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From: [image: images]


To: [image: images]


Re: More Language Samples


March 6, 2007, 7:31 P.M.


[image: images]


I understand your frustration having so little to work with. If we had any means of getting you more or a better sampling of their language, we would give it to you. But in forty years of watching, waiting, and recording, that ninety-seven seconds is all you have to work with. Sorry.


Between you and me, I am plenty frustrated, too. [image: images] had given up any hope of communication, or even an attempt at communication, from our guests years ago, so that after forty years of nothing, we get a minute and a half of blathering, only to be followed by more nothing, it’s probably more frustrating than if we’d never gotten a sampling of their language at all.


And no, I cannot answer any questions on their behavior, because for all intents and purposes, there is none. No language-related behavior to study except for that ninety-seven seconds. The only one of them they’ve gotten moving (“Čefo”) responds to human engagement, but doesn’t give us language samples. The long and short is this—they cannot force the Fremda group to give up language samplings, because they don’t know how. If that changes, you’ll be the first to know.


I remind you that [image: images] and every single expert and organization who’s had anything to do with attempts to establish communication with the Fremda group has had less to work with than you do now. So make do. This may be the most we ever get.


—[image: images]


Ortega, Nils. “Fremda Memo.” The Broken Seal. August 24, 2007. http://www.thebrokenseal.org.




PART ONE
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THE OBELUS EVENT


Torrance, California


September 20, 2007


NASDAQ: 2,679.05


Dow Jones Industrial Average: 13,242.85
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On the morning of the second meteor, Cora’s 1989 Toyota Camry gave up the ghost for good. The car was a manual transmission with a stick shift its previous owner had wrapped in duct tape years ago, a time bomb the color of expired baby food that should have gone off sooner than it did. At $800, she had paid more for it than it was worth, but back then, she had been a freshman in college and desperate for a car. In the two years since, she’d grown accustomed to the ever-loudening squealing of the fan belt, but on this morning, after she put her key in the ignition and the engine turned, the squealing turned into a hostile screech. A disheartening thunk thunk thunk followed, then a snap, then an angry whirr, all before she could react. But by the time she turned off the ignition, it was clear that the car, her first and only car, was dead forever.


And she was already late for work.


As the Camry went into its final death throes, Demi, who was locking the front door on her way to work, froze mid-motion as she beheld the scene, wearing an expression of disappointment, but not surprise. Cora’s feeling of horror that this was even happening quickly hopped to embarrassment before settling onto her old standby: numbness. She got out of the car, with no choice but to leave it on the street despite it being street cleaning day, approached her mother, and asked, “Can you give me a ride to work?”


Demi looked at her like she had just lost their house in a drunken bet. “Sure.” It was the last word she said to Cora for about half an hour.


In short order, Cora was suffering the indignity of her mother driving her to work through the vehicular sludge of the 110. In any other circumstances, Demi would have told Cora she was shit out of luck, that she should have gotten the car fixed months ago, and that she could find her own damn way up to downtown LA. But it had been through PMT, the temp agency Demi worked for, that Cora had her temp job, and it had been Demi who had vouched for her. And so, here they were, crawling under the 105, Demi sacrificing her own punctuality for her negligent daughter’s.


“What happened to that $200 I loaned you?” asked Demi just after they passed Rosecrans, her anger now cooled enough that she was capable of speech. “You were supposed to replace the belt and get your hair done, and you have done neither.”


Cora resisted the urge to pull her hair behind her ears, as though that would hide her mess of a dye job. She’d bleached it blond several months ago, before she’d dropped out of college, but about six inches of her natural wet-hay hair color had grown in since.


“I had to use it on gas,” lied Cora, keeping her gaze on the passenger-side mirror. “And I had another credit card bill I needed to pay off.” The truth was she had used that money on a Neko Case concert, her third this year, but Demi didn’t need to know that.


“Sure you did,” said Demi. “After today, you take the bus.”


Cora did not retort or offer excuses. She knew it was absolutely on her that she had not fixed the car. The fan belt was just the last in a long line of events that only tightened the spiral of powerlessness that was coming to define her existence, and by this point, she was getting used to it. Trying to exert some control over her life was an exercise in futility, so why bother? A good concert was the one place she could genuinely lose herself, have an out-of-body experience and detach from the deteriorating morass that was her life. And if it meant getting bitched at by her mother and an indefinite period with no car, then oh well. That’s life.


That was when she noticed the black Town Car tailing them. It was close, like it was being dragged along on a hitch, so close she could see the faces of the two men in the front seat clearly. On the driver’s side was a younger-looking man of East Asian descent, seeming to curse whatever cosmic force had made him be awake this early. His passenger was a slender-faced white guy with black wavy hair, maybe late thirties, though it was hard to tell, as his face was obscured with a cartoonishly large pair of aviators.


“Jesus,” said Cora. “What is their problem?”


“What?” Demi looked in her rearview mirror. “Oh, Christ. Those assholes again.”


Suddenly, Cora was on alert. “What, you know them?”


“Well, I’ve seen them,” said Demi. “More than once on my way to work. They always tailgate.”


“Holy shit,” said Cora, a little shocked at Demi’s blasé attitude. Did it not occur to her that these people might be stalking her? Cora had been on guard for that sort of thing well before she dropped out of UCI.


“I’ve never seen them anywhere else, though,” said Demi. “I figure they leave for work around when I do.”


Cora turned around to study them, but they didn’t seem to notice her at all. Probably just a couple of guys who were late for work, thoughtlessly tailgating Demi’s car like it would get them there any sooner. That wasn’t so abnormal, but the fact that the car didn’t have a front plate caught her attention. Only out-of-state cars lacked a front plate, and a commuter wouldn’t be from out-of-state.


She hadn’t really been paying attention to NPR’s Morning Edition, which had been reporting something about the previous day’s wild fluctuation of the Dow Jones, but their next segment made her shoot to attention. “In the three years since it was founded,” said the newscaster, “The Broken Seal has gone from fledgling website to the forefront of the transparency movement.”


The words “The Broken Seal” sent a sharp icicle through her chest, and she momentarily forgot about the tail.


“But one month after the website’s most infamous and controversial leak gave The Broken Seal and its founder, Nils Ortega—”


Demi reflexively slapped a button to change the station, and a Fergie song piped innocuously from KIIS-FM. Cora shot her a look. “I’m sorry,” said Demi, smiling coldly. “It’s too early.”


Cora didn’t know how to respond. On the one hand, she felt like it might be a good idea to know why “The Broken Seal and its founder, Nils Ortega,” were in the news, but on the other hand, there was no subject she wanted to hear about less.


“It’s okay,” said Cora, glancing again at the Town Car behind  them. “I don’t want to think about it, either.”


She turned to face forward, watching the tall buildings of downtown LA sprouting up like distant spires in the haze, and tried to put thoughts of The Broken Seal and stalkers from her mind. But the tailgaters, bored though they looked, were not letting up.


“Mom,” she said, “ever feel like we’re being spied on?”


“By who?”


“I don’t know,” said Cora. “Like … paparazzi or the government or something.”


Demi blinked hard but didn’t look at her daughter. “What, because of Nils?”


“Yeah?”


Demi snorted. “Maybe, but anyone who follows us would be on the wrong trail.”


“Well, I know that,” said Cora, unconsciously bopping along to “Fergalicious,” her movements restrained by her too-small business casual button-up shirt. She had bought it for an interview a year ago, but she had gained a size since then. “But maybe they don’t. Maybe they think we know something. And that’s why they’re, you know, spying on us.”


“I try every day not to think about it.” Demi tried to laugh, but it came out more a sigh. “If they are, I’d rather not know.”


Cora bit her lip and looked behind them again. “Really?”


“I have enough to deal with,” she said. “I feel like if I knew I was being spied on or phone tapped or followed, I wouldn’t even know how to function.”


“I guess,” said Cora, eyes still on the car behind them. She switched the station back to NPR, but the report on The Broken Seal had already come and gone. “Lu says we’re always being monitored.”


“I know she does,” said Demi coldly. “I know.”


Cora decided to drop it and tried to keep her focus on the Dodge Stratus in front of them. Living under The Broken Seal’s shadow was a source of chronic fear that had only worsened since the Ampersand Event and subsequent leak of the Fremda Memo. Like the fan belt on the verge of snapping, The Broken Seal was a time bomb that would inevitably blow up in their faces. Again, she looked into the passenger-side mirror for the Town Car but saw that it had vanished. She couldn’t shake the dread that this was the day the bomb would go off.


Once Demi had dropped her off at the Kaiser building downtown, Cora tried not to think about the Town Car, trudging through four hours of mind-numbing data entry during which, owing to company policy, she was not allowed any internet access. On her way to lunch, however, the dread only now starting to subside, she spared a glance out the window, at the roof deck of the parking garage several stories below.


There was the Town Car.


Seeing the car briefly stunned her into a stupor; she had not actually expected to see anything there. Why hadn’t she turned the station back to NPR? Why, God, why had she listened to “Fergalicious” instead of the news?


She whirled around, scanning the mostly empty cubicles, half expecting the Town Car guys around any corner to throw a bag over her head and stuff her in their trunk. She considered leaving work altogether before deciding it would reflect poorly on Demi, and she was already on Demi’s shit list. Besides, the Town Car was there, the men were not. They were likely somewhere in the building. Perhaps they were waiting for her to leave. Probably, this was nothing.


Possibly, it wasn’t.


Cora stiffly brushed past the few other people in their cubicles who had decided to work through lunch. By the time she made it to the elevator, half convinced a couple of FBI agents were waiting in ambush at the exit, she decided to go to the cafeteria on the third floor rather than find lunch anywhere half-decent. But when the elevator doors opened, a large brick of a person stood on the other side. His face lit up upon seeing her, and Cora struggled not to wince in return.


“Sabino!” It was Eli Gerrard, one of the only people at Kaiser she knew by name. Eli was not a temp but a college graduate who worked in IT. “You okay?”


“Um,” she managed. The door began to close, but Eli smashed the Door Open button, smiling like he’d done her a big favor as the door bounced back open. He fancied himself part of the hacktivist crowd, and, like most of his peers, he adored Nils Ortega.


“What’s going on?” he asked.


She wasn’t sure whether Eli was the best person she could have bumped into or the worst. She grimaced, conscious of how suspicious she looked, and moved inside the elevator. “Well …”


His eyes lit up as the doors closed behind her. “Is it something to do with The Broken Seal?”


“Maybe?” she said, now kicking herself for being in a situation where she was trapped in an elevator with this man. Even at a distance of a couple of feet, his eagerness, his overfamiliarity, felt like a violation of her personal space.


Eli was a scene kid, the type that was just a little too into Panic! at the Disco to be trusted. Ever since she’d started temping here a couple of weeks ago, Eli had been one of the first people who had taken a special interest in her, and for the worst possible reasons. At first, he saw her as an in where The Broken Seal was concerned and then, when he realized she wasn’t, he turned cold. She saw him sometimes talking to other people while staring at her. She was always waiting for him to accuse her of being a traitor to the cause, an enemy of free speech.


Hell, people like Eli were more than their share of the reason she was so paranoid. Back in July, she’d made the mistake of doing an interview for the Los Angeles Times. She’d answered their questions as diplomatically as possible—had Nils Ortega been a good father to her, her brother, and her sister? No. No, he had not. There was a reason he hadn’t been in their lives for half a decade. Oh, the outrage in the hacktivist community that she had dared insinuate that their god-king was fallible. She’d had to delete all her online profiles, both the ones with her current legal name as well as the old ones that still bore the name “Cora Ortega.”


But Eli had never been beastly to her as so many others had, at least not to her face. She figured she may as well see what he knew. After all, he actually followed this junk. “I think I’m being followed.”


His eyes twinkled. “Really? By who?”


“I don’t know,” she said, “but I’m a little freaked out.”


“Where?”


“They’re outside. Or at least their car is.”


“Is it the feds?”


“Maybe? Probably? I don’t know.”


“Oh, man, this could be huge,” he said as the door to the third floor at long, long last opened. Cora all but fell out of the elevator, and he followed. “All that shady stuff the feds have done that’s come out—up in Altadena and Pomona. You know?”


Cora stopped in front of the women’s room and restrained the urge to roll her eyes. “I’ve heard rumors.”


“People saw some stuff. Real witnesses after the Ampersand Event. But then the government fried their brains and erased their memories so they couldn’t say what they saw.”


“Yeah, I heard that one.”


“Why would that have happened if they didn’t see something they weren’t supposed to see?”


Despite deliberately trying to avoid all things Nils-related for her own sanity, she was well aware of that conspiracy theory. People like Eli thought the Ampersand Event was a spaceship or something, a UFO or a scout, or at the very least a probe. Cora, like most people, believed it was a rock that fell out of the sky and landed in the hills north of Pasadena. “I don’t think that has anything to do with who’s in the parking lot.”


“It might,” he said. “What makes you think they’re following you?”


Cora almost started moving toward the cafeteria, but stayed put next to the women’s room in case she needed a place to escape where he wouldn’t follow. “They were behind our car on the way here. Then, just now, I saw the car parked on the roof of the parking garage.”


“And you assume they’re here because of you?”


Another batch of people unloaded from the elevator, and Cora kept her voice down. “I don’t know, maybe? I mean, there was something on the news this morning.”


“Oh, right. That.” He watched her while she waited for him to continue, a tiny smile starting to form.


The spike of fear, the same one that always came with the mention of Nils, prodded her in the gut again. “What?”


“You don’t know?”


“Eli, The Broken Seal is at the top of my list of things that I try not to think about if I can help it,” she said. “Did he say something about me?”


He ignored her question. “I just can’t believe you don’t know. If I were you—”


“You’re not me.”


Eli took a deep breath, like he was about to bungee jump for the first time. “Dude. If my dad released the most important leak in human history, no, the most important discovery in human history—”


She snorted and started to respond, but he cut her off.


“I’d be all over it,” he said. “You’re an inch away from some of the most important stuff that’s ever happened on this planet. I would be on it. Every hour, on the hour. I’d know what’s up.”


“You are on it, Eli. And that’s why the sky gods gave you to me. So just tell me what you know or leave me alone.”


“Did you ever read it?” he asked. “The Fremda Memo?”


That caught her off guard. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”


“It has everything to do with why the feds might be following you!” he said. “It has everything to do with these cover-ups!”


She was by now alone with him in a long, empty hallway, and her fear had chipped her patience down to the marrow. “I’d better go.”


“I don’t get you, Sabino,” he said, not even giving her the chance to turn to leave. “This is a big deal. Let’s ignore the biggest discovery in human history that is being hidden from us as we speak. What about the civil liberties aspect? Don’t we have a right to know? And those disappearances—five people that we know of disappear for a few days, when they come back, none of them have any memory of where they were. And all of them have brain damage. All of them. One guy has complete and total amnesia of his entire life. He can’t even talk. So if some government guys are tailing you, the world needs to know. This is infring—”


“No!” It came out as a shout. “Dude, the last thing I want is anything to do with him! Can you appreciate that?”


He smiled and shook his head. “You’re amazing. You don’t care. You don’t care what Ortega is trying to do or what he’s uncovered. You’re too caught up in your anti-daddy agenda.”


Cora just stood there, mouth agape. Eli shifted uncomfortably, seeming to glean he’d crossed a line, but then doubled down. “Why do you hate him so much anyway?”


“I’m going to step away,” she managed, turning before he could respond and darting inside the women’s room, shoving the doorstop behind the closed door just in case. She half expected him to try to force his way in, but by some unseen mercy, he did not.


She ambled into the stall farthest from the door, leaving the doorstop in place, giving not one fuck if there was anyone out there who might actually need to use the restroom. She fell onto the toilet, pants still on, rested her elbows on her knees, and stared at the dirty tile of the bathroom floor. There were so many black hairline cracks in the tile she could read shapes into them like a Rorschach test. A whimsical cartoon T. rex. A volcano erupting into pyroclastic flow. A broken fan belt.


She’d been staring at the floor for a few minutes before she realized how hard her heart was beating, and then the thump of her pulse in her head was all she could hear. It was stupid of her to even ask Eli what he knew. Stupid to think that people like Eli even saw her as anything but a brick in the castle Nils built. Nils was only getting more famous, and this was getting worse. So, so much worse.


It took her nearly twenty minutes before she got off the toilet, the cacophonous thumping in her head only just starting to quiet. By that point, at least five frustrated parties had tried and failed to get into the bathroom, and she knew she had to leave or risk being discovered. She didn’t bother going to lunch. Eli might still be in the cafeteria, and besides, she wasn’t hungry.


She made a beeline for the elevator and took it back up to the fourteenth floor, where she found an internet-accessible computer that was not occupied. She pulled up Nils’s website through a proxy, steeling herself for whatever he had written. She found it immediately, and the title alone made her put off reading it for another minute—“These Disparate Lives.” Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. Once again shooting for a Pulitzer for achievement in pretentiousness.


Leaks on The Broken Seal always came with a bright red header labeled LEAK, but “These Disparate Lives” did not, meaning it was probably one of Nils’s op-eds. Sometimes they ran in mainstream publications like The New York Times, but just as often, he preferred to keep it in-house so as not to be edited by The Man. He released his articles two or three times a week, mostly polemics on the state of free speech, transparency, his hatred of Bush, or how evil the mainstream media and government were for trying to silence him. She was hoping for something along this line. The worst thing it could be was personal.


Which, of course, it was.




Hello, Friends and Strangers,


Drink with me, or celebrate as your personal tradition dictates. Today marks the one-month anniversary of the leak that has come to be known as the “Fremda Memo,” and we have not yet been brought down. In fact, next month will be our four-year anniversary, and, defying all odds, our little dog and pony show still stands. But with any increase of attention, regardless of the  moral rightness of an endeavor, comes controversy.


The word of the day coming from the White House this morning: “thief.” Others have built on this narrative—is The Broken Seal an organization of thieves?


Why steal secrets that are not yours to share?


To which I would counter, can one actually steal a secret?


Anyone who’s worked with free speech advocacy, regardless of their hopes for society, has a personal reason for doing so. Do I have a personal motivation? In brief, I do. Three of them, in fact. My children.





Cora stopped breathing. Nils mentioning them in a public forum was the thing she’d been living in fear of for at least two years, but she hadn’t expected it to take this form. The form that implied that they were still on good terms, that he was doing them a favor.


She noticed one of the white-collars watching her, a fortysomething woman with more pictures of cats than her children in her cubicle. The woman’s look could be one of generic mom-judginess, or it could be one of recognition. Did she know who Cora was? Was it just fringe conspiracy crazies who had read “These Disparate Lives,” or had this been the national news that Demi had flipped away from in favor of Fergie?




It should go without saying that I don’t do this for myself but for the pursuit of a world that will allow them to live their lives without fear from one’s government, media, or society for speaking the truth. My children are all in school in California, right near where the Ampersand Event occurred. And I’m not allowed to see them, nor even allowed to set foot in my own country.


This was, perhaps, an inevitability, but if I do have one hope for myself, it will be that I might one day reconcile these two disparate lives. That I may continue to do this work, and be with my children again. I hope I inspire them, as they do me. I hope one day they may be inspired to take up arms and join me.





Her mouth ran dry, her face was growing hot, her fingernails digging into the flesh of her palms. The earth was falling away around her, leaving her in a vacuum, no sound, no air.




Take up arms and join me.





It felt like the atmosphere was changing, and she was so disoriented that, for a split second, she thought she had imagined the blast that came from outside.


The noise startled her out of her stupor, and before she could wonder if they were under attack, a shock wave followed, shattering two of the north-facing windows, glass singing and clinking as it fell down like waterfalls, tiny shards ricocheting off the blinds. The few white-collars sitting near the windows screamed and fell away as the object that had created the blast shot overhead.


Stunned and ears still ringing, Cora slowly approached the window, now with no barrier between her and a hundred feet of open air. The object that had caused the blast had already disappeared, leaving only a bright white vapor trail in the blue-brown sky.


“Is that another meteor?” shrieked one of the women who’d been sitting by the window, now brave enough to approach it.


It sure looked like one. Its trail hung in the sky like a 747’s, and where she’d sworn she’d seen it engulfed in flames as it shot overhead, the glow had dulled as it disappeared into the distance. Its trajectory was taking it northward, like it was following the 110 all the way to Pasadena.


In the same direction as the Ampersand Event.








Six minutes ago, a second meteor landed in the Angeles National Forest. It shot right over my location, so I want to get this eyewitness account down before they can censor it. We don’t have precise geodata, but there are several witness accounts stating, yes, it landed very close to Altadena.


That’s right. Meteor 2, right next to Altadena, and less than a month after the Altadena Meteorite, code-named the “Ampersand Event” by the CIA.


For the event code-named “Ampersand,” we didn’t have a sense of direction on the day the “meteorite” landed. The Broken Seal didn’t leak the Fremda Memo until one day after the Event. We didn’t understand its significance on the day that it happened, and by the time we really understood the hugeness of the Event, how deep the conspiracy ran, the dust had already settled. The feds had already cleaned it up.


This time, we know better. This time, we have the upper hand. Are you in the Los Angeles metro area? Don’t be a good citizen. Don’t be lied to and just take it. Follow the noise.


In the words of Ortega: Truth is a human right.





Gerrard, Eli. “Follow the Noise.” DeceptiNation (blog). September 20, 2007.


http://www.deceptination.com.
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Cora all but fell upon her front door, fumbling out her keys in a frantic bid to shut herself inside and lock the world out. If traffic was forgiving, it took about half an hour to make it the ten miles home from downtown LA. By bus, it was closer to ninety minutes, but panic on the roads had put today’s journey closer to two hours. Cora hadn’t been the only person to cut out of work early.


An initial panic had resulted in several fender benders both downtown and on the 110, although by the time Cora made it to her house, it seemed that the traffic was now back to boilerplate rush hour, perhaps slightly exacerbated due to a higher-than-normal number of car crashes. On her way from the Kaiser building to the bus stop, she saw dozens of people tearing by in their vehicles, clogging the streets and one of them nearly hitting her in their fervor, although what they were running to or from, she wasn’t sure, and she suspected neither were they. It wasn’t like there were any fifteen-mile-wide spaceships hovering over the U.S. Bank Tower that they needed to get out from under.


Despite the time passed, Cora’s hands were still shaking as she struggled to get her key into the front door. The Sabinos lived in a three-bedroom house that had been illegally converted to four when they moved in, and that had been the only renovation the house had ever gotten in the forty years since its construction. It still had the same old peeling linoleum, the same old swamp-brown carpet, the same 1960s wallpaper that had been bleached by the sun through the windows. Before they had moved in four years ago, it had been a rental unit owned by Nils’s mother that was adjacent to an active oil well. Since the late ’90s, most of the oil wells in the South Bay area had dried up and been replaced by million-dollar McMansions, although the McMansion that had gone up on the dried-up oil well next to the Sabino home was probably worth closer to a million five.


Cora made it inside the house, shut the door, and slammed her back into it, exhaling a massive breath. The two family dogs, Thor and Monster Truck, had been whining at the door before she’d even gotten the key in the lock and were happily pawing at her thighs, but her nerves were still too fried to give them any real attention. She was so preoccupied that she didn’t even notice that she wasn’t the only person in the house.


“What are you doing here?” Cora nearly screamed when she noticed that there was a person on the couch, and that said person was playing her copy of The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion.


“What are you doing here?” Luciana countered, not even pausing the game or turning to look at her. Luciana had a head of rusty-red tight curls that on a good day would be anyone’s envy, but lately, she hadn’t been taking care of it, and right now, it looked like a crown of drunken tumbleweeds.


Cora’s purse slid off her shoulder and fell to the floor. “I live here,” she said. It wasn’t at all unusual for her aunt to use her spare set of keys to arrive home ahead of Cora or Demi, usually to babysit. It was weird that she was here alone. Playing Oblivion. She’d thought Luciana hated that game.


“How did you get home?” asked Luciana. “I saw your car still outside. Did you get off early?”


“Our antiquated public transportation system,” said Cora, ignoring the second question as she lowered herself into a crouch to give her dogs their desperately sought attention. Monster Truck, a wall-eyed pug who looked older than her eightish years, had already lost interest and returned to the couch next to Luciana. On the other hand, Thor, a mutt who, as best anyone could tell, was a chihuahua-dachshund mix, was insatiable.


“Weren’t you supposed to work until six?” asked Luciana.


“Yeah … most of the windows shattered on the floor where I was working. So I just left.”


“Really?” said Luciana. “I heard that happened in really tall buildings. Downtown is apparently a mess. You took public transportation? All the way from downtown?”


Cora stood up, eyeing her aunt. She had figured that between the confused chaos of a meteor event and Nils making the news with his “I’m fighting for my children” proclamation, Luciana would have reacted with a little more than, you know, nothing. “Yeah, did you not see my car out front?” she asked. “I think it’s done for good.”


“Oh, yeah, I had wondered about that.”


Cora moved herself between the television and Luciana, studying her, starting to humor the idea that her aunt might have been replaced by a body snatcher.


Luciana just leaned over and kept right on playing. “How was traffic?”


“It was really bad,” said Cora. “Seemed like more doomsday preppers than usual were heading for the hills.”


Luciana stayed silent.


“I can’t say I blame them, though,” Cora continued. “Two meteorites landing in the same spot in the course of a month makes me think that maybe we should start thinking of shacking up in a cave, too. What do you think?”


Luciana shrugged, paused her game, and at last looked at Cora. “I think the conspiracy crazies are having a good week, and you need to stop listening to talk radio.”


“I wasn’t listening to talk radio,” said Cora, offended at the insinuation. “But I was thinking, it does lend some credibility to Nils.”


“What does?”


Cora blinked, her worry deepening. This was international news. Half of Southern California was searching for fallout shelters to die in, and Luciana wouldn’t even look up from Oblivion. “Lu, a second celestial object just fell from the sky in almost the exact same spot as a nearly identical one did a month ago.”


“Yeah, and who knows how long Nils was sitting on the Fremda Memo?” said Luciana. “He only released it after the Altadena Event to make it seem like the two things were connected to give legitimacy to his leak. It doesn’t mean that they are connected.”


Nils had leaked a few days after the Fremda Memo that the Altadena Event had a CIA code name, “Ampersand,” which had been colloquially adopted by everyone, even mainstream outlets. Cora found it a little odd that Luciana still called it by its old name.


“So if it’s not alien invaders, what is it?”


Luciana shrugged. “Downed satellite? I have no idea, but if I were an alien, I would not conspicuously crash my ship in the mountains next to one of the biggest cities in the world.”


“Right,” said Cora. It was fantastical, and there was no official explanation from any authorities other than “This is a meteor,” which was the current line for both of them. It was frightening, and in times of uncertainty, it was natural to believe something fantastical, but in the end, Luciana was probably right. Occam’s meteor—the simplest explanation is probably the correct one. “Well, I tried to call you after it happened. I was kind of freaked out.”


“Oh, sorry. I had my phone off.” Luciana pulled out her BlackBerry and turned it on. “It’s just that with that article Nils released today—”


The phone in the kitchen rang, and Cora moved to answer it.


“Don’t,” said Luciana. “It’s probably the press. You don’t want to give a comment.”


Cora froze, pulling her hand away from the phone as if it were an electric fence. “The press?”


“Yeah, that’s another reason I’ve had my phone off. Just lie low; with a second Altadena Event, they’ll probably move on quickly.”


“About that,” said Cora, picking up Thor and hugging him tightly. The little dog emitted a beleaguered “urrf.” “I think that article Nils published today caught some attention, because I’m pretty sure some guys were spying on me before the meteor hit. There was a black Town Car following us this morning. Demi said it wasn’t the first time.”


“Oh,” said Luciana. For the first time since Cora had gotten home, Luciana finally seemed to be taking something seriously. “That’s … new.”


“Two guys. Followed us all the way to Kaiser, then right before lunch, I saw the car on the roof of the parking garage.”


“Are you sure it was the same car?”


“Yeah, it didn’t have a front plate, which is, you know, weird. Did you read the article?”


“Yes. That ass.” Luciana shook her head. “Unbelievable. I’m sorry he’s trying to drag you into this.”


Cora put her dog down and crossed her arms. “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.”


Luciana gestured toward Monster Truck, who, on cue, rolled onto her back in anticipation of incoming belly rubs. “I promised Felix I’d play Soulcalibur with him, so I decided to swing by early.”


Luciana unpaused the game. A jealous Thor nudged himself between Luciana and Monster Truck, wedging his nervous little head under Luciana’s armpit as though he were acting in agreement that, yes, there was nothing more interesting in this world than Thor, dog of questionable ancestry. The Soulcalibur excuse, however, was an obvious front; Luciana was doing the Ortega Thing of lying by omission. Luciana’s presence in Cora’s house might have any number of causes, but she figured since “These Disparate Lives” didn’t mention Luciana, it was probably the meteor.


“Are you hiding from the feds again?” asked Cora.


“I am hiding from the possibility of the feds.”


Cora looked through the window, thinking she heard something approaching, but it looked only to be a delivery boy on a moped. Luciana had her own struggles where Nils’s international man of mystery was concerned; the official reason they had given Luciana for firing her was “time card fraud,” but everyone knew that the real reason was that being related to Nils  Ortega was not a great thing to be for someone with a job that required government clearance. Cora and her immediate family had it bad, but Luciana had gotten it way worse. At one point over the summer, there had been an entire week when Luciana had disappeared. Luciana said she wasn’t allowed to talk about it.


“Won’t they be too busy with the meteor to bother with you?” asked Cora.


Luciana chuckled and ran her fingers through her thick mop of copper hair. Cora sometimes found it hard to believe that she was Nils’s sister and not some foundling; Nils’s features had favored his German side, tall and pale, while Luciana had taken after her father, olive-skinned and petite. “They always find time for me. They were at my door within about three hours of the Altadena Event. Like zombies, hungry for brains and moaning, ‘CIA.’”


“Wait, CIA?”


Luciana shrugged. “It’s a CIA thing. I dearly hope that’s not who was following you.”


“I thought CIA wasn’t allowed to investigate domestic … citizens,” said Cora. She couldn’t help but get a little nervous at their mention. Before Nils had left for good, he had always had a particular hatred for the CIA and their history of covert abuses of power, and Cora couldn’t help but internalize some of that. “Nils said their whole raison d’être was every country besides this one. If we’re being spied on, it should be FBI or NSA.”


Luciana shrugged. “Well, first, CIA involvement doesn’t preclude any other agencies. Second, Nils isn’t domestic. He’s committing espionage against the U.S. government from a foreign country. Ergo, he is a CIA matter.” She looked at Cora, her expression finally changing into something like sympathy. “You okay?”


Cora pursed her lips. “I think he’s challenging me.”


“Who, Nils?”


“Yeah. With this last article. It felt … pointed.”


“Well, of course it was pointed. He has never mentioned you before.”


“No, I mean, the uh …” Cora wrinkled her nose in disgust. “The ‘I hope they join me’ bit.”


“He’s challenging all of us.”


Cora huffed. “No, I mean me. Specifically me.”


“Why?”


Cora wanted to give her an honest answer, but there was something in Luciana’s tone that put her off. Nils was a difficult subject for all of them, and one they avoided if they could, but Luciana seemed angry that Nils was still the topic of conversation at all, even if it was relevant. “Just a feeling.”


“He’s a malignant narcissist,” said Luciana. “He’ll use anyone or anything to bring attention to himself and his agenda, but if we don’t respond and nothing comes of it, he’ll move on. I suspect he’s busy trying to think on how to capitalize on the second meteor. He’s probably already forgotten about his ‘think of the children’ angle.”


“I guess.”


Cora used to idolize her aunt, the independent older sister she’d never had, the one adult who she felt understood her, especially where matters of Nils were concerned. After Nils left four years ago, they had moved to Torrance to live off the largesse of Nils’s mother (who blamed everyone but Nils for her son’s decision to skip the country). Luciana, now practically their neighbor, started treating Cora more as her peer, and Cora had learned to think of Luciana as one in turn. For a time, it had been awesome; going to shows with Luciana, even a trip to  Vegas for Cora’s twentieth birthday, and Luciana had not been the type to care about legal drinking age. But now that Luciana was unemployed and Cora a college dropout, their adulthood commiseration was just depressing.


Luciana’s phone rang, and she snatched it and silenced it in a swift move, barely looking at it. “No Caller ID.”


“Probably press, right?” Cora eyed the phone suspiciously, catching the name of who the call was from just as Luciana silenced it; Luciana’s old coworker John Lombardi, who went by the name “Bard,” almost certainly a D&D reference or something. “No caller ID, huh?”


“He’s been calling me all day,” said Luciana, her expression falling. Despite Luciana losing her job months ago, she didn’t lose Bard, one of the most socially awkward people Cora had ever met. Cora was pretty sure that Bard was actually Luciana’s ex, but Luciana would never admit it, and Cora would never ask. “Rough day at work. I’ll call him back in a few.”


“I see why you wanted to keep it turned off.”


“It’s not like I have a new job to obsess over,” said Luciana. “I’m not quite ready to be out of the loop yet.”


Cora sometimes wondered why Luciana still cared about her old job, why she didn’t just move on, especially given all the grief it had caused her.


“Sounds like Bard’s being illegal, then, since you’re not top-secret clearance anymore.” Cora stopped, noting the way Luciana slumped her head and rubbed her hands over her face. “Are you okay? Is something wrong?”


“It’s not about clearance levels.” Luciana sighed. “Bard told me that someone we worked with killed themselves.”


“Oh.” Cora waited for Luciana to elaborate, but she stayed silent. “Who?”


Luciana shifted a side-eye at Cora. “Someone.”


“Right, sorry, forgot.” She hadn’t, really, but she sometimes hoped Luciana would slip up, although she never did. “Were you close to him? Or her?”


Luciana shook her head. “No. I knew them, but no. But it’s surprising. They weren’t the type that came off at all as suicidal. I hadn’t seen them since I got let go, but it’s surprising.”


Cora shifted uncomfortably, unsure how to respond with no clue as to who the dead person was, what their relationship was to Luciana, or what drove them to do it in the first place. “Sorry.”


Luciana bolted upright on the couch, her attention snapping to the front window. “Someone’s here.”


Cora moved to look out the window, expecting a cavalcade of black Town Cars barreling in from both directions. There was no Town Car, but there was her mother’s Olds Cutlass, and she could feel a thrum of anger waves emanating from it.


“It’s Demi.”


Luciana caught the undercurrent of dread in Cora’s tone. “What’s wrong?”


Demi had already caught sight of Cora through the window, slamming the driver’s-side door as she helped Felix and Olive out of the car. “She’s mad,” said Cora.


“Why?”


Cora didn’t have a chance to respond. Demi stormed to the door, jerked it open, and glared at her daughter, her other two children trickling in after her. Olive looked like she’d been crying and was on the verge of starting anew, but Felix sauntered in like he’d just scored the winning goal at his soccer match.


“You left work, Cora.” Demi’s voice was low. “Without a word. I know this because they called me. Because you left.”


The first thing Felix said to Cora was a simple, smug, “You’re  in trouble.” He looked toward his aunt fondly. “Hi, Lu!”


“Hi, Felix,” said Luciana. “Hi, Olive. Hi, Demi.”


“Luciana,” said Demi, her voice an ice pick, her eyes still fixed on Cora. Demi never addressed Luciana by her full name. This was bad.


“Can we turn on the news?” said Felix, pushing a jumping Thor away from of him. “I hope this is an invasion!”


“Hear me out,” said Cora, ignoring Felix. “Did you read the article? About how noble Nils is spearheading this movement for a brighter future for his three beautiful children? Something about that made someone decide that I was worth spying on.”


“Cora …”


“Wait, what?” said Felix, losing interest in the television. “Dad mentioned us today?”


“You left without a word,” said Demi, ignoring her son. “Without clocking out. Nothing.”


“Mom, you didn’t tell me Dad mentioned us!” interjected Felix.


Cora’s lip curled involuntarily. “Please don’t call Nils that.”


“I didn’t know,” said Demi. “And please, Felix, not now.”


“I assumed everyone would just leave,” said Cora.


“They didn’t, but you did.” Demi’s voice was tremulous with anger. “I know because Kaiser called PMT. You have been removed from staffing lists effective immediately because you left without a word during a minor crisis.”


“Minor crisis?” Cora managed. It had taken her six months to even get the temp job at PMT, making $8.25 an hour, and only with Demi going to bat for her. Six months. “They consider that minor?”


“Holy shit,” said Felix. “You already got fired?”


“I just … Really?” Cora stammered. “Me not clocking out was priority enough for Kaiser to call you on a day like today?”


“Oh, they more than called us,” said Demi, the whites of her eyes flashing. “Owing to a less-than-acceptable rate at which temps do not respect standards and practices of our clients, Kaiser Permanente has decided that they will no longer be a client for People for MedTech. Also effective immediately.”


Cora’s mouth hung open. She thought her jaw might detach and shatter on the floor like glass.


“Wow,” commented Felix, pleased at the idea as he flipped to the news. “You are batting a thousand.”


“Shut up, Felix,” Cora snapped, trying to keep her cool for Olive’s sake. There were times that it genuinely disturbed her how much Felix reminded her of Nils. While Cora had gotten Nils’s gray eyes, neither she nor Olive otherwise resembled him. Cora’s hair color, round face, and stature just short of average drew from the Sabino side. Felix, with his lithe frame, black hair, and blue eyes, was looking more and more like a miniature Nils every day. He wasn’t worldly enough to be as manipulative as Nils, but she could see him getting there within a decade.


Cora looked at a shaken Olive, then at Demi. “Do we have to have this conversation in front of them?”


“Well, you guys finish your little domestic dispute,” said Felix, disappointed to see that the news wasn’t on yet, and as they did not have cable, no twenty-four-hour option was available. “I’m going to go online and find out about the aliens that are literally invading our planet.”


As Felix departed, Olive turned to her older sister, her blank stare finally betraying fear. “Are the aliens real?” she squeaked.


“No, the aliens aren’t real,” said Cora with no clue as to the validity of that assertion as she opened her arms to welcome Olive. Olive carefully moved into Cora’s embrace, looking at Demi as if to make sure she was allowed to even do so. Cora  pulled her sister closer and picked her up. At just shy of six, she was a little small for her age. Cora looked at Luciana and couldn’t help but notice that Luciana seemed unusually keen on avoiding this conversation.


“I have a meeting tomorrow with the VP of staffing that may end with my no longer having a job. Because I recommended you to staffing,” Demi said, her anger now cold.


“I left during a crisis. The windows in the entire building had shattered.”


“Was that the noise?” asked Olive. “The bang?”


“It’s okay, butternut. We’re safe,” said Cora, her tone contradicting her words.


“You still have to play by the rules,” said Demi.


“Can we please have this conversation at another time?” begged Cora, not wanting this to end in a scream-out in front of a first grader. Olive hugged her even tighter.


“No!” said Demi. “No, you do not get to duck out of this.”


“I’m not trying to duck out of this—this conversation is upsetting your child. Lu?”


Luciana moved like she was about to agree with Cora, but one glance at Demi made her sink back into the couch awkwardly.


“Don’t use Olive as a shield,” said Demi, the anger turning hot again.


“It never even entered my head that it was in the realm of possibility that one temp leaving during a crisis would cost Kaiser as a client.”


“I see that it didn’t enter your head,” said Demi. “But that’s what happened. This isn’t high school, where you can just skip half a day and no one will notice. You’re an adult, Cora. Actions have consequences.”


“Hello?” A man’s voice sounded from the still-open front door.


The dogs, caught off guard, now overcompensated by tumbling off the couch in a heap of barks and rampaging toward the door. The three women turned to look at the man standing in the doorframe, looking like he’d caught a fair chunk of that conversation. He was tall and willowy, with full dark hair, a slender face, and a plastic smile.


“Demetra Sabino,” he said as he took off his big, shiny aviators. “You prefer Sabino now, right?”


Monster Truck had calmed, but Thor was still challenging the intruder. Cora put Olive down and moved Thor back. She looked at the man again and nearly choked on her own sharp intake of air.


Aviators.


“Yes,” said Demi. “I’m not giving any press statements.”


“Not with the press.” He pulled out a badge. “Special Agent Sol Kaplan, CIA.”


It was one of the men from the Town Car.
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Cora had heard tales of CIA and FBI agents from Luciana (and long, long ago from Nils), but she’d never actually met one. He looked to be pushing forty, around Demi’s age but more than a head taller than she was, wearing a casual plaid button-down shirt over a Pink Floyd T-shirt, hardly the Man in Black she’d imagined.


“Mind if I come in?” asked Kaplan, ignoring the yappy Thor. Demi shook her head like she’d just snapped out of a spell, and she looked at Cora. Olive stilled, looking like a frightened gerbil. “This won’t take a few minutes.”


“You,” said Cora. “You were … at Kaiser today.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” he said, a little too familiar, holding his hand out to her. “You must be Cora.”


She looked at Luciana, who was already wearing a tired expression of defeat. Feeling cornered, Cora took his hand briefly, giving it a light squeeze before pulling her hand away.


“Fancy seeing you here,” he said, looking at Luciana, his voice walking a line between flirtation and threat.


“Likewise, Special Agent Kaplan,” said Luciana.


“Sol,” he said, “Special Agent Kaplan is my father.” He laughed, indicating to Cora that he meant that to be a joke. But it didn’t have the tone of a joke, like he wasn’t practiced at joking.


“Olive,” said Demi, keeping her eyes on Kaplan. “Could you go wait in your room for a few minutes?”


“Are we in trouble?” Olive blurted.


“We’re not in trouble,” said Demi, clearly not believing her own words.


Olive looked at Cora, worried, before quietly trudging off to her room.


“Please relax,” said Kaplan. “I hate it when I show up and people act like I’m going to throw them into a military prison.”


“More a matter of timing,” said Luciana coolly.


Demi’s eyes darted between them. “Do you two know each other?”


“I’ve enjoyed the occasional chat with Ortega the Younger,” said Kaplan.


Luciana looked at him, and Cora wondered if her aunt wasn’t avoiding “the feds,” but him specifically.


“So how ’bout that meteor?” he said, looking at Demi. “Last time we had one of those, your ex-husband threw a little party.”


“Cora, I think you should go join Felix,” said Demi, eyes glued to Kaplan.


“No! I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting young Cora. And Ms. Ortega?” he said, nodding toward Luciana. “Glad you’re here. Save me a trip.” He looked again at Cora and Demi. “Have a seat; this won’t take a minute.”


Cora obeyed and sat down next to Luciana, trying to look casual. Thor calmed his whining and settled down while Monster Truck curled into a ball next to Luciana. Demi stayed standing.


“As I’m sure you’re aware, we are in the process of building a case against your ex-husband,” said Kaplan, taking a seat opposite Cora. “But that is far easier said than done, especially as he is very good at protecting his sources.” At this, he shot a sharp glance at Luciana, who struggled not to roll her eyes. “Now, I cannot force you to cooperate with this, but I’m hoping I can incentivize you to do so in the event that he tries to contact you.”


He looked right at Cora, and that same spike of fear she’d felt that morning at the mention of The Broken Seal on the radio began boring through her gut.


“I have no idea what he knows,” Demi stated. “I haven’t spoken to him in years. The last I heard from him was a letter he sent me in 2003. After that, nothing. Not to me, not to the kids. So I don’t have anything for you.”


Kaplan shot another glance at Cora before returning his attention to Demi. “I understand that it was messy. Divorce left you with all the debt, he never agreed to pay any child support. But really, nothing in four years? Not even to the kids? And now this ‘I’m doing it for the children, I hope they join me’ call to action. You’ve really gotten nothing from him?”


“Nothing,” said Demi without pause.


Kaplan looked at Cora. “Same for you?”


The spike of fear sharpened, drilled deeper. She swallowed and replied, “No, nothing.”


Kaplan’s gaze was implacable, but it lingered on Cora. “That’s interesting.”


“You know how he is, Sol,” said Luciana, the only person in the room who didn’t seem remotely threatened by the man. Cora tried to latch onto this; if Luciana knew him and wasn’t threatened, there was probably no threat. “It’s just PR. He’s a showman, not a journalist. But he’ll drop that angle immediately if it doesn’t go anywhere.”


“If they don’t respond to it,” said Kaplan. He looked again at Cora with that blank canvas of an expression. “Do they plan on responding to it?”


“No,” Cora said reflexively. “No, I wouldn’t.”


Demi shook her head. “The Broken Seal’s been enough trouble to me and my family—I include extended family in that as well.” She nodded toward Luciana. “We can’t help you discredit him. We don’t want to turn the world against him. We don’t want anything to do with him.”


“I know we’ve had this discussion, but for the record, I feel the same way,” Luciana muttered.


“Good. Then if I were to suggest that you don’t respond for comment when the press comes knocking, you’d be amenable.”


“Of course,” said Demi.


He continued eyeing Luciana and Cora as though he had decided Demi was harmless but wasn’t so sure about the other two. Finally, he stood up and moved toward the door. Cora let out a breath.


“I do sympathize with all the pain he has caused your family,” he said, finally remembering Demi was in the room. “I don’t imagine it would surprise you to know that we do want to see The Broken Seal disbanded and Ortega extradited to stand trial for espionage.”


Demi moved toward the door. “I don’t think extraditing Nils will disband The Broken Seal.”


“Like you said, Nils Ortega is a showman,” said Kaplan. “The face of a revolution. There can’t be a revolution if it doesn’t have a face.”


“This isn’t the 1960s, Agent Kaplan,” said Demi. “Revolutions don’t need faces anymore.”


“Besides,” added Cora, “if the Fremda Memo really isn’t legit, that will discredit him anyway.”


Kaplan tilted his head toward Cora, amused. “Do you think it’s legitimate?”


Cora looked at Luciana, who was still planted on the couch, staring into the middle distance. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “After the Ampersand Event, I thought it was just Nils being an opportunist. Taking a meteorite landing and pretending it was about aliens the whole time, typical conspiracy crap. But now that there’s another one—”


“What do you think?” asked Kaplan, cutting her off and looking at Luciana.


“I think I’m under an NDA, and I’m not allowed to comment,” said Luciana.


Kaplan smiled, a strange, forced expression, and looked at Demi. “What do you think?”


Demi shrugged. “I don’t care.”


“You don’t care?” He coughed out a humorless laugh. “There’s never been a conspiracy theory that’s gotten this much media attention in the history of this country.”


“Would it change anything?”


He moved toward Demi, resting his arm on the doorframe. Feeling like her mother’s personal space was being invaded, Cora stood up, Thor whining as she rose.


“I appreciate your candor,” he said. “I dearly hope that you’re telling the truth about not having contact with him.”


A pulse of worry seemed to weaken Demi’s frame. She shook her head and smiled. “I know your agency has kept pretty heavy tabs on me and my family; you know he hasn’t tried to contact us.”


He leaned in toward her. “I don’t know anything about you. I just met you.”


Before Demi had a chance to respond, his phone buzzed. His expression changed, his eyes widening for a flash as he read the message on the phone before returning to neutral. He opened the door. “Duty calls,” he said. “We’ll be in touch.”


Neither Luciana, Cora, nor Demi said a word as they watched him walk down the footpath, get into his black Town Car, and drive away. Cora realized how tense she was and released the breath she’d been holding. Luciana seemed slightly reenergized. Demi was still rigid.


“Mom?”


With a grunt, Demi grabbed an empty vase on the table next to the door and dashed it on the driveway. Cora gasped. Demi turned to face her wide-eyed daughter and stupefied ex-sister-in-law, steeled herself.


“I’m fine.”


* * *


Demi didn’t mention the PMT issue or Cora’s firing again that night. She managed to put on a happy face for her younger two children after about an hour, and Luciana hung around and helped her drain the boxed wine they had in the fridge. By the time Demi decided to retire, she was so drunk that she stumbled off to bed without even saying good night.


“I’d better go,” said Luciana, digging through her purse airily  as though she’d misplaced a memory. She hadn’t had anywhere near as much to drink as Demi had. “I might be out of town for a few days.”


“What’s the occasion?” asked Cora.


“I got invited to a friend’s cabin, and you know, it’s been a while since I went anywhere.” She was still digging through her purse, pausing when she found what she was looking for. “I, um … I have something for you.” She pulled an old flip cell phone out of her purse and handed it to Cora. “I got a couple of these, just in case.”


Cora examined it, a cheap flip phone that looked like it came from a vending machine. “I have a phone.”


“They’ve been tapping me for some time now.” Luciana gestured to the landline. “I mean, you know, obviously. So I got these burner phones. So if you want to talk or get in contact with me or anyone and you don’t want to use a line that might be tapped …” She threw a hand up and forced a thin smile. Ta-da.


Cora snorted. “Aw, my own Bat-phone. I’m a woman now.”


“Bat-phone?”


“You know.” She recalled the old ’60s Batman theme: “Da-na-na-na-na-na-na-na.”


Luciana chuckled, but the tension in her voice only made Cora more uneasy. “Ah.”


“Da-na-na-na-na-na-na-na.” Cora eyed the phone; she’d never even thought to look into burners.


“But only use it to call other burners. Don’t call your friends with it.”


“It’s a good thing I don’t have any friends.”


“And especially don’t use it to call landlines. I programmed a couple of my burner numbers in there.”


“You think I’ll need it?”


Luciana’s eyes darted to the window. “You never know.”


* * *


As Cora was heading for bed, she heard sniffling and loud, heavy breaths coming from her mother’s room. Demi is crying. Demi is drunk and crying. Say words of comfort, you inhuman monster. Say something.


She didn’t know when this wall had erected itself between herself and Demi. Certainly, it had begun construction well before Nils left, as Demi often dealt with conflict by turning cold, and Cora had grown up only knowing how to react in turn. She knew that Demi deserved some compassion and at least an apology for fucking up the Kaiser job.


She stood there a moment, then turned away.


Before she entered Olive’s room, she stopped in front of the small hallway mirror, looking at her face and searching for beauty in it as girls so often do. It seemed like the weight she’d gained since last year had made her nose rounder. Looking at the ever-darkening circles under her eyes, she had the thought, I need new concealer, followed by, I wish I could afford new concealer.


Cora had a routine of singing Olive to sleep, usually when Demi was too drunk to do so herself, which was increasingly often. She did it now more out of enjoyment, nostalgia perhaps, than obligation. Olive was getting too old to expect this anymore.


She grabbed her guitar from her room, parked on the floor next to Olive’s bed, and asked, “Requests?”


“‘Sk8er Boi,’” said Olive without pause, settling in and pulling the blanket up to her chest.


Cora threw her head back and sighed in resignation. Not  a great choice for acoustic guitar. “Okay, but I’m choosing the next one.” Avril Lavigne was not Cora’s choice for Artist of the Year, but Olive had weeks ago decided her number-one object of hero worship was now Avril. More than once since school started, they’d had to dissuade her from wearing neckties to school. Usually, singing at night brightened her up, but tonight, even “Sk8er Boi” didn’t inspire joy.


“Okay, I did it,” said Cora after she finished. “My turn. How about Ani?”


“Ani is boring,” declared Olive, looking down at her bedspread.


“That is mean, and one day you will understand that you are wrong,” said Cora. “Compromise. ‘Hey Jude’?”


“What’s wrong with Mom?”


Cora deflated and put the guitar down. “Yeah, she probably just wanted to watch Jay Leno or something.”


“She was mad earlier,” said Olive.


“I messed up at my job,” said Cora, leaning back into the weak wood frame of the bed. “I messed up, and I made her mad.”


“Why?”


“I was scared,” she said. “I left work without asking permission. I made a mistake.”


“Scared of the meteor?”


“Yeah,” she lied.


“Was that man looking for Daddy?” asked Olive. Her voice was thin, weak, like she knew Cora didn’t want her to ask that question.


“Don’t call him that,” said Cora, stunned. This was the first time Olive had ever called Nils that. Olive had never known Nils. She was barely a toddler when he left. “Where did you get that?”


Olive shrugged, her eyes still downcast. “That’s what Felix calls him.”


“That’s not what I call him.” Cora smiled weakly. “Go to sleep, butternut,” she said, kissing her sister on the forehead. Olive hugged her back, but it seemed to Cora a hug of obligation.


Cora went into her own room, which was smaller than those of her siblings, the scraps of square footage relegated to her after a two-year absence. Her room was just big enough for a twin bed, a dresser, a nightstand, and several boxes stacked by the closet. She still hadn’t unpacked the boxes she’d brought back from the dorms at Irvine.


She sat on her bed, knees to her chest, quietly resenting the fact that Luciana and Demi had drained what was left of the box wine, and dug out a letter from under her mattress. Almost on instinct, she looked out the window, as if there might be some government spy peeking in. She opened it to read it again. She’d read it dozens of times by now.


The first and only letter she had gotten from Nils in four years.




Dear Cora,


I hope this reaches you well. I’ve thought at great length how to begin this letter and what to say in it, but after going through several drafts, I’ve decided the simplest approach is best. I think often about the terms we parted on, how bad it was for both of us, and I regret it.


Abuelita says you’ve gone to UCI and are studying linguistics. I don’t know much about the Language Science department at UCI, but a quick Google search tells me they’re one of the best. What does one do with a degree in linguistics these days? Now is a good time to be in school—the entire world economy is about to crash.





The letter was postmarked almost two months ago, well after she’d left UCI. He didn’t even know she’d been put on academic probation. He didn’t even know she’d lost her scholarship and was back at home, living out of unpacked boxes and ruining her mother’s career as much as she was her own. Either Abuelita hadn’t cared to inform him, or he hadn’t cared to ask.




By the time you get this, I may have already released what may be the most important leak we ever received. We’ve been working on this one for months, waiting for the perfect time, or else people may not give it its due attention, and it will get buried.





She hadn’t known it when she’d first gotten this letter back in July, but he must have been referring to the Fremda Memo. Well, he’d gotten his wish. The perfect opportunity had come in the form of the Ampersand Event, and Nils had seized it brilliantly.




I write this with the hope that we might reestablish communication, perhaps even begin to rebuild a relationship. You were only sixteen the last time we spoke, and I recognize now that I should have met you where you were, not where I wanted you to be.


I hope you respond to me someday. I don’t expect you to agree with what I’ve done. I know I’ve hurt you all. I don’t ask for your forgiveness, not yet, but just understand why I do what I do.


I want a future for us, but I want it on your terms. Perhaps one day, if I earn your forgiveness, I may even earn your acceptance. I don’t want you to simply endure what I do. I want you to understand it, because I think if you understand me, eventually, you might join me.


Dad





A part of her wanted to burn it. She’d already lied to a CIA agent about not having heard anything from Nils in four years. Before, the letter had been a source of cognitive dissonance, but now it could seriously get her in trouble.


There was a part of her, a part she hated to even acknowledge, that felt some temptation. The Nils that left them had done so in a radioactive hailstorm of bad blood. It had seemed at the time that he was in the wrong, that he was a career failure, and that Cora was the bright one with a promising future. Now, against all odds, he had succeeded at everything he had tried to do, and Cora was the failure with no prospects. There was nothing for her here anymore, so hitching her cart to that wagon wouldn’t be the most irrational thing.


Nothing for her here, except Olive.


That thought snapped her back to reality—of all of them, Olive was the one he had abandoned most callously and the one for whom Cora had picked up the most slack, having to step in as a surrogate parent when she should have been preparing  to leave the nest. The temptation to respond was fleeting and, ultimately, easy not to give into.


But at the same time, she wanted Nils to know that the message had been received and rejected. His non-apology was bad enough, but coupled with him taking the first opportunity to talk about himself was just arrogant. It was a risk, as there was a chance some government goon might find out she’d lied about the letter, but one she was willing to take. The letter had a return address in Germany, and there it would go.
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