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          Just another wide-eyed girl
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        Divinica’s Diary. Read or die.

      

      

      Dear Divinica—that’s your name by the way. None of this is going to make sense, but read it anyway. Chances are, you’ll die if you don’t.

      It happens every thirteen days. One moment you begin to remember, understand, perhaps even feel. Then the red wave comes, and everything is gone. Past, present, and future, things you once loved, dissolve like smoke. There are blips of space where you wonder why anyone bothers surviving at all. Sometimes you think you’re the only one in the world who experiences brief, unsatisfying flashes of what used to be. The only soul who has the barest conception of the events that transpired—the single bang that tore through the fabric configuring this universe and in one blow basically fucked up even the mere concept of what “once was.”

      Once you had a family, or at least that’s what you assume, but every time the red wave comes, you can’t remember their faces.

      You’re not sure where you are geographically, but that hardly seems to matter. You make your home with the rats and share the outdoors with the Tardigrades, or Rades, as you like to call them. Creatures that were once microscopic and always indestructible, now the size of a small SUV due to the obscene amounts of radiation left by the waves, which are systematically killing the rest of us. Those critters are some of the beings that survived the great destruction. The rest of the animals, trees, and most plants died when the moon slipped from its orbit by inches. Lunar fragments crashed into Earth changing the landscape and causing irreparable damage. Tsunamis struck. Fires raged and humans died. Billions of them. You don’t have all the details, but whatever happened soundly shook the structure of the cosmos, and we who remain are lost in the aftermath.

      You live in a small, stuffy room with a single window and cement walls painted a slightly nauseating shade of green. If you wake up in a blue room, leave it immediately. You always have nightmares in the blue rooms. You sleep a lot, and there are days when you can’t remember your own name. You have thirteen tattoos running straight down the middle of your body. No, don’t look right now. Just trust me.

      Sometimes, between the red waves that take everything, you can almost imagine what used to be. Home, family, babies, purpose, love. Then the red waves come, and the feelings vanish like mist in a November wind. It appears the Earth has turned on itself, like the cosmos overlords—whoever they may be—allowed a total breakdown of natural law, and it all just burned to fucking ash. You don’t know how long humanity has survived in this broken rhythm. Lately, you don’t care.

      Your life sucks. You look for food and struggle to survive the violent repercussions of the endless red waves. You stare out the window a lot. As far as you know, it’s always the same broken landscape.. It snows a fuck ton—you’ve literally almost frozen to death twice.

      Here are three things you have to know. One: Stay awake when the cold gets bad. Two: Hunt with a bow and not a gun. The third is a fundamental truth you can’t let yourself forget. If this world was something once, that once is now gone. Cities are charred down to their bare bones, bodies rot everywhere, lying where they fell. Everything has been reduced to nothing. Only the highest mountains stand untouched, capped in snow, mysterious, rugged, old. They look safe. You think about running to them and finding a cave to wait out the rest of your days, but you don’t because you hate the fucking cold.

      You dream all the time, at least you think you’re dreaming. Use the paint by the door to scribble your dreams on the walls before you forget. When you’re feeling artsy, your tattoos glow, and sometimes you hear people whispering behind you. Don’t freak out. They’re nothing more than echoes in a howling wind that exists somewhere beyond the confines of your world.

      Always when you search your mind for thoughts that might bring a modicum of clarity, you encounter only sticky darkness and miles of white emptiness. It is endlessly infuriating.

      Of course, there was a time before this moment, but you can’t remember it. For you, your life starts today. Lying on your lumpy bed in an institution that used to house the mad and is now a haunted graveyard void of memory, twisted enough to drive its only resident insane. You call this place Styx, but there’s a broken-down plaque outside with a single word inscribed on it. Hadamar.

      Okay. This is the worst part, are you ready? You lit a candle and walked through a glowing archway. You watched the birth of Aphrodite, and it was horrifying, beautiful, and scary as fuck. You drew her face on your wall. It’s fine, but you could’ve done better. It’s possible this was a dream, probable even.

      You miss something every day. So badly that it’s turned into a chronic, constant ache. You have no idea what it is. This pisses you off worse than the days when you don’t remember your name.

      You think you’re going to die in this room. Some days, when the red waves come, you wish you would. Lastly, read through this book every time you wake up. Otherwise, don’t think, don’t plan. There is no escape. Just sleep.
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      I think I’ve seen him before, with his dark eyes, wavy curls, dirty hands, and furtive smile. He’s shuffling through my food cans, piling up the ones he likes, the little thief. I look at him for a moment longer than necessary. Something about his slender face and wind-chapped cheeks is familiar to me. Covered in the purple dust of our world, he’s camouflaged so well I almost missed him. He looks up from sorting through a smaller stack of cans, glowering. I flinch from the window, press my back flat against the wall. Holding my breath, I wait for him to look away. I feel as if this is a game the two of us have played often, though no images or recollections come with the feeling. Eventually, he stops trying to see through my dusty window, and he returns to the larger stack of cans. Something is in his right hand. A ball of jumbled, multicolored wire with a pale green light blinking in the middle of the mess.

      It reflects weirdly against the approaching red wave, like a dying android’s malfunctioning heart. I suddenly remember what androids are. I start to run. My feet scrape over the uneven floorboards. The boards are rotten in some places and chipping badly. I close my eyes and breeze past the morbid paintings on the old walls. All of them depict humans screaming in agony, strapped to torture devices or wrapped up in straitjackets, limbs fixed to the wall with dirty metal chains. White faces, wide-open mouths, and eyes silently begging for release or death. To me, they are the faces of Styx, this crumbling asylum—the only home I know. I think at one time a human face contorted in that much agony wasn’t normal. Things seem to be quite different now. My own face belongs up there with them. Everything in this world is misery and pain. If I were a braver girl, I would unalive myself and hope the next life offered me something more. I honestly don’t know why I haven’t done that very thing.

      Maybe it’s because I know I’ve forgotten something vital, and I refuse to shuffle off this mortal coil until I remember what the fuck it is.

      I stumble to the wide double doors and slam my palm against the latch. It gives way, and the doors swing outward on their rusty hinges as I run outside.

      “Hey!” I scream at the boy, who’s in the process of kneeling. He doesn’t turn around at the sound of my shriek, but his shoulders stiffen, and I watch him place his blinking device dead center in the tower of my cans. When it’s done, he spins and backs away from his homemade bean bomb, tossing me an innocent shrug that fits well with his rapscallion smile, a smile that makes me feel like I’ve taken a kick to the gut. My heart stutters painfully. Looking in his big, brown eyes, I’m disturbed by the irrational impulse to wrap my arms around his slight body and never let him go.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I shout.

      He laughs. The cynical, childish sound does more twisting things to my heart. “You’re on my turf,” he accuses me, tucking his hands—all covered in chunky silver rings—in the pockets of his dark pants and casually glancing over my shoulder at the approaching red, electric waves.

      He looks like such an imp, I struggle not to scream at him, though I don’t know why I would bother. “You the one who torched all my rice?”

      The twin dimples in his smile deepen as he shrugs. “I sure as shit hope so.”

      I frown at him, then at the ticking bomb about to destroy what’s left of my food. “Aren’t you a little young for that kind of language.”

      “No one’s young anymore,” he says. I frown. Real, depressing, hard facts. The back of my neck prickles. Behind his head, the sky blackens. I feel like darkness in this place is its own dimension, stuffed with the screaming music of monsters. This boy seems to think so too. Trepidation hoods his next skyward scowl. “That red shit is close. I don’t think you want to be chatting out here with me when it hits,” he says, sounding as scared as I suddenly feel.

      I sigh. “Why are you blowing up my food?”

      “Cause you stole my home. I was here first, and you’re annoying as hell. I hear you at night, screaming and tripping over your big feet.” He sniffs loudly and swipes the back of his hand over his red-tipped runny nose. “Sometimes you scare the hell out of me, but I can’t leave,” he says and kicks a flat rock that flies for a second, then lands in the shadow of Styx.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know, but I think I made a promise.” His eyes crinkle at the corners, and for a second I think he’s going to cry. He gives me a shy look through lashes as thick as mine, then he squares his shoulders and says, “Sometimes, just before the red wave hits, I see pictures…” He breaks off to kick another rock. This one releases a jet of steam when it momentarily parts with the ground. The steel toe of his left boot nudges another that rolls over under the persistence of his foot. The ground beneath hisses and churns like running lava, boiling up until it’s a tiny hot spring of black fire, melting all the snow around it. It’s freezing today but sweat carves a wet path along the center of my back, itching like a dozen biting fire ants. I take a step toward the boy, careful to avoid a patch of black thorns jutting from the ground, longer than my forearm and sharp as daggers.

      “What do you see?” I ask slowly.

      “I don’t know, actually. I don’t have a name for most things. There’s a lot of bright stuff, sometimes the sky is light blue, or all cluttered by white, fluffy clouds that look like cotton balls.” He scowls up at me, an invisible fish hook lifting his brow. “Why? What do you see?”

      “Flowers,” I say, not thinking. His eyes widen.

      “Flowers,” he says, a reverence in his whisper. “Yeah, flowers, yellow, red. I remember flowers,” he says, seconds before his ears perk up and his shoulders hunch.

      He’s wearing a black jacket covered in smudged metal studs painted murky violet by the colors of our dark world. His wardrobe fits the moment, but I think it makes him look too strong for his age. I keep that thought until he glances into the turbulent distance and fear fills his eyes. He slinks down into the oversized garment, and just like that he’s a frightened little boy who’s strayed too far from home. I follow the path of his eyes and see moving shadows in the roving dust clouds. Two-legged figures too tall to be men, with long tails that whip and swirl the air.

      Suddenly, the boy dives for his ball of wires and places his hand over the lime-colored flashing light. The child’s chaotic actions distract me from looking for things that shouldn’t exist. I watch as he pulls two wires from the center of the tangled mess. The light stops blinking. “There,” he says and throws his broken bomb to the dirt. He tosses a glance over his skinny shoulder, and for a second we both stare at the approaching wave. “Hope those blasted things stop at some point.”

      I shake my head. “In this world, hope is a dangerous thing. Why did you destroy your bomb?”

      He snorts. “Hope is a dangerous thing in all worlds. And no reason, really. I just don’t like doing anything important when that red shit is on the horizon. ’Sides, I feel like I know you. It’s weird. I think about blowing up your food and it gives me a pang.” He touches a spot just below his heart. “Hurts right here.”

      “I feel like I know you too,” I say, staring deep into his almond-brown eyes.

      He scratches his head, flicks something behind his ear. “What’s a memory?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, but strangely, I believe I just might. The meaning of it is trapped somewhere in the fog that fills my mind. I search the endless expanse of white emptiness, then smile when I unexpectedly find the answer. “A memory is something once experienced. A repetitive vision of a moment lived and lost. It is an impression of the experience that will always remain,” I say.

      His face screws up, and he shakes his head. “Well, I don’t know about all that bullshit—except I don’t know who I am, but I’m sure I know you.”

      His words make more cold sweat break out on my brow. I lift a hand to wipe the clammy moisture away. My body starts to tremble. It feels as if a wild, taloned creature, like one of the radioactive rats that share my bedroom, is alive in my mind, desperately trying to claw its way free. As the red wave draws nearer, the creature inside me fights harder for release. The first hints of fear creep in, not fear for myself, but fear of what is about to be taken away from me once more.

      I realize I’ve been silent for a few seconds too long, just staring hard and seeing nothing, because the boy is glaring at me, an unfathomable expression on his face.

      “What?” I snap.

      “A beach,” he says, seemingly unbothered by my vitriolic tone. “We’re standing on a beach making sandcastles, you throw sand in my eyes, and I kick you in the shin—go me. You’re limping when we make marshmallows. You hug me even though I hurt you, you call me an annoying little shit and tell me no matter how wretched I am, you will always be my big sister.” He meets my eyes. “Is that a memory?”

      I can’t speak, I can’t breathe. I feel his voice inside my head. His every word is a picture, and they fall atop each other like so many discarded drawings. I see it all. His cheeks are chubby, rosy as a California dawn. Not pinched with hunger and neglect like they are right now. The sun in those pictures is bright and golden, not the color of blood and dust. It’s a different world that he paints with his words, one of light and laughter. Not a red wave or a decaying dead body in sight, but a world as full as this one is empty.

      “Well?” he presses, his eyes glinting. “Is it a memory?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, but again, I just might. My brain is at war with itself, but the knowledge in my heart is steady and pure. It tells me this boy is somehow mine. All I have left in the world. The only thing I live for.

      The red wave is close now. I see it building behind him, gathering height like an angry tsunami. The heat baking off of it is incredible. He turns to stare at it. We both do. For a few moments, there is no sound but the electric crackle and our linked, panting breaths. When he swivels on his left foot to stare at me, I see the fear in my soul mirrored in his eyes.

      “It will crash over us soon. Take me away from you,” he says, and I know then that he has said this exact same thing to me many times before. The look on his face, the tears gathering in his eyes tell me that he knows it too.

      A sudden high, screeching sound makes him fling up his hands. It drives us both to our knees. His fingers clench as he covers his ears. He rocks back and forth, his parted lips emitting a thin stream of agonized wails as the earth shakes. I don’t know what I’m doing, or why, but watching his pain is more hurt than I have ever known. I crawl to him, and wrap my arms around his slight, trembling body. Tears flood my eyes. The second I touch him, I know him—better than my own soul. “Daniel,” I whisper.

      He flinches, then stares up at me. His tears magnify his huge eyes. “Yes, that’s my name. Daniel. I’m Daniel, and…and you’re my sister.” He hiccups and uses the back of his hand to swipe at his runny nose. “I remember…I—it was the day the first red wave came. The news said all the polar caps were officially melted. We came here together, you, me, Mom, and Dad. We were running, Dad was holding my arm.” He points to a pile of crates leaning against the south walls of Styx. “I went that way, I thought you would come and find me,” he says wrathfully. “I waited and waited, but you never came, you never came.”

      “I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry,” I cry, rocking him.

      “What happened? I’ve been so alone.”

      “Oh, Daniel, I don’t know. I don’t know!” My voice sounds like the cry of a dying thing, and = I’m holding him tight, but he doesn’t seem to care. His tears are wet on my neck. I’m crying hard now,  it’s getting difficult to breathe. I lean back and hold him at arm’s length so I can stare at his precious face.

      “I’ll forget you,” he says and looks again at the approaching wave, sees the colors it paints on the rushing sky, all the varied shades of blood—the forerunners of our doom. I want to tell him that it is impossible, that I could never forget what I love so much. I stay silent because anything I say will be a lie. I pull him close, and he smells like sweat, dirt, and Daniel. I want to scream and run, stitch his skin to mine, never let him go. Instead, I cup his face in my hands. Kiss his flushed cheek. “Only my mind forgets,” I tell him. “Only my weak, stupid, human mind. Not my heart, my heart never forgets you.” I touch my heart. “Here I will remember you forever.”

      Daniel’s face resembles a clenched fist, and he hiccups again. “When the red wave comes, if no one remembers me, do I even exist?”

      “Of course you do, sweet boy, of course you do. Of course you do,” I say, over and over, while I pull him close and rock us back and forth, back and forth. I feel like my insides are being drawn through the eye of a red-hot needle. I taste bitter tears in my mouth, and they fill my stomach with nauseating acid. I swallow the lot and squeeze him tighter.

      “A memory isn’t a thing you have, it’s a thing you are,” he says, and I nod. He’s right, a memory is thousands of glass shards that construct your breakable shell. In moments, all those shattered splinters of me will be taken away, and the fear is that I will be reduced to nothing except vanishing smoke and ashes. I let go of him for a second, grab the first stick I find, and quickly write in the muddy snow. I dig the words deep as I can in the time that I have.

      Daniel is my brother.

      He takes the stick from me when I finish carving the last r.

      Divinica is my sister, he writes and sits back on his heels. Together we stare at the words.

      “I love you, Daniel.”

      He throws himself back into my arms and locks his fingers behind my neck. “It’s coming,” he says.

      “I know,” I tell him.

      Daniel grabs, then shakes me for emphasis as he yells, “It’s here! It’s here!”

      I know that too. I close my eyes and take a final breath before I can’t breathe at all. I crush his head to my chest and use my back to shield him from the initial hit. I grit my teeth and brace for it. The electric wave slaps against my bowed spine with the force of a thunderclap. I arch in agony. Then, the shimmering waves cut through me, touching every nerve with liquid flame and soldering irons. I scream. I can’t help it. I hear Daniel screaming too. I pull him closer. It feels like streams of sun-fire carve a blinding path through my flesh and bones, burn across my heart, singe my eyes, and fry my brain. Everything is red lightning, screams and pain.

      Daniel fights wildly against the irrepressible agony. Through grinding teeth, I yell that I love him. That I won’t leave him, that I swear to find a way to save him. All hideous lies, but I can’t stop babbling, I want him to know—need him to understand how I’m feeling right at this moment.

      “I love you too,” he says, and his voice is a screaming, electronic sound. His head twists a little until his skin is taut and bulging. As I stare at his face, his skin starts to stretch, all seven layers vibrating madly, then tugging and jerking to opposing sides, until it looks like he is wearing a mask made up of flesh and fresh blood. Then, his eyes roll back in their sockets, and I see flashes of his skeleton as the waves hit us again and again.

      We scream together.

      The mystifying heat torches my hair, rends the sparking, tearing synapses in my ravaged mind. We break, we burn, we scream and scream. It goes on and on. I don’t know when I let go of him, but I sob when I feel the loss of his body in my arms—cry like I’m being flayed alive. We writhe side by side, creating clouds of steam with our hot, thrashing limbs. In the distance I think I hear other screams. I yell as my body is flung to the side. Daniel’s hand flails in front of my face. I grab it, grit my teeth, and tug him close, my arms shrieking with pain. I scream behind sealed lips as he curls against my chest, and locked in each other’s arms we try to survive the unsurvivable.

      Finally, it is done, our bodies fall still, our limbs quit their twitching, and we fall quiet. All is silent. For a time, we hover in that weightless place between life and death. My mind repeats his name like a mantra. Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel. I say his name until I forget it. I say his name until the red wave decimates every thought, every feeling I’ve ever. Nothing is everything. Nothing is all I know.
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      I open my eyes. The air is hotter than normal, and I don’t know why. The sun is dark, and the black clouds are low. It’s snowing, but sweat runs down my neck. Something murky and unnamed has burned the chill away. I have no recollection of what it could be. A warm body lies atop mine. I look down at the curly head tucked against my chest, at the ashen skin and closed eyes. I wrap my arms around the slight body, heave a tremulous sigh, then shove the body away from me in the same breath. The little boy hits the ground with a thud, sending up a huge cloud of white vapor that merges with the one already shrouding us. He opens his eyes and looks at me. The second our eyes meet we scramble to our knees, coughing, spitting dirt. He speaks first, rubbing purple dust and soggy gray snow from his eyes, then wiping it away from where it collects at the corners of his mouth.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he shouts.

      I draw back, then hold up my hands in a defensive pose, beyond stunned. “You were lying on me.” , He gives me a look full of wary hatred.

      “Then why did you have your arms around me, huh? I think I’m a little young for you.” He picks up a small rock resting beside his left foot and instantly hurls it at me. “Geet!” he spits. “This is my place, find your own!”

      I hate the loathing in his eyes. It’s breaking my heart, and I don’t know why. “How did we even get here?” I ask, but he shakes his head until his hair falls into his eyes. He has no answer for me. I back farther away from him, scooting along on my hands and feet like some strange variant of confused spider. I use my boot to draw a line in the mud that separates us, with little more than a foot on each side. The meaning of it is deeper than the indent I made. I point toward his side. “Don’t cross this line, and I won’t kill you.”. The words sting my mouth, as if saying them goes against everything I am.

      The boy snorts and shoves a dark lock of hair out of his red-rimmed eyes. He looks down at the line I just drew and the words beside it. He scrunches his nose. “Who the fuck is Daniel?”

      “No idea. Just don’t cross this line.”

      “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” he says with bravado, but he looks as dazed as I feel. He inches back another two steps and laughs, it’s shaky and joyless. I understand the tone. There can be no humor in this dark place. I turn away to walk back inside the safety of Styx. The boy picks up a can and throws it at me, and it hits my shoulder. I flinch but don’t turn around.

      “I hope I never see you again,” he rails. “Never…never, never.”

      I rub my eyes, shocked to realize I’m crying. I look at the evidence of tears on my fingertips, which only makes them fall faster. My head aches, and my skin is burning as if every inch of me was branded, yet the anguish in my heart obliterates all else. Ten more steps, twenty, thirty-five. I walk back inside my abandoned fortress of horrors and ghosts. The heavy double doors slam behind me. Any thread of light from the outside world is instantly extinguished. Everything is darkness, pain, and fear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Visions and star doors
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      I wake up with a shout. My mind is filled with ten thousand shades of disbelief. I’ve dreamed of the seafoam goddess again. I was her, my mind and soul trapped in the body of a creature born of earth and stars. Her life was mine. My heart was hers. We were one. I still hear a battle cry and the scream of a violated woman. I remember her and not myself. Aphrodite.

      I feel insane.

      Scrambling to my feet, I cast my narrow bed a filthy glare, then rub my smarting eyes. I try to swallow, but my mouth and throat feel stuffed with cotton balls. I stumble to my canteen of filtered water. When I kneel down, my stomach lurches. In the reflective surface of the canteen, I see the tattoo on my forehead. It glows electric-yellow. I jump, so stunned that I drop the canteen. It clatters over the uneven, tiled ground. I kick it away. Content to deal with the thirst for a bit—because kicking something felt so good—I hardly feel the sharp jolt of pain that lances through my big toe. I grab my box of storm matches. Their sulphur tips are lime-green and spark boisterously when I strike one on the ground.

      I reach for the squat candle sitting beside them. My fingers shake when I strike the match a second time. Finally, the wick ignites with a few more insolent sparks. A bright, flashing one lands on the underside of my wrist. I hiss as I shake it away.

      My breathing is unsteady, my heart is racing, but I sit still and watch the small flame catch, then glow. A high-pitched ringing sounds in my ears, so loud I want to plug them to block it out. I don’t, because I know it will be useless. My right arm starts to shake, then burn. I drop the match, and the flame dies against the tiles. I take off my jacket and slowly look at the stinging underside of my wrist.

      As I stare, dumfounded, flaming writing carves into my skin, searing its way from the base of my hand to my elbow. The writing starts to smoke. I smell my own burning flesh. It makes me hungry and sick at the same time.  I swallow hard and begin to read the words aloud.

      “Misplaced powers scattered through time. I travel through firelight to make them mine.”

      The moment the final word falls from my lips, a gust of wind cuts through the room. It howls like a wild animal, so loudly it drowns out the ringing. I don’t look away from the words sprawling up my arm. I am utterly immobilized as  the letters begin to flow off my arm and swirl around me. I feel like I should stumble back, fall over, and scream or faint dead from lack of air and shock, but I don’t do any of those things. I hardly move as my reality challenges the confines of pure fantasy. The letters reshape in front of my eyes mold themselves until they look like…Hieroglyphs. The word blasts through my mind, followed by more forgotten words—desert, sand, pyramid. I can almost feel the burning heat on my neck, taste the gritty dust on my tongue.

      Spinning and twirling, the letters stack atop each other. They create an ornate archway, then shiver into stillness. Just then, I know I’ve seen this archway before.

      “Nokomis,” I whisper.

      The room is so bright now. The letters have all become symbols, and I have to squint to see each shape individually. I stand up and take a step toward what is now an animate object. “I’m dreaming,” I say. I even pinch myself, quite hard. It hurts but I don’t wake up. I didn’t think I would. Somehow, I know I’m meant to walk through the trellised arches to whatever lies beyond the brilliant portal which is currently changing the structure of my nauseating green walls. All at once, the tattoos running down the front of my body start to burn. I don’t look, but I suspect they’re glowing. They pulse with each racing beat of my heart. Thirteen tattooed symbols, thirteen beating drums that rush together and make a discordant, compelling sound. The candle flame brightens. Through the archway I see a million stars, colorful nebulae, and spinning galaxies.

      “If I’m not dreaming, this is a really stupid choice,” I say. No one contradicts me. A rat—one of the many that share Styx—chills at the foot of my bed, electric green eyes staring at me. He’s deeply unconcerned with my drama, thus offers little advice. I pick up my cropped, black jacket off the floor and put it back on, take a breath that I don’t release, and step through what I now call The Gate of Stars.

      It’s like stepping off a hundred-foot cliff. My stomach drops to my toes. I’m not sure if I scream, but I assume I wail, and then I’m falling. Stars shoot past my eyes. I see a pale moon smeared by a bloody shadow. Behind it the sky is drenched in colors I can’t describe. I hear hundreds of tiny sounds and loud, thunderous roars. A bird is singing somewhere, and as I plummet, the bird’s song grows louder than the rest. My bed, Styx, the four cramped walls of my bedroom, and that one filthy window all just fall away. Gone, like they never existed. I am gone too. My shell dissolved in the endless sponge of glittering space. My soul is free. Flying. Untethered. I continue to spiral, ever downward, shooting now like one of the stars, like a blazing comet. I feel a surge of power inside me, as if a liquid light has replaced all the blood in my veins. I can’t think, I can’t breathe. The sounds become unbearable, and the speed at which I fall threatens to tear the skin from my bones. Just when I think I’ll die, just when I think my soul can’t manage all the opposing ages stretching it apart, the stars disappear. I hear a wolf howl, and the bird sings again. I open my eyes and stare at the swirling sky, all ink and moonlight, supernovas and whirling black holes. My last sight for a long time is that sky and a pale, blood-soaked moon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          First sight
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      I open my eyes, I’m on the cold floor. My gasping breaths are loud as screams. My hair is twisted around me, thick strands fill my mouth, lie across my face, and clog my sight. I brush them away, coughing. Terrified, but also relieved to see the familiar lines of my room. The candle is lying on its side near my drawn-up knees. Hot wax spills all over the floor. It feels like a ton of bricks is lying on my chest. My first couple of breaths are a struggle. I groan and hold my head with both hands when I sit up. I don’t bother reaching for my water, even though the thirst clawing at my throat feels like a living thing made of uncut gasoline and flame. I dive for my paints. I’m moving as fast as I can. I hit my knee hard against my bedpost, but I don’t care and I don’t stop moving. I must draw her before the images fade. Every second my mind feels more stuffed with fog, every breath I take, further dissolves the pictures still flashing in my mind. I kneel in front of the west wall.

      Moon goddess. Nokomis.

      The world outside is pitch black when I stop drawing. I twist at the waist, trying to loosen a few aching muscles, then groan when something in my lower back spasms. I could’ve kept trying to get her lips right, but my mind went blank some time ago, so I put the paints down. I’ve just been doodling in my notebook since. I stand up, stretch my arms above my head, then bend down to touch my toes. I’m starving. I don’t know when I last ate. Hours, days? I feel weak, and if I get any weaker, I won’t be able to hunt. My stomach stopped rumbling around the time the pictures in my mind faded, and I don’t know if that’s a good sign. I leaf through my black notebook and my mess of scribbles, looking for clues. My notebook is full of a thousand words I don’t understand. Still, if I didn’t have it, I think I may very well starve. On the third page, written in my bold script, it says:

      
        
        Daniel is your brother! Find him. Remember him! Your Tardigrade, or Rade—as you seem to prefer—lives in the back courtyard. His name is Boogles. You love him. He’s saved your life at least a hundred times. Trust him. Your saddle is downstairs, two doors right, three doors left to another set of stairs. Don’t fall again. One long hall. First door on the right, second shelf to the left. Your knife is there too.

        Ride east. Cloud raiders are north. You hate them! Villains. Stay away from the Burning tribe. Bald, sores, red capes, cannibals all. They’ve tried to eat you twice.

        Then there’s Valance. Skylord and lost cowboy extraordinaire. It’s complicated with him. You hate and love him. He drives you mad. The way he looks at you makes you melt. He’s dangerous, but if you need help, you always run to him.

        Dayle and Rashid are your friends. Trust them.

        Radiation from the waves is killing everyone. Even Daniel. You seem to be immune— It might not be a good thing.

        Did you read what you wrote above? Daniel is your brother. Daniel. Small, brown-haired boy, you’ll know him when you see him. Remember him!

        He’s sick. Help him. Remember him. Help him.

      

      

      There are a few jumbled lines that mean nothing to me. The scribbled words are splattered by what look like tearstains. I skip the page.

      
        
        Red waves come, and each time you forget everything. Don’t try to fight it, it doesn’t change anything.

        There is an old military silo beneath the earth in the back courtyard. You find what you need there. You hunt and steal the rest. You found an old well pump behind the south graveyard. Stop forgetting how to use it.

      

      

      I close the notebook. I don’t know how to feel. I try not to feel anything. I open the book again and write:

      
        
        You lit a candle and the tattoo on your arm started glowing. You read the words, and they made an archway. You walked through it and fell into a shit ton of stars. You’re sixty percent sure this happened.

      

      

      I shove the notebook under my pillow and lift my cloak from the end of my bed. The cloak is one of my favorite things in the entire world. I made it out of a survival blanket, according to my y notebook. It keeps the sun from scorching me during its hottest times, and the icy night wind from freezing my bones. I pull my long hair back and tie it in a knot, then lift the hood of my cloak to cover my overflowing mass of dark curls and give my room one long, last look before I leave it. My legs are shaking when I walk down the set of crumbling stairs that exit Styx. It’s impossible to know if the shaking is just general fatigue or a byproduct of my recent free fall into insanity.

      Boogles is lying just where my book said he would be. The size of my pet shocks me. He’s resting on his side, looking like a two-ton ball of pure fat. He perks up when he sees me. His face scrunches even more until his nose looks like the indent made by a finger in a fluffy pillow. I scratch the top of his head and hand him a can of beans. He nudges my shoulder with one of his trunk-like paws, then eats the can and the beans. I place the saddle on his back while he eats. I made it out of some old Kevlar vests I found in the silo, the same material my jacket is made of. It stops knives and most bullets. My notebook says it’s saved my life more than once.

      “How you doing, boy? Let’s find ourselves a bird and pick its bones dry. What do you say?” I attach the hanging straps of the saddle under his huge, swaying stomach. He snorts through his trumpet nose, then kneels on his front haunches so I can climb on his back. The night is drenched in silence, the eerie kind. I clench my teeth to keep them from chattering.

      The air freezes the moisture in my nose, coats my tongue in icy shards. I pull my cloak tight, lifting the crinkly cloth so it covers everything except for my eyes. Night thickens as we ride. Cliffs in the distance create a gloomy, jagged pattern on the low-hanging sky. Their scope enhances my loneliness. I load my crossbow while we make our way. Under the murky, wavering moonlight, the earth looks bruised and wind-chapped.

      A shape moves behind me. I twist and hold up my crossbow, then stare down the glistening edge of the bolt. Whatever it was vanishes behind a blackened tree stump and a pile of rubble filled with jagged metal pipes and bricks turning to purple dust. Boogles snorts and keeps running. I shift in the saddle, scanning the endless stretch of snow and the cliffs that jut from the ground like the broken bones of a dying earth. No birds, no light. Too much fog to see any stars. No hint in the landscape of what this world was like before the waves, not what it is now, the dying dregs of a once great humanity.

      A few feet in front of us, I see something slither through the snow. I make a clicking sound with my tongue against the roof of my mouth, then grip the edges of the saddle as Boogles comes to a stop. He snorts and shakes his head as I dismount. My boots sink deep in the freezing earth, leaving prints I wish I could cover. It’s so dark, I use my ears to find the creature. It’s a snake. I hear the ice particles crunch under its slithering belly. My eyes widen, and I scan the darkness until I see a glimmer of moonlight on its striped black-and-bronze scales. When I think I’m close enough to take the perfect shot, I kneel  and aim the arrow. I’m so involved in my kill, so wrapped up in my own hunger, that I don’t hear the footsteps behind me. Someone throws a bag over my head.

      I don’t scream. I don’t think. I fight. My foot lashes out. I strike something soft and hear a satisfying grunt. The bow is torn from my grip. Gloved hands wrestle with mine, trying to lock them behind my back. I twist my right arm free and claw the hand around my waist. My fingers grate uselessly against cold metal. An arm brace of some kind. A hand grabs my throat, trying to squeeze the life or, at the very least, the consciousness from me. I struggle for air but only manage to suck in a mouthful of cloth. It tastes like dirt and sweat. Another hard hand grabs my left thigh.

      “Let me go!” I scream. “Fuck you! Let me go!” Something hard strikes the side of my head. The world sways. Harsh, raucous laughter makes me taste rage.

      “Keep her Taga quiet. Kill the beast if you must, the skin of a Tardigrade is good trade,” someone says.

      “No!” I scream. Instantly, I stop struggling. “Don’t hurt him. I won’t fight anymore, just don’t hurt him.”

      “Take the beast then,” the hard voice says and nudges my waist with his elbow. “We’ll bring them both as a gift for the Skylord.”

      Someone laughs. “If she starts kicking again, we can kill it then.”

      I stop listening after the first one said “Skylord.” Valance. My notebook says I love and hate him, and I almost snarl. Way to go, Divinica. Keeping it real and cryptic. I take a deep breath. Steady, steady, steady. I repeat the word to myself as they tie my hands behind my back with metal twine and rope, then toss me face-first over Boogles’s saddle. He snorts happily when he feels my weight but then grunts in anger. I assume someone has given him a hard tug with whatever they looped around his neck.

      We start to move. I hear the heavy footsteps of other Tardigrades. It sounds like a large procession, with at least ten humans besides me. I count to a thousand six times and focus on my breathing. It’s not his fault, really it isn’t, but every step Boogles takes threatens to drive all available air from my lungs. My ribs are screaming when one of the men finally calls halt. I lift my head, blink rapidly, and try to see through the dirty cloth. I smell fire. Once my eyes adjust to a sharp infusion of light, I see it burning in hollow, metal drums. Orange flames that bleed thick, black smoke.

      I try to keep my promise not to struggle when they pull me from Boogles’s back. It’s difficult, the need to fight seems as intrinsic as breathing.

      It starts to snow then, light flakes that target my exposed skin and wet the cloth over my face. The melting liquid makes the smell worse. I think of wet dogs and moldy socks. I cough again. Breathing is a struggle. The air feels heavy here, dusty and thick.

      Just when I fear I’m in real danger of suffocating, one of the men tears the bag off my head. I blink rapidly. I don’t look directly at my attacker, not yet. I look over his shoulder. I see dilapidated concrete running off a huge, three-tiered structure that blocks most of the low wind and disturbs the slanting light running off the horizon. Broken bricks and glass clutter the ground. A twisted, deeply rusted staircase is perched haphazardly against a rubble slide. The staircase leads to a broken window, standing without walls. The remaining glass pane clings weakly to the plastic frame, both swaying in the low, freezing wind.

      Someone comes up behind me and shoves me to my knees. Sharp rocks grind against my bones. It hurts, and I am proud of myself for not making a sound. One of the men kneels in front of me. I have a second to take in the foulness of his breath before he pulls off one of his leather gloves, grabs my chin, and turns my head from side to side, inspecting me while making appreciative sounds deep in his throat. Red, weeping sores split his nails. He strokes a finger down my face, leaving a gooey trail of pus on my cheek.

      I spit in his eye. My actions are, devoid of rationality considering my current circumstance. It felt so good though, and I almost hock back another loogie to do it again.

      But before I can, he cuffs me. Fire blooms in my jaw, and the hit knocks me over. My face smacks the ground, and rocks gouge the soft skin of my chin. I straighten and look him in the eyes, spitting blood and hoping he drops from the heat of my death stare. Without the canvas material muting my vision, I see my attacker clearly. The meager light touches his face and shows me a monster. More red and oozing pus-soaked sores cover his lips. The whites of his eyes are the color of urine. His skin is dark and pierced, and three deep scars warp the left side of his mouth. From what I can see of his companions, they are equally pierced, tattooed, and afflicted.

      I notice a persistent feeling between my ribs, like I’ve swallowed lava, or maybe something blazing and dangerous, raging and mystical, that’s hovering somewhere just out of my reach. I have a sense that if I could touch it and use it, I could split the very foundations of the earth. It’s a weird sense, and I chalk it up to wishful thinking while the men form a semicircle of horror around me. I focus on my surroundings instead of them. The square concrete building with its front blown off casts weird shadows on the ground. Each level of the dilapidated structure is stuffed with small electric bulbs, shedding pale-white glows. There are long halls leading to nowhere in particular and deep windows with cracking glass. Barbwire drapes the three-tiered structure, running up the floors and climbing the walls, like some exotic, alien vine. A sort of throne made of twisted metal pipes sits on the highest platform, overlooking it all. The chair is empty, but I see black shadows moving along the back wall.

      I want to ask where the fuck we are, but it hardly matters. If I’ve been here before, I can’t remember. What’s more, the way home is a mystery. I bite my lip to keep silent. Regardless of where I am, if I don’t find a way to escape, I think I’m dead.

      The man who struck me stands and rocks back on his thick heels. The movement makes the chains dangling from his black canvas jacket rattle and sing as they clash against each other. “You’ll do,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “Micha’s fallen out of favor,” says a thin man to my right tossing a weathered thumb in the direction of the hitter. The others laugh. The sound is dangerous.

      “I’m sorry for Micha? What the fuck does that have to do with me?”

      “You’re a peace offering,” says another. More laughter.

      “The Skylord loves beauty, and you…” The man called Micha reaches out a grimy finger toward my cheek. “You’re the prettiest thing I’ve seen.”

      I snap my teeth at him before he touches me. He backs away. “How the hell do you know?” I screech, but no one’s listening. They speak among themselves for a moment. I see each of their names tattooed on the backs of their hands and understand why they’ve done it. Micha walks back to me and reaches for a lock of my hair. Even though I yank my head away, he manages to catch a few strands and rub them between his fingers. “I am no one’s peace offering, and your lord can go and⁠—”

      Micha cuts me off. “Fine, maybe we kill and eat you, find a different offering. Maybe another woman who’s not so angry.”

      “I dare you to cut these ropes and try,” I say. Something in my eyes makes him take a step back. He looks like he wants to hit me again for a second, then laughs. The others join suit. I imagine myself jumping on Micha’s broad back and snapping his neck between my knees like a dry twig. The laughter cuts off abruptly when we all hear footsteps riling up the snow. As one, we lift our eyes to the owner of those heavy steps. A few of the men bow low. Micha inclines his head, and I see his left hand inching toward the knife in his belt. I think about the knife I shoved in my boot and decide that the second they untie me I’m going for it. I fear this new evil will make the villainy of Micha seem like puppy love.

      “Here we go again,” drawls a smooth voice that makes the skin on the back of my neck prickle. I hear a sigh, deep and exhausted. “Well, Micha, what have you brought me today?”

      “A gift, my lord,” Micha says, tilting into a slight bow, then shuffling his body to the side. A dark shadow crosses mine. The tension in my body makes my limbs feel brittle. I lift my chin, and my gaze crashes into a pair of astonishing blue, deeply set eyes. Breathtaking eyes. I gasp as a spasm rocks me. The fucking Skylord, I presume, my mind snarls. I don’t know him, but my body reacts like it does. My own lips throb when I look at his. I’m dizzy, confused, mentally and physically reeling, but I won’t be the first to break the stare. Finally, he drops his eyes, and I take the opportunity to give him a once-over. He’s wearing steel-toe boots, canvas pants, and a black T-shirt that looks three sizes too small. His hair is the color of sunlit gold. On him, it is a musical color. His face is so stunning, I am momentarily struck speechless. I must gasp again or make some sort of embarrassing squelching sound, because he smiles and hunkers down in front of me.

      Inspecting his gift, no doubt. I feel my teeth worrying at my lower lip. He is the most startling thing I’ve ever seen, but I refuse to disgrace myself by gasping again, so I bite harder on my lip and choke back any more untoward noises.

      “What happened to her cheek?” the Skylord says, his voice is strangely cool, yet I think of the eerie calm before a storm. The silence that comes before the wave hits with the fury of an exploding star.

      “She spit at me,” says Micha, by way of explanation.

      Blue eyes clenches his fists, then he shakes his head, sighing again. “Micha, it is a daily struggle not to kill you. Tie up her Tardigrade and bring her to me. If you put one more mark on her, I will cut off both your hands and hang them on my wall,” he says, then turns to stride away. His casual, dismissive movements put me in a killing rage.

      “I’ll fight you until I die,” I say. It sounds like a promise.

      His voice changes, becomes low, almost tender. “Oh, I know you will,” he says. Then, “Better leave the ropes on this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          All the stabbings
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      My captors drag me down a long hall. It is dimly lit by soft blue lights swinging on white cords that are affixed to the concrete ceiling. More white wires run along the walls like vines, twisting, then conglomerating in ungainly clumps. People wrapped up in rags watch me through mistrustful eyes. They cluster in groups, arms around each other like I am the source of evil in the room. Paintings cover the walls, beautiful, colorful landscapes filled with light green trees and dark blue water. Suddenly, I remember the sight and smell of a beach so clearly that I can almost taste the salt in the air. White-capped waves crashing onto sandy shores. The rare gold light in a setting sun, the reflection of a moon on black waters.

      The painting to my left shows a white ship sailing peacefully into the watery reflection of a melting, silver moon. I want to stay and look at them all. I want to recreate them. Especially the one on a grayish-white, deeply cratered plain full of shadows, traversed by men who look weightless in their strange white suits. The letters N-A-S-A boldly featured over their hearts. They look free, alive. I have no time to think about it, because hard hands push me farther down the hall. I walk so that I don’t fall. I am tense, observant, as we move through a labyrinth of cramped hallways dotted by high, square-cut windows. The air is damp and stuffy, the lighting is different too. Broken bits of furniture litter the doorways and sloping staircases. Seems the old pieces were left where they fell. I have to step over a toppled chair, then stub my already damaged toe on a bedside table missing its back legs.

      We make two more sharp turns and climb a long flight of spiral stairs with metal railings. Hands shove me again. I stumble into a wide, brightly lit, concrete room. The same room I saw from outside with the throne of twisted pipes. I realize we are on the top level of the structure. I blink my eyes and scan my surroundings. Dark, velvet curtains framed by tattered gold tassels are strung along the back walls. Huge, multicolored rugs, circular, pentagonal, and all the shapes in between, decorate the hard floor. Every inch of the walls that are not boasting velvet drapes is covered in wild paintings, a hundred or so, maybe more. One hundred and three, I think, and then I know I’ve been in this room before and have counted all the paintings. The smell is also familiar. Paint. Canvas. Storm. Rain. Home.

      I see his shadow before I hear his voice. “Come in, Divinica, it’s rude to lurk.” I have to crane my neck to see his face. He looks so much larger inside the confines of walls and roofs. We both take a step back. He holds up his hands in a defensive pose. The shadows he stands in do little to mute the overwhelming brilliance of his eyes. “I would untie those,” he says, pointing to my bound hands, “but it’s been a long twenty-four hours, and if you stab me again, today might very well be the day I finally lose my temper.” His chin tilts up in a brief nod directed at one of the cretins behind me. The man understands the silent command and starts to fumble with the ropes binding my wrists behind my back. The knots loosen for just a split second, but I go wild, kicking and thrashing. It takes three of them to hold me while another reties my hands, crossing them tightly over my lower stomach.

      The blue-eyed cowboy watches it all impassively, as if the spectacle I’m making of myself is nothing new. Maybe it isn’t. When my hands are fully secured, the men step back to a safer distance. The Skylord lifts his chin again, another barely perceptible move, and the men fall farther back. “Leave,” he commands sharply, and they do.

      I keep my defiant eyes on his face, free of boils or scars. He has a tattoo on his forearm, a bird in flight, taloned claws extended.  Formidable, dynamic, dominant, intoxicating. “I stabbed you?” I ask. The notion seems absurd.

      “Multiple times, actually. You’ve given me thirty-six scars in two years.” His eyes scan me from boot to hood. It should be creepy, but it’s not. Instead, it’s a slow, mesmerizing perusal. I feel like he’s looking for further injury. Assessing my overall damage score. I don’t think he likes what he sees. I don’t like it either. His look makes me feel hot and faint. Randomly, my palms start to sweat. What in the actual hell is wrong with me? Maybe I’m getting sick.

      No, it’s him, my mind says. His smell, his eyes, that face, which has turned me into a mass of pins, needles, and fluttering nerves. I hate it. I imagine kicking him where it hurts worst, then dancing on his writhing body. His keen eyes seem to read the thoughts straight out of my head, because the right corner of his mouth kicks up. He crosses his arms over his chest and motions with his chin to a red bean bag sitting amid a pile of overstuffed, colorful pillows. “Take a seat, if you will.” He gives me a little bow. I don’t understand the gesture. “That one there, it’s your favorite.”

      I eye him warily and walk backward to the fluffy seat. I fall in the bag, and it puffs up around me, cradling my sore body. I close my eyes, groaning in absolute bliss before I realize what I am doing. My eyes snap back open.

      He takes the seat across from me—a velvety, orange couch—draws up one knee and slings his arm over it, letting his large hand just dangle in the space between us. For a long time, we just stare at each other. It’s not an overly comfortable silence, but not a violent one either. I feel like I know him, like I’ve met him before, maybe a hundred times. The feeling is just as unsettling as everything else.

      It’s so quiet I can hear the distant rumble of voices downstairs, the busy hum of the electric lights, and his slow, steady breathing.

      “You look hungry,” he finally says.

      I roll my eyes at that. “Thanks for noticing. I was hunting before your men grabbed me,” I say, then take a breath. “When was the last time I stabbed you?”

      “They’re not my men, and about twenty days ago.” He pulls back his black cotton sleeve to show me a deep gash running high up the underside of his arm.

      His words shock me more than the nasty-looking cut. “How do you know that? How do you know the days?”

      “I know a lot of things.”

      “Like what?” I snap.

      “Like your name, your favorite food, where you live. I even know how long you’ve been there. In fact, we’ve had a version of this conversation fifty-five times. The beginning is almost always the same, the ropes, the red bean bag.” He pauses, then lifts the hand hanging in the space between us to point to my cheek. “Your face. One day, I really am going to cut off that son of a bitch’s hands. I’ll hang them on my wall right next to that Monet. I’m not sure which decoration will bring me more joy.”

      “Versions of this conversation?” I ask, ignoring the rest.

      His smile makes his face startling again.

      “There are a few differences here and there. Untying you really changes the script.” He rolls his eyes. “Each time is its own adventure.”

      I shock myself by letting out a laugh that turns into a sharp snort. It’s an alarming sound. I fall silent and puzzle over what the dust is wrong with me. I never smile. I certainly don’t laugh. I briefly wonder if any of this is real. Maybe I am dreaming, maybe the red wave killed me. I kind of hope it did. I open my mouth to ask if I am awake, but he speaks first. Answering my unspoken question.

      “Yes, Divinica, you’re awake,” he says. “And I’m with you. I don’t think it’s all real either. Sometimes I pinch myself but never wake up. I try to console myself with the knowledge that humans are the only animals who can’t distinguish fantasy from reality, so in a way we kind of had it coming.”

      “Great. Brutal capture with a side of dry wit, how lucky am I? Did you come up with that?”

      He shakes his head. “No, some dead guy did, but it’s true. Everything is X-rated fantasy these days. It’s the constant dark. It’s the ‘gets in your brain and stays with you’ kind.”

      He’s right, so I don’t say anything more on the topic of reality.

      “Will you please untie me? I promise not to stab you.”

      He laughs outright. “Do you realize I’ve fallen for that exact line thirty-six times? Goddamn. Must be your eyes,” he says in that deep drawl of his that I think I could become addicted to. Still smiling, he leans back in his chair and folds his hands across his flat stomach.

      “Have you ever untied me and I didn’t try to stab you?”

      “Nope, but I keep hope alive.”

      “How do you have your memories? Are you really a Skylord? Or a god? Or whatever?” I expect him to make another joke, but his lips tighten.

      “I suppose that depends on how you look at it, and who’s doing the looking,” he tells me rather caustically. The moment he says the words, I am sure we have had this conversation before. Even the depth of his left dimple seems familiar.

      “What’s the longest amount of time you’ve kept me here?” I ask.

      He sits up in his chair, curiosity replacing the challenge in his eyes. “You’ve never asked me that before.”

      “What do I normally ask you?”

      “You ask me why Micha brought you to me.”

      That makes me pause. I gnaw at my lower lip, then realize he’s staring at the tormented spot, so I bite my tongue instead. “I was going to ask that, but I thought the other question might have a better answer.”

      “It does. Once, you were my guest for eight days.”

      “Your guest?” I say and lift my bound hands.

      “No, your hands weren’t tied, it was one of the times you stabbed me.”

      “I don’t feel like stabbing you right now.”

      “That’s okay. The electric storm is eleven days away, so there is plenty of time to change your mind.”

      “Electric storm?”

      “You call it the red wave.”

      As soon as he says those two words, I remember the pain. I shiver hard, and goosebumps break out all over my skin. Screaming, tearing, ringing in my ears that splits my skull. Breaking bones, twisting ligaments, bursting veins, burning skin. When I finally find some words, my voice is chicken scratch. “It takes everything away. Why does it take everything away? Do you know why?”

      “No, I do not,” he says.

      “Does it take it away from you?”

      “No, it does not.”

      His monosyllabic answers infuriate me. “Why?” I demand.

      “Because I wasn’t here when it happened.”

      “When what happened?” I nearly shriek. When the first wave hit and destroyed what was left of humanity that hadn’t been killed by climate change, disease, and natural disaster. I wasn’t here. I was in space with two other guys.”

      “Space?” I echo, sounding like an intoxicated parrot.

      “Yep,” he says. “I was on a three-man mission to Mars, refueling on the second International Space Station when the first wave hit. I didn’t feel it, but I saw it. Surrounded our beautiful blue-green planet in a red-electric haze. Like a bloody disco ball. After a year without a single word from command, we packed up and headed home—to all this splendor,” he says, motioning to the expanse of the concrete room and the strange throne of twisted pipes. “Found some folks held up in this abandoned parking structure. The moment they saw us, they fell to their knees. Pretty weird being bowed to for the first time, I gotta tell ya. A bunch of these guys watched me fall from the sky. When our pod broke atmosphere, we turned into what must’ve looked like a spinning fireball of death. Naturally, everyone thought we were gods. They drew pictures of the whole event on that big wall out back that they all write their names on.”

      “What happened to all the cities, the trees and plants? Why does the world look so different? Everything is so…ravaged.”

      He shrugs and stands up, then starts to pace. “Can’t say for sure. Do you remember what it looked like before?”

      I have to think about that for a second, then realize I don’t. “Just flashes, pictures in my mind that disappear when I try to look at them. Why do you ask?”

      “Sometimes you remember things, other times you don’t. I’m always trying to see if there’s a trigger,” he says.

      “You’re a confusing guy. Did you know that?”

      He nods once, as if absently registering my words. “Whatever that red shit is, it’s radioactive and causes catastrophe. It’s something that transfigured everything, then restructured it all. It has to do with time, or the lack of it, I guess.” He stops pacing to give me an owl-eyed stare, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s gone beyond apocalyptic.”

      “So, what? We’re all just trapped to live the same set of days, again and again?”

      “Maybe. I think it depends on you.”

      “Me?” I almost choke on the word.

      “Yes, you, Divinica, I think you are somehow at the epicenter of it all.”

      He’s finally rendered me speechless, so I stare up at him in silence, struck again by how he dominates all the space around him, making me feel small. “How did I manage to stab you thirty-six times?”

      He looks like he wants to say something for a moment, then he throws up his hands, as if dismissing my question. “I told you. I think it’s your damn eyes. The last wave hit the day before yesterday, right?” he asks, staring off in the distance, clearly distracted.

      “You’re asking me? How the fuck should I know? It’s all just one big blur. I know the words of things my mind doesn’t think it’s seen. There are times when I don’t even know my own name.”

      “Yeah. That seems to be the nature of the beast. It only takes the soul, obliterates only what matters. Love, friendship, memories, family, life. Your name is Divinica, you’re nineteen. You’re an Aries, born on April 8th, if that matters to you.”

      Nineteen. Fuck! “And it doesn’t affect you?” I’m almost yelling. “Not at all?”

      “No. It’s what makes me think you had to get hit by the initial blast. The guys I was with haven’t lost anything either. They’re like me. Sometimes I think we might have it worse. To remember what used to be and have no idea how to get it back?” He shakes his head. “It’s a fucking horrifying nightmare is what it is.” He starts pacing again. “People remember a few things as we get closer to D-day. Ten, maybe twenty seconds before it hits, they remember just about everything. You remember the most. You have a brother, by the way. His name is Daniel. You love him like crazy, really, it’s almost holy. You’re a good sister, the best. I never had any siblings, never saw what that kind of love looks like. Rashid, my first mate, is the closest thing I have to a brother, though recently—” He breaks off, leaving his thoughts unfinished. He clears his throat and tries again. “You’re a legend around here. People draw pictures of you on their walls right beside their sketches of me. They call you ‘the ghost of Styx.’ Sometimes, I think it’s a fitting moniker.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, beside the fact that you and that old wreck you live in often disappear from the face of the earth, you seem immune to all the viruses killing the rest of the population, dwindling as it may be.”

      “Why?” I whisper again with feeling, like I am incapable of saying any other word.

      “Darlin’,” he says in that honey drawl that makes my skin tingle, “I ain’t got no idea. Rashid thinks you’re a witch. A year ago, he wanted to kill you and burn your bones. He said it would exonerate the world. Kill the witch, break the spell. He’s changed his mind though, right when I thought what a grand idea it was. Traitor. Rashid may be blood, but lately we’ve been fighting over your fate like an old married couple.”

      “Fighting over my fate? How dare—” My angry words cut off as I realize what he just said. “You wanted to kill me?” I snap, drawing up my arms and flinching into myself, then hunching my shoulders, as if I could somehow protect my person if he decided to throw his bulk at me.

      “I’m not gonna lie, I’ve thought about it,” he says and smiles at me. His smile is cold, and so beautiful it stops the breath in my chest. “Especially the tenth time you stabbed me, right in the back after you kicked me in a place meant to be kissed.”

      I hiss at him.

      His smile broadens. “I’ve considered all options. I’m desperate, we all are. Once, you considered it too, the day before the red wave struck, last August. You thought if I killed you, it would save your brother, and you begged me to do it. Even gave me the knife. I couldn’t do it, but we have to do something. Humans are dying out. Our once glorious race is being systematically destroyed. Someone is doing this to us. There is an ancient legend of a Sumerian king who ruled in Mesopotamia. He took all the memories of his people using a device powered by the stars. He did this to save the planet they were killing. No memories, no desires, no gluttony, no greed. Humans have always felt so evolved, but what are we without our memories? We’re stupid. We intentionally closed our eyes to all that had come before, so someone took away what was. That’s my theory.”

      “Who? Who took it away? Who are they?” I ask.

      He looks up and finds my eyes, his piercing gaze cutting right through me. “I think you’ll figure that out before any of us. I feel it in my gut.”

      I throw up my hands. “Your gut? Oh, that’s great. Are you going to keep me prisoner?” He starts pacing again.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” He strolls away, leisurely walking to a long table at the far side of the room. I can’t stop watching him. The world is brighter wherever he is, like his energy is at war with the ever encroaching dark and is constantly winning. He picks up something undecipherable from one of the plates strewn across the table and pops it in his mouth. While he chews, I watch the color of the humming electric lights wash over his face. White, pale green, and golden yellow. It makes him appear like one of his paintings. His beauty enrages me. Beauty doesn’t belong in this world. It makes him alien.

      He turns to look at me and with a single glance correctly reads my expression. His shoulders shake, and I think he’s laughing. Again, I imagine kicking him in that place he mentioned while I struggle silently with my bonds, trying to twist my hands through the rough gaps in the wires and rope.

      I hear him sigh as he takes another bite of whatever is in his hand. “I know, I know, don’t say it. You hate my face. It makes me alien. Sometimes I feel like one too, trust me.”

      His last statement, spoken like a command, makes me smile. “Never,” I vow.

      He turns back to the food, frowning. “Would it be redundant for me to tell you I knew you were going to say that?”

      His words give me chills. I wonder how much he does know.

      “I’ll tell you something new,” he says. He lifts a hunk of curious meat and a bowl of something, then walks back to me. He stops a few feet in front of me, close, but not close enough to annoy. I stare up at him coldly. I can feel the mutiny of my glare as he looms over me. “You’re gaining a resistance to the waves. Each time, you remember faster. The last three times you were captured, you fought harder. Every time I see you, there’s more strength. You wear it like an aura. I want to know how.”

      “Like I told you before, I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” I say. My lie has a hollow echo in the room. In my mind, I see two faces, a woman made of seafoam, and another a moon goddess who runs with warriors and wolves. The pictures come in flashes. Then, a candle, a flickering flame, small black letters that morph into golden symbols. I see a high archway. Through it thrives a world of glittering stars.

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” he says, sounding almost comically petulant. I get a whiff of whatever is in the bowl, and it smells sweet and spicy. My mouth instantly floods with water. We both hear the unholy rumbling of my stomach. I drop my eyes as my cheeks burn.

      He watches me for a moment, then says, “Let’s play a game, shall we? It’s called twenty questions.”

      “I hate games,” I say acerbically, trying to be cruel.

      He winks at me. “I know.”

      “I don’t want to ask you anything,” I say, shaking my head so my hair curtains my blush. Internally, I suspect that he knows I’m lying again.

      “Bummer for you.  I have a million questions for you, and since, for the moment, however fleeting, you’re at my mercy, I’m afraid your compliance is mandatory.”

      I don’t say anything, because what is there to say? He’s right, I’m trapped. But would I walk away from him right now if I could? That’s the real question. I lift my eyes to look at him and see he’s gazing directly at me. Roasting me from the inside out with the heat of his challenging stare. The air feels ridiculously hot, and I imagine that I must lower my eyes or be burned. I don’t. “Fine, ask your damn questions.”

      For a moment he continues to stare, his piercing eyes peeling back layers of me. I feel raw, exposed, known. Sitting here with him, there’s a strange sensation of safety. I hate it because it feels like a lie. I’m alone. Always alone. Why don’t I feel like it? Why do I feel found? Home?

      Finally, he takes a breath, then sighs. “Somehow, you’re managing to break free. The wave just hit. It affects everyone differently, of course. Some weep, some wander around confused and lethargic, and others, like Micha and his crew, follow a set course, or a predetermined sequence of events, if you will. You might follow a path right after the wave hits, but for the most part you make your own rules and⁠—”

      I interrupt him with a screeching, indignant sound and sit up straighter. “Excuse me. I don’t weep.”

      His dark blond eyebrows rise. Their pointed arches are dramatic. I notice a jagged, slanting scar cuts through the left one. A single slash of white. The flaw, like everything else, only adds to his pagan beauty. “See, how do you know that, Divinica? How do you know this early on? How do you know what you do and don’t do?”

      I don’t know the answer to his question, so I don’t bother to reply.

      He sighs. “You’re pale, Divinica. I want to give you this food, and you hate it when I offer to feed you, so,” he pauses dramatically, “I’m going to untie you, but if you stab me, so help me god⁠—”

      “I swear I won’t,” I quickly say. I think we’re both surprised that one didn’t sound like a lie at all.

      He goes down on one knee in front of me, then sets the food on the ground beside his foot and starts working on the knot in the wires and rope. Regardless of my promise, I fight the violent urge to use my knee on the underside of his chiseled jaw and make a break for freedom.  In end it’s easy to keep my word because his cool hands against my hot ones feel good, and so does the rope when it lets loose and ceases its mission of twisting my skin. I rub my wrists while he turns away to lift the food before handing it to me with a grin.

      I take it. “Don’t expect me to thank you. I’d be full and in my own room if your men hadn’t jumped me.”

      He sits back on the overstuffed couch across from me. “Again, not my men, and, Divinica, I’ve learned it’s best not to expect anything when it comes to you.”

      “Do you know where we are? In the world, I mean,” I ask, taking a sip of the brown mush in the bowl. It tastes like dirt and pepper. The mystery meat is chewy, probably some sort of snake.

      “That sounds like a question.” His tone is leading, and he wriggles his brows. “Let the games begin?”

      “Whatever. You seem to magically know my name. Before we play, tell me yours.”

      “It’s Valance Lord.”

      “Your name is really Lord?” I ask skeptically.

      “Yep, it sure is. The Lords are an old Kentucky family. Southern blood, hot tempers. To answer your first question, we’re in Germany. For both of us…it’s a long way from home.”

      “Do you know where I’m from?” I ask, hearing awe in my voice.

      “You’re American, you were born in California, as were your mother and father. It’s my turn to ask a question now.”

      “Fine,” I say.

      “Fine,” he echoes and smiles again. “Why is Styx only visible twice a day?”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah, like Briga-fucking-doon.”

      “Briga-what?” I’m shrieking again.

      “Old story about a town that only appeared once every hundred years. Good movie,” he says. Seeing my blank look, he shakes his head. “Never mind. What’s in the lab underground?”

      “I didn’t know there was one.” I sound defiant yet honest, but there’s hesitation in my tone as a wild thing tugs at the fringes of my memory. Ruins and humming symbols. Needles, ink, and knives. Pain that’s white and red, pain that shocks and tortures, pain that lingers.

      Valance scowls at my answer. “Where did you get those tattoos?” he says, motioning to my body with his chin.

      I almost throw my hands in the air, but they hold my food, so I settle for rolling my eyes. “I have no idea. Tell me, have you had much success with this line of questioning in the past?”

      His eyes flash. “Is that one of your questions?”

      “Fuck you,” I say, my voice soft.

      He’s shaking his head again, the smile in his eyes now something else. “Oh, darlin’, I don’t think we should pull that thread.”

      “You’re impossible, tell me about the red wave.”

      “No, ask better questions,” he says.

      I put my food down. If I eat another bite, I’ll hurl. “Why are you asking about my tattoos?”

      “You won’t believe my explanations,” Valance says.

      “Why? Have you tried them on me before?”

      “Yes.”

      Unblinking, I stare at his face. “Tell me.”

      “Star travel is one of the most common legends in all pantheons of ancient mythology. Typically tattoos, like the ones you have, were used to harness star energy, and in rare cases, open doors. Star-tech, to put it in sci-fi nerd terms.”

      “Sci-fi what?” I gasp.

      Valance waves my outburst away. “These doors tear a shortcut through the space-time continuum. Wormhole, or black hole, but really just a door. Creating a traversable wormhole requires more energy than humans have ever been able to produce. We simply didn’t have the tech. Millions of times more energy than a nuclear bomb. Still, many believe we had it at one point. Hell, I think there’s even a portal somewhere in Michigan called the Michigan Triangle. There’s the Bermuda Triangle, shit, Stonehenge, the damn pyramids for Christ’s sake. I studied all this in senior year. I think it’s what started my obsession with Mars.

      “I know every symbol on your body, the ones I’ve seen, that is. I can tell you which goddess they belong to, and from which mythology. You always tell me you dream you’re walking through a gate of stars. I think you use that gate to travel to the lives of the goddesses whose symbols you’re wearing. You have Sumerian hieroglyphics all over the grounds surrounding Styx. The place is like a damn magical fortress.”

      I think then that my blank look must hold a lot of comic value. I blink. He’s crazy, I’m crazy, we’re all drowning in insanity, even the sun and moon have taken leave of their senses, locking those who remain in a reality that shouldn’t even be imagined, much less lived. “Have you told me all this before?” I ask.

      Valance draws in a deep breath and rubs his eyes. “Yes, so many times. I am locked in the weirdest Groundhog Day of all time. I’m getting less diplomatic with each explanation.”

      “Groundhog? You say strange things,” I tell him.

      Again, he waves my words away. “I used to spend hours trying to convince you. Once, I had Rashid and Dayle hold you while I ripped off your clothes so you could see the tattoos for yourself. You didn’t like that, you stabbed me in the shoulder blade. Hurt like a bitch and took forever to heal.”

      “You’re fucking crazy. You’re talking about magic, aren’t you?”

      “Could be. What is magic except the ability to alter the confines of known reality?” He motions to where we sit, points to the broken world through the window. “I hate to be the one to tell you, but our reality has been fucking altered. Magic or advanced science, it’s all one and the same. Something happened, call it whatever you want, but it turned us into a species inflicted with short-term amnesia—maybe we always have been.”

      He isn’t making sense. Sweat is starting to dew my forehead. Suddenly, I want to see Boogles, I want to sleep in my bed. Out loud, I say, “I want you to let me go.”

      His shrug is nonchalant. His eyes on my face keep their intensity. “Fine, you’ll be back, we’ll talk, you’ll remember, we’ll get close to figuring it out, then the wave will hit. And this?” He motions to the space between us. “This will begin all over again.”

      I stand up and turn on my heels to make my way to the door. Behind me, I hear him stand. “I’ll walk you out,” he says. “It’s incredibly boring when you get lost.”

      “Do what you want,” I say, comforted by the weight of my knife tucked in my boot. His giant presence looming behind me makes my heart beat faster than it should, but I’m not afraid. Not really. It’s something else. I pace my steps, but my feet are itching to run. I turn the short, sharp corner and nearly crash into a man walking briskly in our direction. He catches the top of my arms to steady me. I tense, ready to attack. He lets go quickly and steps back. He’s smaller than Valance, with deep-brown hair and olive skin. He looks incredibly happy to see me, like he is holding himself captive, like it’s taking everything in his power to keep from wrapping me in his arms.

      “You’re back!” he exclaims. “I’m Pollox Rashid, you call me Rashid. We’re besties and have been since I gave up on trying to kill you. You look like shit, girlfriend,” he says and reaches into the pocket of his cropped jean jacket. “Here’s a power bar. It’s not your favorite, but you keep it down. Eat it, you’re pale. Wait!” He grabs my arm and in the same instant lets me go. “Leaving already?” He holds up a circular disc with bright green writing printed all over it. “I got a movie, it’s a comedy. I know, I know we managed to do it. Finally got the fucking TV working. Wires really do bow to the power of my fingers. Come watch it with me,” he finishes, and I feel like I’ve just been blasted by a speeding north wind.

      “I…I…”

      Rashid grabs my hand. “Just come, I’m going to make you laugh, then you can leave.”

      I say nothing. My book says to trust him, so I allow myself to be dragged back to the red bean bag. Rashid fusses with a slender, rectangular object while I peel the wrapper off my power bar. Valance sits as far away as possible, on the floor near the twisted throne. He opens a black box, and it glows blue in the muted light. My mind names the device: computer. Rashid follows the path of my eyes and nudges my shoulder. “He got all the computers working five waves ago. Smart fucker. He really can fix just about everything. Youngest person to ever venture into space. It’s another one of the reasons the general populace thinks he’s a god.” Rashid sighs, “That, and he’s a hot hunk of man.” He flips his hand at me and purses his lips. “You think so too when you’re not in such a foul mood.”

      “I think so right now,” I mutter. Rashid giggles, then lays his head on my shoulder. We watch the movie, but I don’t laugh once. Just stare at the flashing pictures so full of all the vibrant colors I’ve forgotten. At some point during the film, I realize my cheek rests on the top of Rashid’s head. He smells like wind and strawberries. Valance remains sitting in the far corner of the room, near his throne. Now, he’s rifling through random stacks of paper, seemingly absorbed in his task. Somehow, though, I still feel his eyes on me. A tall, dark guy—who looks like the physical embodiment of the strong, silent type—comes into the room and talks with Valance for a time. They speak in hushed tones. I strain to hear their words but manage to catch only snippets. Valance calls the man Dayle. Another name in my book, another person I’m supposed to trust but don’t remember. Ugh! I hate my life.

      When the movie is finally finished, my mind feels soggy and oversaturated. It’s Rashid who walks me to my Rade. “What up, Boogles?” he says, reaching out to scratch between my pet’s eyes. Boogles makes a trumpeting sound—angel song meets whoopee cushion—and nudges Rashid’s hand as he’s turning to face me. “Any more star door action?” he asks, and I almost tell him. “Well, remember what I said, don’t fight the fall. Let the inertia take you.”

      “Take me where?” I whisper. Wind blows threads of my voice away.

      “Wherever the dick it wants you to go. Valance is right, your symbols definitely have a lot to do with—” He motions to our surroundings. “All this.”

      I remember something then. A brief, sparking flash that lights up the dark behind my eyes. I remember seeing the reflection of my face on the smooth surface of my canteen and watching Aphrodite’s symbol glowing on my forehead.

      “Yeah, I see your mind moving. You’re a smart girl. Just notice what symbol is interacting with the door. Valance can tell you which goddess each of them belongs to. If you find out where they are from, you might have some idea where you’re going.”

      “You act like this is all so normal,” I say.

      His eyes pin me in place. “Listen to me, Divinica. Remember this. Make it a ‘dear diary’ moment if you have to. Shock and disbelief don’t belong in this world. It’s a sickness of the old world that makes you stupid and slow. Now, if your eyes see it and your body experiences it, I’ve learned it’s best to just accept it.” He kisses my cheek, the lightest brush of friendship. I don’t like being touched, but I don’t mind the kiss. I don’t knock away his hands when he helps me saddle up. “Don’t worry, it gets easier with time. I promise.”

      “Does it really?”

      Rashid’s smile stays pinned on his face, but something dark creeps into his eyes. “No. I don’t think it will.”

      I turn to leave, pause, and glance over my shoulder at the concrete structure straddling the horizon like the old body of some crumbling, petrified dragon. Valance sits on his throne watching me. His face is in shadow, only his eyes catching the light. We share an electric look filled with the questions I could not answer, and the ones he did not ask. I feel his eyes on me long after I ride away.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is low, melting into the break between earth and sky when I finally crawl under my emergency blanket—the one I didn’t make into a cloak—close my eyes, and fall asleep without a second thought. My dreams come instantly and with incredible savagery. Volatile colors and screaming sounds, a living blackness that has breath and motion, a white emptiness that tastes like loneliness. I dream I’m in that lab underground. The one Valance talked about. The walls are narrow, the ceilings low, both covered in shiny, white tiles.

      I’m freezing. My white jumper is unzipped. I open my eyes and stare into three circular, flat bulbs, all beaming a burning-white light. My eyes tear, but I don’t close them. My hands and feet are strapped to a metal table that looks like a butcher’s bench. Two needles are sticking out of my arm, and there’s a tube shoved under the skin of my wrist that feeds a thick liquid into my veins. The liquid swings in an IV bag above my head, undaunted in its steady drip, drip, drip. I’m dizzy, achy, and when my tongue flicks out to lick my lips, I taste my salty, drying tears. A woman leans over me, her hair a waterfall of silver running across my stomach. She’s pressing down on my forehead, digging deep with a flat needle covered in glowing symbols.

      I gasp or make some gutted sound. She must hear it because her head snaps up. She has three of them—the middle head—watches me. Her eyes are shot through with black starlight, gleaming like an overturned jar of ink. The profile heads are ghostly, almost transparent, but threaded with color, like holographs from the old world. Each profile has white hair hanging in messy braids, straight, silky strands, and wild, looping curls.

      “I don’t expect you’ll live,” the middle head says. Her voice echoes with a hollow twang. “All the others have died screaming. Thirteen symbols, you are the thirteen-thousandth girl—I wonder⁠—”

      “Please,” I whisper, but I don’t know what I’m begging for.

      “Not much longer.” She keeps drawing on my skin. When she’s working on the first symbol, my body starts to shake as pain seeps into my nerves by slow degrees, mirroring the steady drip, drip, drip of the IV bag swinging from its skinny metal arm. During the creation of the third tattoo, I’m panting, my palms slick and sweaty. On the fourth symbol, the needle feels like a firestick. A brand charring my skin, again and again. Tears blur my vision. I focus on the triangular device suspended over my head, a four-sided prism. The interior of the prism is swirling like a million constellations trapped in a glass jar. By the eighth symbol, I’m screaming. As she starts to carve the twelfth symbol, the edges of the prism pulse. She finishes with the thirteenth symbol, etching it just below my navel. I feel a jolt that threads through my new, aching tattoos, and I wake up sweating and screaming, scaring the rats calmly sleeping at the foot of my bed. They screech and run for cover, scurrying to the safety of their hidden corners where they can watch my endless drama through glowing, green orbs.

      I blink and rub my eyes. My room is dark and silent, even the storm lamp has extinguished. I sit and swing my feet over the edge of my bed. The floor is ice cold, but I am too tired to go on the search for my shoes. I reach for the box of matches and light the storm lamp, pushing the match through the tiny opening in the lamp’s glass shell. When the light in the room is enough to read by, I take my black book from under my pillow and start writing before I have fully collected my thoughts.

      Skylord captured you, apparently for the fifty-fifth time—the worst! He thinks you have something to do with the red wave. You want to kick him in his special place, but he could be right. He says there is a lab under Styx, you dreamed about it tonight. It might be the power of suggestion, it might be something more. Valance is a wild card. You don’t think Rashid will hurt you.

      Next time you see Micha, it’s important you punch him.

      I thumb through my book and read some of my past notes until I find what I am looking for on the second page I ever wrote.

      You dreamed about a torture device in the basement of Styx. There was blood on the floor, your blood.

      I turn two more pages and read another paragraph. My writing is shaky here.

      Tonight, you dreamed of a woman with three heads. She has a crown of stars on each head. Don’t speak to the right head. She’s a monster.

      I close the book. If Valance is right about the tattoos and the star doors, I need to know. I pull back the sleeve of my jacket and look at the markings on my arm. They are black and calm, not glowing or crawling off into outer space. I reach for my matches again and light my candle before I think better of it. I feel the symbol in the center of my stomach start to pulse. I don’t have to look to know it’s shining that soft, golden light. I see it falling around me. The jagged tiles make the ring of light look like the broken halo of a fallen angel. I sigh, so deep it moves my whole body, then I read the words.

      “Misplaced powers scattered through time. I travel through firelight to make them mine.”

      Just like before, the writing on my arm ripples and begins to shift, as if propelled by my expelled breath. The archway forms, and through it I see the Gate of Stars. I walk forward and step into oblivion. My mood is dark. The place I travel to is so much darker. Dying worlds and broken promises. A goddess enslaved by a husband who was also her brother. For a nebulous moment in time, I experience life through her eyes. I watch her lie, trick, and eventually poison to reclaim her light. The light she once sacrificed to save Ra’s life. In Isis’s body I use poison and force him to tell me his real name, then I twist the power of the name and use it against him. My spell immobilizes him. I watch dispassionately as the great ruler falls limply at my feet. I hold the vial of poison in my hand, then press it to his lips and see pure firelight seep from his mouth and eyes.

      Something jerks at the base of my spine, and I drop the vial. It doesn’t shatter but only rolls unevenly over the golden ground. The second jerk arches my back, making my hands fly out on either side of me, and I’m falling again. The final jerk tugs me into the endless swirl of dimensions through a white, glimmering spiral of planets and stars. I see a tree. Its bark is mother-of-pearl. A planet hangs from each of its branches, spinning and swinging like living, breathing ornaments. I have a moment to think how much I hate it that Valance is right before I am pulled straight into the land of unconsciousness.
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