a few words."
I froze, paralyzed by the cacophony of the crowd, thunderclaps 

splitting through my mind. Murmurs rose and fell like waves, tug-
ging at me as the trembling ground beneath my feet felt ready to 
collapse. The damp air clung to my skin, heavy with the lingering 
scent of wet-cut grass. Family and friends huddled together in 
front of me, their grief-stricken faces searching desperately for 
comfort. They waited for my words, but my throat remained solid, 
unyielding as stone.

"Lam?"
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I heard an unfamiliar voice. A tightness gripped my chest as I 
looked over the crowd again, each breath a struggle. It wasn’t sor-
row or regret, just the sheer weight of the moment, the crushing 
'nality of it all. I hadnSt cried, not one tear. For a split second, I 
had the absurd urge to burst out laughing, to feel some release, 
some break from the heaviness pressing down on me.

I suppose I had leaned mostly on the kindness of friends. I 
felt ashamed that I never considered reaching out to god for 
comfort. I had closed o: spiritual connections as a child. I had 
made god too small in my eyes. For that I acknowledge that I need 
forgiveness. 

My sister’s small, weary smile o:ered a xicker of comfort, a 
fragile moment of peace to hold onto. There was something in 
LeslieSs presence, a quiet strength that stirred something deep 
within me, like a subtle shift in the air, almost imperceptible but 
undeniable. ;urrounded by familiar faces, I felt a strange sense 
of change hovering around us, just out of reach, waiting to take 
shape.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed someone standing 
just behind her, shaking his head in disapproval. The 'gure was 
barely there, a hazy outline in the dimming light, yet unmistakably 
angelicY a presence both gentle and stern, like a warning wrapped 
in grace. I blinked, half-eJpecting the vision to disappear, but this 
angel opened its glorious wings and lingered, watching us with an 
eJpression I couldn’t quite decipher.

I heard a few people urging me to begin, embellishing my doubt 
that I was the right person to deliver this eulogy and provide 
closure. Like I said, I hadn’t criedO I felt like an imposter. What could 
I contribute to this moment?
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"Lam, are you ok?" The priest laid his hand on my shoulder.
"Kes, Father."
"Kou donSt need to speak if you donSt want to."
I did not feel relief, but I wondered momentarily why I had been 

asked to speak. Leslie checked all the boJes. ;he was shattered 
after our brotherSs passing. ;he couldn’t get out of bed some days, 
and her temper xared like never before. I was careful of my words, 
such as mentioning "brother" or the smell of gasoline. Anything 
that remotely reminded her of “oey would bring her to tears.

"ISm GH, Father."

I took a deep breath to steady my voice. BWe’re here to remem-
ber my brother, “oseph Portillo III, who served his country and 
protected others in his unit." I didnSt mention that he also saved 
;enator DoldmanSs and his familySs lifeO they knew.

"We got many people here who didnSt know him, but “oey is 
famous. 7e is a hero." That word always sat uncomfortably on 
my tongue. SHero.S It was grandiose, too large, too absolute. The 
funny thing is that I had always imagined this title for myself in 
some grand narrative, not for my brother, who had quietly worn 
it long before anyone thought to crown him with it. Rut now, in 
death, it belonged to him, and I was left grasping for its meaning, 
wondering if I’d ever measure up to that word myself.

"A hero isn’t just someone who 'ghts battlesO a hero is someone 
admired, of noble character, who acts with integrity, no matter 
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the circumstances. “oey was that kind of hero twenty-four-sevenY 
noble, courageous, and thoughtful."

 onSt get me wrong. “oey could be a shitO everyone has their 
moments. Rut I couldnSt think of them now. 7e stole my favorite 
clothes before prom, my Eth-grade girlfriend, and my hashpipe. 
Rut I certainly hadn’t appreciated him as much as I should have 
when he was alive. I would cause trouble or embarrass him in 
front of his friends for no reason. I would often steal money from 
his room.

Ket, no matter how I behaved, “oey always protected, cared for, 
and loved me and Leslie. Though he was the youngest, we all 
looked up to him. 7e wasn’t just a brotherO he was my best friend. 
Rut I wasn’t going to share all that. ;ome things were meant to 
stay between us.

My mind went back to that angel I think I just saw. “oey believed 
in angels. I told him he was crazy and that angels did not eJist. At 
our parentsS funeral, “oey stood beside me, eyes 'Jed on the sky. 
That day, the air was thick with the weight of loss. I thought I saw 
blood on top of the casket. I tried to show “oey, but his eJpression 
was 'lled with wonder, like he had just discovered 're.

" o you see it?" he whispered, tugging at my sleeve.
";ee what?" I asked, glancing up at the gray clouds above us. I 

wanted “oey to say that he saw blood.
7e smiled, small  but sure. "The angel.  Cight there, by the 

clouds."
I shook my head, not sure if he was serious. Then I peered 

hard at the boJ of wood, I no longer saw blood on the co”n.… 
I did not fault himO “oey was just a kid. Rut I remembered that 
he slowly looked up, like he was really seeing something. I didnSt 
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see anything. It made me pause. 7e was either nuts or the best 
fucking actor I had ever known. There was something about “oey, 
a quiet certainty that made me wonder if he knew more than the 
rest of us ever would.

Another day, “oey told me that right before us, a celestial angel 
named Ikart, along with our parentsS guardian angels, were as-
cending into the heavens where legions of angels would welcome 
their souls into a new dimension we call 7eaven. All I saw that day 
was a clear, blue skyO nothing more. Rut the name stuck with me, 
maybe because it was so strange. 7ow did “oey even know the 
fucking angel’s name?  o angels have name tags?

Another time, he claimed a woman on the moon named Lakita 
was watching over us. What was it with my brother and these 
weird names and strange things that he would talk about? I re-
member thinking my little brother had lost his mind. Rut then he 
looked me in the eye, with a seriousness that belied his age, and 
said, "Lam, youSll remember this day when youSre much older, at 
another funeral." Now, here I am, remembering.

I remember asking him about these visions and super-whatever 
beings. 7e looked at me seriously and said, "Lam, you have a 
special guardian watching over you now. ;he told me to tell you to 
not forget to love your family." It didnSt make sense then. “oey was 
so convincing, so wise beyond his years, that I believed him. At the 
same time, my intuition told me that he was full of shit. Today, I 
believe he saw things we could not see. More importantly, I think 
he was telling me things I needed to hear today.

"Lam, are you ok?"
"ISm cool." I did feel cold, as if I were locked up in a refrigerator.
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I looked up. The clouds remained unbroken, and the sky was a 
vast, indi:erent grey. No light. No angels. “ust the memory of a 
brother who saw wonders where I could not. 7e had visions, but 
“oey was not a kid in La La Land either.  espite my sister and I 
being adopted, “oey never saw us as anything but siblings. Vven 
as a kid, he had a remarkable calmness and steady composure 
that reminded me so much of our mother. 7e’d sit on our front 
steps, his deep, thoughtful eyes mirroring hers.

I was in a bit of a daze, but I remember that I spoke about 
“oey for ten minutes, maybe more. I shared stories that eJplained 
“oeySs courage, his sense of duty, and the way he always seemed 
to know eJactly who he was. I remembered the day he came to 
me, just seventeen, I think. 7e told me he wanted to join the 
military when he turned eighteen. I remember feeling a surge of 
pride for him, a 'erce admiration for his conviction.

Rut I didn’t tell the crowd everything. I didn’t mention the anger 
that had xared up in me moments after “oey told me he had seJ 
with my girlfriend. Later, I went into a rage about him breaking 
my bike. The truth was, I broke my bike. I wanted an eJcuse to 
hurt him. I hit him hard, repeatedly, 'nally breaking his nose and 
leaving him with a black eye. 7e never told our parentsO he always 
covered for me. And I loved him for that, even as I struggled to 
understand the darkness in myself that had lashed out at him.

Instead, I shared the stories that honored him, stories that 
captured the best parts of him. I spoke until I felt I’d given him 
everything I could with words, then I stepped back from the 
podium. As I did, a weight lifted o: me, and I could 'nally breathe 
for the 'rst time that day.
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!ongressman Doldman had arranged the repast at a nearby ho-
tel, knowing most of us were from out of town. I walked over to 
Leslie, hugged her tightly, and kissed her cheek.  espite the grief 
on her face and the slightly disheveled hair, she looked beautifulY 
earthy and grounded, and the scent of her was warm and musky. 
7er black attire underscored the quiet strength she carried. ;he 
forced a smile that lit up something in me.

BThat’s pretty creepy,1 I said with a wink.
BI love you, Lam.1 7er arm wrapped around me, her touch feath-

er-light. 7er voice sounded far away, like it was passing through 
thick glass. I saw her lips move, but her words slipped past before 
I could catch them. I nodded anyway, unsure if I was responding 
to what she was actually saying.

The air felt thick, dragging me down like I was under wet blan-
kets. 7er hand lingered on my shoulder. I think she said some-
thing about greeting the guests. I blinked, trying to focus, but the 
moment had already drifted away.

When I arrived at the hotel, most of the guests had left.… 
"Dood," I  muttered, happily surprised at the nearly empty 

room. 
Gnce 'lled with guests,  round tables sit  empty, some still 

draped in white tablecloths with a few scattered napkins and 
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half-empty water glasses. The bu:et table near the back of the 
room was nearly bare, with remnants of foodY a few slices of cake, 
trays of picked-over sandwiches adorned with discarded wooden 
sandwich picks, and an almost empty bowl of salad. 

 immed chandeliers cast soft light, their long shadows stretch-
ing across the polished xoor. A few sta: moved through the 
space with quiet e”ciency, careful not to disturb what little mood 
remained.

I grabbed a beer and sauntered to my sister, who sat silently. 
The small talk about food and farewells was a necessary distrac-
tion for her.

B7ow’re you holding up?1 I asked, stepping into the ballroom, 
my voice softer than usual. In the center of the room, a photo 
memorial of my brother stood prominently, anchored by a large 
portrait that stirred bittersweet memories of a life gone too soon. 
"ItSs cold as shit in here."

Leslie looked up, her slightly pu:y eyes weary but steady. BI’m 
okay. Kou did well out there. I’m glad you spoke. I wouldn’t have 
been able to hold it together.1

I gave a small, tight smile. "Kou would’ve done just 'ne. Kou can 
deliver the speech when I kick the bucket."

;he frowned, genuine annoyance xashing across her face. 
"That’s not funny, Lam."

I shrugged, trying to dexect. "What would you have said if you 
had given the speech?"

Leslie hesitated, her voice dropping to a whisper. BI would’ve 
said2 I wish I’d spent more time with “oey.1
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I nodded. 7er words hung in the air, heavy with regret. BKou 
know he was always thinking of you,1 I said, trying to make my 
tone more compassionate.

;he nodded, her eyes glistening. BI know. 7e never forgot my 
birthday or !hristmas. 7e even sent xowers and ;ee’s !hocolates 
on 0alentine’s  ay. 7e knew those were my favorites. 7e was a 
terri'c brother.1

I watched as she fought to hold back the tears. I didn’t interruptO 
there was nothing left to say. I realized then how lucky I had been 
to share so many moments with “oey before he decided to join 
the service. Then, bang, it happened.

"What about you?" she asked.
BI don’t think I have any regrets2 at least not when it comes to 

“oey,1 I said, my voice steady. BWe did a lot of wild stu:, guy stu:. 
We always had each other’s backs.1

Leslie looked at me, concern deepening in her eyes. BIt’s good 
you had that time together. Kou were fortunate to be adopted 
before me. Rut Lam, you seem angry. Kou say you’re 'ne, but I 
can tell you’re not. What’s going on in that head of yours?1

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. BLeslie, how am I 
supposed to wrap my head around him dying? I can’t just bury 
him and move on like it’s nothing. There has to be a reason for 
all thisO somehow, his death should make us better people. We 
should love deeper, travel more, value each other.1

;he placed a hand on my arm, her voice gentle but steady. BKes, 
Lam. We need to give it time.1

I pulled away slightly, frustration rising. B7ow can you be so 
sure? 7ow can his death make us better? At Arlington !emetery, 
no one remembers those soldiers, not really. They say they do, 
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but they have a grave for the one they forgot, the forgotten 
soldier.1

BKou mean the unknown soldier,1 she corrected softly, her voice 
tinged with sadness.

B;ame di:erence,1 I muttered, bitterness creeping into my 
voice. BAnd we buried “oey near our great-grandparents. We don’t 
know anything about them. They’re just names on a stone. Vvery-
one says they died for us, like some sacri'ce. Rut what does it 
mean?1

Leslie’s grip on my arm tightened, a warning in her eyes. BLam, 
lower your voice. There are still people around.1

I looked away, the frustration still simmering. The question 
hung in the air, unansweredY 7ow do we make sense of a sacri'ce 
no one remembers? "Let’s talk about something else. What do you 
think of the food?1 I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

BThe food’s pretty good. ;omeone must have known that he 
loved those triple-sweet and spicy wings. They are great when you 
are stoned. I’m pretty stoned now. It’s helping me feel his spirit. I 
feel he is at peace.1

BI can feel his spirit too. KouSre rightO I feel strange but comfort-
ed.  id you see those pictures of him? 7e was huge. Like, what 
the hell were they feeding him? 7e was a beast31

BKeah, special forces bulked him up. Rut he was always solid, 
built like a tank.1

BKou’re looking pretty good yourself, my handsome brother,1 
Leslie teased, lightly touching my arm before moving to my chest.

I looked at her more carefully, unsure if she should stay here. 
Cegardless, I didn’t mind the touchy-feely moment, maybe I even 
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liked it. Rut the awkwardness made me try and dexect her atten-
tion.

BDotta keep in shapeO I’ve got some big plans coming up,1 I said, 
noticing my sister was closing her eyes.

BI think you’ve had a bit too much to drink. Let’s head up to our 
rooms.1

Refore heading to the foyer, I grabbed a plate of cold cuts, 
cheese, and three unopened beers. Leslie had already gotten to 
the elevator, selected the xoor, and was, surprisingly, waiting for 
me.

We got to her room, UFGF. I was in UFGH. I sank onto the couch, 
cracking open a beer. They were not cold enough, so I put the 
remaining bottles in the freezer. When I opened the freezer com-
partment, I found some gummies tucked away. Without much 
thought, I popped a few.

Leslie emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel. " o you 
want to tuck me in, Lam?" she teased, a playful glint in her eye.

BKou’re something else,1 I said, uneasy. I couldn’t tell if she was 
joking. I didn’t know how to answer.

Leslie let the towel drop, slipping a T-shirt over her head. Tipsy, 
she swayed, and I caught her just in time. ;he leaned into me, her 
breath warm with the faint scent of wine. 7er lips brushed against 
mineY tentative, soft. I didn’t pull away.

Memories of that night after prom rushed back, a blend of 
uncertainty and uneJpected comfort. In that brief moment, the 
room felt smaller, quieter.

That night after prom, I arrived early and found her in my shower. It 
was exhilarating, especially after an uneventful evening with my date, 
not even a goodnight kiss. I quietly closed the bathroom door and 
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went to my desk, excited and confused. She emerged a few minutes 
later, wrapped in a towel, and walked over to me. 

I felt awkward. She wasn’t my biological sister, but I didn’t want to 
cause any issues with our new parents. She asked me if I thought she 
was pretty. She was stunning, but she didn’t seem to believe it. We 
shared a brief, tentative kiss, which left my teenage self reeling with 
a  ood of emotions, hormones, and an erection.:Something startled 
herj a noise, maybe the cat Aumping, and she left my room abruptly. 
The next day, she acted like nothing had happened. I thought I was 
being a gentleman by not bringing it up again.

After our uneJpected kiss, she stumbled to the bed, sprawling 
on the covers. 7er limbs splayed loosely, her head turned to 
one sideO mouth open, her eyes were closed in deep, satisfying 
oblivion. Cealizing Leslie had passed out, I sighed and continued 
to nurse my beer. After I 'nished my beer, I shook my head, 
walked over to her, and, with a sense of relief, gently covered her 
with a blanket.

I grabbed the beers from the freezer and entered UFGH, the 
need for a cold shower pressing on me.

Rack in my room, I caught sight of the gold coin on my dresser. 
It was one of the !hauvin gold coins passed down through the 
Portillo family. “oeySs coin now sat there, a weighty reminder of 
our history. Mine was kept locked away. I knew I should have put 
it in the hotel vault, but I 'gured it was safe enough where it was.

It was UFYHG a.m., and I couldnSt sleep. Lying still forced my 
mind to conjure up things I didnSt want to think about. The e:ort 
eJhausted me, so I teJted !amilla, a name from an escort ad ISd 
stumbled upon. ;he o:ered outcall massages, but I donSt need to 
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stipulate that a backrub wasnSt the point. !amilla replied quickly, 
saying sheSd be there in an hour.

I locked the coin in the vault and turned on the T0, letting the 
noise 'll the roomSs emptiness.

A news report caught my attentionY a robbery in  .!. The wit-
ness they interviewed had a familiar face. For a xeeting second, I 
couldSve sworn it was my stepmom. I shook o: the thought, lying 
back on the bed as my mind wandered.

My mom and stepmom had moved to France, 'nding solace in 
each other’s company. They loved each other deeply, and I missed 
them every day. There were so many questions I wished I could 
ask them about our past, questions I didn’t care about when I was 
younger. Rut now it’s too lateY they’re both gone, and itSs confusing 
as hell.

There was a knock at the door. I had drifted o:. The girl looked 
nothing like her seJy pro'le pics, but she was eJtremely hot 
nonetheless. I let her in, and after some preliminary business, we 
went to it.… About an hour later, she let herself out.

BLam31
BDood morning, sis. 7ow did you get in?1
BKou do know we have adjoining rooms?1
BKes, but my side is locked,1 I remembered checking it.
BNope, I opened it yesterday.1
BGh.1
BThanks for making sure I got home ok.1
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BKou need to watch how much you drink.1 ;he gave me a strange 
smirk. 

BAre you done? I need to get dressed.1
;he didnSt move. We just sat in silence for a while.
BAre you going to get dressed?1 My sisterSs eyes were staring at 

my crotch under the blankets.
B;orry, getting up.1
B o you have any regrets?1 Leslie asked half-heartedly.
BAbout you seeing me naked?1
BNo. I have seen plenty of woodies before, hmm. ISm talking 

about “oey.1 Leslie turned away to sit on the sofa and winked at 
me. BI think you have smoked too much pot.  o you wish you and 
“oey had done something together, or did you need to tell him 
something?1

BI don’t feel we missed telling him something or doing some-
thing. I think that he was a bit favored over us. Rut we talked about 
it.1

BRecause we were adopted?… We were never treated any di:er-
ently.1 ;he looked at me with a straight face.

B!Smon3 They bought him a car for chrissakes31
Leslie laughed. BIt was a used piece of shit, and they wanted him 

to be able to drive home to see us while on leave.1
BI wish they had bought me a shitty car like his.1
BGkay. Mom and  ad were good to me. They were good to you, 

too, with gymnastics and fucking piano lessons.1
We both laughed at the many hours we spent practicing for Mrs. 

Ronner. Mom was always listening to us practice our scales.
BI am never doing that to my kids. And I will never do what  ad 

did to us. 7e fucking left.1
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B;eriously? Kou donSt remember the weird shit our grandpar-
ents did?1

I grabbed another beer, hoping the dull buzz would settle the 
chaos in my head, but it further blurred the lines. My memories 
drifted, pulling me in strange directions, back to that night after 
prom, the odd connection with Leslie, “oey’s talk of angels, the way 
he saw the world so di:erently. The details were slipping away, 
getting more challenging to grasp as if they had evaporated into 
the dim air around me.

As the conversation with Leslie dissolved into silence, my mind 
unraveled the day in fragments. The weight of “oey’s death, the 
strangeness of the past few hours, the worn lines of grief on my 
sister’s face, everything started to feel distant like I was watching 
it all from behind a pane of glass. Vven the room felt smaller, as 
if the walls were closing in.

Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it was eJhaustion. Rut as I lay 
there on the bed, the room around me began to twist, turning 
into something unfamiliar.

The ceiling blurred, edges bleeding into shadow. ;omewhere 
underneath the haze, a sound I couldnSt placeY metal, maybe, or 
a door. I let it go. I always let it go. 

I closed my eyes.
The sharp buzz of overhead lights snaps me back, pulling me 

out of the dream and into the brutal reality of the present. My 
body feels like lead against the thin mattress, the broken coils 
digging into my skin. For a moment, I don’t remember where I am. 
There’s a disorienting second of believing I’m still in the hotel, back 
in that room with Leslie. Rut then the cold slap of reality sinks in. 
ISm not there. ISm here.
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"Ip for count3" a guard’s voice booms from down the corridor, 
bouncing o: the concrete walls like a bullet ricocheting through 
my skull.

I groan, rubbing my eyes, trying to shake the fog from my mind. 
The stench of rust and sweat 'lls my lungs, dragging me down 
into the gritty, relentless present.

Another day. Another nightmare.
I closed my eyesO…I wanted my dream back.
In my dreams, I’m free. I can be with my family how I want to 

remember them, not how they were. In the dream, I have control. 
;ometimes, I wish I could undo what I did. Rut even then, I’d keep 
my parents dead. They deserve that much. I’ll never forgive them 
for adopting another child. I was supposed to be enough. I was 
always supposed to be enough.

Rut dreams don’t last. Nothing does.
I sit up, rubbing my eyes, and the judge’s voice creeps in like 

a bad song stuck on repeat. No matter how much I try to block 
it out, it always returnsY BThe acts youSve committed are beyond 
comprehension. Kou eJtinguished four innocent lives, including 
two children who never had the chance to eJperience the world. 
Kour actions have left a void that no sentence can ever 'll.1

' void.
7is words echo in my head, a weight that never lifts, crushing 

me slowly. 7e got what he wanted, life without parole. “ustice, he 
called it. Rut for me, it’s just another kind of death.



The Last Watcher

B eneath the shadowed peaks of northern Luzon, a quiet 
workshop glowed by the soft light of a carbide lantern. 

Shelves crowded the walls, laden with relics that seemed to mur-
mur of forgotten worlds: shattered idols, brittle scrolls, and jars 
of strange powders whose purposes had faded long ago.

At the center of the room a Ogure hunched over a cluttered 
workbench, where delicate mechanical parts lay among Ogurines 
of every kind: animals, robots, spaceships, and mythical beings. 
Some were no larger than a thumb. 'thers would have Olled a 
manEs two hands. Tach was crafted with meticulous care.

Whe Ogure was Sodo, the last Jatcher angel. xehovah had made 
him with eCceptional abilities, and few Helestials in the heavens 
had ever matched them. Sodo spent almost none of that on 
watching. Alchemy and invention had taken the rest.

"e tapped the head of a lion-headed warrior, its face OCed in a 
snarl. At the sound of the Orst tap a blue faery no larger than a 
walnut sprang up, clutching a tiny lantern with a red OreIy inside, 
and darted across the room to vanish beneath a pile of blankets. 
Sodo did not look up.
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YSpeak, you pathetic creature,Y he said.
Whe lionEs eyes reddened. Whe light in them seemed to burn 

through SodoEs forehead.
YM should have killed you the Orst chance M had.Y
YGou never had a chance. Gou were a man who could be bar-

gained over. What is all you ever were.Y
YM was a man who could be bargained over by you.Y
YBy your maker.Y Sodo rubbed his hands together and lowered 

his voice. YM only kept the receipt.Y
Whe lion had not always been a beast. 'nce he had been a 

man named Whaddeus PcNregor, until a shaman called ?Eaqo 
won a wager he should never have been allowed to make, and 
the Blood Hurse settled into him. Sodo had been asked to repair 
the damage. Sodo, being Sodo, had turned the repair into an 
eCperiment, and pressed a sliver of Hhauvin gold into the place 
where the hunger lived. Whe curse held. Whe man did not. Kow 
the beast stood on the workbench no larger than a childEs toy, 
the fury of his transformation trapped mid-breath, waiting for a 
Blood Poon that would never reach him through the shelves.

YGou still have the moon,Y the lion said. YGou could give it back.Y
YM could.Y
YWhen what am M forRY
Sodo considered the question with what looked almost like 

courtesy. YGou remind me what power can be made small.Y
"e set the lion down facing the wall.
'thers of his kind observed. Sodo disassembled. "e rebuilt. 

"e made new things from old bones, old metals, and old sins. 
Hhauvin had begun that way: Orst curiosity, then craft, then a door 
into the soulEs machinery and into acquaintance with Tssence 
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itself, the power that had made the gods. "e had found an answer 
to gods. What was the part he told no one.

Wonight the answer sat in pieces on his workbench.
"e reached for the knight, a stone Ogure carved in eCquisite de-

tail. 'nce he had been a real knight, Sir ?alamedes, arrogant and 
renowned, a member of Qing ArthurEs Found Wable. Kearby sat 
the Duesting Beast, a Ogurine with a leopardEs body, deer hooves, 
a serpentEs neck, and a lionEs head. ?alamedes had captured the 
beast at last, only to be captured himself. Kow both sat on the 
shelf, appearing as mere showpieces.

A lesser Ogurine would prove nothing. Whe old knight had en-
dured centuries inside stone, soul and form fused tightly enough 
to carry the strain. Sodo closed his eyes and let his consciousness 
Iow into him. Nolden wires glowed. Small fans began to whir.

?alamedes opened his stone eyes. "is limbs stirred in hesitant, 
jerking motions before settling into a smoother rhythm. Slowly he 
raised his sword, a blade no larger than a nail clipping, and took 
several unsteady steps across the workbench.

When ?alamedes burst into Iames.
Sodo recoiled, hand half raised, too late. *or a moment he only 

stared at the ash where the knight had stood. Fegret crossed 
his face, brief but real. When he brushed the remains from the 
workbench and murmured, YNetting closer.Y

Already thinking of improvements, he turned to the network 
beside him: new Ogurines, each one heavier than the toys, each 
embedded with golden threads spun from the Hhauvin coins of 
his later forging, Oner stuU by far than the crude weight he had 
poured in his Orst youth and buried beneath the temple stones of 
Welis. "e had made things walk before. Mn the island years, when 
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inventors crossed the water to sit at his bench, they had built 
automata of Iesh and bone together, quickened by the gold, and 
the islanders had called them marvels and meant it. Kot one of 
those marvels had ever wanted anything. Long after that he had 
made simpler things again, tools that let shamans channel pow-
ers they could never possess on their own. Whese were not tools, 
and they were not marvels. Whese were eCtensions of his will, 
and they needed more than animation. Whey needed intelligence, 
independence, and a will sturdy enough to survive outside his 
own. Potion he had solved before the temples fell. Hhoice was the 
wall he had been walking into ever since. Jhen they were Onished 
they would inOltrate, observe, and defend when necessary, and 
when their work was done they would slip back into their lifeless 
forms, unnoticed and unremarkable to the human eye.

Beyond them lay the larger design, the one that had no shape 
yet on any bench. "e meant to Ond spiritually attuned mortals, 
carbonites though they were, and empower them against xeho-
vahEs will. "e had already chosen what to call them. Hontrollers. 
Mn building the road for them he had also opened it to celestials 
and to the lowest wandering spirits, and he had let that happen 
with his eyes open, because a door built for one is only a door.

Mt might be his last act. "e had felt danger approaching for some 
time now.

A dancer stood at the edge of the bench, caught mid spin, her 
face serene, holding the Iicker of lantern light in her carved eyes.

YGes, M see you watching,Y Sodo said quietly. YM talk to you be-
cause no one else listens. Nods do not whisper back. Whey only 
devour.Y
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"e lifted a small, blank-faced owl from the shelf, its stone wings 
outstretched.

YBut perhaps one of you will whisper to her. Abigail. Jhen the 
time comes.Y

Whe knightEs empty place gave back nothing. Whe Duesting Beast 
rattled faintly, as if in protest.

Y;onEt worry,Y he said with a tired smile. YGouEll all have your 
roles. 'ne of you may even carry my soul. M wonder if sheEll taste 
metal or memory.Y

< < <
Whe knock was soft. Mt should not have sounded in the physical 

world at all.
Jho knocks on stone, anyhowR =riel, apparently, when he 

wishes to be theatrical.
M knew him before Sodo did. =riel had no need of doors, hinges, 

or permission. "e could have entered as light enters a wound. Whe 
knock was courtesy, and accusation, and perhaps a little warning 
meant for me.

Sodo froze. Ko one came here. Whe door was hidden, the loca-
tion secluded, and he had not had a visitor in years. "e Iicked his 
wrist and willed a small stone foC to life. Mt scurried to the door 
and peeked through the narrow gap.

Whrough the foCEs eyes Sodo saw the Ogure waiting outside. Kot 
human. A hooded robe, dark and plain, and within the hood only 
eyes, giving oU their own light.

=riel. Whe archangel who had bound the Jatchers.
Sodo released the foC, let his form settle into an older, weath-

ered man, graying hair clinging to the sides of his head, and 
opened the door.
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YSodo,Y =riel said.
YGouEve come a long way.Y
=riel stepped past him without being asked. "is gaze moved 

along the shelves, unhurried, the way a jailer counts prisoners. 
Mt passed the Duesting Beast and stopped on the empty place 
beside it. When it settled on the workbench, on the small smear 
of ash.

YSir ?alamedes,Y he said. YJe wondered where he went. "is 
soul never arrived.Y

Y"eEs resting.Y
YMs that what you call itRY =rielEs eyes stayed on Sodo while his 

Ongers stirred the ash. YGou once spoke of a hobby. Wrinkets, M 
believe you said. Some shamans used your Ogures to channel 
powers they had not earned, and we allowed it, because a trinket 
is a trinket.Y "e raised his head, smiling, and wiped his hand 
against his robe. YKow the trinkets walk.Y

"is eyes shifted to the golden threads coiled along the bench.
YWools, =riel. Mnstruments to help humanity Ond balance.Y
"alf an answer, given without a Iicker. M felt what moved be-

neath it, and it was not fear. Where is none in him. Mt was arith-
metic. Jhat Tssence had asked of Sodo was held by three, and 
no archangelEs ledger reached that far. =riel could count trinkets 
and ash and thread all night. Sodo let him, the way a man lets a 
customs o>cer search the wrong trunk. Wipping his hand would 
cost more than this visit ever could.

YSemyaza said something like that about Ore.Y =riel let the 
name sit between them. YGou stood at the edge of the abyss and 
watched your brothers go in. Gou were spared on terms, Sodo. 
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Answer prayers. Honsole the bereaved. ?ut demons where they 
belong. Kothing on the ledger says build.Y

YWhe ledger says watch until the end. Mt does not say what to do 
with the time.Y

YxehovahEs eyes are on you.Y Duieter now. YM ordered the bind-
ings. Pichael took Semyaza. Faphael took Azazel. M would rather 
not give the order a third time.Y

Sodo looked at the ash on his workbench for a long moment.
YWhen you should have given it the Orst time,Y he said. YGou 

left me here with the shelves and the lantern and nine thousand 
years, and you told me to watch. M watched. Gou never once asked 
what M was watching for.Y

=riel did not answer that. "e turned for the door.
"e had come to count, and he had counted, and the number 

had not satisOed him. M have wondered since whether he knew 
that. =riel was never stupid. "e was only patient, which in an 
archangel is worse.

At the door =riel stopped. "e did not turn around.
Y'ne more thing. Kot from the ledger. *rom what M have seen.Y
Sodo waited.
YA woman is coming for you. *ire in her tongue, hunger in her 

heart. She will Ond what you have built, and she will want it. Jhat 
she cannot use, she will devour. Jhat she can use she will spend, 
and she will spend you for a long while before she is Onished. Gou 
will be last.Y

YMs that a warningRY
I have watched him lie to archangels for nine thousand years, and 

he has never once done it that poorly. "e had spoken her name 
aloud to the owl not an hour before, and he had been meeting her 
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in his sleep far longer than that. Whe question was not ignorance. 
Mt was the small courtesy a condemned man pays a messenger, 
letting him leave believing he arrived in time.

YWhe warning came earlier. Gou let it pass. Kow M give you a 
prophecy.Y =riel opened the door himself. YMt will feel like a curse. 
What is how you will know it has begun.Y

"e did not use the door he had opened. "e passed through the 
stone and was gone.

Whe blue faery came out from under the blankets, lantern Orst, 
and hung in the air where the archangel had stood, red light 
swinging.

Sodo returned to the workbench. "is hand hovered over one of 
the Hhauvin coins, its faint hum rising to meet him. Lock it away, 
then. ;estroy it, even. What was what the ledger would want.

"e picked up the owl instead. As his Ongers traced its carvings 
he whispered, Y?erhaps M have earned this. A chance to create 
without crossing the line.Y

Whe line would not hold. "e knew it. And if he did not cross it, 
someone else would.

"e could already feel her drawing near. She would not knock. 
"e had seen her in dreams, and in the dreams she always looked 
at him the way the lion did, as something already caught. 'ne 
day she would devour him, body, memory, and all, and by then 
he would have handed her the tools to do it.

"e set the owl down among the others and let it watch with the 
rest of them.

Let xehovahEs eyes rest on this workshop, on the trinkets and 
the ash. Mt was not the workshop that needed watching. Mt never 
had been.
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"e had watched long enough.
< < <
=rielEs gaze found me that night, the way his kind Ond anything 

that stirs. ?resence, he could sense. Jhat M was, what M carried, 
what Tssence had made of me before this universe drew its Orst 
breath, that lay past the reach of any archangelEs senses, and M 
stood inside his blindness and said nothing.

M have had a long time to wonder what his smile meant. M am no 
closer now.

Where is a thing M did not say to him, and it was not the only 
one. Jhen ?Eaqo won his wager and a man became a beast, it 
was M who told the two of them plainly: undo it, or M take this to 
the Houncil. Whey orchestrated a repair. M approved it. Whe repair 
became the coin, and the coin was stolen, and the theft is why M 
have never carried a word of any of it up the chain. Kot unless 
M want another Fagnarok in the heavens. =riel counted trinkets 
that night. "e was standing neCt to the ledger he actually wanted, 
and it was me.

Sodo believed the reckoning ahead would come from the An-
cient of ;ays.

Soon enough, someone else would act for both of them.



Being Bella

T he nightwinds carry sweetened air. Floral. Deceptive. The 
kind that exists to make you forget what it covers. Our gen-

tleman warden has his own version: terror dressed as cologne, 
charm as a second skin. His destination lies beyond the stone cells 
beneath the church, in another kind of cell entirely. Here, pain 
wears silk. The bars are not iron but Cesh. Wontrol has been per-
fected into something that passes for intimacy. Only the texture 
of suJering changes.

Fear shares the space here, veiled, perfumed. Shispers slip 
between lips that know too much. Nust beyond 't. RicholasL ceme-
tery, down the hill from AosocovaLs cleanest shops, sits the Iittle 
MdmiralLs Tavern. qt overlooks the town. The local police know 
of it. 'o does the mayor. qn the Bnest private chamber, Mlexei 
emerges from the shower. 'team rises. The mirror clouds. The 
windows blur. The Bre crackles, warm and insistent. He has been 
here before. Others have too.

Mlexei wipes the mirror clean, revealing skin still Cushed with 
heat and a face rehearsed to charm and conceal. Sine curls in 
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his glass like a half-uttered spell. Wlassical music drifts through 
the chamber, a lullaby for appetites dressed as civility.

He closes the doors. The night prepares its script. Mnd q prepare 
to watch. 

jortals fortify themselves before a performance: wine, sweets, 
the little armor of a pressed suit or a new dress, a dainty lin-
gerie that leaves nothing to the imagination. They sense, perhaps 
without knowing it, that watching someone elseLs vulnerability 
reGuires its own kind of preparation. q reGuire nothing. q have 
watched scenes like this across centuries, and what q feel most 
keenly is not dread or pity but gratitude, gratitude that q am 
the one holding the ledger and not the one being written into 
it. That relief, if qLm honest, is the only comfort q allow myself 
anymore. q settle in. The night has prepared its script. Mnd q am 
thankful, deeply, Guietly thankful, that my only role is to record 
what happens next. 

He strolls to the vintage leather chair: worn, regal, softened 
by decades of indulgence. joonlight spills across the tranGuil 
pond below, where ducks glide eJortlessly, sending ripples over 
silvered water. Mlexei settles into the cool, Brm leather, leaning 
back with ease.

'wirling his wine,  his mind drifts,  not merely to the Wohi-
ba Eehike en route, but to the delivery girl, and the pleasures 
the evening promises. He savors a slow, deliberate sip, warmth 
spreading through his chest.

M knock, gentle, expectant, breaks the hush.
Mlexei rises. Opens the door.
Mnd there she stands.
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Eella, on the trembling cusp of something not Guite fate: a name 
awaits her inside, not her own, and tonight she must carry it.

'he does not want this. Rot exactly. Eut she isnLt running either.
'he leans, toward choice, toward risk, toward a kind of becom-

ing that has no script.
qn this world, will, even fragile, even frightened, is holy.
jake no mistake: she is not powerful, not yet practiced. Eut she 

is listening. 'he is learning.
The Bre glows behind Mlexei. Eella steps toward the warmth, not 

because she is cold, but because she knows that the Bre will burn 
with or without her and that direction holds promise.

'he walks deliberately. Eeautifully. Sithout apology.
q am an observer, bound by oath to the Wouncil. Eound to watch, 

not interfere. q record what the world tries to forget, so Nehovah 
may amend His entries in the Eook of Iife.

He does not erase. That is not His way.
Eut the Wouncil must tell Him where the lines need adQustment.
Eella is not here to seduce. 'he is here to survive.
Mnd at her PuardianLs reGuest, q watch with an open mind.
This is not about pleasure. Or not only.
qt is about performance. Yxpectation. The cost of being seen and 

the trick of living for another day.
Mnd Eella, soft as she is, is trying to learn.
Warpe diem.
'he must learn what her audience expects, and how to make 

them long for it, even grovel.
Tonight, she practices.
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'he is not alone. Yven now, another watches, appointed not 
by chance but by Yssence itself. 'he is one of mine, though her 
charge is Eella. Uuiet. 'teadfast. zresent.

q rarely speak the names of guardians q supervise.
Eut now it matters.
Ydna.
Iike us, whether carbon or prana dust, Ydna serves the will of 

Yssence and the cosmos. 'he is not Qudge, but witness: watching 
what Eella does with the name she has been given, and oJering 
counsel when she can.

Ydna watches Eella. q watch Ydna watching Eella.
Eella remains oblivious, blessedly so. 'he is far too busy being 

Eella.
M knock on the door. jeasured. Deliberate.
qt slices cleanly through the hush.
Mlexei rises and opens the door. 'he stands framed in the 

amber light of the hall, a robe clinging gracefully to her frame, 
gold earrings catching the Breglow. Net-black hair, unbound, spills 
over her shoulder like a velvet curtain.

For a moment, Qust one, he is elsewhere.
"oung again. M bull in his prime. His face unlined, his knuck-

les unbroken, his body unscarred. The man he once was rises 
through the man he has become. The Brelight reshapes her, not 
Eella. jemory. The lashes. The eyes. That impossible blend of 
vulnerability sharpened by deBance.

Heat coils within him. 'omething old. KnBnished. He places a 
hand on her shoulder. Ieans in. Iips gra?e her cheek.

;Pood evening, Misha.;
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Eella Cinches, slightly. Rot from fear. From recognition. He does 
not see her. He sees something else. 'omeone else.

Mnd still, she smiles. M gentle smile, carefully measured. M 
pause. Then:

;jy name is Eella.;
Mlexei studies her, eyes narrowing, mouth softening, but he still 

does not see her. Rot really. He never does.
;Misha,; he repeats, softer this time, a whisper shaped like a 

wound.
Eella breathes. …eeps the tremor in her chest where it belongs.
;'ir,; she answers calmly, ;you know my name.;
Mlexei strokes his chin, a smirk curling at its edge.
;q heard.;
Today is a stage, and Mlexei intends to direct the scene. The past 

may be etched in ash, but tonight he believes it can be rewritten.
Eella stands at the edge of his myth: survivor, symbol, siren. He 

does not reali?e she is none of these things. Or worse: she is all 
of them, but not by choice.

Her eyes shimmer in the Brelight. Side. jeasured. Fear tucked 
neatly behind the shine.

;"ou look stunning, Eella,; he says, lingering on the name like 
itLs borrowed. He nods toward the small table, two glasses wait-
ing, already breathing.

;Do you like working for MnechkaX;
His tone is casual, but Eella hears the audition behind it.
;'he treats me well,; she replies, lifting the glass with steady 

Bngers.
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Mlexei begins his monologue, part seduction, part scripture. 
Tales  of  power.  Eusiness.  Somen.  Iies  wrapped  in  velvet. 
Mchievements lacGuered in wine.

Eella listens, nodding at the right moments. 'he glances at the 
closed door. Iocked.

Her mind drifts, past the furniture, past the Bre, to the Guiet 
place where her true name waits.

He notices the drift. The slight delay in her ga?e. Mnd pivots.
;Mre you nervousX; he asks, his robe shifting as he leans back, 

revealing the edge of intent.
;M little,; she says truthfully. ;qLve never done this before.;
M Cicker, surprise, curiosity. Then she smiles, adQusting:
;Rot like this.;
He happily remembers her red name tag on her waitress uni-

form. He had spent the day in anticipation of this moment. He 
softens, reassured.

;Pood. Ro one is forcing youX;
;Ro,; she says, without Cinching. ;q want this. q need the money.;
He nods, pleased.
;jy cigar.;
'he moves smoothly, oJering the box like a ritual obQect. He 

takes it, lights it, watches her through the glow.
;'mart girl. "ouLve got the right temperament. Mnechka will 

guide you.;
He exhales a trail of smoke, approval curling at its edges.
;Tonight,; he adds, ;qLm Qust another client.;
Eella nods. Rot shy. Rot eager. zoised.
;qLm here to please you,; she says, not to him, but to the space 

between them. M pretense. M spell. M mantra.
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;qtLs Qust a role,; she adds softly. 'omehow that makes it truer.
;The robe,; Mlexei gestures.
EellaLs Bngers hesitate, only for a skipped heartbeat, before she 

loosens the knot.
The robe slips from her shoulders, smooth and deliberate.
'he lets him watch. 'he feels his ga?e.
To be desired is power.
Iet him want.
Her body is not submission. qt is strategy.
Shat Mlexei sees is skin.
Shat Eella performs is presence.
Eut q see what stirs beneath the surface: a name unmoored 

from Cesh, a soul deciding where to land. Mnd beneath it all, the 
faintest trace of Whaos, YssenceLs counterpart, Cickering like static 
across the cord of fate. q log it for my report.

He sees Misha.
Eut Eella remains.
'he steps forward, not as the woman he names, but as the girl 

who knows what a name means to a man like him. 'he moves 
with conBdence born not of belief, but of calculation.

Eella is poor, vulnerable, forgotten.
Eut tonight, that story is dressed in red silk and mistaken for 

something else.
Iet him name.
Iet him imagine.
Iet him ache.
'he knows exactly who she is.
Mlexei exhales slowly, watching her.
;ThatLs better,; he murmurs. ;Row you understand.;
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'he does not correct him. 'he doesnLt need to.
'he breathes deeply, stepping closer, letting him see what he 

wants, and nothing more. Wool air brushes her exposed skin, 
sharpening her senses. Her nipples stiJen, not with shame or 
fear, but with the physical truth of the moment. Aeal. zresent.

;Turn around,; he commands softly, voice warm and coaxing.
'he obeys, not from obedience, but from discipline. From con-

trol. 'he arches slightly, oJering not submission but precision.
His ga?e and his hands travel slowly, savoring every inch. 'he 

feels it, the unmistakable weight of his wanting.
Mnd for the Brst time, she understands: this body, her body, is 

not a mask.
qtLs a boundary.
He may call her Misha.
Eut only Eella decides what he gets to touch.
Mnd tonight, he doesnLt even know who heLs reaching for.

Mlexei lifts the hem of EellaLs satin slip, his ga?e drifting down-
ward, absorbing every detail.

His low, husky growl says everything. Shat rises inside her is not 
a form of surrenderV it is calculation sharpened by heat. 'he feels 
his wanting and studies it, the way a survivor studies a choppy sea 
before daring to dive in. M part of her sees the warning signs and 
yet gives in anyway.

;Wome here,; Mlexei whispers, his warm breath skimming her 
skin, making her heart Guicken Qust a little. The closeness sends 
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another Qolt of excitement through her, nurturing a fragile strand 
of conBdence. His warmth surrounds her, his ga?e heavy, bla?ing 
with a desire that sears straight through her composure.

Eella leans into the old man, drawn by his desire and propelled 
by the rising passion within her.

'he feels his hands pull her in slightly from the back of her 
slender thighs. He kisses gently down her waist, slower than she 
expects, his mouth trailing toward her inner thigh.

'he glances down at the top of his head, wondering if sheLs 
doing any of this right. Her experience is limitedV she thinks more 
than she feels, and she knows it. 'heLs relieved he didnLt kiss her, 
that would have been too much, too close. 

Then, his tongue teases her, Qust lightly.
Her thoughts scatter. The moment overtakes her. "et even 

as her body reacts, she senses something inside remains still, 
watching, measuring, learning: the part of her that has never once 
confused pleasure with safety. 

Mnticipation rises, neither romantic nor tender, but undeniably 
real.

A moment of clarity strikes her, this isn't just about power, it's about 
control. She has him exactly where she wants him.

'he closes her eyes, Qust for a moment. 'he lets herself feel it, 
but not for too longV she canLt risk losing control.

Then Eella feels him looking up at her, his breath warm against 
her skin. 'he meets his eyes.

There's a spark, real, but not romantic. I know what she's thinking: 
closer to chemistry than connection. I can read it on her face the way 
one reads a map.

Shen he rises, his mouth Bnds hers with a practiced certainty.
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'he lets it happen, not because sheLs changed her mind, but 
because in this moment everything feels inconseGuential, purely 
physical. 'he tells herself that.

The kiss is long, playful, intentional.
'he catches the scent of her own arousal mixed with the faint 

edge of cigar smoke, and it surprises her how much she likes it.
'he isnLt thinking anymore, not about tactics, not about identity.
Her thoughts shift to sensation alone: color, heat, and soft tones 

q cannot name.
Mfter what feels like a brief, lovely eternity, she moves closer, 

drifting in a soft state of forgetfulness. His strong hands settle at 
the small of her back. Her lips brush softly against his ear. ;qLm 
ready,; she whispers. For a moment, she forgets why she is with 
this man at all. Sith Guiet conBdence, her hand Bnds the back of 
his head. 'he guides him downward, over the expanding rise of 
her chest, drawing him into her warmth, not submissive, but sure.

The scent of her arousal lingers between them, thick enough 
to taste. Mlexei inhales it with a long, deliberate breath, his grip 
tightening as he pulls her closer, not enough, never enough. 
His breathing deepens, warm and ragged against her skin. 'he 
feels his mouth return to her body, and her own breath catches, 
following where his lips lead. 

He holds her tightly, possessive, almost desperate as though 
closing the gap between them might somehow make him whole.

'he repositions herself, straddling her right leg over his shoul-
der. Mlexei smiles, clearly pleased by her movements. His hands 
settle on her hips, guiding her with a gentle but insistent grip. 
;Iower,; he urges, his breath warm against her skin.
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EellaLs eyes drop to the robe, her mind racing with anticipation 
edged by trepidation. 'he hesitates, her inexperience leaving her 
unsure of how to proceed.

Mlexei senses her uncertainty and, with a gentle smile, starts to 
loosen his robe. Ms the fabric falls open, revealing him beneath, 
EellaLs ga?e is pulled toward himV her expression blends fascina-
tion with apprehension.

Ms the Bnal layer of mystiGue falls away, she studies him, un-
Cinching, but not without thought.

HeLs aroused. Wontained. Aeal.
She studies him the way an engineer studies a cathedral, less for 

worship than for structure. Something once imagined, now standing 
before her: solid, undeniable. I've seen this before: the moment when 
fantasy becomes fact. It's remarkable how quickly the mind adjusts, 
how quickly fear transforms into something else.

The head is smooth and taut, already slick with arousal. His 
shaft curves slightly, veins rising beneath the surface like delicate 
wiring.

'he observes everything: the density of him, the symmetry, the 
way he twitches subtly, unconsciously. 'heLs fascinated, not by 
lust alone, but by the fact of him. The anatomy. The architecture. 
M living structure once conBned to diagrams and whispers, now 
real, near, oJered.

I do not often describe the body in such terms, but her gaze de-
mands it. Tonight, it becomes its own quiet theology, and I must follow 
where it leads.

Eella compares without intending to the few partners sheLs 
known, the whispered descriptions from her zersian friend, even 
the soft-focus porn they once laughed at together. This isnLt ide-
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ali?ed or exaggerated. qtLs present. Mlive. Dangerous because she 
is>because she enQoys sex. For a Ceeting moment, she QustiBes 
it to herself: this is work, perhaps the only skill she has and she 
could get used to it.

Eella inhales, steadying herself. There is no blueprint for this, 
no precise measure, no reliable schematic to follow. 'he pauses, 
catches herself, then glances around the room and gives a small 
shake of her head. This isnLt a Qob, she tells herself.

Her Bngers close around him, gently at Brst, testing the weight, 
the texture. HeLs warm, pulsing. 'he watches his breath stutter 
slightly. That, more than anything, emboldens her.

'he moves slowly, purposefully. Rot coy. Rot sultry. Wurious. 
Determined. ThereLs control in that, her way of turning confusion 
into method.

His body responds. He thickens slightly in her grip. His hips shift 
closer. Mnd for the Brst time, she feels it, not Qust analysis, but 
impact.

She's aFecting him. She has his full attention. And I feel her knowl-
edge of it bloom inside her, powerful and unexpected. Oor a moment, 
she disappears. In her place, something older. Aisha. Br the memory 
of what he thinks Aisha was. The transformation is instantaneous. I 
watch it happen and I am, if I'm honest, pleased with myself for seeing 
it.

M light rap at the door. EellaLs eyes widen as the door slow-
ly opens. Mlexei, an elderly statesman of leisure, sees what he 
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wants: large, adoring emerald eyes submitting to him. He smiles, 
reassuring.

The moment fractures, but it does not vanish. The atmosphere 
still hums, desire suspended, not extinguished.

EellaLs hand moves toward her robe, Guick but measured. 'he 
ties it, Qust tight enough to shield herself, but not to hide. M Cutter 
catches in her chest. 'hould she have waited for MnechkaX The 
Guestion stabs her like ice. Sas she supposed to waitX

M Cash of doubt sweeps over her, cold and sharp, too late to 
resolve. Her thoughts scatter as she wonders if she went too far, 
out of line, exposed. M nerve hums beneath her skin, tightening 
the knot in her stomach.

Mlexei grins. ;jy love.;
;One of many,; MnechkaLs voice slices through the tension, teas-

ing, slow, and deliberate. 'he steps into the room, her eyebrows 
rising as she takes note of MlexeiLs obvious bulge beneath his 
robe. MnechkaLs attention shifts to Eella, measuring her with that 
Guiet conBdence, a reminder of her dominance. 

Mnechka walks to the velvet Iouis ?@ knockoJ chaise and tosses 
her gloves and overcoat, revealing the soft tone of her skin be-
neath a red satin teddy that catches the light, framing her form 
with elegance and power.

Eella straightens slightly, unsure if the moment calls for apolo-
gy, or simply more waiting. Her pulse stirs with the uncertainty of 
not knowing what Mnechka expects, but Mnechka doesnLt need to 
say anything. Eella already knows that this moment is not for her 
to dictate. Yverything from here on out is for her to learn.

'he steps into the space as though she owns the air itself. Her 
ga?e sweeps deliberately: half-Blled glasses, a discarded robe, the 
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warm edge of intimacy still hanging in the air like mist and lands, 
Bnally, on Eella.

;'tarting without meX; she asks. Her voice is soft, measured. Eut 
there is no surprise in it, only assessment.

Eella straightens, a gesture of grace rather than defense. There 
is dignity in her movement. ;Only preparing,; she replies. 

MnechkaLs smile deepens, not warmth exactly, but the particular 
pleasure of a woman who has arranged the room, the evening, 
and the players, and is now watching it unfold exactly as she 
intended.

;"ouLve been busy,; she murmurs, now behind Eella. ;ThatLs 
good.;

Her Bngers brush EellaLs shoulder. The touch is not aJectionate. 
qtLs evaluative.

;The clients want conBdence,; Mnechka says. ;Eut never arro-
gance. "ou understandX;

;"es,; Eella answers, softly. Eut Brmly.
Mnechka glances toward Mlexei. ;Mnd youX qs she what you imag-

inedX;
His voice is Guiet, reverent. ;Eetter.;
MnechkaLs smile deepens. 'he lowers herself to her knees be-

side Eella. Eella tenses, not from confusion, but from the sudden 
closeness of someone who, until this moment, existed above her. 
Mnechka pats her back, a small, steady pressure between the 
shoulder blades. qtLs alright. The gesture is almost maternal.

Sith a glance up at Mlexei and a wry grin, Mnechka Qoins her, 
lips moving slowly, tongue working with a deliberate rotation that 
is less passion than pedagogy. Eella watches from inches away, 
close enough to study the method.
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Mfter a few minutes, Mnechka draws back, guiding Eella forward. 
'lowly, they begin the duet, moving in synchronicity. Rot Guite by 
accident but by design, their lips meet at the crown. Eella takes 
him deeper, her mouth closing around him until her lips press 
Brmly against MnechkaLs, mouth to mouth over him, an intimacy 
she hadnLt prepared for. 'omething Cickers across her face, there 
and gone. Mnechka catches it. Reither of them acknowledges it.

Mnechka pulls away, a thread of saliva catching the Brelight. 'he 
doesnLt wipe it.

Eella continues alone, trying to mirror MnechkaLs rhythm: slow, 
deliberate, unhurried. Then she feels MlexeiLs hand settle on the 
back of her head, hears the low groan sheLs been waiting for 
without knowing it. M small relief Coods through her. I feel her 
emotion and the validation it gives her. She believes she has pleased 
her examiners. The thought is small, but I catch it, the way relief can 
feel like success when you've been taught that survival depends on 
pleasing others.

Mnechka rises, gives Mlexei a long kiss, letting him taste whatLs 
Qust been done to him before crossing to the sofa, settling with 
the kind of grace that suggests years of wielding power from a 
reclined position. 'he does not lounge, she reigns.

;zour me a glass,; she says to Mlexei, and then, to Eella, ;Won-
tinue. qLm watching.;

q watch, but q do not intrude. There are rites older than my wings, 
and even we do not interrupt them.

Ydna twitches slightly. Our spirits do not speak, not overtly, but 
q feel her awareness sharpen. 'he observes Eella as q observe her, 
and still further, q feel the currents ripple outward. 
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'omething has begun, more than seduction. M transformation. 
M test. M rite.

Mnechka reBlls her glass. The Bre settles. Mnd Mlexei, watching 
Eella from across the room with an expression Eella cannot yet 
read, reaches into the inside pocket of his robe and withdraws 
something small. M photograph. He does not show it to anyone. 
He looks at it for a moment, Qust long enough, then tucks it away.

Eella does not see his face in that moment. Eut q do.
He has been waiting since the night he made waiting perma-

nent. q do not think he knows this. The most costly mistakes rarely 
announce themselves as such.

He glances at Eella, at the line of her Qaw, the particular way she 
holds her shoulders and something shifts in his expression. Rot 
desire. Aecognition. Or the ghost of it. The way a man looks at a 
copy when what he wants is the original.

;Misha,; he says, Guietly. Rot to anyone. Rot Guite.
Mnechka hears it. Her eyes move to him, Qust brieCy, Qust long 

enough and what she sees there is not a man lost in the room 
with her. qt is a man standing in a diJerent room entirely, reaching 
for someone neither of them is.

'he says nothing. 'he raises her glass instead.
Eella hears the name too. She (les it in the place she keeps things 

she does not yet have language for: the same place she (led the 
locked door, the photograph, the particular quality of his wanting 
that never quite landed on her. She does not know yet what the name 
means. )ut she knows she is not it. She knows she has never been it. 
And she tells herself this is fortunate, though some part of her, the 
part that still holds hope, is not entirely certain she believes it.
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Mnd far across the city, as night thins and light begins to push 
through rusted bars, another kind of deal stirs in the darkness.

qt, too, is being watched.



The First Battle of Cuzco

A t dawn, hours after Bhutswami's lnap brebarations, the Cattpe 
for zucgo Ce.insP

As zhief Grefegt of Ouardian vJersi.ht, serJant of -ehoJah and of 
the zoungip of Angients, the wepfare of zepestiaps and garConyforms 
wei.hs heaJipI ubon me, and so too does the deCt T owe mI serJantP 
Mhe foppowin. aggount, of the Cattpe that Ce.an in Mepis, game to me 
throu.h him, Corne agross the an.epig gommunionP

kI repugtant re.ard is to mI underpin., THartP BI mI order to 
oCserJe and not interfere, he stood nearer the lepd of Cattpe than 
wisdom appowedP As is eJer his nature to thorou.hpI inJesti.ate, his 
inte.ritI nearpI Crou.ht his demiseP We remains a .reat warrior for 
WaJen, steadfast a.ainst the domains of darHnessP Yithout him, T 
woupd haJe Hnown nothin.P Set eJen that deCt gannot whoppI soften 
mI distrust of himP

Among Celestials, such concealment is no small discourtesy. It is 
a breach. We do not withhold ourselves from one another in this 
way. And yet he went where I could send no other, and returned 
bearing what no other servant of mine could have carried back. 
When at last I saw what that labor had written upon him (though 
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I will not yet speak of it) something stirred beneath my irritation 
for which I had no rightful name.

I should tell you how Ikart's account reached me: not as a 
written report, not as facts delivered across a desk, but through 
Camille, the celestial communication network, personiSed and 
omnipresent, who carries not only what was observed but what 
was felt, what was inferred, and what conscience demands be 
known. Camille does not deliver messages. -he delivers obligaN
tions. What Ikart observed with his eyes, I received in full Sdelity, 
every vivid particular, every color and sound and weight of the 
thing. And yet something arrived alongside it that I can only call 
a thinning. qot a gap in the transmission. A gap in the man. 
As though he had handed me a complete document and stood 
watching while I read it, knowing which passages I would not think 
to xuestion.

What he inferred from a posture, a hesitation, a microNeTpresN
sion caught at close range, I received that too, along with the 
conSdence he assigned to it. Where he could not see directly, he 
reasoned from evidence and transmitted his conclusions alongN
side the reasoning. jhat Camille carried this particular account 
without interruption, without the friction she reserves for transN
missions she Mudges incomplete or evasive, is itself a thing I have 
not stopped considering. I have held Ikart's account up to the 
light many times since, eTamining the seams between what he 
witnessed and what he assembled. I will tell you where those 
seams are. Vost of the time, I trust his assembly. qot always.

Before T tepp Iou what habbened on that lepd, Iou need to undery
stand what grossed itP
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jhe Aurumon are not a single design. jhey are a philosophy of 
war reSned across generations, each one built on the lessons of 
the last.

jhe Srst generation, the originals, large and devastating, were 
built to carry enormous payloads. jhey broke cities. jhey ended 
the resistance of three nations before zictoria's forces had found 
an answer to them. jheir siHe was their power and their limitaN
tion both: heavyNframed, deliberate, unstoppable in a sustained 
advance but diRcult to reposition xuickly once committed.

vne of Zodo's students ghan.ed the gapgupusP We had Ceen studIin. 
Neus and his repationshib to the feared Iet far weaHer xIq, the waI a 
pesser forge, if swift enou.h and distriCuted enou.h, goupd aggombpish 
what Crute mass goupd notP Mhe student Crou.ht the insi.ht to ZodoP 

-odo, who creates because problems interest him and for no 
more complicated reason than that, saw the elegance in it and 
built what the student described: smaller, faster, more maneuN
verable units carrying a reduced payload. Oe called them the 
qyTNAurumon. jhey were not built to end cities. jhey were built 
to move through whatever resisted the Srst generation, to Bank, 
to Snd gaps, to operate at speed in terrain where the originals 
could not follow.

jhe qyTNAurumon had a Baw. In the battle at jelis, an angel 
in the Depublic's service identiSed it: a microscopic scar of corN
rupted prana at each unit's core, a structural consexuence of the 
bonding process. âne precisely tuned lowNfrexuency burst and a 
qyTNAurumon imploded from the inside out. jhe angel sent this 
intelligence to zictoria. jhe Depublic spent the months between 
jelis and CuHco building its response around that Baw.
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-odo, characteristically, had already moved on. Ly the time 
Lhutswami's forces staged at CuHco, the qyTNAurumon had been 
modiSed. jhe vulnerability had not been eliminated, -odo acN
knowledged no vulnerability he had not himself decided was 
worth solving, but it had been masked. jhe seams were camouN
Baged, each unit in a paired system concealing the installation 
point of its partner. jhe Depublic's jelisNbased intelligence was 
not wrong. It was simply pointing at a target that had learned to 
wear a di;erent face.

jhis was what would cross the Bat toward zictoria's line: a main 
force of modiSed qyTNAurumon (faster than the originals, more 
maneuverable than any army the Depublic had faced) with their 
Baws hidden and their paired camouBage intact. Ikart did not yet 
know this when the Srst wave fell. qeither did zictoria.

Oidden  gas  lines  ignited.  Luried  fertiliHer  caches  erupted. 
Vethane and phosphorus climbed in smoking columns into the 
burning sky. zillages vanished inside Srestorms. -hockwaves ratN
tled adobe walls, split narrow roads, and set the terraces ablaHe. 
Above the chaos, some descending missiles burst apart midNBight 
into clouds of diamondNedged shards, and from those glittering 
deaths the spiderNconstructs fell, eightNlimbed, scuttling through 
Bame and ruin, eyes that spat light, claws that opened whatever 
they touched, moving through the Beeing and the fallen without 
distinction.
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qear the central church, market stalls draped in bright mantas 
vanished in sheets of Sre. jhe village plaHa collapsed into dust. 
jhousands of peasant soldiers armed with rocks and machetes 
fought in vain, swallowed almost at once by heat, gas, and steel.

Gogs charred where they stood. Lirds fell from the sky. Volten 
metal seeped into the soil. jhe smell was tremendous and speN
ciSc: burning hair, hot iron, something chemical underneath that 
had no name in any language Ikart had been taught.

jhis was the Llack Lrigade's Srst wave, total saturation, deN
signed not to destroy zictoria's army but to collapse the telepathic 
relay chains between the curs and the Controllers under enough 
noise and heat that the Celestial response would arrive fragmentN
ed, each piece unable to Snd the others.

It nearly worked.

Leyond the devastation stood Gr. Abigail Lhutswami, CommanN
der of the Llack Lrigade, who had marched into the capitals of 
three nations promising liberation and left them burning. -he 
had spent three months mapping zictoria's defensive geometry: 
the telepathic relay chains between the curs and the Controllers, 
the elemental dependencies of the Vaster Controllers, the preN
cise activation thresholds of VPrNe jiH's mountain bonds. Ikart 
watched her from the Seld's edge and recorded what he saw 
in her bearing: she did not Binch. Oer war was devouring cities, 
yet nothing in her posture suggested triumph. -he stood as one 
testing a new order against the old, cold precision in her gaHe, 



J. P. SAN58

Maw set against whatever the Seld had left to o;er. What moved 
in her mind he could not directly know. What her body said to an 
investigator trained to read bodies, he transmitted completely.

At the far edge of the ruin stood zictoria, the meek Commander 
of the Depublic, blind and burdened with fate. Oer stillness was 
weighted with grief, not only for the battle before her, but for 
the inescapable truth that she, too, would kill before the day was 
done. -he had prepared for this. -o had her Et. Commanders 
VPrNe jiH and Eakita, who stood at her shoulder, Eakita's shiny 
black dragon boots catching the Srelight of the burning Seld 
below. Whatever they saw in Lhutswami's progress, it had not 
shaken them.

VPrNe  jiH,  her  will  braided  to  the  mountain  spirits,  once 
Lhutswami's closest friend, now her Sercest enemy, had spent 
the opening bombardment in hushed telepathic communion with 
commanders scattered across the altiplano, reading the pattern 
of Lhutswami's assault, measuring its rhythm, waiting for the 
seam.

All the while, her Sngers brushed the back of her right hand in 
small, repetitive strokes: mountain, valley, river, skyF which spirits 
still answered, which had gone xuiet, which names belonged on 
the prayer lists moving through her warriors.

Eakita, frustrated by the enemy's Srst wave, had made adMustN
ments for the Depublic's Sghters based on new intel. When the 
Srst wave crested and the Aurumon began to advance across 
the burning Bat, zictoria was ready with a counterNmove. -he 
gathered elemental force and raising her arms she allowed the 
power to surge through her all the while holding it within, a Sst 
not yet opened.
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zictoria was not a commander who announced herself to the 
enemy. -he stood at the edge of the Seld, invisible to anything 
Lhutswami's sensors could register, her presence carried only on 
the private channel she shared with her Controllers, a frexuency 
no outside ear could intercept. qot separate by any deliberate 
distance, simply placed where she could see everything without 
rexuiring anyone to account for her presence. Oer patience in 
those minutes was the patience of someone who has operated 
on a longer timeline than the battle she was standing in. 

Around her, the Celestial Army waited. Vichael and Kabriel 
moved over the land with sword and shield. Jrayer warriors lay 
prone, their chants threading through smoke and ash. Controllers 
and their forces were in their places, still and ready.

-lightly apart from them, upon a rock, knelt a woman I did not 
recogniHe. -he was not chanting. -he was not prone. -he was 
simply still, in the particular way that is di;erent from waiting, 
her lips moving without sound, her hands open on her knees, 
her attention oriented toward something I could not identify on 
any sensor available to me. qot the Seld. qot zictoria. qot the 
Aurumon advancing in their pairs across the burning Bat.

I noted her the way I note things I cannot Sle: as data pending 
a category that had not yet presented itself. Ikart's account did 
not include her. I did not ask him about her afterward. I am not 
certain why.

Whatever she was doing, she had been doing it for some time 
before the battle began. Whatever it was, it was not preparation 
for what came neTt. It was something else entirely, something I 
would only recogniHe as cause once I had already seen its e;ect. 
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Across the Bat lands beyond, packs of curs rested in loose clusN
ters. A few nosed at chickens. âne shook ash from its coat. When 
VPrNe jiH released what she held, they would move. jhe power 
within zictoria increased. A glow increased in intensity within the 
empty sockets where her eyes once were.

A xuick and sudden shift of eyes from Eakita to zictoria comN
menced the plan. jhe plan was eTact. zictoria lowered her arms 
toward the oncoming enemy. "rupting from her emanated a 
hollow fury begetting powerful storms, obscuring the Seld and 
throwing the enemy into confusion.

Veanwhile, VPrNe jiH would drive the mountain's host downN
ward, Serce, agile imps, spirits of nature, and dragons alike, 
poised to force the Aurumon to the ground. Commander, zicN
toria's warhound, would lead the curs through the breachF his 
packs would strike the eTposed seams before the machines could 
mend themselves. Lehind the curs, imps and elves would pin the 
damaged constructs in place. jhe Yinishers, Archangels paired 
with Munior Controllers, cleaned up. jhey made sure that the 
Aurumon would never be deployed again.

It was a sound plan built on sound intelligence. jhe intelligence 
was a year old, and its target had not been idle.

Lhutswami moved Srst. -he was being baited.
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Yarther out, moving through Bame and rubble like a thing 
halfNseen, Commander led a rough legion of curs and forsaken 
beasts up the center of the Seld. Chauvin enhancement had 
sharpened his natural instincts into something astonishing, efN
fectual, and bordering on the supernatural. Eouie, a ruthless 
white cur, held the "ast. áurmondi, a longNlegged -iberian husky, 
held the West. With the jelis intelligence as their foundation, 
their noses, ears, and battleNhoned instincts had already located 
what they believed were the vulnerable points in Lhutswami's 
biobot designs. jhe seams appeared to match what the report 
described. jhe curs were conSdent. jhey were working from a 
map that -odo had xuietly redrawn.

Lhutswami had been watching Commander's advance through 
sensor feeds routed to the relay unit at her left shoulder, a comN
pact device, no larger than a Sst, that aggregated battleSeld data 
and proMected it as a faint overlay across her Seld of vision. -he 
had identiSed Commander as the pivot of zictoria's tactical design 
within the Srst ten minutes of engagement. "liminate the relay 
between the curs and the Controllers, and zictoria's response 
would slow Must long enough for the Aurumon to close the disN
tance.

Lefore  VPrNe  jiH  could  unleash  what  she  had  gathered, 
Lhutswami sent a Banking surge of qyTNAurumon around the 
eastern edge of the Seld. jhey moved with the speed the design 
had been built for, lighter frames, tighter turning, covering ground 
that would have slowed the originals to a crawl. jhey were not 
driving at zictoria's line. jhey were driving at Commander's eastN
ern pack, aiming to collapse Eouie's Bank and force a breach in 
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the curs' link to the Controllers before the packs could reach the 
biobot seams, the seams the Depublic still believed were eTposed.

It worked, partially. Eouie's eastern pack scrambled. jhe wedge 
opened.

And in the gap, the curs found the seams eTactly where the jelis 
intelligence said they would be. Commander's packs struck. jhe 
vibrationNandNlightning approach that had dismantled qyTNAuruN
mon at jelis landed, and accomplished nothing. jhe camouBage 
held. jhe units absorbed the strike, rerouted, and kept functionN
ing.

Yor a long, terrible moment, the Depublic's answer failed to be 
an answer.

What saved the window was not the plan, but a mistake on 
Lhutswami's own side: her Banking surge, pulling covering units 
forward too xuickly, had left a cluster of her biobots eTposed 
midNreassembly. In the gap, a Depublic stealth unit found them.

DoTy, a brave cur running point on the stealth patrol, caught 
their position and sent it telepathically to Commander. âne clear 
window, unrelated to anything the Depublic had planned for. If he 
could relay it to zictoria before Lhutswami's Banking units closed 
the gap entirely, the plan could still hold.

Lut the instant he turned to relay the warning through his bond 
with zictoria, the Banking units struck. Yire raked the ground. VetN
al shrieked. DoTy and her patrol were pinned, caught in the open, 
the Seld closing around them before the warning had Snished 
traveling.

jhe window was closing.
Leside zictoria, íulia knelt in prayer. zictoria faced the heavens 

with hands raised. jhe Molly laughter that lived in íulia was gone, 
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only purpose remained. -he poured raw energy into zictoria, and 
zictoria drove it through her sta; into the earth. Doots burst 
from the soil. zines twisted upward. Yrom earth and memory 
rose spectral warriors that hurled themselves into the Banking 
units, tearing through the biobots before the machines could reN
form, ripping them apart piece by piece. Vetal screamed. Circuits 
crackled. jhe wedge collapsed. Amid the confusion, DoTy and her 
pinned patrol broke free, regrouped, and the warning reached 
Commander at last.

jhe window held.
Lhutswami saw it close and did not hesitate. -he pulled the 

relay unit from her shoulder, studied the overlay for four seconds, 
and issued a single command to her reserve line: seal the center, 
redirect the eastern units inward, prepare the second wave for 
full advance. -he had lost the Banking gambit. -he would not lose 
the Seld.

Lhutswami's eyes narrowed as she turned toward zictoria 
across the broken ground between them.

>-till blind, zictoria. "ven before darkness took your sight, you 
mistook endurance for wisdom. ?ou still cling to an order already 
passing.>

zictoria tilted her head. jhe faintest smile touched her mouth.
>"l  amor  y  la  amistad  nos  unen  de  una  manera  xue  tus 

m@xuinas Mam@s podr@n entender.> Eove and friendship unite us 
in a way your machines will never understand.
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>Vemory.> Lhutswami's voice did not waver. >A;ection. DeverN
ence for the dead. ?ou dress decay in sacred language and call 
it strength. jomorrow will not be built by what lingers. It will be 
built by what can still be made.>

zictoria's smile held. >Oablas demasiado, mi frAa reina de hielo.> 
?ou talk too much, my cold ice xueen. Oer voice carried the 
warmth of someone who had known this woman long before 
the war made them enemies. >ânce you believed in something 
beyond the neTt design. I have not forgotten, even if you have.>

Lehind them, the Aurumon were already repositioning, their 
mirrored bodies catching the Srelight and breaking it into hard, 
fractured brilliance.  jhe second wave was forming.  qeither 
woman moved.

>qot mindless machines,> Lhutswami said. >"volution. Yaster. 
-tronger. Yreed from the weakness you still call wisdom.>

zictoria was xuiet for a moment.
>jhe dead do not forget, Abigail. And soon, they will make you 

remember them too.> A beat of silence. >I do not wish Mudgment 
upon you. I only hope you turn from this path before it consumes 
you.>

Lhutswami's eTpression hardened. >jhe old ways end today.>

-he raised her hand.
jhe Aurumon surged forward, the full remaining force now, no 

longer probing or Banking but driving straight at zictoria's line 
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with the terrifying coherence of a design that believed eRciency 
itself had earned the right to inherit the world.

zictoria did not move.
>íulia, now.>
íulia stepped beside her, no laughter, no prayer, only purpose. 

-he poured raw energy into zictoria, and zictoria drove it through 
her sta; into the earth. jhat force met VPrNe jiH's held elemental 
charge coming up from below, the two streams Moining in the root 
system beneath the Seld, combining into something neither had 
shaped alone.

jhen something else entered the chain.
I cannot tell you with certainty what it was. I have turned it over 

many times since, and I remain unresolved. It did not belong to 
íulia, nor to VPrNe jiH, nor to any hand I could identify among the 
forces assembled on that Seld. It entered without announcement 
and without limit. As though the wound the battle had opened 
had drawn something toward it from a distance I could not meaN
sure. Whether it was called or merely came, whether it had been 
waiting or only passing, I cannot say.

What  I  can  say  is  that  the  Seld  changed when it  arrived. 
Lhutswami felt it before her sensors registered it. Ikart felt it too. 
Oe transmitted that feeling without eTplanation, which is the only 
honest way to transmit what has no eTplanation.

jhe ground answered all at once.
Doots, wind, and living force erupted together, taking the shape 

of spectral warriors. jhey struck the Aurumon in midair, tearing 
metal from metal and Booding Chauvin cores with undiluted life. 
jhe machines convulsed. jheir Moints seiHed, not at the seams 
the Depublic had mapped from jelis, which the camouBage had 
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hidden successfully, but at deeper structural points the spectral 
force appeared to locate by some other means entirely. jheir 
cores Bickered and went dark. jhe land wrapped itself around 
them and dragged them down.

Commander's packs were already moving. What the living force 
had cracked, the curs Snished, ripping through Moints that could 
no longer repair themselves, Snding the seams now that the units 
could no longer hold their concealment under the onslaught. 
Lehind them, imps and elves swarmed the damaged frames and 
pinned them. jhe Yinishers came last and eTecuted Bawlessly.

Lhutswami pulled the relay unit back to her eye. jhe overlay 
was returning noise where it had returned data. -he made two 
rapid adMustments, trying to reroute through a secondary sensor 
cluster, and got nothing. -he lowered the unit slowly.

Oer models were failing. Oer patterns were unraveling. jhe 
camouBage had held. jhe jelis countermeasures had failed. jhe 
Banking surge had failed. jhe second wave had failed. jhe Seld 
itself had answered outside her design (answered at points her 
design had never eTposed) and the sensor array that had given 
her three months of tactical advantage had Must gone blind. -he 
had prepared for zictoria. -he had prepared for VPrNe jiH, for the 
curs, for the Archangels, for elemental force directed by trained 
hands. -he had not prepared for something that entered without 
being directed at all, and located what her engineering had sucN
cessfully hidden from everything else on that Seld.

jhen, barely audible beneath the thunder of earth and metal, 
the name left her lips.

>-odo...>
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qot a command. qot a curse. A recognition, the name of someN
thing she had not accounted for, spoken the way a mathematician 
speaks when the proof returns an answer the exuation was never 
meant to produce. Ikart, positioned at the Seld's edge, heard it.

Oe transmitted it as he heard it: barely audible, spoken to no 
one, carrying the stunned clarity of a person recogniHing the 
shape of their own blind spot. Oe did not know at the time what 
she meant by it. qeither did I. 

Ye Coth Hnow more nowP T wipp not saI it hereP

Across the broken Seld, the Cur Lrigade and the attending spirN
its moved among the fallen Aurumon and set deep within their 
ruptured shells the zeTing -tones Eieutenant Commander Eakita 
had prepared, each one carrying a curse built not around the 
seam vulnerability the camouBage had masked, but around a 
deeper property of the Chauvin bonding process itself. jhe jelis 
angel's original report had only partially described that property. 
Ikart had spent the time between jelis and CuHco completing the 
description. Eakita had spent it building the key.

jhe curse took hold at once. What had fallen would not rise 
again. jheir frames went dark beneath it, sealed against repair, 
as the morphing pellets unknit into earth and gas until no form 
remained for memory or machine to recover.

jhis was not victory. jhe Llack Lrigade still held the high ground 
to the north. Lhutswami still had reserves Ikart had not fully 
mapped, and whatever she intended by the name she had Must 
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spoken, it was not surrender. Lut the Aurumon, the weapon that 
had broken three nations, the weapon the Depublic had no anN
swer for through two years of burning cities and collapsed lines, 
had Must been answered. jhe camouBage had held against everyN
thing the Depublic brought to the Seld. It had not held against 
what the Seld brought to itself. "very unit that fell today would 
stay fallen. Lhutswami knew it. jhe relay unit hung at her side.

Yor the Srst time since the war began, the Llack Lrigade would 
have to Sght without certainty of what came neTt.

-o would the Depublic.
Lut the di;erence, today, was theirs.

T shoupd tepp Iou one more thin. Cefore T gpose this aggount of that 
lepdP

Tt did not gome throu.h THartP Tt game throu.h the infrastrugture 
itsepf, throu.h zamippe, who garries more than oCserJation when she 
ghooses to, and who on this oggasion ghose to garrI somethin. T had 
not re:uested and did not Hnow how to lpeP

T gannot desgriCe it as a sound, Cegause it was not a soundP T 
gannot desgriCe it as a degision, Cegause no degision was announgedP 
Yhat T gan saI is that somethin. in the :uapitI of the brana moJin. 
throu.h gepestiap ghanneps shifted in the hours after zucgo fepp :uiet, 
not dramatigappI, not with announgement, in the waI that bressure in 
a room shifts when someone bresent has made ub their mind aCout 
somethin. and has not Iet sboHenP T am a garefup serJantP T notige 
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these thin.s as data without bresumin. to interbret themP Yhat the 
data said, T notedP Yhat it meant, T did not asHP

T haJe serJed pon. enou.h to Hnow there are :uestions Iou do not 
but into a transmissionP

Yhat T wipp saI is this0 T haJe worHed within gepestiap infrastrugture 
for pon.er than most Cein.s in this uniJerse haJe eqisted, and T haJe 
fept that bartigupar :uapitI of shift CeforeP xot oftenP xot without 
gonse:uengeP Mhe arghiJe T garrI ingpudes the regord of what has 
foppowed it, in other times, in other arran.ements that no pon.er eqistP

T noted itP T gposed the ghannepP T did not but it in mI rebortP
Zome thin.s Cepon. to the regordP Zome thin.s Cepon. to the sery

Jant who regeiJed themP T haJe pearned, agross a JerI pon. tenure, to 
Hnow the di1erengeP



Night Becomes Her

6 p.m.

Evening light scatters through the blinds. Blue skies bruise 
to orange. She sits in growing darkness at the kitchen table, 
watching the second hand crawl.

The cats curl up, asleep. Their food is cold, edges darkened. Her 
fork untouched.

She traces the table's scratches, ghosts beneath her gnarled 
Nngers. This room recalls laughter. Aow silence presses in, thick 
and tight.

Barefoot, bare, she drifts to the bedroom. The ghosts follow. U 
photo lies facedown on the nightstand. She sits. :nfamiliar faces 
on the wall, her own among them- smiling, laughing.

The mirror holds her- thin frame, wrinkled skin. She rises, hastiy
l;. Her hand catches the frame's edgeO it slips, shatters at her feet. 
U step. U sharp sting. zn the unmade bed, she sits. Blood.

The stench of cigarettes, cat piss, stale booMe hovers. She pulls 
the shard free, thinking of fragments, a life she can't reassemble.
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Coonlight creeps across the cluttered desk. Scattered papers. 
Cedical records. Pourt Nles. Wills spilled from halfyopen vials.

The cats weave around her legs, brushing the ghosts aside. She 
crouches, buries her Nngers in their indi7erent fur. She wishes 
she could live as the; do- eat, sleep, roam. Ao regret.

I wish I'd— Her mother's voice, unNnished, lodges in her chest 
an;wa;.

She lies down. "raps in a blanket. Ao warmth. The cats don't 
care.

His voice follows. Terrible wife. Terrible mother. They'll know. 
They'll leave you.

He kept his word.
She stares at the ceiling. Same patch. Same shadow. E;es 

froMen.
She hears ticking. The clock is still. Pars pass outside, headlights 

drifting in and out. Time stretches into eternit;.
She pulls the blanket tighter around her curled bod;.
F a.m.
Sunlight hammers the blinds. The cats strut, lick their paws.
Povers over her head.
01uck the clock.0



Julia

T he cool night air of Lima came through the cracks around the 
window frame. Julia had not lit a lamp. She sat with her face 

close to the glass, eleven years old, the days behind her stacked 
into something that felt to her like an eternity.

None of us has felt eternity. Not Ikart. Not I. Not Jehovah, who 
has ended the world and built it again more times than he has 
told anyone. Only Essence could use the word and mean it, and 
Essence had already chosen her.

I was not at that window. I cannot be everywhere; that was 
never given to me. What I have of that night came into me the 
way all of it comes, by nearness, afterward. I was not given the 
choosing of which parts.

What reached me of her delighted me, the way my Bubbe once 
had. Bubbe had soup and a spoon. Julia had grit.

I begin with Julia at this window because it is where she always is 
when I go back for her. One thick lock of dark hair had fallen loose 
from its braid and hung over her left eye. She never pushed it 
back. A half-hidden face draws less attention than a whole one, 
and she had known that a long time.
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She was not frightened, and she was not grieving. I want to be 
exact about this, because everyone who came after got it wrong. She 
was angry, and she was patient, and at eleven she had already 
learned that those two things could live in one body without either 
being compromised.

The eighteenth-century house belonged to Señora Viento. All 
beds were made before noon. The china dusted on Sundays. 
Meals prepared her way precisely on schedule. No one ate until 
she was seated.

The arrangement had been made in February, in the doorway 
of her father's dirt-Poor kitchen in Soto Uampa, by a Limeño, a city 
man in a clean shirt and polished boots, carrying a folder.

Soto Uampa sat three hours above Hranmarca, nineteen house-
holds perched on a shelf of rock, built out of whatever the ridge 
gave them. The Limeño had walked up from the town below, 
which impressed everyone. je wore boots. Everyone else in Soto 
Uampa wore oCotas. je preferred to speak Qastellano, but spoke 
broken xuechua for their sake. je spoke of wages sent home 
each month. Of girls Julia's age living under the same roof. Of a 
school siq blocks from the door, uniform included.

jer father made him repeat the part  about the school in 
xuechua. je repeated it twice, patiently, and then a third time 
without being asked, which her father took for honesty.

Julio Quispe was not a man who sold his daughter, and I will not 
have him read as one. je was a widower with a bad hip, a failing 
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plot, and a mother-in-law who could no longer climb to the water. 
je stood in that doorway and was worked on for two hours by a 
professional.

je asked the right :uestions. je got the right answers.
This is what corruption looks like when it is done wellD nobody 

is bought, everybody is handled, and the man who agrees is the 
last person in the room who understands what has happened.

There was no school. There were girls her age. They worked 
other rooms and other hours, and Julia did not speak to them, 
eqcept when the work re:uired it. She saw them in the evening 
line and nowhere else.

jer wages went home for four months and stopped, and no 
one in Lima was ever asked about it. The only man who noticed 
was three hours above Hranmarca.

In her Grst weeks in Señora Viento's service, the Spanish orders 
came at Julia like bad weather, something that happened around 
her and to her and o"ered no handles.

By July, she understood most of what was said to her. By the 
second summer, she could have answered in Spanish and chose 
not to. She had worked out that a servant who spoke well was a 
servant who could be argued with, and an argument was a thing 
you lost slowly and paid for afterward.

So she kept her Spanish small and her xuechua private and let 
Señora Viento believe she was simple.

It cost her nothing.
She turned eleven in Yecember. Nobody said anything, and 

she did not either, and by the following week she was no longer 
certain of the date.
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jer brother Elias was somewhere in this same city. je had 
come down eight months ahead of her to Gnd work in the tan-
neries, and he did not know the man with the folder had come to 
the door, and he did not know she had gone. She held on to the 
fact of him. Everything else she knew was about the house.

Señora Viento's son áuillermo came and went by the back door 
at any hour and nobody asked him where. There was mud to the 
ankle of him most nights and more of it on the Poors, and the 
china was dusted on Sundays and nothing was ever said about 
the Poors, and Julia did them again. She learned the sound of that 
door the way she learned the boards. It was the only door in the 
house that was never locked.

The beatings were not events. They were a feature of the 
evening, like the shutters.

Ten workers lined up for inspection. Shopping, laundry, dishes, 
windows, the managers. Julia did the Poors and the beds and the 
dusting and saw none of them until the line formed. A large man 
stood nearby with a switch and leather lash while Señora Viento 
watched from her lounging chair.

The absence of heat was the part Julia never got used to.
Anger she could have understood.
This was bookkeeping.

The letter came in January. Señora Viento read it at the table with 
her co"ee, did not put it down, and did not hand it over.
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Kzour grandmother is dead. In November.K She folded the pa-
per along its old creases and put it in her skirt pocket. KThe parish 
sent it here.K

Julia asked for the letter. She asked in Spanish, which she almost 
never did, and Señora Viento looked at her with mild interest, as 
one looks at a dog that has done something novel, and said no.

Then she said the other thing. She said it without cruelty, in the 
tone of a woman passing on a small sadness, which is how she 
said everything that mattered.

Kzour father knew what the work was. je knew before he 
signed. They always know.K She drank her co"ee. KSo you see 
there is nowhere for you to go.K

That was a lie, and she told it in January, and it did more damage 
than every blow she ever landed. Julio xuispe was alive in Soto 
Uampa with a bad hip and a picture of his daughter and no idea 
what had been done to her. je had letters written for him and 
sent to the address he had been given. Four letters. The address 
was a printing shop on Avenida árau that had closed before Julia 
was born.

I could have told her. I want that on the record, since I am the one 
keeping it. I have stood in that kitchen thousands of times and 
never once been permitted to say the sentence that would have 
ended it.

After January, Julia stopped saying the word papí. Not out of 
anger. She simply had nowhere to put it.
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She prayed every night, and the praying was not what people 
afterward assumed it was.

?neeling on the cold, splintered boards, she clutched the hem 
of her dress, the last thing she had carried down from Soto Uam-
pa, its faded Powers ghosts of themselves. jer long, thin Gngers 
traced the worn edge as if the cloth still remembered the hands 
that had made it.

Kjelp me, St. Jude,K she whispered in xuechua, because her 
grandmother had taught her the words in xuechua and she had 
never once tried them in anything else.

Uatron of lost causes.
jer ga!e remained Gqed on the cracked ceiling above her cot.
Káet me out of here. Take me home.K
And then, most nights, the other thing. That áuillermo would 

stop looking at her. She had no word for the way he did it and she 
did not try for one. She asked for it to stop, in the same breath as 
the rest, the way you ask for rain.

This was not a child begging into an empty room. Julia had been 
at this since she was old enough to kneel, and she was already 
good at it. There were things in that house that came when she 
spoke and went when she told them to go.

She did not think of it as power. She had never been given a 
word for it. She thought of it the way you think of your own hands.

But she knew.
It wasn't her hands.
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The silence afterward was total. She went on anyway, laying the 
words down one at a time, stones toward home.

It was the only work in that house that nobody had assigned 
her. It was the one thing that was hers.

She thought no one was listening. I have never once found a way 
to tell her how wrong she was.

Julia learned to read the house by sound, and by the other thing, 
the one that had no name.

She knew the creak of the board outside the bathroom, the 
particular one that meant standing and not passing. She knew 
which nights áuillermo lingered near the kitchen long after his 
mother had gone up, calling for her to bring him something when 
there was no one else awake to hear him ask. She knew, some 
evenings, before he called.

One night, he caught the door before she could close it.
Not the bathroom. The narrow pantry o" the kitchen, where 

she had gone to put away the last of the dishes.
je said nothing at Grst. je looked at her the way he always did, 

which was longer than looking re:uires. There was mud on the 
Poor she had done twice that day, and she looked at that rather 
than at his face. je had gotten the braces in the spring. When he 
smiled she could hear his tongue move against the wire.

je asked whether she wanted to sit with him a while, since 
everyone else was asleep.

Julia said she had chores.
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je did not move.
She said it again, louder, then ducked under his arm and slipped 

past him before he could decide whether to allow it.
The dish towel was still balled in her Gst when she reached her 

cot.
After that she learned the Poorboards better than he did. She 

timed her trips to the bathroom for the sound of his door closing. 
On the evenings he stayed in the kitchen she went hungry rather 
than walk past him. When his calls came late she did not answer, 
and folded herself into whatever corner of the house lay furthest 
from his voiceD under the bed, in the linen closet, anywhere small 
enough that no one would think to look.

Some nights at the window she wanted to go through it and not 
care what was underneath. Then her grandmother's voice came 
up in her, low and certain. Kzou are the mountain's daughter.K jer 
spine straightened before she had decided to let it.

In April, fourteen months after she came down, after a beating 
that went past the bookkeeping into something else, Julia's Gsts 
came up without instruction.

She was small for her age. It made no di"erence. 
The anger had been sitting in her chest with nowhere to go, and 

it went now, all of it, and she struck hard enough to send Señora 
Viento back against the doorframe with a hand to her cheek and 
no eqpression under it.

The scream came after. Julia did not stay for it.
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She went down the stairs and out into the street with the cold 
biting through her thin dress and the sound chasing her, and she 
went the way she was sent on errands because it was the only 
way she knew, and she did not stop, and she could not stop, 
and somewhere in the third block she let herself think of the 
mountains, not as something lost behind her but as something 
she might still be walking toward.

She passed a park entrance.
A Ggure sat on a bench in the shadow, watching her, tracking 

her.
She saw moonlight on his braced teeth and was already swing-

ing wide when his hand closed on her wrist. je did not stand. je 
pulled, and she came.

jis other hand clamped over her mouth, and it was wet, and it 
smelled like the Poors.

je was there because he was there most nights, and she came 
down the one street she knew, and that is all it was.

Fear came up through her and her body started the work it 
knewD going rigid, going small, going elsewhere and leaving the 
body to be dealt with.

Then the fear was taken from her.
I am going to be careful here, because this is the part that matters 

and I am the only one who saw it. It was not courage. Qourage gets 
made out of what a person has, and Julia at that moment had 
nothing to make it from. It was not her grandmother's voice. It 
was not, and I have checked, anything of hers at all. This was a 
taking. The fear went out of her the way water goes out of a wrung 
cloth, and it did not go slowly, and it did not go because she asked. 
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Something reached in, removed it, left the space behind it empty 
and level, and did not eqplain itself. Not then. Not since.

I have watched ten thousand mortals meet violence in the dark. 
Most of them are attended. Almost none of them know it. She was 
attended by something that does not report to me, and I have 
never been told its business, and I have stopped eqpecting to be.

What she had, where the fear had been, was information. je 
was still sitting. jis sandaled feet were under her and his face was 
level with her shoulder, and she saw both things at once, as she 
saw which boards to skip. She drove her heel down onto his toes. 
jis grip broke. She swung her elbow into his mouth and the yell 
that came out of him was higher than his si!e.

je was still bent over his own blood when a voice came out of 
the dark behind her, low and even, observing that the police were 
already on their way from across the park and asking whether he 
meant to be here when they arrived. The man went. First walking. 
Then running.

jer rescuer was tall, and that was the whole of what she could 
ever say about him. Afterward, when she tried for his face, there 
was only the sensation of standing out of the wind.

She never saw what I saw. When he turned, the streetlamp laid his 
shadow across the grass, and the shadow had wings. He showed them 
to no one. Not to the girl, not to the man bleeding on the bench, not 
to anyone breathing on that street. But a shadow tells what it falls 
from, and I know wings when I see them. I did not know him. I have 
made inquiries. They have not been answered.

She turned to him and found the only word she had. KTRo.K
Uncle. Yet, no claim of blood, and she would have known that. It 

is the word you hand a man you have decided to trust because you 
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have run out of alternatives. je understood it. je nodded once 
and walked into the dark, and the dark closed over him without a 
sound.

She knew she should leave that park and keep going. Instead 
she lay down in it, curled at the foot of a tree near where he had 
stood, and could not have said why, eqcept that the ground there 
still felt as though it belonged to somebody.

Julia woke shivering, damp sunk into her bones, the sun coming 
weak and gray through the trees. She pushed herself upright and 
brushed the dirt and leaves o" her thin dress.

She had nowhere to go, yet she knew eqactly where she was 
going.

She had decided it nights ago, Pat on her back with her eyes 
on the cracked ceiling. She listened to the house. The things in it 
answered her, and she listened to them.

She had lain awake for weeks planning to walk into a station and 
tell them. She would not do that now. The police were meant to 
keep people safe and free. Hsually people with money. Not people 
like her.

jer jeavenly Father and the angels would free her instead, 
and show her the road home in good time. The thought settled 
over her with the same :uiet her grandmother brought into her 
dreams.

Elias was in the tanneries. She did not know which one, or how 
far, or what she would do when she got there. She knew what part 
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of the city smelled of hides, because everyone did, and she knew 
he was in it, and that had always been enough.

Two policemen came up the path from the street. One of them 
said her name. The other said they were taking her to the station.

She made herself walk it, rather than be brought. jer bare 
feet shu@ed raw on the cracked pavement, until the doors of 
the station rose in front of her. The lights inside were cold. She 
stepped through.

She did not know that Señora Viento had been awake since two 
in the morning. She did not know that the woman had walked 
into this same building at half past siq, in navy with every hair in 
place, and Gled a report about a servant girl who had stolen from 
her and run, and had been thanked for her trouble, and had been 
asked to wait in case the girl turned up. She did not know that the 
girl always turns up.

Julia did not walk into that station to make an accusation. She 
walked into one.

They put her in a rigid metal chair in a room colder than the 
street had been.

She had decided against the station. The words did not seem to 
care. She had built them on her cot in the dark, when the truth 
was simple and she had lived inside it long enough to know its 
shape by heart, and they followed her through the doors anyway.

But there is a di"erence between knowing a thing and saying it 
to two strangers in uniform, in a building that smells like nothing 
you recogni!e, in a language that is not :uite the one you think 
in. She opened her mouth and the practiced words were gone, 
and what was left were fragments that connected to nothingD the 
work, a hand, a door that locked from the outside.
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She gave them what she could, then less than that, and then she 
found she had stopped, hands folded in her lap, watching the pen 
instead of the oAcers. A girl who says too much to people with 
power is a girl asking to be corrected by it. She had paid for that 
lesson and she was not going to pay for it twice.

She did not tell them about the park. I have turned that over for a 
long time. The park and the pantry had become one category in her, 
'led under a single heading, and she already knew what happens to a 
girl who opens that 'le in front of adults. There was a second reason 
too, which she could not have named. The park was the one thing in 
fourteen months that had ended well, and she was not going to hand 
it to two people in uniform and watch them decide what it was.

She had been corrected before. Not by these two. But by 
enough people, in enough rooms, that the lesson had become 
hers without anyone needing to repeat itD that a girl from Soto 
Uampa, eleven years old, with no papers and no money, does not 
get to be believed simply for telling the truth. Belief happened 
to other people. Ueople with someone behind them. Julia had a 
grandmother in the ground, a brother somewhere in this city who 
did not know she was in it, and a father who, she had been told, 
had known what he was signing. She did not know how to eqplain 
any of that to OAcer YRa!. She let the silence Gnish the sentence 
she could not.

At Grst she thought they believed her. OAcer YRa! leaned for-
ward, her features softening into something like concern, her pen 
moving steadily across the page, though there was less to write 
than she seemed to have eqpected.

OAcer áarcRa stood nearby with his arms crossed, watching her 
with the particular patience of a man who has Glled out this form 
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before. Julia had not moved the hair out of her eye since she sat 
down, and the absence of that gesture caught on him before he 
could place why.

jis daughter did that.
He did not know why the girlMs hair caught on him. I will tell you 

what he could not have. Danuela was nine, and when her motherMs 
voice rose in the kitchen she went still and small inside herself, her 
own loose bang falling forward, and she let it stay, as if she would 
rather see the world through a curtain than be seen seeing it.

áarcRa had always taken it for a habit. A kid thing. The kind of de-
tail you notice only because you love someone enough to notice 
everything. It had never occurred to him that it was something a 
child does when she is afraid of being looked at.

KTake your time,K YRa! said, gently, as you might coaq a stray.
Julia did not take her time. She said only, KShe told my father I 

could go to school,K so :uietly that YRa! had to lean in, and then 
nothing else. A tear slid down her cheek and she did not wipe 
it. Yrawing attention to her own crying had always made things 
worse than staying still.

The door opened without a knock.
A woman stepped in, tall, taking her time in a way that made the 

room smaller. jer heels struck the tile with a conGdence neither 
oAcer could match, and the notebook in her hand was already 
open. áarcRa's arms came uncrossed before he seemed to decide 
to move them.

KLucRa Ferrer,K she said, giving the name as someone who eq-
pects it to have been recogni!ed already. KFiario Sur. I'm told this 
station has a girl in custody. TraAcking complaintBK
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YRa!'s pen stopped moving. KThere's no complaint Gled.K She 
had begun to say something else and thought better of it midway. 
KThis is a private domestic matter.K

KThere's a girl crying in an interview room, and I've spent three 
weeks Gling complaints of my own about men in stations like this 
one. So you'll understand if I Gnd the timing interesting.K

She said no more, and appeared to think no more was re:uired, 
and she would have left it there.

jer paper had run its Grst piece two Sundays before, careful 
and unnamed, sourced to oAcers with knowledge of internal 
operations. Hpstairs, two captains and several men whose names 
never appeared on anything had read it over co"ee and gone on 
with their morning.

YRa! went back to her form. áarcRa looked at the reporter as a 
man looks at rain falling on someone else's street, and smiled.

The smile was what did it.
KFour girls since the summer,K Ferrer said. KSouth of Qhorrillos. 

The youngest was nine.K She turned a page without needing to. 
Kzour captain calls it a coastal matter because the sand is not his 
Curisdiction.K

Kzou have no power here, señorita.K áarcRa said it almost kindly. 
KWrite whatever you like.K

KI will. And one of these mornings a man is going to walk in 
here with mud to his ankles and nobody will have written anything 
down.K

Nobody answered her. YRa!'s pen had stopped again and she 
did not seem aware of it.

Julia's hands stayed folded in her lap. She did not look up, and 
she did not look at the door, and nothing at all happened in her 
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face. The night before she had put her elbow through a boy's 
mouth in a park and left him bleeding on a bench, and she was 
the only person in that building who knew it, and she had already 
decided that she was going to stay the only one.

Ferrer crouched, bringing herself level with the chair, her voice 
gentler than it had been. KWhat's your nameBK

KJulia,K YRa! said :uickly, before Julia could answer for herself. 
KSeñorita, this is an active matter, you cannot be in here.K

KI asked the girl.K Ferrer did not look up. KJulia. What happened 
to youBK

Julia's eyes went to YRa!, then áarcRa, then the door, as if Señora 
Viento might already be standing in it. She said nothing. Another 
tear followed the Grst, and Ferrer saw this one, and the profes-
sional distance dropped out of her face for a second before she 
caught it and put it back.

KIt's all right,K Ferrer said, :uieter. Kzou don't have to say any-
thing you don't want to.K

KThat's enough.K áarcRa stepped between them, not touching 
her, close enough that the message was plain. KWe're handling 
it. We'll bring in the employer, hear her side, follow procedure. 
There's no story here, Señorita Ferrer. A domestic dispute.K

je delivered it like a bus schedule, already certain of the an-
swer.

KA domestic dispute,K Ferrer repeated, Pat, and wrote it down 
anyway.

YRa! did not look up from her form. KIf there's eqploitation, it 
goes in the report.K

KIt always goes in the report,K áarcRa agreed pleasantly, and the 
word report sat in the room like a coin at the bottom of a well.
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KHnless it doesn't,K YRa! murmured, Cust to áarcRa, in the way 
people talk over the head of someone who does not count.

Ferrer's pen kept moving. She did not sit. She did not leave 
either.

A man appeared in the doorway, lean, in a gray suit that cost 
more than everything else in the room, a leather portfolio under 
one arm. Ferrer's paper kept him for eqactly this kind of morning. 
Behind him a second man lifted a camera, not to his eye, Cust far 
enough to be seen.

YRa! stood up. She had not stood for the reporter.
KLucRa.K The man in the suit said it :uietly, almost apologetically. 

KThe Qaptain will see us now.K
Ferrer closed her notebook without hurrying, as one closes 

something she intends to reopen. She looked once more at Julia, 
then at YRa!, then at áarcRa, and let her ga!e rest on him a beat 
longer than it needed to.

KThat was fast,K she said to the lawyer, though her eyes had 
not left áarcRa. KTell him I'm still asking the same :uestions I was 
asking yesterday.K

She followed the two men out. The photographer swept the 
room once before he turned to go.

The door fell shut. Nobody spoke.
YRa! sat back down, set down her pen, and pressed her Gngers 

to her temple. áarcRa glanced at the closed door as if to conGrm 
it would stay that way, then crossed and turned the lock.

They did not have to send for Señora Viento. She had been in 
a chair by the front desk since before Julia was brought in, her 
purse on her knees, and áarcRa stepped out and came back with 
her inside a minute.
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She swept in, the tailored navy Gtted to her thin frame, the bun 
drawn so tight it dared anyone to see her as less than in control. 
jer gold-ringed Gngers tightened on the clasp of her purse, the 
only outward sign that she felt the room looking at her.

jer ga!e settled on Julia, briePy. Even here, surrounded by uni-
forms, Julia felt the promise in it. Not a threat eqactly. A schedule.

KOAcers. I'm so sorry for the trouble this child has caused. I 
have papers to prove everything is in order.K

She produced a folded letter from her bag and handed it to YRa! 
with a calm, calculated smile. KFrom her father, may he rest in 
peace. je entrusted her to me to give her a better life. zou see, 
she comes from a very poor family in the sierra, and I have cared 
for her as my own.K

Julia's head came up.
Here is the thing I have never been able to 'le properly, and I 

have had a long time to try. Señora Viento buried a living man in 
a police station, in front of his daughter, to close the last door in 
the building. She had never met him. She did not need to. She had 
worked out, correctly, that a dead father is a simpler obCect than 
a live one, and that nobody in that room would check.

YRa! opened the letter and studied it, her brow furrowing. Julia's 
heart dropped. She knew what it said before the oAcer read it 
out.

YRa! readD K'My daughter, Julia, is to remain under the care of 
Señora Viento. She will work in eqchange for food and shelter, as 
we cannot provide for her.'K jer voice was Pat. jer eyes came up. 
KIt's signed by your father. Is that correctBK

Kje's alive. je's in Soto Uampa. je didn't write that. je can't 
write.K
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Nobody moved. YRa!'s pen stayed where it was.
Then Señora Viento sighed, as a woman does who has eq-

plained this before. Kje dictated it to the parish priest, of course. 
The poor man couldn't hold a pen. jalf the sierra signs that way. 
Surely the oAcers know this.K A small pause, perfectly weighted. 
KAnd the child has been told about her father. More than once. 
She does not accept it. I don't press her.K

She did not raise her voice. She reversed a true sentence and a false 
one inside four seconds, and the room went with her, because the 
room had been going with her since half past six.

YRa! looked at Julia, and something gave in her face, and then 
she looked away and the professional mask came back. Kjer story 
is compelling. But without hard evidence.K

They did not believe her, or they did and it was not going to matter. 
Arom where Julia sat those looked identical, and I will not pretend she 
was wrong about that.

KSit down, Julia,K YRa! said, not unkindly, though Julia had never 
stood. It was a thing she said in this room, to people in that chair, 
and she said it without looking.

Señora Viento shook her head, disappointed, and made sure 
the room could see it. Kzou see what I mean. She is ungrateful. I 
took her in, and this is how she repays me. Lies and trouble. I only 
want what's best for the girl.K

áarcRa looked at the hair still hanging over Julia's eye, and 
thought of Manuela going :uiet at the kitchen table, and for a 
moment he did not move at all.

Then he stepped forward, took the letter from YRa!, and in-
spected it himself, tilting his head. KThe hand is decent. It isn't 
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notari!ed. Yo you have anything elseB Adoption papers. Uroof of 
guardianship.K

The smile faltered, briePy, before she recovered it. KShe is like 
family. There's no need for all this paperwork.K A dismissive hand. 
KBut you have the letter. jer father trusted me.K

YRa! leaned back and eqchanged a glance with áarcRa. KJulia. Are 
you telling us your father did not write this letterBK

KIt's not him,K Julia said, so softly the words barely made it across 
the table. Nothing else. She had learned, somewhere in the last 
year, that the more she said the more there was to be punished 
for later, and the woman sitting three feet away would remember 
every word of it.

KEnough of this drama,K Señora Viento said, sharpening. KThe 
child is confused. She misses her family, I understand that, but 
she doesn't see how much I have done for her. I feed her, I clothe 
her, I put a roof over her head. Without me she'd have nothing.K

áarcRa sighed heavily and handed the letter back. KWe're sorry 
for the trouble, ma'am. zou can take her home.K

I have 'led a great many reports on the moment a door closes. This 
one closed quietly and stayed closed, and nobody in that room was 
punished for it, then or afterward.

Julia did not shriek. She did not run for áarcRa's arm. She sat very 
still, gripping the edge of the chair until her knuckles whitened, 
and looked at him with an eqpression he would remember for 
years without ever being able to say what was in it.

KUlease,K she said. Just that.
áarcRa did not meet her eyes. KI'm sorry. We can't do anything 

without more proof.K
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YRa! avoided her too, packing up the notebook. Señora Viento 
took Julia's arm with a Grm, possessive grip, her nails Gnding the 
skin, and steered her toward the door.

KThank you, oAcers. I'll take her back now.K
Julia's knees buckled as the hand clamped and pulled. The 

certainty that had carried her here went out from under her all 
at once. The mountains were impossibly far again, and the grip 
on her arm was the only real thing in the world.

áuillermo was in the front room when they came back. jis lower 
lip was split and swollen out of shape, and he held the newspaper 
in front of him without turning it. je looked up, took in his moth-
er's face and the girl's bare feet, and looked down again. je said 
nothing. je was not going to be able to say anything, and both of 
them knew it, and his mother stood between them and did not 
know it.

That night Julia heard the board outside the bathroom at ten 
past eleven. She lay still with her eyes open until it went :uiet.

That is how she understood she was home.
The beatings resumed. Julia bent and did not break. She kept 

her grandmother's words folded and unspent, through days that 
ran out past the end of themselves and nights of :uiet crying into 
a thin mattress.

She thought often of her grandmother's hands, rough and 
warm, pressing dough into bread, working a comb through her 
hair before bed. Those were her refuge when the sharp words 
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cut too deep and her body ached from the day. Stay strong, mi 
niña, her grandmother had said the day she left. zou are the 
mountain's daughter.

There was an arithmetic to it now. Julia learned the value of a 
swept Poor, a folded sheet, a meal served before it was asked for. 
Each one bought an hour in which the hand stayed at the side 
instead of rising. She kept a tally without numbers, only a feeling 
in her chest that told her when she had earned enough :uiet to 
risk sitting still a moment, and when she had not. On the mornings 
she guessed wrong she paid before noon.

On the mornings she guessed right she sat by the window with 
the hem of her dress in her hands. She used to imagine, sitting 
there, that somebody out in the world already knew her name 
and was walking toward it. She had stopped. She could not have 
said which week the imagining ended, only that it had, the way a 
candle does not announce the moment it goes out.

She still prayed. Not as she had before the station, when each 
word was a stone laid toward home and she believed the road 
was being built somewhere. Now she said the words as she swept 
the Poors, because they were hers to do, and knelt on the same 
splintered boards, and asked St. Jude for the same things in the 
same xuechua, and eqpected nothing back.

Cnd the things in the house still came when she spoke. That did 
not stop. It has never stopped. What stopped was her belief that it 
meant anything, which is a diPerent loss and a heavier one, and I 
have watched grown men of my own order sustain it and go to pieces.

She counted what she had asked for and what had come.
She had asked the police for help, and they had written things 

down and given her back. She had asked with her whole face, 



J. P. SAN94

once, and a man had looked at her as if he recogni!ed something, 
as if for a minute she were somebody's daughter and not another 
item in his morning, and then it closed, and he was sorry, and she 
was in Señora Viento's grip before the sun went down.

Sometimes she remembered the station and felt a coldness 
that had nothing to do with what happened in it. The Poorboard 
feeling. Standing and not passing. She had carried it into that 
building without knowing and it had not left her the whole time 
she sat in the metal chair, as if the station were a house too, one 
where she could not tell which doors were unlocked, or for whom. 
She had no words for any of it. She only knew she would not go 
back.

She had asked St. Jude every night since her grandmother 
taught her the words, and could not point to one thing in her 
life that had arrived because of it. The saint of lost causes. She 
understood the name better now. 

je is not the saint who Gnds what is lost. je is the saint you 
are given when everyone else has stopped listening, so the words 
have somewhere to go.

She prayed that night anyway. She no longer watched the road.
I am Ghief Orefect of Luardian íversight. I 'le what I witness and 

I am not asked for my opinion. What I witnessed in those months 
was a child laying stones in the dark toward a road that was, at that 
moment, being built from the other end, by hands she would not meet 
for another season.
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Word travels strangely where the powerless have nothing else 
to trade. A neighbor's cook, who had once worked beside Julia's 
grandmother, caught the name in October when whispers about 
the sierra girl went through the market stalls near Señora Viento's 
house. She sent for Elias.

je had been looking since March, when a man down from 
Hranmarca found him in a tannery in San Juan de Lurigancho and 
told him two things in the same breathD that their grandmother 
was in the ground since November, and that his sister had been 
taken to Lima by a man with a folder. Elias walked out of the 
tannery that afternoon and did not go back. je went to every 
parish and every station in the city with a name, a description, 
and no papers of any kind.

je had already been to áarcRa's station. je came in June, and 
áarcRa did not go to the cabinet. There was no record, he said, 
and no report, and no girl, and Elias believed him, being a man 
who believed men in uniform when they said no.

éuc:a Aerrer never got her story. The paper ran two further pieces 
and then it ran none, and nothing upstairs moved. What she got 
instead was small, and she never knew she had it. Aor months she 
went on putting questions to Larc:a in cafás he chose, and one of 
them she put to him more than once, because she was not a woman 
who let a thing go- what had become of the girl from the sierra.

He had no answer. That was the trouble. She kept asking a man 
who could not answer, and a question you cannot answer does not 
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leave you. It goes and stands in the hallway outside the bathroom 
and does not pass.

When Elias came back in November, áarcRa was at the front 
desk. Elias did not recogni!e him. je had stood in front of a great 
many uniforms since March and had not looked at one of their 
faces, and he told it all again from the beginning, the name and 
the description and the man with the folder, eqactly as he had 
told it in June.

áarcRa knew him before he Gnished the Grst sentence.
je listened to all of it and wrote nothing down. Then he told 

Elias to wait outside, and came out ten minutes later on his own 
cigarette break, and gave him the address on the street, o" the 
book, with nothing on paper and nothing in the Gle, in a manner 
both men could deny afterward and did.

The door opened on a Tuesday afternoon.
She had swept the front room that morning without being told. She 

could not have said why. I could, and I am not going to.
KJuliaCK
She was already standing when he said it.
Then she saw him. jer brother in the doorway, older than she 

remembered, his face drawn, his clothes dusty from a walk across 
a city he could not a"ord to cross any other way. jis eyes found 
her before anything else in the room, as they always had when 
they were small and she had hidden somewhere Cust to see how 
long he would take. je did not look at Señora Viento. je did not 
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look at the house. je looked at Julia, as if she were the only thing 
in the building he had come to see.

KEliasBK
KI've come for you, hermanita.K
Señora Viento was already moving. KWho are you, and what do 

you think you are doing in my houseBK She put a hand on Julia's 
shoulder and gripped. KThis child is in my care. zou have no right 
to be here.K

Elias's hands were trembling at his sides. je kept his voice level. 
KI'm her brother. I only ask to see her. To know she's well.K

KShe belongs to me. zour family left her in my charge. I have the 
papers to prove it.K

KOapzMs alive,K Julia said.
She said it to Elias, not to the woman. She said it as a :uestion. 

It was the Grst time in ten months she had said the word out loud.
Kje's alive, Julia.K jis voice went on her name and came back.
KI don't know anything more than that. I wasn't there.K
Whatever Señora Viento said neqt, neither of them heard the 

end of it. Julia twisted out from under the hand. Elias caught her 
wrist and pulled her past the older woman, his shoulder taking 
the doorframe, and they were down the steps and into the street 
with the scream following them and neither of them looking back.

She had asked for exactly this, in the same words, in the same 
language, every night for twentyVone months. I make no claim about 
the mechanism. I am setting down the sequence, because I was there 
for all of it, and because somebody should.
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Señora Viento went back to the station on Thursday.
She wore the navy. She had a fresh complaint and a name and a 

story about a laborer who had entered her home and removed a 
child in her legal care, and she was very good, and she had every 
reason to eqpect the same result she had received in April.

áarcRa took the complaint himself. je listened to all of it. je 
went to the cabinet, and came back, and told her, with the par-
ticular patience of a man who has Glled out this form before, that 
there was no report on Gle. No April report. No missing servant. 
No girl.

She asked him to look again. je looked again.
He had burned it on the Tuesday, in the yard, with the incinerator 

men watching and not caring. That was the second thing he did, and 
it cost him considerably more than the 'rst, and he did it anyway, 
and he never once told Aerrer, who would have wanted it, and never 
told F:aE, who would have understood it, and never told his daughter, 
who was the reason.

There was no consequence. Nobody was disciplined. Nobody was 
transferred. Two years later he made sergeant. I record it exactly 
as it happened, without a moral, because in that city that is how it 
happened, and it is still how it happens, and the arrangement is older 
than the city.

Señora Viento went home. She did not come again.
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Elias took Julia to a convent in the city center and eqplained that 
he could not care for her and needed her safe. The sisters took 
her in, their voices gentle, their eyes kind, everything the opposite 
of what she had learned to survive. je came on Sundays. je was 
saving for two fares.

Ueace did not arrive all at once. In the Grst weeks Julia Pinched 
when a door closed hard, and ate her meals facing the room 
with her back to the wall. Sister Dosa noticed and said nothing 
about it, only began leaving an eqtra blanket folded at the foot 
of the bed each night without eqplanation, until one evening Julia 
understood it was simply meant to be hers, with no conditions 
attached to it.

The small things worked on her slowly. A bowl of soup that 
came without being earned Grst. A girl her own age, Marisol, 
who showed her how to braid palm leaves into little crosses 
and laughed, without cruelty, when Julia's Grst attempt fell apart. 
The sisters never raised their voices, not even when the younger 
children broke things or cried in the night, and after enough days 
of watching this Julia began to test it. She dropped a clay pot 
on purpose and braced. Nobody struck her. Nobody so much as 
lifted a hand. She cried harder that afternoon than she had in 
months and it took her a long time to understand why.

They gave her a gray convent dress. The old one, with its faded 
Powers, she folded under her mattress and took out sometimes 
at night and put back.
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In Yecember she turned twelve. Sister Dosa put a candle in a 
piece of bread at supper and the whole table sang, badly, and Julia 
sat through it with her hands in her lap and her face carefully still, 
and afterward went out to the cloister and stood in the dark until 
she could come back in.

By the time the weather turned she had stopped sleeping with 
her back to the wall. She spent her days in the gardens or reading 
with the other girls, her anger softening into something she could 
carry, something that no longer needed to live in her Gsts.

She was kneeling in the rows, working a stubborn weed loose 
from around a tomato stake, when a shadow fell across her and 
stayed.

She looked up eqpecting a girl and found a dog. Big, calm, the 
color of dry earth, watching her work with his head tilted. je had 
been at the gate the morning Victoria arrived and nobody had 
ever established where he came from. The sisters fed him scraps 
at the kitchen door and pretended it was against the rules.

Behind him stood a girl Julia took for a few years older. jer eyes 
were odd in a way Julia could not name, too still, like water with no 
wind on it, and they did not follow her hands while she worked. 
She stood there while Julia pulled, and Julia pulled twice more, 
and the second time the stem snapped.

Kzou're doing that wrong.K
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Before Julia could answer she had dropped to her knees in the 
dirt, heedless of the skirt, run two :uick Gngers down the stem to 
the root, and worked another one free without snapping it.

Julia looked at the one she had broken and she said something 
over it, very :uietly, and held it out.

The girl took the plant and smiled.
Julia stayed where she was.
jer name was Victoria. She talked like the convent fountain ran, 

steady and a little too fast, Glling silences Julia had not noticed she 
was keeping. The dog was called Qommander and he was never 
anywhere she was not.

Julia never asked why she was there. Every other girl in that 
garden had asked her inside a week, and Julia never did, not once 
in four months, and Victoria noticed it on the Grst day and did not 
mention it for thirty years.

I want to say something about how that girl moved, because the 
obvious explanation is the wrong one. jictoria went through the 
world as though it could not surprise her. That was not courage and 
it was not the blindness. :veryone in the convent took her for older. 
She was three weeks younger than Julia.

She had already been shown the worst thing the world had availV
able, in her own house, by a man who is still alive, and everything 
after it was arithmetic. I am not going to tell you what happened to 
her. It is hers. I will say only that when she felt down a tomato stem 
for the root, she was doing the same thing she did with people, and 
she was faster at it than any adult in the convent.

KWhere are you fromBK Julia asked, days later, in the shade of 
a tree, weaving Power crowns, Qommander stretched between 
them with his chin on Victoria's foot.
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KA village up in the sierra.  zou wouldn't  know it.K  Victoria 
laughed. KHranmarca.K

Julia's Gngers stopped mid-braid. KThat's my district. Soto Uam-
pa, up past the ridge.K

KSoto Uampa.K Victoria said it slowly, tasting it. KI knew it. First 
day, in the garden. zou talk like home. The xuechua sits under 
your Spanish like a stone under water.K She turned toward Julia 
without :uite arriving. KMaybe we're family.K

Julia looked down at the crown in her hands and did not answer.
Victoria, who could not leave a silence alone, Glled that one too, 

all valleys and road names and what the air is like up there in the 
mornings. She did not seem to mind, when the bell called them 
in, that Julia had said nothing at all.

She came back to it a week later, and this time she had a route.
KThere's a truck,K she said. KMy mother's cousin drives as far as 

Andahuaylas, twice a month, and he owes our family more than 
he's ever going to pay. From Andahuaylas it's two days walking 
and Qommander knows every meter of it. je was born up there.K 
A pause, one beat too long for the sentence it sat in. KAnd there's 
a house.K

Julia noticed nothing. There was no reason she should have.
I noticed. There is a house, she said. Not my house. Not my fatherMs 

house. That girl was twelve years old and she had already learned to 
build a true sentence that carries a lie on its back, and she built that 
one in the time it takes to breathe, and she did it because she wanted 
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a sister on that road and knew she would not get one if she said what 
was standing in the doorway of it.

Her father is dead. He was killed for the gold under his ;oor by the 
man who is now her motherMs husband, and it is her mother she is 
going back for, and she has not mentioned her mother once in four 
months except to place a cousin who drives a truck.

KWho's in the houseBK Julia asked.
KMy mother.K Victoria's face did not change at all. KAnd a man.K
She went back to the Power crowns after that, and talked about 

the road, and Julia let her.

That night Julia lay on her cot and looked at the ceiling. Whole, 
this one. No cracks. She had made her decisions under a broken 
ceiling for so long that she hardly knew how to think under a good 
one.

She weighed it as she weighed everything. The blanket that was 
hers with no conditions. The soup that came unearned. Marisol's 
laugh, the garden rows, doors that closed without making her 
Pinch. Sister Dosa, who had never once asked her a :uestion she 
was not ready for. Elias on Sundays.

Against all thatD the mountains. The smell of the earth after rain. 
A road she did not know how to travel. And on the far end of it, a 
man on a ridge with a bad hip, who had either been lied to or had 
known eqactly what he was signing, and there was no way on this 
earth to learn which one without walking there and looking at his 
face.
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That was the whole of it. Qounted honestly, staying won. She 
could see that it won.

She prayed while she counted. Not before, not after. The words 
went alongside, as they always did now, stones laid down while 
her mind did its other work. She did not ask for a sign. She had 
stopped asking for anything that could be pointed to. She laid the 
words toward home, the same words, and let them sit neqt to the 
counting, and somewhere before she slept the two of them came 
to an agreement she had not been consulted about.

I was present for that. I am not permitted to tell you which of them 
moved, and I would not be believed if I did.

In the morning she knew, and could not have said whether the 
counting or the words had decided it. She thought of Victoria 
saying Hranmarca under the tree, as easily as saying pass the 
thread. zears of stones, small and unanswered. Uerhaps this was 
where the road came out. She held the thought as she had once 
held the hem of her dress, knowing it proved nothing, keeping it 
anyway.

She found Victoria at the fountain before breakfast, Qomman-
der's tail going before Julia had said a word.

KWe're not family,K Julia said. KI asked Sister Dosa to write to the 
parish. My grandmother knew every household in Hranmarca and 
not one of them is ours.K

KI know.K Victoria turned her face toward the sound. KI had her 
write in January. I've known since January.K
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KThen why did you askBK
KI wasn't asking whether we were.K Victoria said it as the most 

obvious thing in the world, and to her it was. KI was asking whether 
we would be.K

There is no word for what those two did at that fountain, in 
Quechua or in Spanish or in any of the tongues I was issued. Blood 
was not consulted. Blood was not present. I have watched armies 
swear to one another with a god standing in the room to witness it, 
and I have watched those oaths come apart inside a decade over 
money and precedence and who was owed what.

I have also watched two girls in a garden, with no god in attendance, 
no priest, no paper, and no advantage to either of them, agree to be 
family on the grounds of nothing whatsoever except that each had 
decided the other one would do. íf the two arrangements I can tell 
you which one held. I have been watching it hold for a very long time.

This is the family of man. It does not run on blood and it has never 
once needed my authoriEation.

Julia was :uiet a while. Then she reached up and pushed the 
hair back out of her left eye, and held it there with two Gngers 
while she spoke, so that she could be seen speaking.

KI have to tell my brother.K
KBring him,K Victoria said.
KOkay.K Julia let her hand fall. KLet's go home.K
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That is where I am supposed to stop. The record ends when the sub<ect 
leaves the <urisdiction, and she left it that week, and everything after 
belongs to another 'le and another o=cer.

I am going to break something. I have been warned. I know what it 
costs.

There is a woman she has not met yet whose daughter will mat-
ter more than any of us are prepared for. There is an afternoon 
on the road out of Andahuaylas that I have never been able to 
write down correctly. And there is a place in the mountains where 
a great many things get settled that were left open long before 
Julia was born.

It is more than I am allowed and less than I want to say, and I 
have been carrying the di"erence for a long time.

What I will say is that nobody in the convent understood what 
left it that week. 

They counted two girls and a dog and a brother who had been 
saving for two fares, and they were kind about it, and they were 
wrong. Everyone who came after wrote it down as the day a 
frightened child was taken in hand. I have read their accounts. I 
corrected none of them, because I was not asked, and because 
there is a kind of person you cannot tell anything to.

She was not rescued. She was answered. The road was hers, 
and the answer was hers, and she never let it fall again.



La Traviata

T here once was a heartbroken traveler,  restless and un-
moored, who wandered the City of Glass: transparent, end-

less, and cold. His youth had been jlled with Noy, but life eventu-
ally calcijed into burdens and disillusion. 

gow he drifted alonV a nearby stream that ran throuVh the 
Balley of zutterscotch Chrysanthemums, a hapless crayon-blue 
sky skirtinV the hori'on above him. He felt sliVhtly blue, mutterinV 
ancient banterinVs that slowly tensed his body and edVed his de-
meanor toward tanVerine red. The waterAs ;eetinV ripples and en-
ticinV VurVles oSered him hollow relief, pleasures that promised 
more than they Vave. Fll the while, he searched earnestly for a 
remedy for his pain: a path, a prophetic voice, a drink to forVet, a 
miracle. Fll eluded himE of those he tried, none proved true.

He was no lonVer a traveler but a meanderer, circlinV himself.
Mtuck.
Iro'en.
He pressed aVainst the fracture that muted his essence. The 

fracture pressed so hard that in his stillness, he nearly fell into a 
slumber. F beauty, who had happened into this place, woke him, 
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soon becominV his source of hope and pleasure, and became 
his betrothed. xven she Vrew bitter due to her loveAs inability 
to move beyond the dome. Mhe encouraVed and supported the 
’eanderer. qn desperation and heartache, she died in his arms 
of boredom.

The hunt for the e"it haltedE he acknowledVed his failure with 
resiVnation. Thus he abandoned the search for the pathE with his 
love Vone, instead of healinV, he allowed these and the sorrows 
of others he did not know, to seep in. Their tears became his own, 
an omen for the livinV.

The traveler?s sorrows overwhelmed him, and his VatherinV 
tears rushed downward to become a Vreat lake, threateninV to 
drown him and all who lived in the Balley.

go one knew why he returned to his Duest. He had invited death 
to his bed. zut as suddenly as he had resiVned, hands on hip and 
chest puSed out, he beVan to search for an escape aVain, a way 
from that which held him captive, a door leadinV to freedom. He 
searched for a crack, a chink in the armor, the sliVhtest e"posed 
breach: an e"it for the sake of his proVeny.

Ior their sake, he removed his hand from his side and placed it 
on his plow. He could see it, almost feel it, but could never cross 
its thresholdE his heart was in the land his feet touched. To his 
dismay, as he Vained Vround towards the destination, the other 
side dissolved.

He Duestioned the wind.
 He prayed to anVels.
 He listened to the stars.
 zut no answer came.
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OHow do q leaveW q need to know.
 q cannot breathe, conjned to this place.O

go one could tell him. !ay after day, nothinV shifted. The city 
only Vrew colder, harder, bitter. Time circled like a serpent, indif-
ferent, consuminV itself. The dome held true from above, com-
plete with the walls.

Yne eveninV, as the ’eanderer knelt in despair, a Lind of 
ChanVe passed throuVh. He smelled a scent of rich herbs and 
cardamom on the wind. He followed the bree'e, tempted by its 
suVVestions, and it led him to the edVe of the Vlass city, where he 
heard a voice shout:

OFll aboard, TravelersRO
He climbed onto a la'y train bound for ’arrakech. The conduc-

tor, a bearded old man with wanderlust in his eyes, handed him 
a pouch of herbs and whispered:

OâouAre searchinV too loudly. Try unconsciousness. There, you 
may be released from captivity. Iind your wisdom. Murely, your 
answer will come.O

Mo, the traveler slept.
 Fnd he slept.
 Fnd he slept.

The trainAs rhythm became the pulse of a new reality. âears 
passed.

Lhen he opened his eyes, he was not on a train at all. F Varden 
had Vrown up around him, born of his slumber. qt smelled of 
thunder, with a hint of cardamom. Irom beneath a weathered 
oak, he watched jve monks, caretakers of the Varden, task in the 
sun, attended by a nymph draped in whispers.
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The monks swunV their  hoes throuVh the earth.  Thrump. 
Thrump. Thrump. The sound of labor carried like a heartbeat 
throuVh the Varden.

The siren moved amonV them, wipinV the sweat from each 
brow, thrilled by their toil yet indiSerent to the furtive Vlances that 
slipped down her neckline.

OIollow the Virl for your escape,O said the wind.
 OGold is the answer,O said the xarth.
 O!o not be foolish. Meek wisdom from the monks,O replied an 
anVel.

Mtill,  the  rhythm of  the  hoes  continued,  thrump,  thrump, 
thrump, steady as the pulse of the city itself.

The traveler disreVarded them all. He clapped his hands, and 
the scene dissolved for a moment. Lith nothinV left to distract, 
he looked on. Yne monk, restless, beVan to whistle éa Traviata 
while the others swayed, toes tappinV to the clickety-clack of the 
melancholy train. He paused momentarily, raised his hands to the 
sky, and e"asperatedly, in an undiVnijed, sullen manner, spoke 
to the sky, Oxven doVs return to their vomit.O Then he resumed, 
toes tappinV.

The voluptuous woman, a siren of hidden talents and sin, 
danced whimsically under the moonliVht, scatterinV maVic blos-
soms across the monksA bosoms, whisperinV wicked secrets into 
the wind.

Ynce the monks were tired, havinV their way, the seductress lay 
down beside the younV man, wearinV only a towel. Mhe looked 
at this traveler and shook her jnVer, knowinV his thouVhts. Oq 
am no doV,O she said emphatically. Mhe stood, the towel fallinV 
away, hesitated, then Vlided with playful abandon toward the 
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head monk. Mhe knelt beside the holy man. OTell this younV man 
the way,O she whispered.

The holy manAs brow Vrew wet: not with heat, but the weiVht of 
a thousand unanswered prayers. Fs he trembled, he replied to 
the seductress, Oq cannot say that which q do not know.O

Mhe smiled and said, Oq have heard you claim no one truly leaves 
the Vlass city unless the divine one wills it, that the streets circle 
endlessly. âou say this, yet you do not know. ’y heart knows 
better.O

Mhe turned towards the younV man who was Va'inV at her 
heart. He, embarrassed by her pro"imity and the return of her 
eyes, shielded his face. The siren Vently lowered his hands and 
said, OTime itself will reveal your path. Peturn tomorrow, and q will 
take you to the door.O

The ne"t day, the siren lay face towards the clouds, this time 
without the towel.

Mhe reached out and drew a door in the clouds with a pen made 
from the feathers of a bird that had never ;own.

Lith a smile that was both a promise and a warninV, she lured 
him throuVh the doorway: into her private chamber of mirrored 
skies and silent clocks.

Ffter linVerinV in her winsome company, the desperate traveler 
Vrew impatient and decided to leave. He paused, heart ham-
merinV, then forced himself throuVh a window when the door 
dissolved.

zelow, he saw a paper-m<ch= spaceship drift by, its surface 
VlimmerinV in the heavenAs liVht, as it skimmed across crayon 
skies, runninV like mascara down the Vlass ceilinV. The Traveler 
hastily climbed out the window, watchinV the younVest and most 
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clumsy monk, who had been tellinV all who would listen that more 
suSerinV would brinV better food, reach out to Vrab it.

The monk slipped and tumbled downward, fallinV into the vehi-
cle. The others followed. Yf course, the ship could not ascendE the 
walls of the city loomed too hiVh. MuccumbinV to the added weiVht 
of all on board, the spacecraft stopped at every opportunity to 
check for Vaps in the wall. xach had a toll.

>assersby Vathered to hear his sad tale of Vlass cities, la'y 
trains, and stranVe herbs as he waited outside the cheapest pas-
saVeway. go one knew if he was the Traveler, or merely the echo 
of one. He remained in a trance askinV, OHow can q leaveWO

The crowds applauded his story and Vossiped about him. They 
recoVni'ed the pliVht of the monks who needed to pay a toll to 
pass throuVh a Vap. The monks collected alms and tauVht as they 
could to pay what was reDuired.

The monks, pockets heavy with alms, were satisjed. âet they 
lonVed to help the others who suSered to jnd a way out, to slip 
beyond the Vlass, into somethinV real. Try as he did to return 
to the Varden, the Traveler too could never e"it the city. He 
was adamant about freeinV the siren, whom he wanted as his 
new bride, before he could leave. Mhe would only leave with the 
monks.

The enchantress, wantinV to remain with him, spoke with kind-
ness, but her words held no wisdom. LearinV only his Duestions, 
she told him that if the Traveler waits for the rain, when he isnAt 
lookinV, his answer will jnd him.

Pain pattered on the Vlass streets. The crayon buildinVs melted, 
bleedinV down the face of the city, collectinV in puddles of color.
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He followed the poundinV water, the nymphAs contemptuous 
lauVhter trailinV after him, the scent of cardamom beckoninV 
from the corners of his dreams, only to Vlimpse, throuVh another 
window, the unattainable Varden with jve monks and their muse 
shimmerinV in the distance.

Fnd somewhere else, in a city of transparent Vlass, an echo of 
the Traveler beVins the search aVain. Mtill seekinV the door beyond 
suSerinV, still whisperinV, q cannot breathe, each time as if it were 
the jrst.

The fable repeats.
Yr perhaps it is rewound.




