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Originally published in Not One Of Us, January 2025

There was no door, only a place where the house's stone facade changed character. As though decades before, a shell had been impressed within it, leaving behind a faint memory of indigo-tinged whorls.

Anna knocked, wincing at the impact on the back of her hand. Before the knock finished sounding, a woman appeared on a balcony several stories overhead.

Anna couldn't be sure how many stories, for the house had been a constantly seething, warping thing from the moment it came into view. The structure curled upward, and its base rested on a seemingly impossible angle, perched at the edge of the sea. How did it keep from falling...?

The woman on the balcony wore a gown of draping layers in a dozen shades of pearlescent greens and grays. She stared, but didn't speak.

After too many moments filled with only the sounds of the lurking sea, Anna said, "I hear you need a housekeeper."

#
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"Anna," of course, had only been her name for the last day and a half, but it was the closest she came to having a real one.

When she had...been torn out of her previous, still-unremembered state, she had discovered herself outside an inn. As it was the only apparent source of light or warmth, and she was conscious of an all-consuming chill in her aching limbs, she went inside.

It was a smoky place, accented with the ever-present brine of the sea. Though the body of water wasn't quite visible, she knew its crashing, glorious volume like it was a part of herself. Even as she knew nothing of who she was, or how she came to this place, she knew she must reach the sea.

Once inside, the tides of people and badinage carried her toward the bar, where a stocky woman was dispensing stew, ale, and rebukes in equal measure.

Not-quite-yet-Anna found a question coming to her lips, as though a piece of her mind not under her control pushed it forward. "Do you know anyone who's hiring?"

"Recluse needs a new housekeeper up at the Shell," drawled one of the women at the bar, her form indecipherable under layers of brightly patterned sweaters.

The man beside her, whose face was mostly mustache, snorted. "Doesn't she always."

"Not. There," the innkeeper snapped, as rapidly as if her customers' words had tripped.

Their postures became abashed, and the woman mumbled, "Better than nothing."

"Is it?" The innkeeper shook her head and scrubbed the inside of a glass as though it had insulted her. "With how many housekeepers she's already gone through?"

"Lot of house to keep." The man wiped foam from his mustaches and gave not-quite-yet-Anna a look she couldn't read. "Hope you're a strong swimmer."

She gaped, but before she could attempt a reply, the customers were drawn back into their prior conversation.

The innkeeper presented her with a bowl of stew and an expectant look, then watched as she slowly consumed spoonfuls of the stuff. 

"You can stay here tonight," the innkeeper said gruffly, after the fourth spoonful. "Tomorrow I'll take you to my sister, she—"

"No." She pushed the bowl away from her, glad to be rid of its unidentifiable flavor. "Please tell me how to reach this...Shell?"

The innkeeper frowned. "Stubborn as my Anna used to be, and she had less sense than the goddess gave a goose! Are you sure—"

"Please tell me how to get there," repeated the girl who decided "Anna" would work as well as anything else for her name. She sensed kindness coming from this woman, but kindness was not what she needed. She needed the sea, and the same instinct that had puppeted her this far told her this "Shell" was vital. "Please?"

Before the sun finished peeking over the horizon, Anna was on her way.

#
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"The house's lowest level floods during high tide." The woman from the balcony had ordered Anna inside and up a staircase, eventually meeting her in a room smelling of mold and violets, where she began giving instructions. Her gown swished along the ground, drawing up drafts of dust. At no point did she provide her own name, so Anna thought of her as the recluse the inn’s patrons had called her. "I recommend you keep track so as not to drown. You can swim?"

Anna had no idea if she could, but chose to nod. The water's pull on her had only increased the nearer she came to this house perched beside the sea, and surely—perhaps?—that meant the sea was not a danger to her.

"You'll find a pair of boots in the hall closet you can use," the recluse said.

Anna found them in the promised location. They were a nondescript, scuffed gray, and too large for her feet, which unbalanced her a little as she made numerous trips from the house to the village and back again, but for all that she was mostly unburdened by experience, she knew better than to ask for a smaller pair. She wondered how many pairs of feet had fit inside these boots before hers.

Despite the title of "housekeeper," which the recluse never quibbled with, Anna's primary duty was the ferrying of letters and packages to and from the post office. Given the area's rather pluvious tendencies, the boots were useful. 

The recluse produced a great volume of correspondence, much of which resulted in the delivery of curious, aged volumes from all parts of the globe, inside a greater variety of papers, twines, and stamps than Anna could hope to keep track of. Many were shoddily wrapped, allowing her glimpses of the contents on the walk from the village back to the house the villagers called “The Shell.” The recluse herself never left the house's top floor, as least not when Anna was awake, instead accepting the post with a graciousness that also served as silent dismissal.

Anna's secondary function was cleaning the house. The lowest level did, in fact, flood during every high tide. What was strange was that when not flooded, Anna could see the lowest level's far end—wall papered in a pattern of cavorting nautilus, sun-bleached and scuffed. But when the tide was high, that far wall vanished, becoming only a thin veil, like the outermost layer of skin on some pulsating creature.

The layout of the rest of the house remained mysterious as well, though she found if she kept walking, ascending or descending the tightly-curling steps presented to her, she eventually reached whatever part of the house she needed to be in.

Between her near-daily walks to the post office, the lugging back of packages, and the cleaning, Anna was often tired in the evenings. Yet her sleep was troubled, interrupted by the sounds of feet pacing and pages turning—or was that merely the shushing of the waves?

#
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In three dozen days spent at the house, there had been not a single visitor. Therefore, when the pounding on the front of the house began, it was altogether unexpected. The sound coiled through the house as if accentuated by the building's curves, reaching Anna on the second—possibly the fourth—floor, where she had become ensnared within a patch of viridescent goo while cleaning.

The knocking only continued, growing louder as Anna finally removed herself and, realizing housekeepers were probably meant to answer doors, made her way to the lowest level, grateful it was low tide.

Standing before the house was a man entirely at odds with the delicate curls of the house and the sea beyond. He was all angles, his face an aggravated rectangle hold two pale, angry eyes.

The waters licked as the house's base, as the man tried with little success to keep his gleaming shoes out of the wet. "I'm hoping you can assist me," he said, in a tone devoid of uncertainty.

Anna drew back instinctively, icicles of alarm lancing through her veins, as she began closing the door, only to be surprised by a sound from above.

"Who are you?" asked the recluse, appearing on her balcony.

The man's grimace gained new dimension, and he made a vague gesture containing both deference and annoyance. "I was a student of Horatius Causey, the esteemed and much-mourned malacologist, and am fortunate enough to be the sole beneficiary of his estate."

"And yet you are"—the recluse paused—"here?"

The man flushed. "I am now the true owner of his vast and impressive collections."

"...I'm afraid I do not see how I come into it." She spoke with a patience Anna recognized by now, one that would convince only a fool of its authenticity.

"After consulting his scrupulous records, I have discovered, alas, one of his most precious shells is missing."

"And you believe it's found its way here?" A light laugh, like sunlight on water.

"Based on the information I was able to gather in the village."

Anna wondered if the innkeeper or her patrons remembered her, the false-Anna who had stumbled in that night. Or had they already consigned her to the apparently many girls who had come to be housekeeper here and never returned?

"I have good reason to suppose the item was stolen by a member of Causey's domestic staff, who then brought it here when she came to work as your housekeeper."

Anna, staring at him from behind the mostly-closed door, tensed, but he didn't even look her way.

"I've had numerous housekeepers," the recluse said, "as I'm sure you've heard. I believe I have read of this Causey, in the malacological journals, but I assure you there is no such pilfered item in my home.”

The man's face twisted, and he stepped forward as though to scale the house’s exterior, only to be surprised by a sudden inrush of tide. He fought for his balance and dignity alike, glaring fiercely at the house.

"I will have my inheritance," he said curtly, and left.

#
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The recluse didn't deign to emerge from her quarters for the rest of the day. Though she was abuzz with curiosity, Anna eventually fell asleep after ceding the corner of the fourth—or possibly second—floor to the viridescent goo.

Strange dreams overtook her, of twisting walls and rising waters. She eventually jolted awake, certain she heard the recluse summoning her, sleep-fog making her stumble through the corridors. She couldn't find a candle, nor could her foot find the stone of the stair she thought was before her.

Instead her slipper moved through empty air, and before she finished gasping, the water had her.

Surging with virulent speed, the water closed over her, sweeping her out to sea as her lungs failed to take in what they needed—

Until, suddenly, achingly slow and faster than she knew possible, she was ensconced within her shell.

It surrounded her, and it was also her, and the world became the mass of roiling water beyond the shell's confines, water that welcomed her, loved her...

Yet eventually the waves, in their whimsy, returned her to the shore. As the sands swarmed to cushion her, she transformed back into the form she had once thought her only possibility, with arms and legs and no shell at all beyond the faint memory thudding inside her chest.

How was she supposed to carry on now that she knew?

However, as she lay, shaking, on the shore, she realized there now existed another layer between her and the world. She could almost see it, glinting in the trickle of moonlight pouring down from the sky.

She positively sloshed with memories of her time in the sea, of the rightness of both her shelled form and her human form, for they were—were both meant to be, yet there had been a change—within her control.

Somewhere in that whirlpool of recollection was a person who had torn away her memories, her shell...

She returned to the house, splashing her way past the lowest level and up however many stairs. All the while fighting the compulsion to return to the sea, for she had a sneaking, snarling sense that she was still missing something.

The recluse was in her sitting room, half of her face lit by moonlight that snuck through as wind blew open the curtains.

When she saw Anna's face, the recluse drew a sharp breath.

"You knew," Anna said. Though her shell was gone, she felt its outlines hovering, just too far and fragile for her to touch. Anna wanted answers, felt feral at the thought of anything more being kept from her.

"I only wish I could help," the recluse said. "But I am also trapped."

"Are you, also..."

"We don't die when we are taken from the water, the way most shelled creatures do." The recluse's voice gave no hint as to whether this was more blessing or curse. With one hand she gathered her gleaming bronze skirts, and with the other she gestured for Anna to follow.

Anna did, unsure whether annoyance or intrigue held precedence within her.

The recluse reached the top of the stairs, which even now writhed under Anna's gaze, becoming now a dozen, now five dozen, now so many numbers in between.

The recluse raised her left foot, as though to descend to the second-highest step.

Air solidified beneath her foot, and a sensation of searingly dry winds made Anna feel like her skin was cracking open. A rotten scent filled the house, and both women were thrown backwards, away from the stairs.

#
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"That man who came here," Anna paused. Forming sentences was trickier than it used to be, now that her body ached to return to her shelled form, to the sense of glorious ocean washing over her. "What does he really want?"

"He was telling the truth," the recluse said. "A shell is missing from one of Horatius Causey's collections."

Suddenly, Anna saw the dimensions of the sought-after shell, from both the inside and the outside. She knew the feel of its curls pressing against her.

"...Me?"

The recluse nodded. "You. A collection imprints upon its collector, and vice versa, even when those collected are unwilling. When Causey died, his link to the collection severed. The rest of the shelled creatures would have been long dead, but such is not enough to kill those of us with shells for hearts. So you were returned to a version of your true self."

Anna remembered coming to consciousness outside the inn, perplexed yet guided by the instincts that had brought her to this house and to the sea. She struggled to remember the time spent as part of this horrid collection, but her mind returned only void. "Could there be others? Like us, who escaped when he died?"

The recluse shrugged. "It might have been a collection entirely composed of us. Causey was as learned as he was acquisitive, and he had a vile passion for controlling those with shells for hearts."

Anna asked her next question, even knowing it would pain the recluse to answer. "And you?"

"I was part of Causey’s first collection, when he was newly begun in his studies." Her hands curled into fists and she opened them, slowly, then traced her fingers along an end table, unbesmirched by dust though Anna never cleaned in this room. "I very nearly thwarted him, but in the end...this was his punishment. I rest here," and her hands rose in a gesture that encompassed the entire house, the Shell, as painful understanding twisted Anna's stomach, "within my shell, but I may not reach the water. I may not transform. When that man, Causey's student, came here, I sensed that along with the physical elements of Causey’s collections, he also inherited the anchoring of the spell Causey placed upon me. Death is not enough to end such a working. A particular kind of magical slaying is necessary."

After a long moment, the recluse continued. "I knew Causey must have gone on to trap others like us, but I was never sure if one would find me here."

"That's why you need the books," Anna said. "You're looking for a way to undo Causey’s magic."

"I believe I have found it, in fact." Her hand sought, then caressed, a nearby book, bound in green fabric, its title long eroded. "But we will need to get his inheritor back here, where the sea gives us power."

"But you can't transform...ah." Anna hesitated. "You mean me."

"You're what I've been waiting for," she replied rapidly, as if to prevent Anna from fleeing. "Causey's foul workings can only be undone by one of us."

#
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Anna entered the inn to the sight of the innkeeper staring at her, aghast. 

Whether caused by guilt, or by the remembrance of her Anna—who didn't have the sense the goddess gave a goose—the innkeeper let Anna into the man's room.

There, Anna left a note.

#
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I have what you're looking for. Meet me at midnight, on the shore. She'll be asleep.

Don't think you'll get out of paying me.

#
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It would, after all, be unreasonable for a housekeeper to risk stealing from her employer for nothing.

#
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Causey's student arrived just when the note asked, shivering within a thin, dark green coat made for the warm crush of cities, rather than the open expanse of coastline.

Anna waited for him beside the house, where the ground sloped toward the sea.

As winds whipped his fine green coat around him, Anna spotted a knife at his hip.

She held a shell, carefully positioned in her hands to keep him from seeing more than a glimpse. The recluse had given it to her, explaining it was an artifact of Horatius Causey's magic.

"You have my property?" Causey’s student asked curtly, with a wary glance at the house.

Anna moved closer to the sea, forcing him to draw nearer in order to understand the purposeful nonsense she murmured. Water washed in, up to her ankles, and she turned to watch the sea.

Finally, he was close enough to strike with the knife he carried. With a clear, loud swish, he drew the blade.

Anna whirled, striking with the shell.

Its point sank easily into his chest.

A horribly familiar smell filled the air, that of mollusks dragged from the sea and left to rot within their shells.

When his body hit the sand, the shell popped from his chest like a cork from a bottle and rolled to rest alongside him, nacreous-orange whorls now crimson-capped.

Anna waited for a shift in the world, for a sense of rightness. But nothing came, until, eventually, a slam, as a body landed on sand from some height. Then, footsteps, and the fallen dagger was picked up.

The recluse, who had leapt from her balcony, held the dagger lightly, gaze intent on Anna's neck.

Suddenly, certain complexities lost their coils and curls, becoming starkly smooth.

Anna said, "You knew killing him wouldn't be enough."

"I knew," the recluse said, drawing near, "I needed to wait for someone like you."

"You can't break the spell." The words slipped from Anna's mouth with surprising ease, as though she was only a façade enclosing some other creature who refused to share in her fear. "You can only replace yourself with another one of us."

The smell of dead things pulled from the sea intensified. The near-invisible shell around Anna glinted in the moonlight, and realization shuddered through her.

There were others like her, like the recluse, with shells for hearts. They would be drawn back to the sea.

The recluse raised her knife, mild regret evident in her face.

Anna said, "I will stay."

#
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The breaking of the spell was less momentous than either could have imagined.

The recluse wound her hand around Anna's. There was no kindness to the movement, only desperation. At the touch, Anna was overwhelmed with the sensation of too much living beneath her skin, of a barrier around the two of them never meant to hold two separate souls.

Together, with hands clasped, they returned to the house through the lowest level. The sea, when it came, rushed and roared, and the recluse slipped, joyously, beneath.

#
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No sounds of approach overcame the roiling ocean's song. Only when a hand rapped against the front of the house did Anna look up from the book she was studying. She rose, dusting particles of aged, crumbling pages from her hands.

Through her window, she glimpsed a girl standing outside. Perhaps she had been sent here by the innkeeper, who surely had been intrigued by the way the house's shape had changed, becoming another variety of shell since the recluse had vanished.

Was the confusion on the newcomer's face real, or merely the product of Anna's own imaginings?

All she could hope was that the others with shells for hearts, torn from the sea, would be drawn to this house as she had been.

Anna considered her balcony, and the house's lowest level. The rushing of high tide whispered to her, of elegy and excoriation.

With the greatest possible care, she went to greet her new housekeeper.
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Would Anyone Care to Explain...
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Originally published in Moving Across the Landscape in Search of an Idea, Air and Nothingness Press, July 2024

––––––––
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Would anyone care to explain to me how it is that after the first time in six months I take a night off, I come back this morning to find this place in shambles and this one-star review (see below) left online from one of our best-connected regulars? I know as well as the rest of you how frustrating some of our customers can be, this family included, but I simply just don’t understand some of the things reported here. Now of course I’m not about to take it all at face value, but clearly something went wrong last night, so I’m hoping some of you will be inspired to give me additional perspective on the events. You should have plenty of time to do so, since three of this evening’s reservations have already cancelled. Do we think it’s coincidence all three of those had requested the special service? I don’t! Do we believe we will remain the only restaurant in town with a resurrection cauldron forever? I DON’T! I’m already hearing rumors about a place going in over by where they’re building all those new apartments. ALSO: how many times have we had the conversation about not leaving dead bodies in the kitchen? It’s unsanitary! Not to mention that the dead body I found in the kitchen this morning is not accompanied by an explanation of who they are or how they got there. Do you not realize how much we already spend every month bribing the health inspector?!

—Branwen

––––––––
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An utter disappointment!​[1] One star.​[2]

My family​[3] and I have dined here many times before, and it’s always been a wonderful​[4] experience. However, after this evening’s​[5] atrocious debacle, we will never return.

Previously, it’s been worth dealing with the inexplicable difficult-to-access location and the limited parking, for the sake of the impeccable food and service,​[6] but now I am ashamed to have ever recommended this miserable excuse for a restaurant to my friends.

We were celebrating a very special occasion, my father’s ninetieth birthday, and of course I had informed the host of that when making our reservation. Yet the staff were uniformly rude,​[7] our appetizer never actually arrived,​[8] and none of our entrees met the high standards previous visits had led us to​[9] expect. Need I add we didn’t bother with dessert? When the manager eventually bothered arriving, she was not only unsympathetic but actually pelted us with flowers​[10] from a nearby table’s vase!

To​[11] make things even worse, our visit concluded with my father—who should have been feeling celebrated!—covered in lukewarm New England​[12] clam chowder.​[13] I’ve half a mind to present the restaurant with our dry cleaning bills.​[14] My father is a delicate, nervy soul, and I fear this incident means he will never be willing to eat out with his loved ones again in the little time we are lucky to still have with him. The rest of us were left little better off. My car still smells of clams.

I advise you to take your celebrations elsewhere.
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Elf-Ensnarled
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Originally published in Star*Line 47.3, July 2024

Hair is a useful medium 

for the plotting of elves

Dead, yet still part of you

connected to life only as

tenuously as elves themselves

Elves are expert at distractions

they’ll order sweet-scented breezes

to lure you near, send luminous fungi

springing from soil to light a path,

spin songs and sonnets to convince you of safety

When you least fear it

they’ll tangle your hair

creating an anchor upon your soul

making you a mere device

for them to toy with

So if your hair snarls against 

your will, and compels

your heart and limbs to relive

painful past days

try to remember this

Find a pair of scissors

and a close friend 

Check, in case they too 

are elf-ensnarled, then

slice those knots to pieces
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The Lindworm Perfumery
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Scent and breath are everything

sneakiness, bombast

So speak to us of plants and stones

of inexplicable sensations in the corners

of your skull you can’t believe 

have anything to do with scent 

We’ve got scores of supplies and 

many acquaintances to assist in sourcing

Scent and breath are everything

subtlety, bawdiness

Our claws chop and crush

When it’s time to freeze, boil

we enlist the local drakes

As you are serenaded by the

slither-shush of scales

we’ll gnash the scented mixture

breathe out your commission

into alcohol or wax as you prefer

Place it within the jars we get from 

the salamanders in exchange for

their beloved eau de volcano 

Scent and breath are everything

shadows, brilliance

The deaths, you ask?

Ah, the deaths

Our research proves

a rare thauma-chemical reaction occurs

when our breath mixes with

the particular malice that oozes

from warriors determined to

slaughter their way to status

I trust this explanation suffices 
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The Scale Beneath Her Skin
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Originally published in 99 Fleeting Fantasies, Pulse Publishing, February 2024

The water receded too quickly for the fish’s fins to chase. 

The woman on the shore knelt, thinking here was a meal. She wished meals were more dependable. 

Until she looked at the fish’s eyes, and the fish said—

Please. Give me back to the sea. 

Fish didn’t speak. She knew this. If they did, surely their conversations were reserved for other fish. Possibly turtles, or lobsters. Not a hungry woman standing on the sand attempting to convince herself to stop listening to a fish.

“Why?” She asked, despite herself.

Because I need your help. And I can help you. 

The fish twitched, and a faint pain flared in the woman’s hand. Not painful enough that she remembered it later. 

She told herself she couldn’t have stopped the fish returning to the ocean. Fortune soon sent her stumbling upon a collection of clams in a cove nearby, their briny flesh providing a meal. 

After eating she watched the ocean as the sun set, and wished for so much more. 

Her turbulent thoughts kept her from noticing the scrape across her hand. She certainly didn’t think to check for a single small fish scale lodged within her flesh before she slipped into dreams. 

#
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The fish understood dreams. She had dreamed in the time when she was not a fish but a human. One perched in a window of the ornate towers whose shadows overlooked this part of the coast, spires seeming to pierce the very sun and moon. 

As she hadn’t been a fish for very long yet, things like not getting stuck on the shore were still difficult for her. It had almost all been over! But the kindness of that woman on the shore had saved her, and in return the fish hoped to help the woman. 

The fish knew things, no longer useful to herself, that she could pass on. 

#
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When the woman slept that night, her dream was curious, like a reflection in an icicle. Barely sensible words whispered to her, emanating from the scale beneath her skin. 

When she woke, she knew a powerful secret.

After thinking for a time, she went to the people whose secret it was, and shared her knowledge. Soon, she found herself living in a fine house in the town. 

Each night brought more dreams, and further knowledge, carried to her like secret-keeping bottles upon the waves. Ambition radiated from the sharp edges of the scale beneath her skin, entwining with her own longing for more. 

A house in the town was soon followed by invitations to the soaring towers, her dreams forever drawing closer...

#
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Many whispered of the woman who’d newly become a favorite at court. No one was certain how or when such wealth and ornament and adoration had adhered to her like barnacles upon a ship.

Sometimes, her movements or intonations reminded others of a person no longer there, whose disappearance was still unexplained. As if remnants of their grieving dreams drifted behind this newcomer. 

Many guessed, but few fathomed it was in fact a kindness that had brought this woman to the towers of the court. 

#
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After so many years staring at the waves from a tower window, the fish had achieved her dream. To swim, to take on different shapes as she traversed the water, to learn those things she would never learn on land. 

But every dream had complications. The fish was desperate to pass on a particular message, but she couldn’t do it herself. 

#
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The woman listened to her dreams, as the scale beneath her skin had only ever helped her. So when a dream instead asked her for help, she continued listening. 

The dream begged her to seek the inhabitant of a particular tower. A princess. The woman’s newfound connections helped her gain an audience, though the princess merely sat at the window, as she had for so long, yearning to espy some clue to explain her sister’s disappearance. 

The woman told the story her dream wished conveyed. A story of a longing for the sea, and strenuous experiments, and finally the glorious result. The princess’s sister becoming a creature of the ocean, and swimming as she’d always wished to. 

The princess’s sadness didn’t cease, for grief isn’t so simply discarded. But to know her sister was happy, even if she was gone, altered the sting. 

#
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The fish swam, continuing to investigate the numerous mysteries that could only be solved below the waves. And sometimes, in whatever form was currently hers, she came close enough to be seen from the tower’s window.

Sometimes, her sister was there waiting to glimpse her. 

There was a constant uncertainty on both sides, for the fish couldn’t tell if anyone sat at the window, and the princess couldn’t tell if the creature she saw was her sister. 

Still, it helped both of their hearts. 

#
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The woman now resided in her own tower. Sometimes, during the sharp moments of a sunrise, she considered a version of events where she’d failed. Where she’d fallen from one of these towers, or reached for too much, or trusted unwisely. Where she was returned to her former lonely patch of shore, hunger aching as loud as the tide. 

She’d learned to ignore this, for she had too much else to be doing. 

She preferred to gaze at the spaces of the sky unoccupied by the sun and moon, and wonder, dreaming of more.
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Anne the Sheep
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Anne is so sheepish

everyone always says

so shy, so serene

forgetting I’ve never been

allowed to be anything else

I’m just the one with the face

The Queen got upset

Now, suddenly, my head

is that of a sheep

Baah?

Suddenly my sister’s wrapping

my head in fabric

I know she thinks

she’s doing the right thing

but she never asked me

what I wanted

No one ever does

She dragged me to some palace

told a prince I’m “sick”

which really scalds

I’m not sick

I’m part sheep

Now she’s staying up all night

keeps cracking those damn noisy nuts

and mooning after the prince’s brother

Who is, also,

supposedly, 

“sick”

I wonder

would he feel better

if he were part sheep too?

Fortunately

neither prince 

gives me the time of day

Baaaah

Oh, look

my sister saved him

yay

and she’s got

a magic wand 

to un-sheepify me

Time for me to be off

See, I know what it’s like

to be decorative

Now?

I choose to be 

chaos

BAAAAAAAAAAAAH!
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Flock
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The stranger had an album cover instead of a face.

Hiding one's face behind a projected image wasn't unusual, though their choice of cover was. The quartet's second release, the one with all of them in matching brown shifts, faces covered with masks of green leaves and yellowing stems that draped along their necks and arms.

I didn't see this album cover much. It was the only one with such a subdued palette. Most people preferred the neons.

Outside the ship-club's windows soughed the ocean covering most of this planet, occasionally broken by the arcing of large finned shapes.

Onstage, the quartet warbled away. We were packed. Our crowds had waned for a while, about a century back. But then Bodb Dearg died, and the fans all came back in droves.

Stasis tech had come a long way thanks to the company's science departments, but death still came after enough centuries, even for the "Eternal" Bodb Dearg. Unsurprisingly, Lir had then taken over the company, and discovered some songs Bodb Dearg had kept in storage. Written by some of his favorite former songwriter-captives.

That was our father, always scheming. The only genuinely surprising part was that he had acknowledged he might die.

The quartet was singing one of those songs now, one I'd heard so many times the lyrics were mush. Everyone in the place was fixated on the stage, except for this stranger with the autumnal album cover hiding their face. They took a few steps closer to me, with the care of one still adjusting to the ship-club's gravity, balancing an untouched drink in one hand. 

"Welcome." I raised my own glass to them. It looked better for me to have a glass, to look convivial, even though I'd been sick of everything we had at the bar for decades now. 

I waited for the stranger to raise their other hand, waited for the usual dance of small, colorful lightnings in their palm.

I always took the bribes. Why not? People loved thinking they had inside information on where the ship-club would land next. I hoarded the money in case I ever—somehow—escaped.

No one seemed to realize the ship-club’s circuit was controlled by the company, and the employees were too afraid of Lir to tell me anything.

Yet no credit-bolts filled the space between us, and the stranger only said, "It's amazing to finally see the place." A gesture, encompassing the rows of seats encircling the stage, the thick canopy of perpetually-withering trees that hid acoustical paneling and nearly every indication of the ship-club's machinery, the swags of orange and silver fabric, the crispness and peppery tinge of the circulating air.

The quartet finished. Applause boomed. Onstage, my niblings bowed, promised to returned for another set after ten minutes' rest, then left the stage through one of the aisles cut through the surrounding seats.

I forced a smile, wishing I could hide my own face with an album cover. As always, the amount of history encrusting this place threatened to crush me.

"This club would fall apart without you," the stranger said.

Oh, if only...

Oddly, the bribe still didn't come. I prepared to excuse myself, but then the album cover flickered as the stranger drew in a deep breath.

"Niamh," she said.

I gasped at the sound of my name in familiar, impossible tones.

Before my frozen shock could thaw, however, the club's main door opened, causing a tidal wave of interest, morphing quickly into frenzy.

Lir strode toward the stage, grinning as he took in a club full of rabid fans. He looked exactly as he had the last time I'd seen him, over a century before, and his voice filled the club as well as ever.

"It means so much to me that you're all here!"

#
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Before I was trapped on the ship, before my life became a thing of managing club patrons and being unsure what to say to the quartet... 

Our father's agency, Bodb Dearg Entertainment, was one of the biggest players in the Accumulated Galaxies. 

Back then, our father wanted Lir on his client roster as he wanted little else. Certainly more than he wanted his daughters to be happy.

Lir, damn him, had one of those voices that could make every person in an audience of thousands feel he was singing just for them. It didn't matter if you were seated too far away to make out his face.

Lir knew how good he was. Knew he could ask Bodb Dearg for nearly anything if meant the chance to represent him. So when Lir told our father he wanted a wife, to help restore his image after too many scandals, of course Bodb Dearg said yes.

Before I knew it, my sister Aobh was married to Lir. A courtship rife with dual performances—back then she was hugely popular—and flashy sightings at fancy events. She was always smiling, beside Lir, but I knew Aobh. She had a beautiful smile, and had learned from a young age that it was the only acceptable expression on her face, unless she was singing a ballad.

So soon, and entirely without comment, she was only an auxiliary to Lir. They had kids, a pair of twins.

My other sister, Aoife, and I smiled for the cameras, beamed at our niblings. Between the two of us, though, we were concerned. We both knew Aobh had never wanted kids. She wanted to perform, and record, and write music. Once Bodb Dearg realized what an asset to the company she could be, he had been supportive. Until Lir arrived.

Now Aobh was only allowed to be Lir's smiling, supportive wife, keeping the children out of his way. Seeing her in press footage made me physically sick. Aoife and I tried to talk to her, but it was nearly impossible to find moments when she wasn't under the gaze of either Lir or company watchdogs. 

Then Lir got her pregnant again. While delivering this second pair of twins, Aobh died.

Aoife and I learned about it via Bodb Dearg's press release to the Accumulated Galaxies. 

Lir, ten days away from beginning his latest tour, claimed he was canceling from grief.

Until he had a "last minute" change of heart, and decided to continue for the sake of his loyal fans. He vowed they would all mourn Aobh together at his shows.

It was Lir's most successful tour, yet or since. On the final night, on a planet graced with purple clouds, Aoife joined him on stage.

The footage makes her look fake, a flat rendering of the sister I knew, as she announced that she would be marrying Lir. The best way to carry on Aobh's legacy.

A year later, another press release informed me Aoife had tried to kill all four of Aobh's children. Lir rescued them, and though it broke his heart, Aoife was to be institutionalized.

The name and location of the facility were never released. I spent hours scouring the company's systems, bribing and threatening heads of departments, but was never able to locate her.

Before I could make further attempts, Bodb Dearg extended my life span, told me this was the least I could do to support my family, and placed me on the ship-club with the quartet, to sail through space. The same implants anchoring our stasis tech ensured we could never leave.
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