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            REFLECTIONS AND REFRACTIONS

          

          INTRODUCTION

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, nobody knew the phrase Once Upon a Time. Fairy tales, myths, and legends form the core of who we are, in our cultures and in our creative spirits.

      Mirrors are at the very heart of many fairy tales, and gilded glass creates a more exotic and archaic type of mirror: with the application of thin gold leaves to the reverse of clear glass, the overlapping gold and the drying process creates beautiful variations in the image.

      Reflections and refractions... One reveals truths, while the other bends light into varying shapes of deception.

      This anthology was produced by our third cohort of graduate students earning their Master of Arts degree in Publishing at Western Colorado University.

      As part of learning about the publishing industry, the eleven students developed the concept for an original anthology as their group thesis project. After energetic brainstorming sessions, they settled on Gilded Glass, exploring the variations of mirrors in fairy tales. They developed the call for submissions and spent the fall semester wrestling with the slushpile, sifting through 650 stories sent in for consideration (not to mention the five solicited manuscripts from big-name authors Sherrilyn Kenyon, Alan Dean Foster, Jonathan Maberry, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and Michaelbrent Collings).

      The anthology project receives funding from Draft2Digital, which gives us a very specific budget with which to buy stories. Out of those hundreds of submissions, they could buy only twenty-four, so they had to winnow down and winnow down, write rejections, and then move on to the next round.

      The best of the best are the ones you’ll read here.

      After choosing the final stories, the students then had to decide on which order to place them in the table of contents. They copy edited the manuscripts, worked with the authors, chose the cover art, designed the cover and interior, and brought the book all the way through to publication. We celebrated with a gala release and book signing at the Gunnison (CO) Arts Center only days before their graduation ceremony.

      But this is more than just a class project. As with the previous Western Colorado University anthologies, Monsters, Movies & Mayhem and Unmasked, this is a remarkable collection of outstanding stories.

      The authors featured in Gilded Glass rely on their own creative mirrors to weave stories that reflect their roots, cultures, and backgrounds. The types of stories range from humorous to horrific, from subtle and lyrical, from fast-paced adventure to sardonic satire.

      Enjoy!

      

      
        
        —Kevin J. Anderson and Allyson Longueira

        Graduate Program in Creative Writing

        Western Colorado University

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SILVER KING AND THE JADE EGG

          

          NICOLE L. SOPER GORDEN

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has heard of the Silver King. It’s hard to ignore tales of a king with a magic axe so sharp it can cut a person in two without killing them. He is legend and boogeyman all rolled into one.

      But it never occurred to you that he might choose you as one of his wives.

      You stand now before the vanity mirror, viewing your reflection from the waist up. The wedding dress is beautiful and expensive, of course. But you look beyond the rich fabrics, colorless diamonds, and sterling silver to the face and body they cover. You study your reflection as you’ve been taught to study yourself all your life, finding the flaws in your complexion: the shiny skin, the slightly mismatched color of your eyes, the imperfect lay of hair—so many faults. You look at your reflection the way you know men look at you, examine yourself as if with the eyes of another, and you wonder why any man would settle for you, let alone a legendary king.

      You stare your reflection in the eye, feeling wholly unworthy. You wish the Silver King had chosen someone else. You clutch the jade egg your mother gave you as a wedding gift and wish, too, she hadn’t sacrificed so much on your behalf. The jade egg was made by a witch, and the price was your mother. As a child, your mother’s garden of zinnias and potatoes was your sanctuary—the one place your father never looked for you. Those zinnias and potatoes would go untended now.

      And yet, the jade egg gives you a chance. You only pray you’ll know when to use it.

      After the ceremony, when your hundred veils are removed and your marriage henna has been applied, when the red wine is drunk and the braided date breads are eaten, when the drums and bells have gone silent, and when the thirty sheep have been sacrificed in the name of a fruitful union, the Silver King takes you back to his room.

      You know this is it: the moment you have been terrified of since the Silver King appeared to claim you.

      He wears clothing of velvet and silk, the colors as rich as any gemstone, every seam decorated with tiny silver bells so that he moves like a song. His beard is braided with bells, too, and there is even one large bell hanging from the haft of his axe, which he always wears across his back. He stands you in the middle of the floor, strips you naked, and walks around you, eyes sharp and bells tinkling like laughter. Each turn around you is like being sliced by broken glass as he inspects every inch of your body. You hold the jade egg in your hand and consider unleashing it—but this was always inevitable. Better to save the stone’s one use for a more propitious time.

      Finally, the Silver King stops in front of you. As dispassionate and cold as the metal he is named for, he takes his magic axe and he cuts you in half.
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        * * *

      

      It’s easier for you to adjust to living in two pieces than you expected. Maybe it’s the practice you’ve had all your life, the constant competing expectations of others pulling you in so many directions: be beautiful, be smart, be good at dancing, be a musician or a poet, be nurturing and motherly, be sexy but also be innocent. The world expects everything of women. At least now, you’re only expected to be two things. Your upper half can be charming and sophisticated while your legs are busy with other pursuits. The other wives have been teaching you how to best maximize the assets of both halves, though they do so with whispered jibes and cruel smiles. It is more competition than help.

      The wives’ rooms are full of mirrors, on every wall and surface, on ceilings and floors, even on doors and windows. But all the mirrors are small—there is nowhere to see all of yourself at once. Each mirror shows only a disembodied section of a wife as she sits or lounges or strolls. You watch as a pair of dainty black ankles walk in a mirror nearby, thin silver chains circling each. Then you see the long, elegant, brown arm of another wife, netted with blood-red henna, stretch into a mirror across the way. On the ceiling, one mirror reflects the plump, bruised mouth of a wife as she talks, though you can’t hear a thing she says.

      The Silver King builds new women every day from his split wives. He mixes and matches tops and bottoms like changing his coat. He takes your legs to bed, attached to the top of his favorite wife, well before he beds your upper half. You’re so disassociated from your lower half by then that you don’t even realize it has happened until the next day, when the black-haired wife with perfect ebony skin smirks about it.

      There is nowhere in these rooms where you can exist without the mirrors staring back. It’s like being watched by a crowd of judgmental eyes every moment of every day. You spend way too long studying each of your blemishes and flaws, piecemeal, as they come into focus in the surrounding mirrors. It’s like a meditation on imperfection. You think about how to be a better wife and wear the surface of the jade egg smooth as you run fingers over it, like a talisman against ugliness.

      The first time your upper half is in the king’s bed, he has attached it to the legs of a red-haired wife. You think he must not like red hair much, since she is his only wife with hair that color, and she is only there because she’s the daughter of a neighboring king. Or maybe it’s her too-sharp nose he doesn’t like, or her unusually pale skin, or her tendency to talk too much. The Silver King wants a child with her for the prestige of her royal lineage but doesn’t want to endure her face. You feel a strange sort of pride that it’s your face he chooses instead, especially when the favorite wife scowls at you for it.
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        * * *

      

      One day, the Silver King decides you will accompany him to a dance, and you feel a thrill of satisfaction in knowing he thinks you beautiful and poised enough to be seen on his elbow at such an event, even if he pairs your upper half with a more graceful set of legs. Still, though another wife’s legs do the dancing, it’s your hands he holds and your face he sees. It’s your hair he adorns with white and pink mariposa lilies. It’s your lips he brushes clean of red wine with a callused thumb. It’s your smile he displays to the room, basking in the jealous leers of other men.

      At the end of the night, it becomes clear he has brought you as nothing more than jewelry, an ornament to make himself look better. When another king openly admires your looks, the Silver King offers you to him for the night. You want to protest, but a good wife is silent and obedient. The Silver King gives you the bottom half of a wife he no longer cares for and sends you to the other king’s bed. You feel as fragile and thin as a mirror when he leaves you there, ready to shatter the moment someone leans in too hard. You didn’t bring your jade egg to the dance and wonder now if that was a mistake. The Silver King doesn’t even look back as he walks away, his many silver bells flashing with a thousand tiny reflections of your eyes, wide with pleading.

      Later, the other wives laugh at your naivete. Of course, the Silver King lends them out—anytime he is bored or trying to secure goodwill from another king. Party favors and bribes. You feel sick to your stomach, right at the place where the magic axe divided you in two. You stare at a mirror that only shows your mismatched left eye and wonder who is wearing your legs now.
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        * * *

      

      The Silver King’s tongue is as sharp and cold as the edge of his magic axe. He hands out insults dressed in compliments to every wife, and his aim is always true. No matter how lovely a wife is, he can find their flaws with unerring accuracy. The chestnut-haired beauty with the tiny scar under one ear. The tall olive-skinned wife with slightly uneven teeth. The busty wife with hourglass curves who only has a dimple in one cheek instead of two. He has a knack for illuminating any wife’s deepest insecurities with pretended praise. He’s never seen anyone with such a striking mole on their collarbone before. It’s so endearing for ears to be at slightly different heights. The crook in a nose only serves to accentuate the rest of a wife’s beauty. His words can wound so cleanly it’s difficult to recognize the cut at first.

      He finds your own personal, private faults too, of course, and speaks them into the open air to bounce between the mirrors: the slice of gold in one otherwise brown eye, the oily skin, the birthmark pale against the dark skin of your shoulder, and the left breast slightly bigger than the right. It’s like being hit by the same arrow over and over again, thrown back at you by your own reflection and the gleaming eyes of the other wives. You hold the jade egg your mother gave you in one hand, rubbing a thumb over its smooth surface, and wish you could ignore the pain.

      The other wives hide their cruel grins behind modest hands. You cover your own lips when he takes aim at others, as you are expected to do, even when you can’t bring yourself to mimic the other wives’ satisfied smirks and callous titters. It’s like a game of war, one in which everyone is injured. Everyone except the Silver King, who delivers fatal blows as easily as brushing aside a new wife’s hundred wedding veils.
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        * * *

      

      The red-haired wife, the one whose bottom half is pregnant, is talking. She talks constantly to any of the wives she can accost. Some of the wives laugh at her words. Some turn them back on the redhead like weapons. The ebony-skinned favorite wife brushes her aside like she doesn’t exist. The busty wife with only one dimple cowers away, too meek to even listen. The red-haired wife catches you one day, too, talking you into a corner. All the mirrors reflect her moving mouth back to you, a hundred sets of synchronous lips and teeth and tongue.

      She is trying to tell you something about women and men, something about freedom and oppression, but you keep getting distracted by her too-sharp nose. She says that women should be treated better than prized silver cutlery, and you wonder if her blade of a nose has ever cut someone. She says that physical beauty and carnal appetites are both parts of the same woman, and that women shouldn’t be disassociated from themselves. You can’t help but remember what it was like to wear her legs in the Silver King’s bed, long and shapely but slightly pigeon toed. Secretly you worry for her. Words are dangerous.

      The Silver King hears about his red-haired wife’s talking. You suspect his favorite wife, she of the silky black hair, has told him. His anger is cold and sharp. His magic axe glints in the reflected light of so many mirrors. You think he will kill her, but that’s foolish; her bottom half is pregnant with his child, and her father is a king of worth. Instead, he swipes the axe through her neck, separating her head from her torso. Without vocal cords, her head can no longer talk. For a moment, it lies on the floor, screaming silently, with only the sound of the Silver King’s thousand bells ringing in the air, the bell on his axe haft ringing loudest of all.

      Then he puts her head in a glass jar on a tall shelf, her neck resting on a bed of her own red hair. She screams and cries, mouth always open, but never makes a sound. You can’t help but look at her every time you pass the shelf and wonder if you could have saved her with a warning to talk less. It’s so easy to remove a woman’s voice, you think. The Silver King can take any of you apart at any time. The disembodied head serves as a silent reminder of that. You palm your jade egg and bite your lip.
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        * * *

      

      One of the wives tries to escape. She’s the busty wife with the bright one-dimpled smile, but her smile has been absent more and more in recent days. You’ve seen the Silver King pinch every ounce of excess weight on her hourglass curves, heard his disinterested words grow sharper every day. It’s been months since he last took her upper half to bed with him, and the other wives delight in pointing this out to her every evening. You watch the reflection of her chest heave in the mirrors as she cries each night.

      And still, when the wife tries to escape, it shocks you all.

      You know instinctively that there is no escape from the Silver King. There are no locks on the doors, no guards in the halls. And yet, everyone understands that you can’t leave. This is your life now; it’s how life is. And even if you could get away, where would you go? Home, to a family who will know you’ve abandoned your duties as a wife? Who will know you’re no longer a pristine prize to offer another man? Or go somewhere else? A woman on her own is as fragile as an eggshell, as breakable as a mirror.

      Still, the busty wife tries to escape. She finds her original legs and uses them to walk out the front door. You and the remaining wives whisper about what will happen to her. Brigands. Rapists. Slavers. Maybe she will fall down a ravine and lose her legs forever. But secretly, in the quiet places of your mind, you hope she makes it somewhere safe, and builds herself a little cottage, and grows a garden of zinnias and potatoes. You let the other wives laugh about the awful fates that could befall her while running fingers over your jade egg and wishing her well.

      The next day, the busty wife is back. She is blushing and her eyes are turned down. The Silver King keeps a hand at the small of her back as he guides her into the wives’ rooms. His dark coat and tall form tower over the short wife like the grasping branches of a strangler fig. Your hand itches to pat her shoulder, but you don’t dare, not with the Silver King there. He takes her legs and leaves her to the unkind stares of the other wives.

      At dinner that night, you feel too queasy to eat, though you’re not sure why. You try to hold down some bread and wine and watch the prodigal wife as she devours her plate of food. The busty wife is the only one at the table with a plate of meat, as red and tender as anyone could ask. The rest of you are given vegetable curry. She is sitting next to the Silver King this night, in the favored spot to his right, and keeps glancing up at him as if afraid he might take her plate of meat away. He remains silent, eating his own dinner of walnut and fig stuffed clams, looking at none of you as he drinks his blood-red wine.

      For the last course of the meal, when you all usually eat candied fruits and flavored ices, only one dish is brought out: a silver plate covered by a mirrored cloche. You expect it to be set in front of the Silver King, that maybe it’s some special treat that he wants to dish out to each of you individually. Instead, it is set before the busty wife. She looks at the king in confusion, and he motions her to open the dish.

      The silver cloche rings like a bell when the wife drops it to the stone floor, almost loud enough to cover her scream. You feel sick but know better than to jump up from your chair like the busty wife does on her borrowed legs. You hold your stomach, glad now that you ate little, and hoping not to throw it back up.

      On the platter, a feminine foot, roasted and glazed with honey and pistachios. The brown skin of the foot is decorated with henna lotuses in the same indigo ink as the busty wife’s cinnamon-colored arms. The implication is clear: you can’t run if you don’t have legs. And these legs are gone now, consumed by the king’s cruel punishment. The busty wife is busy retching up her own flesh she has just eaten.

      The Silver King folds his napkin and stands, distaste written large on his face. He tells the rest of you to clean up the mess, then leaves the table, the sound of his silver bells harsh and bright.
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        * * *

      

      You spend too much time lying down these days. You recognize the fact but can’t quite bring yourself to get up and do anything. You lie on your back and stare at the mirror above you, wishing your left breast wasn’t slightly larger than your right. You dread being asked to put on legs that aren’t yours. You worry constantly about where the other half of your body is.

      So many of the other wives seem to be in the same state. Energy in the wives’ rooms is low, everyone listless. The busty wife who no longer owns legs is in a state of near catatonia. Only the Silver King’s favorite wife seems unfazed, brushing that glossy black hair of hers until it outshines the mirrors.

      Everything is wrong, but how can it change? You stare at the jade egg, worn smooth by how often you rub its surface. You may be treating it like a good luck charm, but it is witch-made. Your mother explained this to you, explained how the egg works and what magic it contains. It can only be used once, but it might be enough to make the Silver King let you go.

      But go where? There is still no safe place for a woman alone, just as there wasn’t when the busty wife tried to escape. The Silver King will find you. So you rub the jade egg instead and hate the way your worry has made your eyes look puffy. You hate, too, the dark look on the Silver King’s face every time he glances your way. His favorite wife’s upper half rides your legs to his bedchamber, leaving the rest of you to stare at the mirrors. As he walks away, bells jangling, your eyes are drawn to the magic axe on his back: large and half-moon shaped, as polished as a mirror. You see your hand reflected in the blade, the jade egg between your fingers. And on the hundreds of bells of the Silver King’s coat, you see the reflections of his wives arrayed around the room. And you realize, suddenly, the answer.
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        * * *

      

      When the time comes, you find yourself restless. You walk by the busty wife, laying on her stomach and staring at the floor, as if trying to avoid the room’s mirrors—but even the floors are mirrored here. You reach a hand toward her shoulder but stop yourself before you can touch her. Instead, you leave a plate of figs on the floor by her. You walk past the shelf and the jar with the silently screaming redhead wife, locking eyes with her for a moment. Her lips clamp shut, as if she knows what you will do. You resist the urge to look around at the other wives and loosen the lid on the jar, letting the redhead wife have fresh air for the first time in weeks. Her eyes are wide, her skin paler than usual.

      The room is full of motion, like a shaken cage of butterflies. Wives exert petty cruelty on one another as a matter of habit. They wound each other, which injures the whole. You skirt around the favorite wife, feeling her gaze on you. Does she know what you have planned? Does it matter if she does? You’re doing this for her, too. No woman alone.

      When the Silver King comes in to make his choices for the evening, you come up behind him and crack open the jade egg over his head.

      The jade egg’s magic, your mother explained, will make a person’s insecurities and self-doubts boil to the surface. As the yolk of the jade egg drips through the Silver King’s hair, you imagine him starting to feel unworthy, or even worthless. You imagine him noticing for the first time all the shortcomings in his personality, physique, and intelligence. You imagine him thinking that he can never be anything important, that aspirations are futile.

      You imagine him feeling the way you feel every day.

      But the Silver King turns, eyes hard, and stares at you. And you suddenly realize your mistake. The Silver King has felt these things already. He has always felt these things. Everything he does—the fine brocade coats and silver bells, his cold anger and sharp tongue, the way he collects and trades wives like commodities, his need to control every tiny thing around him—it’s all his attempt to overcome his own shortcomings. It’s his way of compensating for his self-perceived inadequacies. Maybe it’s the gray in his beard, or the lack of a true royal bloodline, or the half-hidden jeers of his kingly peers. Maybe it’s anything else. His cruelty is a shield to make himself feel more worthy than everyone around him. You could spill every jade egg ever made in his hair, and all it will ever do is make him more himself.

      You step back, suddenly panicked at the flash of anger in the Silver King’s eyes. He pulls his axe free, holds it up to swing at you. The edge is so sharp it tapers to invisibility. Against a wall, you grab a mirror and throw it at his face. He dodges, the axe spinning across the floor. But he doesn’t need an axe to hurt you. He has hands wide enough to encircle your throat.

      He presses you back, presses you down. In the mirrors above, all you can see is the back of his head and your wide eyes. From the angle, he could be making love to you instead of strangling the life from your body. Your fingernails pry at his callused skin but find no purchase. Lights start dimming, and you think you’ll die any moment now. He is stronger than you, will always be stronger. What were you thinking?

      There’s a shining flash, bright enough to blind you, and suddenly you can breathe again. You blink, trying to make sense of what has happened. A second later, the Silver King’s head is pushed from his neck by a dainty silver-chained foot.

      Behind him, the wives are arrayed like an army, row upon row of women made radiant by their fierce faces. They aim their wrath at the Silver King, holding shoes and silver chains, silk veils and ivory hairbrushes up to the light like weapons. But it’s the Silver King’s favorite wife who holds the magic axe, who has cut the king’s head from his neck, and who is now holding out a hand to help you to your feet.

      You don’t know why they have helped—you didn’t expect it. When you ask, the favorite wife explains: the way they all saw you use your most prized possession to disarm the Silver King, the way you spent special attention to the wives he has hurt in the past, the way you wanted to free them all instead of just yourself. The Silver King has spent years trying to make you all enemies to one another. But in this moment, as you all work towards one goal, you are stronger than the sum of your parts. No woman alone could defeat the Silver King, but together anything could be possible.
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        * * *

      

      Later, after you each took turns swinging the axe at the Silver King, after he has been diced into uncountable living pieces, and after the castle is burned to shifting embers and the mirrors shattered to glittering dust, the women who were once the Silver King’s wives come together. Some of the women travel home to their families, though you suspect most will come back when they realize they have no family waiting for them. Some of the women decide to travel farther afield, wanting to see the world and sail the oceans. The black-haired woman is one of these, unable to weather the lingering anger of the women she harmed in her position as the Silver King’s favorite wife. Every woman who leaves takes a piece of the Silver King’s living body with her to bury or drop in the sea, to feed to pigs or dump in a swamp, scattering his body to the four corners of the world.

      The rest of you find a quiet place in the woods and build a cottage—large enough for dozens of women to live in, and with not a single mirror on its walls. Together, you build a chair with wheels for the busty wife and take turns lending her your legs when she wants a walk. The redhead gets her body back—both halves—and soon her newborn is underfoot to give you all the hope of innocence. You organize a garden, and together you plant zinnias and potatoes, and other things too—eggplants and peas, mallow and bleeding hearts, herbs both bitter and sweet. It makes up a beautiful, diverse, living patchwork—just like the women who tend it.

      At the bottom of the garden, next to the big rock, you bury the Silver King’s head, still silently screaming insults, deep enough that the hoes and plows will never disturb it. You plant a jade plant over the spot, to remember. It’s not the same as the stone, but its waxy leaves are the same color and fleshy with life. You let the jade plant grow as wild as it wants, until it tangles with the weeds and shrubs. All the women touch the leaves as they pass, wearing the egg-shaped leaves smooth and shiny, like self-made talismans of good luck.

      

      Nicole L. Soper Gorden is a speculative fiction author with a not-so-secret identity as a biology professor at a small liberal arts college. She has been reading and writing fantasy and science fiction stories her whole life and has a special soft spot for fantastical writing with nature or biology themes. 

      When not writing or teaching, Nicole enjoys growing heirloom vegetables, baking award-winning cookies, and plotting new ways to make people appreciate how wacky plants are. She lives in the mountains with her elderly puggle, affectionate black cat, playful goats, rescued box turtle, bearded husband, and dinosaur-obsessed toddler. Follow Nicole’s writing at NicoleLSoperGorden.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE REFLECTION OF DARIA BLACK

          

          MICHAELBRENT COLLINGS

        

      

    

    
      I was surprised when she called me. Surprised, and a little in love again.

      I’d given up on Daria—on Dee—a long time before, back when we were still in high school, right around the time she embraced the more sophisticated (and search-engine friendly) name of Daria Black.

      YouTube was where she made her mark: makeup tips, five-minute beauty hacks, that kind of thing. Daria Black was the go-to girl to watch if you didn’t know how to get your fake lashes to stick, or if you needed to know what color palette went with your skin tone or the best dress for clubbing.

      We’d been friends to that point, me and Dee. The best kind. The kind that look at each other across the table during ten thousand lunch periods, who laugh and cry together over the little tragedies and triumphs that seem so epic, so critical and everlasting, when we’re young.

      I was ten the first time I thought of marrying her. Then we went to high school, and our freshman year I knew that was where we were headed. I’d marry her, we’d have a family. I saw it all so clearly.

      Dumb, I know—but that kind of dumb is one of the definitional requirements of being a teen, so I’m not ashamed of it.

      Sophomore year hit us like a tank with severed brakes. That was when she started doing the videos. When she stopped being my friend, just Dee, and became the rising star Daria Black.

      I changed, too: I went from being her best friend, Joey Grayson, to being just one more follower. A blip. A flash on the screen between the numbers that she refreshed fifty times daily.

      By the end of senior year, we were barely speaking. Not angry, just … apart. I went to college, she went to the house she’d purchased the same month we graduated—fruits of her celebrity—and we stopped speaking at all.
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        * * *

      

      I thought it was a joke when I saw the caller ID:

      
        
        DEE

      

      

      I hadn’t spoken a word to her in almost ten years. Seeing that word, so far and yet in some ways so present surprised me so much that it didn’t even cross my mind to ask how she got my number, let alone how it showed that way on my phone. I just answered the call and said it:

      “Dee?”

      She sighed. “No one calls me that anymore, turd-humper.”

      It was such a perfect expression, so very Dee, that all my questions disappeared as I stepped back a decade-plus into a moment where I was still in love with her.

      I barely heard her talking after that. I barely remember agreeing to meet her at her place for lunch the next day. But I do remember thinking—and asking—“Why?”

      She just said, “See you then,” and hung up.
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        * * *

      

      The second thing I noticed when I got to her house was the mirrors.

      The first thing I noticed was the house itself: she’d upgraded to a place in the part of town we’d joked about living in, once upon a time before we grew apart and one of us came to realize how far out of reach a five-million-dollar home was and always would be for people like me.

      I went through the security gate (the entry code she’d texted me was the ever irreverent 6969) and parked my crappy Dodge P.O.S. beside two Beemers and a Land Cruiser. Got out and slouched my way to a door taller than most houses.

      I rang the button. Wondering what was happening, what I was doing here. Why Dee had reached out after all these years.

      A buzz. The door swung wide.

      I went inside, and saw the mirrors.
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        * * *

      

      My first thought: too much. Too many mirrors, too many reflections of reflections, so many that as I walked through the empty entry hall in search of my old friend, I just saw infinite mes, trailing off until they dwindled to a singularity on eternity’s horizon.

      “Hey, Joey,” came a small voice.

      I looked up, saw her.

      We remember things strangely. Details fade over time, and all we’re left with is broad strokes; bold outlines that become caricatures in our minds: the lovers too perfect, the cheaters too wretched, the friends too loyal to be real.

      It had happened to me, too—Dee had become a perfect shadow on those rare occasions when I thought of her. But as she came down the long stairway to join me in the hall of forever-mirrors, I saw the reality. I saw the little lines on her forehead, the bright spots in her eyes that spoke of years of triumph and tragedy in their measures.

      She hugged me, and that was the same. The feel of her, so small it felt like I could have broken her in my arms. But so alive, so in motion. She trembled, even when she was at her most still—a breeze that would die should it ever fully rest.

      She pulled back. “Look at you,” she said.

      “All growed up,” I said. I looked around. “And look at this place.”

      She shrugged, but the light in her eyes brightened. She was obviously proud of what she’d done; how far she’d come.

      “You hungry?” she said.

      I nodded, though I hadn’t come for food, I’d come for her, and to ask her why she wanted me here. Why, after all this time?

      The “lunch” was a clear indicator that food wasn’t the real point of this get-together for her, either. People using food as a subterfuge will always take pains not to let the menu outshine the agenda, and nothing was quite so dull as a chicken salad with a glass of lemonade.

      I took three bites, then stared at Dee. She was looking everywhere but me. For some reason it made me angry. I pushed the plate away. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “Why am I here, Dee?”

      “I don’t … understand the question.”

      I waited. Waited. Finally, she looked at me. With a grimace, she said, “I needed something real.” She sipped at her drink, then said, “It’s all filters, you know? Just things that are almost real, but not quite, and we present them to the world and hope people love us enough to press a button or click a little bell and then we know we’re loved because numbers tell us so and numbers don’t lie. Right?” She laughed, a jittery, odd little laugh that I’d never heard from her before. “And then we wake up one morning and wonder if the numbers did lie, if the filters are hiding nothing but a hole, a darkness … a monster.” A tear tracked down her cheek as she said, quietly—almost to herself: “I’m still that real little thing so long ago. That thing I was before I grew up and Dee disappeared and there was only Daria left.”

      I started to feel cold inside. “You’re scaring me, Dee.”

      Something in her eyes flickered. “Sorry,” she said. “Just …” She shrugged. “Things are about to change. I’ve made some big deals and some big changes are coming and … I dunno. I wanted to talk to someone real. Someone I remember from before I was … was …”

      “That one senior chick with all the subs?”

      She laughed a stilted, wheezy laugh. That was when I noticed a group of pimples around her mouth. Nothing too terrible: just some raised bumps that were barely noticeable, but I remembered she’d always broken out when she was really stressed.

      “Pimples,” I said.

      She colored. A little surprised, a little amused, a little angry. Any of those were fine with me—better them than the weird vibe I’d been getting. “Do you watch me?” she said suddenly.

      For a moment I thought she was asking if I was some stalker who followed her every move, hoping to get a glimpse of things that would violate YouTube’s content standards. I started to stutter out my own surprised, amused, angry answer, then realized she was just asking about her channel. I laughed a bit. Shrugged. “Not really.”

      “You should.”

      “So I can learn how to fix my combination skin?” I fluttered my eyelids. “It’s not really my thing, Dee.”

      “You should do it anyway.”

      Silence. It grew and grew, until I said, “I will.”

      The rest of the “meal” passed awkwardly. I didn’t understand what was happening, and don’t remember now what we talked about. I do remember her walking me down that long row of mirrors, thinking this was the last time I’d probably see Dee—or rather, Daria. She was going to graduate from the big time to … whatever came after that. Some level of celebrity mere mortals could never understand.

      As we passed the last mirror, I took her in my arms and turned with her so we were staring at ourselves, at the infinite past selves in the mirrors behind, the uncounted future selves in the mirrors ahead. I whispered in her ear. “Dee, I don’t know what’s going on. But I know that the woman I see in the mirror—she was always smarter and tougher than anyone else could guess. You’re my friend. You’re —”

      “The girl with all the subs,” she said.

      “Not what I was going to say, but yeah. That, too.” I squeezed her. “You’re Daria Black, and you’ve always been my favorite thing to watch.”

      She put her hand up. Covered her mouth. I thought for a second that she was holding back a sob. Then I realized she was just covering up those little pimples I’d noticed earlier.

      I said goodbye. Walked out of the house.

      As I opened my car door, she shouted from her porch, “Watch me tonight! I’ll have new videos!”

      I stopped, half in my car, half out. Half in her universe, half in mine.

      “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      I kept my promise. I went to YouTube and, for the first time in forever, watched a few of her videos. Still the same stuff, those beauty tips and hacks that enrapture so many people. It always surprises me how many folks need that. I’ve never met a woman I thought looked better with makeup; I’d rather see the canvas than the painting, I suppose.

      As for YouTube in general: I barely watched it at all. I preferred to read books and watch TV. Old-fashioned, I know. But I was happy that way, which few of my screen-leashed friends or coworkers could truthfully say, so I didn’t see any reason to change.

      If only I hadn’t changed. If only I hadn’t looked.

      But I did.

      I turned on her channel—Daria Does It. I watched a few videos. I watched Dee, and smiled a bit as my mind wandered and I remembered the things we’d done as kids, and how close we were and thought we always would be.

      Until the last video.

      I clicked it, and was shocked. It was Dee, but … it wasn’t. It was like I was staring at that memory of memory, that broad brushstroke of an attribute exaggerated to impossibility.

      Dee was always a pretty girl. Relatable. Cute. But on the last video I saw, she was …

      “Daria,” I whispered. For a second, I wondered if I was even looking at Daria, or if I’d somehow wandered onto someone else’s channel, some model or movie star I’d never heard of but would watch everything she made from here on, just to see her smile.

      But no, it was Daria. Under the strange beauty, it was her. But how did she look so different?

      I remembered what she’d said earlier that day, about filters and fakery. Then I flashed to another bit of our lunch, a thing I hadn’t remembered before: her constantly playing with her phone. It was a model I’d never seen, big and flat and strangely ugly on the table between us. Daria had twirled it around and around, a strange, platonic game of spin the bottle played out the entire time we sat there and stewed in unspoken moments.

      Looking at the video, where she prattled on about the proper thickness of eyeliner, trying not to think about her body intertwined with mine, trying not to think of holding that beauty close and drinking it up into myself until it was gone, I thought of that phone. Of filters and fakery. I looked at the date stamp for the video. To my surprise, she’d uploaded it that day.

      But there were no traces of the pimples I’d seen. She was live in super hi-def, but her skin was flawless, her face impossibly …

      Perfect.

      Then I realized: “She uploaded it today. Doesn’t mean she recorded it today.”

      Only … only she was wearing the same clothes I’d seen her wearing at lunch. Her lipstick color was the same. Her hair was exactly the same.

      I looked closer at the screen. At that one girl with all the subs.

      I’d looked at her profile before I left for lunch. Just out of curiosity.

      She had five million subs.

      Now, barely a dozen hours later, it was up to ten.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later. She posted two more times, and each time the effect was the same: I was in over my head, befuddled and besotted. It wasn’t sexual, really. Sure, sex was part of it—I’m a straight male in his late twenties, and biology demands that I think certain things when I come across any beautiful woman—but it was more than just that. It was an intensity of thought and interest I’d never felt before. It was …

      Obsession.

      I sat there, watching her videos all night. It never even dawned on me that I only watched the new ones, the ones where she wasn’t Dee, or even Daria, but rather just that caricature of all her best qualities. Stripped of all her quirks and idiosyncrasies, painted large as a thing meant to represent beauty and desire in their purest forms.

      The sun rose. I kept watching.

      Two days, I watched. Two days, and at the end of it she had over twenty million subscribers.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know what I wanted. I just got in my car and drove, and when I stopped I was at Daria’s gate and pressing the button and jabbering into the camera that swiveled to look at me. Then up the driveway, through the door, into the hall of mirrors.

      I turned to look at myself in one of the huge glass planes, fidgeting with the tie I hadn’t worn last time but had chosen to don for this second meeting. I looked like me, which was something of a disappointment because … because …

      Because she’s so beautiful, and I’m so plain.

      I walked down the hallway, followed by the infinity of my selves that all wandered toward the thing that had suddenly become the center of our universe. A week ago Dee had been a memory, a phantom, a thought of what might have been.

      Now, she was the brightest thing around. My star.

      “Joey!”

      Again, I saw movement on the stairs, a flurry of bright cloth and perfume flying toward me. She was in my arms before I even saw her, and the daisies I’d brought—her favorites—ended up crushed between us. But that was all right because she was here and I was here and that was all that I needed, and I finally looked down and saw her —

      “Wait, what?” I shook my head. “Who …?”

      The woman in my arms looked up at me. “It’s me, Joey.” She laughed. “Don’t you recognize me?”

      “I … of course … of course I do.”

      It was a lie. Because when I looked down at her, so petite, so small, I didn’t see the thing I’d come for, the thing I’d expected to find at the end of the mirrors: Daria.

      I just saw … Dee.

      That wasn’t what I’d come here for, was it? This girl with stress-pimples erupted around her lips, a few new ones on her cheeks, blazing hot and red and angry?

      “It was so good to hear from you,” she said. She pulled me to the couch. I sat down beside her—but not too close. This wasn’t who I wanted to see.

      This wasn’t who I wanted to hold, to crush to myself like flowers and feel her petals spread across me as I inhaled.

      She started talking. Bright and excited, and she talked and talked and talked and I didn’t hear any of it because it wasn’t what I wanted wasn’t what I wanted wasn’t WHAT I WANTED. It was just plain old Dee and I felt sicker and sicker until I couldn’t handle it anymore so I spoke, saying the first thing I could think of so that she would just. Be. QUIET.

      “Still stressing, huh?” I asked.

      Her mouth closed with an audible clap. “What?” she said.

      I pointed at the pimples on her mouth and cheek.

      It might have been my imagination, but it almost seemed like several more had appeared, clustering under her right ear. “You always broke out when you stressed.”

      A tiny part of me thought how hurtful I was being. The rest of me told that part to shut up, or die.

      Dee frowned. “I’m not stressed.”

      “You were the other day.”

      She laughed. No longer that jittery, jagged laugh from before: this one was bright and happy. “I don’t know why I would’ve been. Everything’s fine.”

      “Except the breakout. Doesn’t that make it hard to film?” I could hear the words, sounding like they were coming from someone else. And in a way they were. This wasn’t me, really. It was the person who’d taken over, the man who’d come looking for Daria: the beautiful woman he’d watched for days on end.

      I was just along for the ride.

      “I don’t have a breakout,” she said.

      I wanted to punch her. I settled for a grin and an emphatic, “Sure you do. Huge.”

      Dee grabbed a small purse that sat on the nearby coffee table. I knew what she was going for, and flashed to the million times she’d pulled out a makeup compact to check herself in the mirror before pressing play on some video she’d make during study hall or lunch. I’d given it to her when she was twelve, and she always had it. She’d look in the mirror, add a bit of powder or blush, then press record and would be gone from my life, even if I was in the same room with her.

      Dee surprised me, though. She didn’t pull out my long-ago gift, she pulled out that big ugly brick of a phone she’d spun between us.

      As she withdrew the phone, I wondered how she’d managed to get the huge thing into her tiny purse. Only that was wrong, wasn’t it? The phone wasn’t that big. Not as big as I remembered it. It fit perfectly in the purse even though … even though …

      It was bigger before.

      No. Just a different phone. Different model.

      It’s the same. But smaller. It’s —

      (It’s what it has to be for her to use it.)

      I felt dizzy, my thoughts spinning as Dee held up the phone the way she had held her little compact mirror all those years ago. She tapped a button and the phone lit up, the homescreen looking like a billion others: apps and favorites and a background picture of Dee making a duck face.

      Dee tapped one of the apps—must have been a camera app, because now the phone showed the image of the painting on the wall opposite us. She tapped the screen and the image shifted to one of her: she was using the phone as her mirror, looking at herself to see the blemishes that I’d so rudely —

      (Horribly, meanly. Why did I do that?)

      — pointed out.

      She ran her fingers along the blemishes. Tracing them, drawing small circles around the rage-red outbreak. One of the pimples—so big it was almost a blister—popped when she touched it. Watery pus dripped over her chin.

      “See?” she said brightly. “No outbreak, no stress.” She laughed. “You always did like to yank my chain, Joey.”

      Her refusal to admit what I saw fanned my anger to rage. I knew, that small part of me knew, that this made no sense. I didn’t get mad like this. I was a calm, laid-back guy. But …

      But I’d come for Daria, not this girl with blemished skin and deepening lines on her forehead. My fists clenched, and I opened my mouth to shriek at her before I battered her lying, ugly face to nothing.

      And that was when I finally saw what she was looking at. I saw her “mirror.” Her phone.

      Daria stared out from the screen. Perfect, pure. The broad strokes of perfection, of dreams within dreams.

      I stared at the phone. I stared at her on the screen. “I love you,” I said.

      For some reason, the girl on the phone looked sad. “Everyone does,” she said. “That was the whole point.”

      I looked away from the phone, and I ran.

      I ran from the room, and was joined by millions in the mirrors as we fled from a place where my own eyes lied. I sensed motion, and turned to see that Dee was running after me. Her gait was strange, stilted. She ran like one of her legs was shorter than the other, or like she was getting over a bad sprain.

      “Joey! What’s —”

      Whatever question she’d been about to ask died in her eyes as she caught sight of herself in the closest mirror. She ran her fingers over her chin—a new cluster of pimples had risen up, and I knew I wasn’t imagining it this time, I wasn’t—and sighed and said, “Oh,” in a quiet, melancholy tone.

      Some of the blemishes darkened as I watched. Deepened. Became black pits. Craters. One of her bright blue eyes blanched of color, then went as yellow as the eye of a corpse.

      Dee started to cry, and the tears mixed with pus and spit and I almost vomited.

      She was still holding the phone, and now she raised it and sighed and said, “Oh,” again, this time in a voice of quiet triumph. “There I am.”

      I fled. Not because I was afraid but because there, on the phone, I saw Daria—not Dee, Daria—and I wanted her so badly I could feel it in my bones. One more moment in that house, staring at that image of beauty in the hands of a friend grown strange and wrong, and I would have gone mad.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been two weeks. I lost my job—unsurprising given that I haven’t gone in once, or even answered their calls. I’m too busy.

      I’m watching her.

      I don’t know or care what she’s talking about, I just know she’s beautiful. The most beautiful of dreams, the loveliest of delights.

      Then today, another notification popped up on my phone and the only thing that registered was that the call had paused the Daria video—the newest one, uploaded today, and her more beautiful than ever. I cursed and swiped it away, and it wasn’t until the third time it reappeared that I realized what the caller ID said:

      
        
        DARIA

      

      

      I answered, running from my bedroom to the small front room of my apartment. I flipped through trash and takeout boxes and dirty clothes—weeks’ worth, a lifetime’s worth—to find the TV remote. I turned on the YouTube app and brought up the Daria video I’d been watching. She was talking, but no words penetrated. It was just an ongoing, blissful cascade of sound.

      The phone had picked up, but it wasn’t until that moment that she spoke.

      “You’re watching me now?” Daria whispered in my ear. She sounded like she did online. I shivered.

      “Yes,” I said hoarsely.

      “Come over,” she said. “I want to celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?”

      “One hundred million, Joey. I’m at the top, and still going higher.” She laughed and my body clenched in ecstasy. “Come celebrate,” Daria whispered.
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        * * *

      

      I remember getting in my car. I remember her voice following me as one of her videos played from my phone during my drive. I remember almost crashing when the phone turned off, weeping until I got it plugged in and it was charged enough to start again.

      Then I was through the gate. At the house.

      The door hung wide. I ran inside.

      That was the first time I realized that it was night. The lights of the house were off, too. The hall, so bright and becoming before, was now a murky corridor that led from dim to dark.

      All the mirrors had been smashed.

      I didn’t care. I only knew that Daria waited for me. Wanted me.

      I walked down the hall, shadowed by jagged pieces of myself. They flitted in and out of existence between the cracks, the cobweb patterns that marred the once-bright mirrors.

      I was almost there. She would be waiting on the stairs. Daria would reach out and I would run to her and we —

      I froze. Something moved at the end of the hall.

      The desire that had knotted my insides turned to molten lead as the shape, the thing, twisted upward, rising higher and higher. It was slimy, it was scaly. Parts were dry and cracked, others ruptured and running with rivers of dark ichor. It was pure terror made into broken, gashed, infected flesh.

      It was shorter than me. The size of a petite woman.

      The thing made a gibbering, whispering hiss that loosened my bladder and bowels. I didn’t even notice. I was watching as the creature held out something in its … hand? Tentacle? It reached out, and the thing in its grasp activated as that mad whisper-shriek sounded. The object it held grew bright, and a slick pseudopod on the creature’s side quested blindly until it found and tapped something on the brightness.

      Lights flickered, and I saw now that, though I had noted the smashed mirrors, I had failed to spot the phone taped crudely to each one. The same drab, ugly kind as the one Dee had held, the one the creature now clutched. And out of each screen Daria stared. She licked her lips, and whispered, “You came for me,” as the monstrosity ten feet away opened a blood-coated maw and soughed like rotted leaves in wind. The thing’s mouth opened wider, and as it did, Daria smiled through the myriad screens. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.

      The thing came toward me, lurching on appendages that spurted out of its mass, pulled it forward an inch or a foot, then retracted with wet, sucking hisses as another slick tentacle would appear to pull it a bit closer, closer …

      I screamed. I screamed and screamed and screamed and didn’t stop screaming as the thing’s arms circled me. Not in fear, but because all I wanted was Daria, and she was here, all around me, on dozens of screens, dozens of our world’s truest reflections, smiling and living for me.

      Oddly enough, the desire was what freed me. It was too much. Desire shifts to fixation, fixation becomes obsession, and obsession—left untreated—transforms to madness.

      I wanted her. I wanted all those Darias to dance around and with and for and through me forever, but it was too much and I was insane and in my madness I ran. I fled instead of staying with the thing I most wanted, lusted after, needed.

      I ran, and I think Daria—or Dee, the thing at the center of the nightmare—would have followed. The thing lurched my way. Then she caught sight of herself on all the screens, the only reflections that mattered.

      Dee the monster saw Daria the dream, and the monster howled and chittered and the phones took that sound and created of them the words I heard as I ran in my madness:

      “I’m … sooo … beeeaaauuuuuutifullllll …”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know why she called me that first day, or why she called me back that last night. I’ll never know, I suppose, and that’s fine. It seems like you can find out anything these days—it’s all just a touch of a button away—but sometimes we forget that there are things better left undiscovered.

      I do know, however, that I’ve splashed twenty gallons of gasoline on the walls around her house, and have another three five-gallon containers to go.

      I do know that I have to destroy whatever’s happening in there.

      It pours out quickly. All dry, all gone.

      I light a match. I stare into it and listen to the chittering sounds that still emerge from the house. Thank God the phones’ volume is lower, because if I heard Daria’s voice I don’t think I could burn her down. But all I hear is Dee, and that gives me strength.

      Then I do hear it. Just a whisp, a phantom of Daria’s voice. The match burns away to my fingers, and keeps on burning. I smell charred meat and barely notice.

      I can’t do it. Because horrific as it is to admit, I realize that Dee is the thing behind Daria’s eyes. No Dee, no Daria. I have to spare the monster to save the angel.

      But that’s wrong, isn’t it?

      My body understands the truth before my mind does. My fingers move of their own accord. Another match flares. I touch it to the walls. Flames soar.

      I’m content. The monster is burning, the madness gone. I’m sane now, I’m thinking clearly.

      It’s okay to burn her. To kill Dee.

      Because all Daria’s videos are still online. She’ll never die. The beautiful, filtered reflection that mattered … that’s going to be around forever.
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