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Part I

The Attenuation Begins
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Chapter 1 — Tumbarumba in Decline
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By the time Stella Ponderosa reached her mid-thirties, the town of Tumbarumba had settled into a kind of comfortable, slow-motion decline — the sort of decline that didn’t involve collapse or catastrophe, but rather a gradual softening of edges, a gentle sagging of civic purpose, a communal sigh that lasted for about a decade and showed no sign of concluding. Tumbarumba was not dying so much as exhaling continuously.

Once, years ago, the place had harboured ambitions. People still remembered them in an abstract way, as one remembers childhood dreams of becoming a firefighter or an astronaut or — in certain regrettable cases — a kombucha influencer. There had been talk, back in the era of Frank and Glen and the great metaphysical upheavals, that Tumbarumba might one day become a centre of pilgrimage: a destination for grease mystics, culinary pilgrims, and scholars of lubricity hoping to interpret the great upheavals of the Oleaginous Era. But that time had passed. Historians disagreed on whether the town had ever truly been important to the cosmology of grease, or simply attached itself to a passing fad. A few locals still insisted that Glen himself had once driven through the main street in a ute containing an esky full of relic-fat. The consensus was that he had more likely been someone else entirely — perhaps a roo-shooter with unusually shiny hands.

Whatever Tumbarumba had been, it wasn’t anymore.

Its university campus stood on the edge of the hill like an abandoned promise. In the 1970s it had been a proud experiment in rural higher education: bold, forward-looking, airy. Now it resembled a retired toaster — not a broken one, simply one whose heating elements no longer had the enthusiasm to burn anything. The architecture was a tired tribute to Brutalism, softened only by decades of weather and by the vines that climbed up the walls in patient revenge. Students attended lectures with an air of cheerful resignation, as though acknowledging that they were participating in an academic institution that understood its own minor irrelevance. The coffee cart had a sign reading: “We Try.”

The great religions of the world, for their part, had not merely declined; they had corporatised themselves into near irrelevance. By the 2040s, most faiths had consolidated, merged, offloaded assets, or reinvented themselves as subscription services. Salvation had not been free for decades; it came in tiered packages with associated loyalty points. Heaven™ offered three membership levels. Hell Inc. had been through insolvency twice. Anglicanism had an app that kept crashing.

In Tumbarumba, the remnants of faith were treated less as spiritual imperatives and more as nostalgic hobbies. People went to church the way they attended lawn-bowls fundraisers: politely, occasionally, and only after checking that nothing more interesting was on television. Religion existed somewhere between knitting and birdwatching.

Sunday mornings were saved for laundry, not liturgy.

Except, of course, for Stella Ponderosa — or rather, for Stella’s grandmother, whose understanding of divine judgement was alarmingly dermatological. The old woman believed, with the grimly unshakeable conviction of someone who had survived three civil wars, seven husbands, and a feral turkey, that skipping a church service caused shingles. She repeated this frequently, in tones suggesting she herself was single-handedly preventing a national epidemic. It was easier for Stella to attend church than endure the weekly lecture on the dangers of spiritual negligence and improper wool layering.

So Stella went, every Sunday, to the local Greek Orthodox church — an ochre-walled structure that looked as though it had been carved from a loaf of stale sourdough. The building was small, tidy, and smelled perpetually of incense and resignation. The congregation consisted of five elderly women who had stopped aging in 1998 (their faces displaying the timeless glow of well-preserved library furniture), a priest who preached with the weary pragmatism of a man whose homilies were available only as paid content, and the occasional confused backpacker who believed he had wandered into a “heritage immersion experience.”

Stella herself was the opposite of mystical. She placed no stock in visions, portents, holy relics, numerology, mystical diets, Anglo-Saxon runes, cosmic vibrations, the intercession of saints, the intercession of gluten, or anything else that required belief without documentation. She loved order, clarity, and the satisfaction of properly ironed clothing. She owned two tailored suits that made her look like either a highly competent diplomat or the most serious librarian in New South Wales. Her boots were meticulously polished. Her hair was short and never misbehaved; she maintained it with the same discipline she applied to footnotes.

She taught ultra modern history at the University of Tumbarumba, specialising in the era that most academics now referred to as “The Great Sizzle” — the period when grease, metaphysically and politically, reshaped civilization under Frank, Glen, and Runciman. Though she lectured on that era with precision and enthusiasm, she privately considered most of it absurd. Grease as a metaphysical force? Fryers as prophets? Runciman as adversarial tobacconist to the multiverse? She admired the sociological implications but dismissed the actual legends as symbolic exaggerations.

If pressed, she would admit that Frank’s reforms had been potent; that Glen’s theological experiments had reshaped geopolitics; that Runciman’s wombat-centric manifestos had influenced a generation of philosophers. But Stella attributed these changes to political and cultural forces, not metaphysical ones. Grease, in her view, was a metaphor — a delicious, often unhealthy metaphor, but a metaphor nonetheless.

Most people agreed. The few who still practiced the old traditions — the anointings, the ceremonial fryings, the ritual lubrication of household objects — were considered hobbyists rather than believers. Lubricity schools had closed or become boutique spas. The shrines of the Fryer Emeritus were tourist sites. The Order of Greased Spoon Theologians met only online now, their membership dwindling, their arguments increasingly pedantic.

In this world of attenuated belief and dwindling purpose, grease had become mostly a culinary curiosity. A relic. A joke. A footnote in history textbooks.

Which was why, when Stella’s life began to gather the faintest shimmer of strangeness, she dismissed it immediately.



It began several weeks before the moment she fully recognised it — before the image that would later appear in her dreams nightly: herself walking down Main Street in her brown suit, the late-afternoon light turning the sky a blistering gold, the town shrinking behind her, and in her hand a strange object she could not yet name, though it seemed to hum with memory.

But at the time, the signs were smaller.

One Tuesday morning, she discovered that her kettle had boiled without being switched on. She assumed it was a malfunction. The next day, the kettle refused to boil even when switched on. She sighed, unplugged it, and promised herself she would replace it. She did not.

A week after that, a jar of olive oil in her pantry began to glow faintly in the dark. Stella attributed it to phosphorescent mould — which she admitted was unlikely, but preferable to the alternative explanation that the olive oil was aware of itself.

Another time, while marking essays, she noticed a peculiar slickness on her desk. It was not water. It was not anything she recognised. It shimmered slightly, as though acknowledging observations made upon it. She cleaned it without hesitation, muttering something about leaky pens.

And yet, despite these small irregularities, the town continued its gentle decline. The pubs remained faithfully open. The shops remained equally unenthusiastic. The university plodded onward. People complained about the council, the weather, the council again, and occasionally the price of apricots.

If Stella had mentioned these oddities to anyone, they would likely have attributed them to burnout. Academics suffered from it regularly. Most of them disguised it beneath cheerful nihilism or a hobby involving highly specialised cheese. But Stella didn’t mention anything. She concluded that each event was explainable, and explanations were the currency in which she dealt.

It never occurred to her that something might be watching.

Not watching her specifically — not yet — but watching the world, sniffing the air, tasting the slow dissolution of conviction that had soaked into the fabric of society. For grease, real grease — the primordial substance, the metaphysical residue that had once flooded the world — did not fade forever. It lingered, waiting for thresholds of vulnerability. Waiting for cracks in belief to widen. Waiting for dryness to overreach. Waiting, most of all, for history to forget itself.

The old chroniclers had warned of this: Lubricity has a way of returning, they had said. “Even when forgotten,” one noted, “it clings to the pan.” Scholars had dismissed this as quaint metaphor. Stella herself had used it in lectures as an example of pre-modern hyperbole.

But the truth was more literal.



Life in Tumbarumba rolled on, as it always did. The bakery occasionally declared bankruptcy and then resurrected itself with mysterious funding. The postman continued his personal crusade to deliver letters mainly to the wrong people. The police station remained mostly unused, except for disputes involving fence lines and the communal ownership of a rogue alpaca.

The Greek Orthodox church limped from week to week. On the first Sunday after Easter, only three women attended, one of whom fell asleep halfway through the liturgy and began snoring in perfect, rhythmic time with the chanting. The priest — a man with the perpetual expression of someone who had endured too many meetings — carried on gamely.

Stella sat in her usual pew, next to her grandmother, who wore black no matter the season and kept whispering theological warnings with the gravity of an oracle whose powers were fading.

“Never trust a man who eats margarine,” she whispered once. “He is unstable.”

“Of course, Yiayia,” Stella said.

She had learned long ago that debates with her grandmother were unwinnable. The old woman had outlived several husbands, three different currencies, the Hellenic Revival Movement of 2031, a brief infestation of morally uncertain ducks, and the collapse of the global religious market. She was unstoppable.

Yet Stella felt something strange that morning. A warmth. A subtle hum. A whisper she could not interpret.

Her grandmother felt it too. She turned sharply, sniffing the air like a dog detecting the supernatural.

“Someone is frying,” the old woman said.

“No one is frying,” Stella replied.

But the scent was there. Very faint. The ghost of something once thick and alive. Something from the old stories.

Stella felt her scalp tingle.

She told herself it was the incense.

She told herself a great many things.



That afternoon, walking home, she saw a man she didn’t recognise standing near the university gates. He was overdressed for the weather — long coat, gloves, hat — and holding a clipboard stamped with an emblem she couldn’t quite read. When he saw her, he tipped the hat politely. Too politely.

“Ms Ponderosa,” he said.

She paused. “Do I know you?”

“No,” he said. “Not yet.”

She waited for clarification. None came.

He smiled — or possibly performed an imitation of a smile that suggested he had read about them once in a manual.

“History is cyclical,” he said. “You teach that, I believe.”

“Yes,” Stella said carefully.

“And sometimes,” he continued, “what returns does so quietly at first.”

She frowned. “Are you from the accreditation board?”

“No,” he said. “Nothing so drastic.”

Then he turned and walked away, steps crisp, disappearing down the road without looking back.

Stella watched him until he vanished.

She told herself it was nothing.

She was very good at telling herself things were nothing.



That night, she dreamed — though she did not realise it was a dream until much later — of a golden street stretching ahead of her, the sky blazing with yellow fire, the houses hunched and expectant. She dreamed of walking with purpose she did not recognise, her boots striking the pavement in a rhythm older than she was. She dreamed of holding an object shaped like a gourd or a teardrop, smooth and warm, pulsing faintly with a heartbeat.

In the dream, she felt taller, heavier, undeniable.

She felt watched.

When she woke, her hands ached as though she had been gripping something tightly.

She ignored it.

She ignored a great many things.

For now.

Because Stella Ponderosa had no idea — not yet — that lubricity had begun its slow return. That history, having attenuated itself into harmless nostalgia, was preparing to thicken again. That grease, once dismissed as metaphor, was stirring beneath reality like a substance remembering its own viscosity.

And she certainly had no idea that she, of all people — rational, orderly, well-pressed Stella — would be at the centre of it.
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Chapter 2 — The Grease Dream (Night One)
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It began, as many significant events in history perversely do, with absolute mundanity: Stella Ponderosa asleep in her cramped kitchen-bedroom hybrid, the kind of flat where appliances felt like roommates with questionable boundaries. Her refrigerator hummed with passive-aggressive inconsistency, her microwave clicked ominously whenever she breathed too close to it, and her kettle — the one that had boiled unbidden the previous week — sat in the corner like a retired prizefighter contemplating a comeback.

Stella slept the way orderly people sleep: on her side, one arm tucked under her pillow, her expression peacefully neutral, as though even unconsciousness was expected to behave properly. Her dreams, on most nights, obeyed her. They stayed boring. They stayed polite. They involved marking essays, missing buses, finding punctuation errors, or arguing with students who believed that referencing was, in their words, “a bourgeois fiction invented by librarians.”

Sometimes she dreamed she had worn her grey blazer instead of her brown one, and even in sleep she felt the appropriate amount of shame.

But on this particular night, precisely at 3:14 a.m. — a time that mathematicians find significant and mystics pretend to understand — Stella’s dream veered off its usual track.

She found herself sitting at her own kitchen bench. Not a symbolic bench, not a surrealist bench, not a metaphorical bench. Her bench. The very same laminate surface she wiped twice daily and lectured internally about watermarks. The fluorescent light above her flickered with its usual stubborn inconsistency. A stack of unwashed mugs loitered beside the sink like truants arguing about responsibility.

Stella looked around the dream-kitchen with mild irritation. If she was going to dream, she preferred efficiency. Why couldn’t her brain conjure a beach? A majestic library? A lecture hall full of competent undergraduates? No — it had dragged her back to the same cramped space she’d fallen asleep in, with no improvement whatsoever in square footage or cleanliness. Her subconscious lacked imagination.

She sighed and stared down at the laminate.

Then — plop.

A drop of grease landed directly in front of her.

Clear. Warm. Gently shimmering.

Not thick, not yellow, not the residue of anything she had recently cooked (which, on most nights, was nothing more elaborate than toast). The droplet was translucent, iridescent, almost jewel-like, and utterly out of place. Stella leaned forward, frowning. Her first instinct, even in dreams, was inspection.

She looked up.

Nothing was above her except the ceiling. No cracks. No pipes. No leakage. No logical source.

She looked to her left and right.

No pans. No food. No reason.

The droplet sat on the surface as though it had been summoned.

Inside it, a blurred shape began to swirl — slow at first, then faster, like cream dispersing through tea. The shape stretched upward within the tiny globe of grease, forming tendrils, merging, coalescing. Stella felt the air around her shift, vibrating faintly, as though the droplet was a miniature world remembering how to be born.

The smear became a silhouette.

The silhouette sharpened into the vague outline of a man.

A man she had seen countless times in textbooks, paintings, satirical political cartoons, theological infographics, and the regrettably popular graphic novel series Frank: Origins.

Hair curling to his shoulders.

Posture informal but purposeful.

A gentle smile hovering on the edge of mischief and prophecy.

The sense of someone perpetually walking toward a purpose, even when standing still.

Stella squinted.

No. Surely not.

But the image wavered, then steadied — a greasy apparition pressing itself into recognisable form.

Frank.

The Frank.

The legendary Grease Prophet. The man credited (or blamed — views fluctuated with the theological stock market) for the Great Emulsification and the subsequent collapse of Dryness. The figure whose interventions had once altered the spiritual viscosity of the world. The one whose frying pan, according to various denominations, was either a sacred relic or an instrument of culinary terrorism.

Frank, who had vanished decades ago into whatever metaphysical realm prophets vanish into when their work is either done or has become too administratively exhausting.

Frank, appearing on her bench.

Inside a droplet of dream-grease.

Stella blinked several times. Her rational mind, even in dream-mode, tried frantically to assemble a reasonable interpretation.

Perhaps she had fallen asleep while reading. No — she had been marking essays about early-21st-century regional political alliances. Frank appeared nowhere in them.

Perhaps she had indigestion. But she had only eaten toast.

Perhaps this dream was a metaphor for burnout. But burnout did not usually manifest in such... lubrication.

The droplet quivered.

The image of Frank, still unfocused, seemed as though it were struggling to stabilise — as if the grease lacked enough memory or mass to hold his form. The shoulders blurred, the hair dissolved into fog, the gentle smile trembled like a candle flame.

Before Stella could say anything — and even in her dream, she felt it would be improper to interrupt a prophet, even one made of unclear fluid — the droplet trembled violently.

Then it dissolved, collapsing in on itself like a punctured star.

The vapour lifted into the air, twisted once, and vanished.

Stella woke instantly.

Her heart hammered. Her fingers were curled around the sheets as though she had been gripping something desperately. She sat up, blinking into the darkness of her tiny flat. Everything was silent except for the low existential groan of her refrigerator.

The dream clung to her in fragments: the bench, the shimmer, the silhouette, the sense of being observed by something ancient and benevolent and impossibly oily.

She scrubbed her face.

Nonsense, she told herself firmly.

Absolute nonsense. Dreams didn’t mean anything, except stress, hunger, or magnesium deficiency. She had been marking essays on Afterlife Studies and the politics of spiritual corporatisation — that alone could produce nightmares. She needed more sleep. More vegetables. Possibly fewer students.

She swung her legs out of bed, stepped onto the cold floorboards, and stretched.

By the time she had made coffee, she had already downgraded the dream’s significance from “alarmingly vivid” to “mildly interesting.” She checked her emails, ignored a message from Hubert reminding her that their philatelic society still awaited her membership dues (“No hobby is too small to be grand,” Hubert often said), and washed the three mugs she had been avoiding since Tuesday.

As she left for work, she felt an odd warmth on her palm. She dismissed it as pressure from sleeping on her hand.

By lunchtime she had forgotten the dream entirely.

But grease, as the old chroniclers warned, was not forgetful. Grease did not disperse into imagination like smoke or memory. Grease lingered. Grease clung. Grease — true metaphysical grease — was patient.

And on that day, something watched her.



That night, Stella worked late at the university. The students in her tutorial had submitted essays so chaotic that she suspected they had been collectively struck by conceptual lightning. Someone had cited a horoscope. Another had referenced a Wikipedia article that did not exist. One clever student had provided twenty pages of footnotes but no actual body text. She had sent them all polite but stern feedback, the academic equivalent of a slap on the wrist with a well-indexed monograph.

The campus, long after sundown, was quiet. The air had a metallic chill, and the lights flickered with the faintly apologetic quality of a government budget. Stella packed her bag, locked her office, and walked the long corridor past the faculty kitchen. She could smell something faintly — something warm, something... nostalgic?

She stopped.

There, on the linoleum, just by the recycling bin, was a tiny drop of something shiny.

She bent down. Examined it.

Oil? Possibly. But the university kitchen rarely contained anything more sophisticated than instant noodles and hope.

She wiped it away with a tissue, muttering about poor maintenance.

As she walked home, the streets were quiet except for the occasional hum of a passing drone van. The night sky above Tumbarumba was unusually clear, the stars like scattered salt on a black tablecloth. Stella breathed deeply and felt her nerves settle. She told herself — again — that the dream was nothing. That the droplet in the corridor was a coincidence. That logic ruled the universe, not grease.

But the air felt thicker.

As though something was coiling through it.



She fell asleep instantly that night, exhausted, and dreamed of nothing at first — only soft grey shapes and the faint static hum of a mind digesting its day.

Then her dream sharpened without warning.

She stood once again at her kitchen bench.

The droplet fell.

Plop.

This time, she did not recoil.

The grease shimmered brighter, as though emboldened by recognition.

Within the droplet, the form appeared again — the swirling, stretching, coalescing outline of a man. The curl of hair. The shoulders. The gentle smile of someone who knew he was part of a story she had not agreed to join.

Frank.

The image was slightly clearer this time, but still unstable, as though the dream-grease was trying to pull him into focus with too little substance to work with.

Stella felt her breath catch.

She reached out, slowly, aware that dream actions had curious consequences. Her fingertips hovered above the droplet.

The grease rippled.

Frank’s smile flickered.

A voice — faint, like sound travelling through warm syrup — whispered something she could almost, but not quite, understand.

She leaned closer.

The whisper grew louder but not clearer, as though it spoke a language composed of sizzles and simmering.

Her fingers touched the droplet.

It blazed with light.

Stella gasped.

The droplet vibrated, then burst forward like a miniature explosion, scattering shimmering motes across the bench. The air around her thickened. She felt a pull, a gravitational tug, as though being drawn into the droplet itself.

The world tilted.

Frank’s blurred outline expanded, then faded again. She reached out a second time — and the last thing she saw before the dream shattered was a pair of eyes made entirely of light and oil looking back at her with unmistakable recognition.

She woke choking on air.

Her hands tingled.

Her palms were warm.

The room smelled — very faintly — of frying.

Her heart pounded with a rhythm that did not belong to sleep.

She sat upright. The flat was silent. The refrigerator, for once, had stopped humming.

Stella stared at her hands.

There, on her fingertips, not enough to doubt but too much to ignore, was the faintest glisten.

She rubbed it away on the blanket.

Nonsense, she told herself again.

A trick of the light.

A remnant of hand cream.

An unusually tactile dream.

Anything except the truth.

Because the truth — if she permitted it to enter her mind even for a moment — would require acknowledging that the world she understood was becoming porous. That history had begun leaking into present time. That a prophet long vanished was attempting to contact her via grease, of all substances.

Stella Ponderosa was not ready for that.

But she would be.

Soon.

Because grease had remembered her.

And grease — once awakened — does not retreat.
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Chapter 3 — The Chemist With No Posture
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Hubert Trencher — Stella’s boyfriend of four years — was the sort of man who never quite looked finished. Not unfinished in the sense of incompleteness, but in the sense of an architectural draft left on a desk over a long weekend: promising, functional, and somehow still waiting for a final coat of clarity. He possessed the dimensions of a fire hydrant with aspirations. He was tall enough to be awkward but short enough to avoid the dignity of height; narrow enough to slip through doorways at improbable angles yet broad-shouldered in a way that implied he had once attempted sports, perhaps accidentally.

His posture was a study in industrial fatigue. Years as an experimental chemist — specialising in unregulated compounds, ambiguous emulsions, and the kind of molecules that made auditors uncomfortable — had left him with the permanent stoop of someone who believed life was a series of unsatisfactory spreadsheets. Hubert did not walk so much as fold himself through space. His elbows fought with gravity; his neck was engaged in a decades-long feud with the concept of verticality; his shins moved like two employees caught unprepared by a surprise performance review.

But beneath all this unassuming curvature was a kind heart — an anxious one, a footnote-ridden one, but a heart nonetheless.

He collected stamps of negligible value, a hobby he defended as “emotionally non-inflationary.” He insisted that stamp collecting was a spiritually superior pursuit because no one could weaponise it. “Stamps never incite a revolution,” he liked to say. “A philatelist has never overthrown a government.” Stella sometimes pointed out the Danish Envelope Tax Riots of 1848, but Hubert dismissed that as an outlier.

His apartment was a shrine to things nobody else cared about: outdated chemistry textbooks; commemorative teaspoons; binders full of stamps bearing mid-20th-century shrubs; several jars of mineral samples labelled “Probably Quartz”; and a series of graphs pinned to the wall documenting water kettle boil times at different altitudes. Stella had once asked whether the graphs were part of his research. Hubert had replied, with the solemnity usually associated with war memorials, “No. These are decorative.”

He loved Stella in the way a scientist loves a reliable data set — passionately, quietly, and with frequent anxious footnotes. Stella, in turn, found him comforting: predictable, earnest, calming, like an armchair or a well-indexed dictionary. Hubert was the anti-chaos. The anti-prophecy. The anti-grease.

Which was why what happened that night unsettled her more than she cared to admit.



He arrived at her flat in the early evening, carrying the faint smell of solvents, polymer residues, and corporate secrecy. He knocked the way he always did — three hesitant taps, then one apologetic follow-up tap as if he worried the door might be shy.

“Evening,” Stella said, opening it.

Hubert slipped inside, navigating the doorway sideways even though there was ample space. His lab coat was stuffed into his bag; his shirt bore the faint stiff patchiness of recently removed safety goggles; and his expression had the tense luminosity of a man who had spent the day handling substances not yet approved for public knowledge.

He immediately went to the microwave, removed a container of noodles from his backpack, and began stirring them with the air of a person wrestling quietly with internal nondisclosure agreements. Hubert approached food the way he approached science: mechanically, reverentially, and with poor posture.

Stella watched him from the table, sipping tea. She could see he was troubled. Hubert’s baseline anxiety resembled an ambient noise — like distant traffic or a mildly disgruntled refrigerator — but tonight something was different. His foot tapped. His shoulders pulsed. He checked the corners of the room as if the cutlery drawer might be wired for sound.

He poked the noodles, frowned, and finally spoke.

“My company’s working on something new,” he announced.

He never named the company — he never had, not once in four years. He subscribed to a philosophy of corporate anonymity that bordered on mystical. But Stella knew it anyway: LubriDyne Corp. A multinational empire specialising in “metaphysical materials engineering,” a phrase that sounded like a cross between a theology elective and a conspiracy theory. LubriDyne was the kind of place where chemists wore lab coats embroidered with logos, cafeteria desserts came with disclaimers, and any visitor had to sign a waiver acknowledging that “unintended transcendental experiences” were not grounds for litigation.

Stella set down her tea. “Are you allowed to tell me this?”

“No,” Hubert said. “But I feel it’s important for my emotional survival.”

This was the closest Hubert ever got to rebellion.

“We’re trying to attenuate oil,” he said quietly.

Stella blinked. “Attenuate?”

Hubert checked the corners of the room again. “Make it... less active. More compliant. More... predictable.”

He looked at the dish rack suspiciously, as if a fork might be transcribing his words.

“More obedient,” he finally whispered.
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