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Foreword
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	Each New Year, millions of us partake in a collective ritual at the stroke of midnight. We strive to become wealthier, healthier, and more connected with friends, family, and the world around us. While we may not achieve our goals every year, most of us, without fail, will try again the next.

	The word we use for this ritual—resolution—reveals much about the act and our role in it. It is not a wish upon a star or a prayer to a higher power. It is an agreement, a contract between who we are and who we aspire to be. It is a story we tell ourselves, illustrating how our personal agency can shape reality and shift destiny. This concept is inherently revolutionary—each of us holds the power to write the script of our own lives.

	The twenty-four stories in this anthology explore various facets of this revolutionary idea of reinvention: haunting tales that gnaw at us with their hunger, Protean myths that echo from ancient depths, near-future narratives that challenge our understanding of humanity, and portals to distant worlds that envision how these ideas will evolve under new suns.

	I hope you enjoy the journey our writers have crafted and find inspiration for your next transformation within these pages.

	 

	Chris Campbell

	June 1, 2024

	 


 

	Better Me Is Fun at Parties

	F.E. Choe
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	Better Me grows like a mushroom. She fruits scalp first. Thick coils of knotted hair pin through the soil like fingers digging their way out, bending up toward the light and warmth of living things.

	She is perfect. A dream. The landmarks of our bodies are mirror-twins: my birthmark reflected across the base of her spine, the same mole above my right eyebrow which sits above her left. Our faces are imitations, the one eye (my right, her left) slightly smaller than the other.

	And this? I say and point to the raised line at her abdomen. Why keep this at all? 

	Inches below my own navel, an old appendectomy scar slants to the right while her stitching runs parallel to the left.

	She makes a sawing motion against the muscle, the side of her hand a blade. 

	A convenient wound, she says. Where I cut myself away from the stem.

	She shakes her hands through her hair and stretches. Her skin smells of soil, of factory dirt, and an artificial, floral sweetness like bonemeal folded into play dough.

	I show her how to bathe, how to test the water with the back of her hand, how she should tip her head back and close her eyes when I rinse her hair. 

	When she dresses, she is careful to pick a shirt of matching color and style, to pull on a similar pair of black leggings. I watch her adjust and pose, how she folds herself into the same posture as my own. She favors her right leg and laces her fingers together, tilts her chin to focus on the space below my throat when I speak.

	We watch the ball drop on the screen of my small television. We count down from ten. We hold our breaths and lean forward for the moment when the couples kiss and the streets fill with glittering furrows of confetti.

	The neighbors take us for sisters. 

	How nice, they say, to be with family for the holidays. How strange, you never mentioned. 

	They pretend not to notice the moss-green stain of her nail beds. The scent of wet clay that lingers on her skin. It seeps into my clothing, the walls, and bedding despite our persistent scrubbing, despite the fastidiousness with which she airs and launders, scrubs and steams and presses.

	Yes, how strange, she says. How strange how nice it all is.

	When she speaks, she is perhaps a little more docile, a little softer than I expect myself to be.

	In late January we are carrying in the shopping, when a neighbor’s cat skims past us in the hall and deposits a dead bird at the threshold of our apartment.

	The cat pauses, steps slowly and blinks before rushing forward again. Better Me drops her bags, reaches out to try and touch—to catch, or just, if only to feel for a second what the animal’s fur might be like—but the cat slips past, a streak of gray and rust-brown, to the other end of the corridor.

	While I unlock the door and try to salvage the cans and frozen fruit, the soft loaf of sliced bread, the bananas that have tumbled out into the hall, Better Me cradles the dead bird in her hands and brings it inside. She sets it on the windowsill between the Pothos and the spider plant, inspects it closely, the tip of her nose almost brushing against its wing.

	Hurry will you? Wash your hands and help me with this, I say. The center of the bread is ruined, punched down and compressed underfoot.

	It’s still warm, she says. Her upturned hand hovers over it, her knuckles steady above its breast.

	The next morning Better Me pours coffee, fetches the milk and sugar, cracks an egg into a hollowed-out piece of toast. I notice, relieved, that the dead bird is gone, the windowsill wiped clean, the soft bite of disinfectant in the air.

	Your lunch is in the fridge, she says. Don’t forget it. You know how you always forget.

	It is no wonder that others like her have popped up all over the city. 

	On Saturday mornings, the cafes and restaurants are overrun with identical couplings. They bounce fussy infants between them at parks. They stand together in line at concerts and museums. They spill across the banks to jog along the river at dusk. Their fluorescent vests catch the lamplight, flare under headlights like sheets of tin. Abandoned halves wait patiently for their mates in the lobbies of movie theaters, at gas station pumps, in the aisles of the supermarket. They exist and disappear together, crowding into the backseats of taxis, turning up side streets, slipping into buildings.

	Each evening, I come home from work to a spotless apartment, clean clothes folded at the foot of the bed. Better Me thinks of everything: the shopping, the cleaning, the birthday, anniversary, and thank you cards I never manage to send in time on my own. The grout in the shower is always scrubbed clean, the mirror bare, the toilet bowl smelling faintly yet not unpleasantly of bleach. 

	At night, we crawl into bed together and pull the cover over our matched selves. She neatens the fold of the sheet under my elbow, tucks her head into the space between my chin and collarbone. I lie still and listen to the soft pull of her breath as she sinks deeper into the steady cadence of sleep, and already I feel so much less alone than I had once thought possible.

	In March, our first party. Yet another baby shower for a college acquaintance, a roommate, a friend of a friend I haven’t seen since their wedding. I scroll through old profiles and show Better Me photos of girls on pristine, verdant quads. I point to young women I have trouble naming, listing instead their degrees and occupations, the various locations of their bachelorette getaways, their hometowns. She helps me choose just the right gift from the registry, shows me the best way to wrap it, how to curl the ribbon for a bow.

	We stand side by side and assemble tea sandwiches. She quarters them into perfect triangles, and I arrange them on a cut glass tray she has coaxed from a neighbor for the weekend.

	Better Me watches as I bite into one to taste, and distracted, she nicks herself with the serrated blade. I notice only when I look down to move more sandwiches onto the tray.

	Are they ruined? She draws her finger toward her mouth.

	Let me see. 

	A thin, broken line bisects the pad of her left index finger. The wound weeps beads of sap, a clear and candy red.

	I hold her hand under a stream of water, feel her fingers stretch open under mine.

	Does it hurt much?

	Hurt? She repeats the word as if amused by its taste.

	At the shower, the women wear pale sundresses and sheer white linen blouses. They coo over each other’s infants and tell us both how jealous they are, how great we look these days. They write down predictions of the baby’s birth weight on identical slips of cream-colored paper and place them in a small wooden box in the hall. They ask us what we have been up to lately, where we live now, are we taking ourselves anywhere nice for the summer? 

	Their children adore Better Me. They grab balloons and bat them at her with their fists. They toddle over and cling to her legs, bury their sticky faces in the fabric of her skirt, are content to be lifted up, gently pinched, rocked. She cradles one, bounces another on her lap. She brings her nose to an infant’s neck, buries her face in the fold of flesh between its chin and shoulder. She closes her eyes, tilts her head sweetly.  

	The sedate child in her lap. The other women bending their smooth, flawless necks toward her. To be so wholly captivating and unaware. How easy it all seems.

	I wander through the kitchen on my own, the sitting room, the garden. It becomes clear I’m the only one who has brought a Better with her.

	You’re being so good, says the mother-to-be. She motions to Better Me who has apportioned herself only a small sliver of the cake, just enough not to seem disinterested or impolite.

	Better Me pinches some of the crumb between her fingers, lifts it to her mouth, lets it rest on her tongue. She moves her jaw as if sifting through it with her teeth.

	Someone taps their fork against their glass. Ready for gifts?

	Better Me brings a napkin to her lips, spits.

	In the morning, she wakes me with gentle scratches against my back, traces small circles into the side of my neck, my arm, my ankle. She sets the coffee on the burner while I brush my teeth. She lays out my clothing on the bed and dresses herself in coordinating colors. She helps me with my coat and tells me to have a good day, not to worry, that she will take care of everything.

	Should I order in from the Thai place for dinner tonight? she says.

	Yes, that sounds good.

	Good. I’m pleased. Be careful on the subway. Would you like for me to walk you and wait for the train?

	We link hands, press close to one another as we descend the stairs amid a crowd of unruly, unpredictable bodies. It makes her nervous—the thick yellow line of the platform’s edge, to find herself so deep underground again, so exposed to the scrutiny of strangers, the howl of the train as it barrels through the tunnel. She brings her free hand to her mouth, presses her knuckles against her upper lip. Her grip tightens on my hand.

	Are you sure you’re alright? Can you make it back on your own?

	Yes, I’m fine. Go, won’t you? We’re ordering in? Good.

	Alright.

	I’ll be here when you get back. We should walk together to the restaurant to pick it up. It’s still so dark outside by the time you get in.

	At the end of spring, my parents are not at all surprised when I bring her home.

	Your Aunt Eunice has one too, my mother says as we peel potatoes over the sink.

	My father is hunched over the bar with his hands in his pockets. How about something to drink, sweetheart? he says.

	They’ve all gotten a bit lazier for it to be honest, my mother says. You know your aunt. She’s always been a little odd. It was hard enough before to get her to go anywhere.

	Better Me helps my father find his reading glasses. She spends an hour clicking through my mother’s phone and helping her readjust the settings. She sets the table and serves us all first and claps her hands together in delight when we have finished.

	She’s made a cake. Your favorite, I say. Was up all night baking.

	This is true. That morning when I woke, the kitchen smelled of powdered sugar and vanilla. Before packing the cake in its box, we ran our index fingers along the rim of the plate, brought them to our lips, tasted sweetness.

	Before we leave, my father pinches her chin affectionately. He has said goodbye this way since I was a child. 

	See you next time sweetheart, he says. He caresses her cheek with the back of his fingers, as if she is too delicate to touch, to spoil with the inside of his hands.

	My mother hugs us both awkwardly. Her gaze passes back and forth between us as we tie our shoes, back and forth as we check our pockets, back to Better Me as she picks up the extra crate of pears mother has bought for us.

	I hope you weren’t upset, Better Me says in the car. She rests her face in her hand then scratches at a place in the window.

	Why would I be upset? I say, focused on the road, my hands steady on the wheel. I knew they would love you right away. 

	You’re perfect. How could they not love you as I do?

	On the first day of summer, I bring Better Me to an after-work happy hour. She puts on the pale yellow dress that has hung unworn in my closet for months. I have been too afraid to wear it out in public before.

	The other Betters are attentive dates. They run back and forth to the bar for rounds, helpfully filling in when we fail to remember specific details of a story or the punchlines of jokes. 

	So this is your secret, how you manage to get everything done—to juggle everything, we say to each other. 

	In return we offer inoffensive platitudes. We deflect, try to disarm one another, avoid giving too much of ourselves away. 

	I needed a wife.

	I can be difficult, particular.

	I just can’t live with anyone else is the truth.

	Better Me is charming, a good listener, a pleasure to talk to. She is clever and witty and approachable. She is quick to smooth over lulls in conversation, and we find ourselves grateful to her. 

	She puts her hand on my elbow and shows me how to insert myself gracefully into conversations. She plays nice and makes me look good. She is endearing, self-deprecating. Alongside her, I appear to be more competent and interesting than I actually am. 

	She tactfully ignores it each time my boss rests his hand in the small of her back.

	None of us can keep our eyes off her. The yellow dress and its delicately tied bows that keep slipping off her shoulders, the mole above her left eyebrow, the way she holds our gazes steady until eventually we cede and look away. 

	Each time we are apart, when I lift my head to look for her, she is there watching and waiting to meet my gaze. Each time, she looks at me as if I am the only thing worth noticing.

	For my birthday, we go to the beach and watch our skin go golden under the August sun. We tangle our limbs in the surf, wade further into the sea. We screech when our toes graze slippery, unseen surfaces that turn underfoot and skitter away like living things. In the afternoon, she shows me how to crack open small, hard crabs and keep the flesh intact. We eat with our fingers. We bring bottles of beer to our lips, the glass tasting more and more of salt, of butter, of brine and roe. 

	We change out of our wet swimsuits in the dressing room of a surf shop. She watches me in the mirror, and I am suddenly aware of how close the space is, how I contort myself around her nakedness. I shield my breasts with my hands, try to turn away from her gaze, press my arm stiffly against my stomach as I hunch over and struggle to tug free of the damp fabric. 

	Goosebumps ripple across the skin of her arms and the slope of her shoulders. Her nipples are small, dark knots against the soft swell of her breasts. 

	She slips an oversized shirt over her head. Will you buy me this?

	Yes, whatever you want. 

	She lifts the hem, reaches for my hand and brings it to her leg, uses my finger to trace the line that divides the dark bronze of her thigh from the pale strip of flesh at the join of her hip. 

	She laughs, and then I am laughing too. I feel a gentle unknotting at the top of my breastbone, and in that moment I want to give her anything else she might ask for.

	We wander back along the shore in the dark. She slips her hand into the pocket of my shorts for the keys and tells me she will take us home. I doze off in the passenger seat on the ride back.

	I wake in the parking lot of our apartment. The car unloaded, beads of condensation cluster against the glass. She stands bare legged in the stairwell of the building and grins at the moths whispering in the overhead glow even as they singe against the light. 

	She peers at me through the windshield, stretches her hand out and beckons. 

	Ready to come in?

	In autumn her cheeks go rosy in the cold air. She blooms, grows plump in the season of dead and dormant things. The beds of her fingernails turn pale pink, the scent of her skin softened to talc. A thin, sheer down of hair claims her body in patches: her temples, her forearms, her lower back, the tender space where her thighs meet.

	I wake one night, my throat dry, to find her side of the bed empty, the bedroom door a flat outline of muted light.

	I come upon her in the kitchen, her back toward me. She is hunched over the counter, her dark hair a curtain. There is a rustle like dead leaves, the snapping of dry twigs, a lush, herbal iron note in the air.

	What are you doing up so early?

	She turns and smiles. Folds her hands one over the other before her. In this light her gums look wine-stained, her teeth brittle, her skin paper-thin over the angles of her skull. 

	On the counter behind her is a soft pile of gray fur.

	I say, I’d like a glass of water, please.

	Why don’t you go back to bed? I’ll bring one to you. 

	She turns back and stretches, balances on her toes to reach in the cabinet for a glass. Before turning the faucet on, she rests a hand on the heaped pelt before her and digs her fingers lovingly into it.

	I think of her hands opening toward the cat as it rushed down the hall, softening beneath mine under warm water, raking my salt-soaked hair back from my face.

	I need— 

	You should go back to bed. 

	I think of the pale, silk threads velveting the most intimate parts of her body, the warm seam of her mouth parted in sleep, the weight of her head resting against my shoulder.

	Try to catch a few more hours of sleep before work, she says. Early start and all.

	We play each other for Halloween. I run to the bar to collect our drinks as she dances under red lights. She watches me flirt with ghouls and werewolves, a parade of vampires with identical sets of fangs, the bartender whose head is adorned with tiny red devil horns.

	A tall, faceless figure in a cheap skeleton bodysuit presses her against a wall. The faceless thing bends and turns its head so that its jaw is against her ear. I watch her hand slide against its abdomen. She shows me each of its painted ribs.

	The bartender pinches his nose when he’s nervous. Did you realize? He’s done it four times already. I counted.

	And me? What’s my tell?

	She licks the end of her finger and dabs at something under my eye.

	We walk home with our arms linked. The October wind numbs our hands and faces. She leans into me on the escalator and buries her face in my neck as we descend into the subway tunnel. 

	On the platform, she taps her toe against the yellow line while we wait, laces her fingers into mine.

	When we kiss, we thaw the frozen places where we meet: the tips of our noses, our lips, our cheeks, her chin against my forehead. 

	We undress in the dark. I feel the weight of her body sinking down next to mine, pressing me underneath her own. And then there is only the hot pull of her breath against my skin, the pressure of her hands. I push deeper into her, and nothing exists but my own need, an ache solid enough to wrap myself around as she pulls it taught and tugs it free.

	On the first snow, she shows me how to sterilize a needle, a blade. How important the placement of an incision. What little meat and blood she needs each day to survive.

	Just think, she says. Soon it will be the holidays. And then, a new year. I’ll get you all to myself for a while. Won’t that be nice?

	How strange it is to be so desired.  

	She puts her mouth to mine, holds my hand steady as I open myself. It is a tiny wound, almost nothing. A new, unfinished seam no more than an inch. A small price to pay to be not so alone.

	 


 

	The Holy Daughters of Eng Mac

	C.R. Kellogg

	[image: Image]

	Before Jica realized that she wasn’t dead, before a clammy dewdrop wound down her armpit, before she heard her own scream claw its way from her throat, there was pain. 

	Fog had twined with the smoking incense pot on the porch that morning. The man who was supposed to be her father tried once again to teach her morning prayers, but Jica’s mind wandered. She wondered, as she did most mornings, what she had done to make her mother leave her in Eng Mac. Why she had force marched her from the Mazie war camp, up the high mountains, into a town of pale-faced mystics and deposited her with this white-haired holy man. 

	The pounding drum of her heart pulled Jica from black unconsciousness. Her heart said: death has not yet folded its hard arms around you. You are not in the prairie grass of the great beyond. 

	Her mother had said fallen warriors ran across the plains forever under a sun that did not set. But Jica wasn’t a warrior. She wasn’t anything but a discard. A stranger with no place and no family. 

	She opened her eyes, and gray moonlight poured through the crusted slits. Her head throbbed at the brightness. 

	“In three days,” her father said, clearing ash from the overnight fire, “our youth will come of age. Your sister will be one.” He pointed to where Vive slept on her bedroll. She was three years older and, since Jica had been dumped here, only looked at her with venom. Discovering new siblings, Jica learned, was not common in Eng Mac. 

	Her father, the holy man Jam Baruk, had a big belly and a long white braid filled with beads and cymbals. It stretched down his back to tell a history of his life. Mid-back, a faded red knot of Mazie cloth denoted his peace-keeping mission in the plains.

	“We will need blue waters from a sacred spring atop the mountain.” He slid a disk of flat dough off a wood paddle into the coals. When the dough puffed high, Jica flipped it with the tips of her fingers. This, at least, she had learned how to do. 

	After four ovals of bread lay on a scarf next to them, Jam Baruk said, “Holy daughters fetch the water.” He pointed with the paddle to her and the lump of Vive’s sleeping body.

	The impulse to scratch an itch rocked Jica awake. Her injuries screamed. She stretched the pointer finger on her right hand and her wrist pulsed. Her other hand scraped along something rough until a shock of pain walloped her as vomit rose into her mouth. Pain like lightning burned up her leg into her back. 

	Jica licked blood from her lips. She opened her eyes and studied her surroundings. The moonlight painted the trees and rocks in white. Embankments rose high above her. She lifted her head and froze. 

	Jica dangled in a tree. 

	Vive blended in with the forests of Eng Mac. As sisters, they were nothing alike. Vive’s light brown hair was woven tightly with white cloth, and Jica’s black hair was wrapped in a war bun. The soft pine needles sunk under Jica’s feet but pressed Vive up the mountain with a bounce. After she came of age, Vive would become their father’s apprentice and connect the tribe to the spirit realm. Jica would keep making flatbread and waiting to go home.

	They followed a steep path that climbed out of Eng Mac, past the confluence of three tight ravines. Vive powered up the slope, barely noticing the bundle of food and water tied to her back. Her own satchel dug into Jica’s neck painfully. 

	After only a few minutes, Vive had disappeared in the damp, understory darkness. In Mazie, Jica ran and sparred. In Eng Mac, they climbed mountains through heavy, thick air that tasted of sap and smoke. The air wasn’t right in Eng Mac. It felt like whispers in her mouth.  

	“Vive!” Jica gasped after an age of climbing. “I don’t know the way.” Jica couldn’t keep the whine out of her voice. If Vive had been sent to Mazie, Jica would have welcomed another sister. She would have taught her to fight and where to rest at midday.

	Through the gloom, Vive stepped from behind a tree and glared. Jica wiped at her eyes and tried to close the distance, but slipped on the slick pine needles. Her belly hit the forest floor, and she slid a few feet down the mountainside.  

	“You’re as useless as a new fawn,” Vive said, appearing silently above her. Vive grimaced, held fast to a low branch, and grasped Jica by the forearm. Even with a water skein and her bundle of supplies, Vive lifted her easily, pausing for only a second before bounding up the mountain.

	Jica’s panic clenched heavily in her chest. The ravine floor loomed an impossible distance below her. Sobs shuddered out, threatening to break her precarious balance on the bare branch.

	She was alone. So alone. She was dying in a tree, forgotten and abandoned. First, by her mother, who lied that she was too young for the war camp. But none of her younger sisters had been returned to their fathers during muster. Only Jica. Sent to the village of her father like a boy. 

	You are different. That was all the explanation her mother gave. But still, she wrapped Jica’s hair in a war bun before their march to Eng Mac. 

	Jica reached up, ignoring a throbbing wrist, and touched her head. The bun survived her fall. She had re-tied her war bun each day since she arrived in these mountains. The rough flax scratching her fingertips quieted her sobs. 

	Somehow, she had survived the fall, too.

	Vive walked slower after that. From time to time, she pointed out bad footholds or roots about to snap. And one time she took Jica’s hand and pulled her roughly off the switchback into the ferns. Vive pointed to a branch hanging askew. 

	“A cursed spirit hangs there. It must take a life to be set free.” 

	Jica studied the branch warily, its awkward movement in the wind now obvious. There were so many ways to die in the Eng Mac mountains and too few involved a sword or spear. 

	After several hours of climbing, they rested. Vive tore a berry leather apart and handed Jica the bigger half. Jica hid a smile as the leather softened in her mouth. Flashes of sun broke through the mists, making shapes of shadow and light roll through the fog. 

	“It’s a bear.” Jica pointed to one a shadow shapes moving through the fog. It was a game she played with her Mazie sisters at midday break, finding the shapes in the clouds. No one could ever compete with Jica’s uncanny scenes.

	Vive cocked her head and studied Jica. She bit her lip and narrowed her eyes. Eventually she said, “Bears hibernate this time of year.” 

	Jica pushed herself upright. 

	The movement tugged at her leg, splayed at an awkward right angle. 

	Jica leaned forward and vomited, and the wracking pulls revealed new hot spots of pain. 

	Her shoulder popped forward unnaturally. A goose egg pulsed loudly above her ear. 

	She gripped the branch frantically. Her vomit smelled of berry leather and flatbread and Jica wept furious tears until her stomach carried nothing more to purge. 

	Her twisted leg was wedged in a fork below her. Jica cried out and bit down on her lip. With a scream, she wrenched her broken leg from the branch. 

	Jica held to the branch like her mother during a night terror. She shook and fought for consciousness because though her mind begged for blackness her heart knew there was no comfort. She was alone.  

	When the spots in her vision cleared and feeling returned to her leg, she scooted, an inch at a time, toward the tree trunk. 

	When slivers of sky appeared through tree gaps and the air tasted worse than ever, Vive’s pace quickened. Piles of rock replaced thick forest understory and eventually they crested a ridge. With no notice, Vive turned and hopped off the trail, into a bank of hot fog. Her braid flashed, before disappearing into the mist. 

	Jica followed, tentative. Walking alone through mists, she ached for the trees’ company. Soon, a trickle of water joined the sound of her own scuffing footsteps. The sound led her to a pool of water that released hot fog into the air. It was a brighter blue than she’d seen anywhere outside of a Mazie sky. 

	The water moved in a constant motion like a pot of water over the fire. The moving mass sent shapes of steam and mist into the surrounding air. A strange vertigo pulled Jica toward the water with a tug from her belly. 

	She wanted to go to the water. To submerge herself in it and let its smoking arms pull her down. 

	“Jica.” A hand pushed at her chest roughly. “Give me your skein and wait over there.” Vive was in front of her now, and stern. 

	Unsteadily, Jica stumbled back. It had been difficult to pull her eyes from the water, but now that she looked into Vive’s face, the spell shattered. The water gurgled for her attention, but Jica half ran to the rock’s safety. She kept her back to the water, unsure of what magic filled this place, and laid a picnic of their remaining food. She broke the last bread in half and left the larger portion for Vive. 

	When no more tasks could be found, she glanced over her shoulder. Tendrils of steam licked all around Vive, who knelt at the water’s edge, praying. Jica shivered. The mists formed arms embracing Vive, fingers picking through the braid of her hair. 

	A few minutes later, Vive laid the full skeins down reverently. She whispered a prayer and threw crumbles of bread over her shoulder. She looked unburdened. 

	“What is the ritual?” Jica pointed at the skeins. 

	Vive shewed, slowly, and ran a hand down her braid. “Your mother unwinds the braid she has been keeping for you. You drink the blue waters. The ancestors reveal your path and you begin your own braid.” She tugged a little roughly at a knot in her hair. 

	Jica knew Vive’s mother was long dead. Who had been weaving her braid? Who would unwind it in the ritual? She chewed the flatbread. She’d hated it at first, but it barely tasted sour anymore. 

	“Are you frightened?” Jica asked. She refused to look at the water, jostling behind her shoulder. 

	Vive snorted. “Of what?” 

	“The water. The fog,” she shivered. “It’s creepy.” 

	Vive’s nostrils flared and gestured at the mists surrounding them. “They’re our ancestors. Our dead.” 

	Jica rolled her eyes. She’d heard this lecture during morning prayers for months. “I doubt the dead care to hang around here.” In Mazie, the dead were released to the plains. They didn’t linger, meddling in the silly affairs of the living. 

	Without warning, Vive stood. 

	Jica recoiled at the fury on her sister’s face as Vive fastened a skein to her back. 

	“Let’s go.”

	Jica’s cheek throbbed against the tree. A leather strap pulled uncomfortably at her shoulder, and she fumbled behind her to release it. The skein of holy water. She stroked the rough hairs of its skin and thought of the churning and blue spring. She remembered it pull her toward the water. As if the skein commanded it, her gaze flicked down to the base of the tree and she wobbled. 

	She couldn’t think of the spring. Or how she got in this tree. 

	Jica squeezed the holy water to her belly. A bundle of warmth to fight the chilly night air. The moon was halfway through the sky. 

	Long enough for someone to have come found her. But no one would. She was unwanted and alone. 

	Her injuries made climbing down unlikely. It would be best not to attempt any movement until morning, anyway. But her stomach growled with hunger and her tongue stuck to the roof of her dry mouth. And she glanced down at the water. She drummed her fingers on the leather.

	They drank the water for the ceremony, so it would not kill her. She opened the latch and sniffed. It smelled of morning mist. Piney. She dipped a finger in and tasted a drop. 

	It tasted like … water. Fresh and a little mossy. Jica took a sip. It was warm from her body heat or the spring. Jica took a gulp. After a last long drink, she made herself stopper the skein. Her belly grumbled uneasily. 

	For a moment, Jica fumbled at the knot until the strap released from the water. She wrapped the strap behind her back and around the trunk before tying it tight. She found a part of her face that didn’t hurt, rested it on the tree, and closed her eyes. 

	“Where are we going?” Jica asked. 

	The fog lightened as they traveled away from the spring. They’d been following a rocky trail for an hour and had yet to reach the tree line. Jica didn’t know much about the mountain’s geography, but was sure they weren’t going back the way they came. 

	Vive said stiffly, “We’re taking another way down.” She hopped over a small boulder and motioned for Jica to follow. Vive had not met her eye since the spring. 

	Jica was falling. She jerked up in a panic and reached out, only to smack something hard. Disoriented, she struggled backward, but was caught by the rope around her middle. She blinked, remembered her situation and clung instinctively to the tree. She blinked again and realized that she could not see out of her right eye.

	Day filled the valley with a bright fog. Mist fully enveloped her tree perch. She could not make out the branch from which she’d pulled her leg. The fog weighed on her shoulders substantially, like a heavy blanket. She swirled her finger in a spiral and the mists clung to her pattern, hanging in the air as solidly as a figure drawn in dirt. 

	Jica froze. Her leg. Though she could not see her foot in the mist, her knee was straight, not bent. She tested it tentatively. No pain. 

	Her shoulder, which had been angled out of its socket, now mirrored the other side. Her wrist flexed easily. The goose egg on her head was gone. 

	Her face didn’t feel swollen and the blind eye felt normal in all other respects. 

	Jica laughed out loud. She rolled her shoulders and checked each part of her body. Daylight revealed gashes, tears and bloodstains in her clothes—but no wounds. 

	She peered into the dense fog and shivered. The people of Eng Mac said when you died, you became the mists. Had she died? Her heart seized silently that she would not rest with her mother’s people on the plains. 

	Jica sucked in a staggered breath. She tasted ash and flatbread and incense. It tasted like home. 

	If she was dead, Jica decided, then she had nothing to fear from climbing down this tree. She untied the strap about her waist and wrapped it around her hands. The skein of water sat between her legs, completely cool now in the morning chill. 

	She contemplated it for a moment, and pushed it off the branch. Jica counted in her head until she heard it hit the ground. 

	One. Two. Three. 

	Not as far as she’d guessed. But far enough to shatter her miraculously mended bones. Assuming she wasn’t dead.

	But not seeing the distance made her brave. She wrapped her arms around the trunk and lowered a foot toward where she remembered a lower branch. After a moment of feeling blind in the air, she bumped into a branch with her toe. 

	In this way, Jica descended from the tree. After climbing for some time, she found no more footholds. The mists swirled less at this height and, for some reason, Jica guessed that meant the ground was near. She embraced the trunk tightly and prayed she was right. 

	Then she let go with her legs and slid. 

	The clouds lifted and their path sloped sharply. Jica didn’t know she could dislike anything more than climbing up a mountain until she tried to walk down one. Her thighs and knees ached. The skein of water jostled its weight with each step. Vive’s braid whipped from side to side in the wind.

	After another hour of carefully picking footholds, the last trees disappeared to reveal an enormous scree slide. At the bottom of the slide, a sharp precipice dropped into darkness. She wanted to shut her eyes to the mountain’s vastness and the destroyed valley. 

	There had to be another way down. She turned to ask Vive, who had stopped behind her. The words caught in her mouth. Vive was a step away with a face as sharp as the stones underfoot. 

	Her sister glowered with open loathing.

	“How do we get home?” Jica asked. She tried to keep her voice steady, but she was afraid. 

	Vive grabbed her by the arms, nails cutting into her biceps. 

	“You don’t belong here.” Her breath was hot on Jica’s ear as she leaned in and hissed, “And you’ll never be my sister.” 

	Jica began to pick up speed when her feet sunk into a carpet of moss to stop her slide. She laughed out loud and flopped backwards, rolling on the ground. She jumped up and kissed the tree. 

	“Nicely done,” said a voice.  

	Jica screamed and whirled. She strained her one seeing eye. Only swirling white mists surrounded her. 

	“Maybe you don’t need a spirit guide after all.” The voice emanated around her. 

	Jica spun in a circle and crouched into a fighting stance. No one appeared. 

	“Here.” The mists eddied and condensed, becoming nearly solid and gray. They formed a tall male figure with a complex braid woven to his waist. Jica couldn’t guess his age. Not as old as her father, but older than Vive. 

	Her breath stopped, but she made herself release it. Don’t think about Vive. 

	The man stepped toward her with palms open. His footsteps dissolved into the mossy floor. Jica backed away. 

	“Who are you?” 

	“Hamis was my name when I was alive.” 

	Jica considered for a moment. “So, I am dead.” 

	Hamis laughed, and the sound surrounded her, bouncing through the fog with mirth. “No. Your consciousness is, however, temporarily in the spirit realm.” 

	The finer details of his expression were impossible to make out, but there was a familiarity about the shape of his face. 

	“How do I get back?” Jica asked. 

	Hamis pointed in a direction within the veil of mist. Jica stepped that way, then stopped. 

	“And where will that take me?” 

	He clapped his hands together happily and sent a brief gust of air her way. “You are as clever as I knew you’d be.” 

	Jica waited. She could walk in any direction, but would it take her off a cliff? To Eng Mac? To Mazie? 

	“Why would you help me?” 

	“Because you are a daughter of Eng Mac, and we must bring you home,” Hamis said, seriously. 

	Jica’s heart squeezed tightly. “I don’t have a home.” 

	“Nonsense. You have a father who prays for you every morning. You have a tribe who makes your clothing and hunts your food. You have a sister who didn’t know what she was losing …” 

	Jica froze. Hamis moved close to her, and a warm hand rested gently on her shoulder. She knew tears must be flowing down her face. 

	Her words were throaty and garbled. “Why?” 

	She was falling. 

	Backwards below her, there was scree. But seconds lingered before her body hit rock. Unbraided baby hairs flew around Vive’s face in the wind. Her brow was a tight line and her lips a perfect open circle of disbelief or regret. One arm stretched out, reaching for Jica, as if to pull her back. 

	Then, pain. 

	The fog demon stood a pace away, studying the incomprehensible swirls around him. Every so often, Hamis seemed to respond to movements in the mist he’d seen or heard with a minute nod or tilt of his head. When Jica had collected herself, he gestured for her to walk with him. 

	“Vive spent her life trying to be the perfect daughter,” said Hamis. 

	“But I’m the opposite of perfect.” Jica wiped her nose on her sleeve. “I can barely make flatbread.” 

	“Yes. Perfection is irrelevant.”

	Jica didn’t understand. 

	When she could speak, Jica pointed to her right eye. “Hamis, my other wounds are healed. But I can’t see.” 

	Hamis nodded. “Nothing is healed.”

	They reached an incline and the mists cleared to reveal a dirt trail. Hamis sighed. “Your eye is the price to walk among the spirits. Through your spirit sight, you’ve always been able to see us interact with the physical world. Shapes in the smoke. Drawings formed from light and shadow.”

	She remembered the bear in the mists and the fingers combing through Vive’s braid at the spring and swallowed. 

	Her mother joked with the aunties about Jica’s wild imagination, but privately told Jica to keep quiet about the images she saw. Her mother knew about this spirit sight. Hot betrayal filled her mouth as bitter as the moment her mother left Eng Mac. 

	“You could be the greatest seer Eng Mac has ever produced. But you must forfeit your eye to come back here.” He spread his arms, and the spirit fog churned faster and more frantically than before. It condensed in flashes and formed the figure of her father. The plains. A dangling branch. Vive reaching. 

	She focused on Hamis’s words while the mists agitated for her attention. Lose her eye? What good would a one-eyed warrior be to the Mazie, when her mother came back for her? If her mother came back. 

	The ground underfoot became hard and the trickle of a waterfall on rock rang through the thick mists. The sun grew increasingly bright and Hamis dissolved and reconstituted himself several times before kneeling in front of her. 

	Blue sky broke through and Hamis turned a lemony yellow. “The sun cuts our time short. I bid you farewell, holy daughter. This is the path to Eng Mac. Left, down the mountain, is Mazie. Right will take you to the village.” 

	His face glowed brightly and a blink later the wisps of fog dissolved. 

	The path sloping down to the left, toward Mazie, hugged the tall ravine. Puffs of fog lingered in patches, but the sun shone on the mountain’s scarred gray face. That way was home. Where the tall grass swished with each footfall. Where her sisters loved her. Where mists did not speak. 

	To the right was a rockier path that sloped up. The sun had not reached that part of the valley and darkness hung off the sheer path. It would be a long way to fall. But as the throbbing returned to her shoulder and leg, Jica realized she was no longer afraid. 

	She limped forward. The banks of fog did not follow her. They rolled in the sun like a wave. 

	Jica stumbled and braced herself on the narrow path. She breathed through the pounding goose egg on her head and, several times, stopped to wipe away tears. 

	She wondered if she chose the right path and why it hurt so much.

	Past the next crag, the green roofs of Eng Mac appeared. Jica appreciated them through her one good eye. 

	Vive’s white braid flicked across her face in the wind. She stood silhouetted against the mountain peak and clear blue sky. For once, the mists cleared. 

	As Jica fell, she memorized this image of her sister, frozen. More painful than each crack as she fell. 

	A curious crowd jostled in the village center. As Jica limped down the road, no one turned from the commotion. Her throat was sand, or she would have called out. 

	Her father’s voice, filled with anger and tears, echoed down the street. Through a gap, Jica saw a girl on the ground with a shorn head. Hair, ribbons, and beads lay all around her and she sobbed into her knees. She looked up at where their father stood, and Jica saw Vive. Her eyes were red and swollen. 

	Their father vibrated with anger, and Jica was afraid. She shuffled past the nearest man in the crowd and kept pushing. Jam Baruk gasped when he saw her and pulled Jica into an embrace. His fat tears dribbled into her hair, but Jica’s eyes were on Vive. Vive’s lip trembled, and she bowed her head. 

	Jica gently freed herself.

	With her good arm, she bent, grasped Vive’s hand in hers, and pulled her to her feet. 
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	The Formel of Soreale had a strong nose, hooded eyes that held secrets, and a jaw that hung back from her mouth as if to emphasize her every word. It was the face you wanted on the religious leader of an entire nation. But where she used to stand like a peak sunflower before the basilica’s lectern, now the Formel sagged over it.

	Cantorine knew with divine certainty that the woman had less than a season to live. The basilica forbade sacrifices to predict another’s death, but after the Formel collapsed the month prior, Cantorine—and presumably every Cardinal with even a hint of ambition—had paid heavy coin to know. 

	From her front row pew, Cantorine Segal imagined herself in the woman’s place leading the week’s blessings. She lacked the Formel’s magisterial mouth with its prominent vermillion border, but Cantorine was taller. Her nose wasn’t as strong, but her skin’s warmer tone complemented the Formel’s hawk feather cape. 

	Cantorine had only one true rival for the promotion. At the end of the row, Cardinal Tanoria Reede wore a red robe that matched Cantorine’s own. The Cardinals, loosely seated everywhere else, clustered around the woman as if wanting to nestle as close as possible. Everyone loved Tanoria.

	Tanoria’s face had the whole package: a broad brow from which her nose descended like a grand staircase, that bladed jaw balanced by balcony cheekbones and open-window eyes, with a mouth as quick and twisting as a sand viper. It resembled every statue and painting of their god, Bekna, god of mothers. 

	Cantorine had half, but Tanoria had the whole.

	When the ceremony ended, Cantorine went to her room and stood before the mirror. She imitated Tanoria’s smile, but her cheeks didn’t rise to show off dimples. Her eyes stayed large instead of crinkling with delight. She squeezed her face and tried again.

	“Cardinal Cantorine,” Tanoria said at the council meeting later that day. “I know your house has provided oil to the basilica these past years, but the price is … high. I know that the Raptor and her slum pirates have been raiding ships, driving prices up on numerous goods, but as Council Treasurer, I must say that bidding is only fair for the honor of supplying our institution.”

	A year ago, Tanoria had promised Cantorine a price increase if she declined to investigate Tanoria’s cousin smuggling holy relics. The slum pirates were an excuse. Tanoria had always planned to renege.
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