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You’re Gonna Get Older

	By Alec J. Marsh
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	The hole in the heavens opened, and the stars rained down. Blessed were those who were welcomed into the Kingdom of Heaven when the end came. Doubly blessed were those who remained, for they were tasked with creating a heaven on Earth. They were purified, and they rebuilt with the glorious bounty of the skies. There were few of them left, and they lived simple lives, away from outside influence, but God saw fit to provide, and they were fruitful.

	They named their children for their blessings, and they taught them always to keep the heavenly aether safe from those who might steal it. And so it was that, on the cusp of manhood, the child who was not a boy made a discovery of the temptations outside the safety of Eden, North Dakota.

	*

	Stardancer slid their bike to a stop in the ghost town of Delmont as the low summer sun painted the plains gold and pink. It had been most of a day’s journey, and sweat trickled between their shoulder blades and down the creases of their thighs. They paced the cramps out of their legs, reveling in the quiet. Only the faintest breeze rustled the grass, and there was no one around for miles.

	Eden was filled with people stacked on top of each other, gossiping and watching for more things to gossip about. Stardancer was young and strong, supporting their family by riding their bike for miles and foraging for supplies. While they were alone under the expanse of the sky and spread across the freedom of prairie grass, they were only Stardancer, not a brother or a son or a fiancé.

	Stardancer walked their bike and wagon the last few blocks to the center of town. They hadn’t been allowed to drive the one truck that ran on aether, not when it was more useful for farm work, so this expedition would take them several days.

	Delmont hadn’t been picked over yet, and they would have a full day looking for wood and bricks to build new structures with. They had been selected to receive a new house now that they were engaged, but they had to build it first, and they had come far to Delmont. Eden was blessed with prosperity, so prosperous on the remnants of the meteor that it was expanding faster than supplies could be found. They traveled widely in their search and thanked God for granting them the time alone and more time before their wedding, which lurked on the horizon like a shadow just past the curve of the earth.

	Nevaeh was their best friend and had all the qualities of a good wife. If Stardancer was the right kind of man, they would have been elated and honored. As it was, they would be entering their marriage with only the relief that it was not as bad as it could have been, which was a selfish way to feel about marrying a good woman.

	The last time they had escaped to Delmont, they had built their camp inside the sheriff station. It was safe from passing thieves or drifters, with thick concrete walls and shuttered windows that left it cool and dark inside. It had been looted long ago, in the days when it had seemed like the world was ending and people killed each other for resources. But then life had settled, as it always did. The meteors were mined for energy, and the rifles were used for hunting deer, and the SUVs ran out of gas.

	Stardancer slipped inside. The 20th century fluorescents had long since burned out, and the halls echoed and amplified the whisper of Stardancer’s slippers against linoleum. They toed the shoes off and took a running start into a flying leap, then slid the rest of the way down the hall. For a moment, they were weightless, whizzing effortlessly through the cool cement-scented air. They slammed into the far wall, laughing, and flung themselves around to slide again, until they were dizzy and breathless.

	*

	Their stash of bedding and canned food was in a nest under the big desk in the dispatch office, which still had carpeting on the floor. This was the only place where they had the luxury of sleeping alone, and they both ached for it and feared it. They weren’t ready to lose their solitude to sleep.

	There was a radio in the room, an old two-way they had found on their last visit and hidden in an empty supply closet. It was still there. They slid open the battery pack and snapped in a fresh battery from their aether lantern. Chips of the meteor had been encased in metal tubing to mimic the lithium batteries of the Before, but they were precious and had to be used sparingly. Stardancer knew better than to use precious energy on something this frivolous.

	They popped the battery cover in place and pressed the power button. It crackled to life.

	Their heart jolted, and their knuckles tightened on the radio. They’d been sure it would need to be adapted to aether batteries, bit by bit, in the moments they’d snatch at the maker’s space. They had feared they would never know if it was properly broken, only that they couldn’t make it work. But here it was in their hands, power light blinking, softly humming with static.

	They cradled it like it was made from glass. The dials made a tak-tak-tak noise as Stardancer scrolled through channels. Music came through softly. It faded in and out, cut through with static, but it was music, and not the kind made on an acoustic guitar. They adjusted the antenna and turned up the volume.

	It was like nothing they had heard before, fast paced with a heavy beat. Even over the fuzzy AM connection, it was invigorating. They wanted to dance. They wanted to sing along with words they had never heard before. The singer screamed their triumph, and Stardancer felt invincible.

	The song faded. They sat perfectly still, but every cell vibrated with coiled excitement and tension, ready to leap into action. They loved the worship music at church, but it didn’t make them feel like this.

	A voice came over the radio. “This is River from Sioux Falls. My pronouns are he/him, and I’m operating at 189 MHz. The song you just heard was ‘Changes’ by David Bowie. Up next, we have a request from Luna, also of Sioux Falls—”

	There was a thump and a burst of static, and Stardancer nearly dropped the radio. They hadn’t done anything but hold it, but it was an old machine and easily could have shorted out. But one heart-stopping moment later, the voice was back. “The request is from Luna, a HAM radio aficionado who is definitely not sitting in my bedroom right now. Please enjoy ‘Montero’ by Lil Nas X.”

	Stardancer squeezed their eyes shut and let the music crash over them and fill them up. Four more songs played as the room grew darker around them, until the only light was the tiny red power button on the radio. They should conserve their power in case they needed the lantern, and if the battery ran out, they would need to explain to their mother why they needed another. They took a sharp breath and steeled themselves to click off the radio as the strains of “Heart-Shaped Box” by Nirvana came to a close.

	The crackle came back, and a new voice came over the line. “This is Alpha-niner-niner calling in.”

	“Alpha!” River’s voice was distinct enough that Stardancer already recognized it, a mid-range tenor with a fuzzy thickness that made him sound like a young teenager. “What can I do for you?”

	“I turned in my last essay of the season,” Alpha answered. “Can you play me something to celebrate?”

	“Hell yeah I can,” River answered, and their voice cracked. “I’m proud of you, Champ.”

	Luna said something that was lost in the static of distance.

	“Say that again on the record?” River asked.

	Luna spoke so close to the mic that her breath crackled. “I said you’re corny, old man.”

	“That’s okay—old men have the best taste in music. I’ll play you something from my granddad’s time, okay, Alpha? This is Queen’s ‘Don’t Stop Me Now.’ ”

	Stardancer traced their fingers over the dials and buttons they could read in the dark. Alpha had called in from somewhere. Could Stardancer call, too? Did they want to?

	They curled up in their nest under the desk and listened to the music for as long as they could bear, and then they turned the radio off and fell asleep with it tucked against their chest.

	*

	They spent their day stacking bricks from a collapsed building while the sun beat down. The music was a jumble in their mind, cascading hints of chords that tumbled over each other. They hummed snatches of tunes while they worked. The small black radio was a magnet, pulling them back to their backpack. Everywhere they went, they oriented themselves to it, their heart a compass guiding them toward Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face.”

	As they ate lunch, they studied the radio. There was a button on the side labeled “Talk,” and they rubbed their thumb over the button, wondering if it was that easy. They turned on the radio and heard only silence at 189 MHz.

	When evening fell and their cart was full, they bathed and prayed and returned to their nest. They would set out early in the morning, just as dawn broke, so they could make most of their slow and laborious progress before the sun got too hot. They had one night of privacy left.

	They turned on the radio.

	A song was ending, and it faded out to be replaced with the voice that Stardancer was yearning for. “This is River, coming to you with the soothing sounds of Prince,” they crooned. “It’s a few minutes after 9 p.m., and it was a hot one today—”

	“We know that,” Luna cut in. “Play the music.”

	“I can’t be a DJ if you don’t let me DJ!” River protested, but he was laughing. “I want to do a call-in,” he said, voice back to the announcer timbre. “I know you’re listening on your radios, so tell me what you’re looking forward to this summer.”

	Stardancer lurched with excitement and fear. Who was River talking to? When Pastor Blythe spoke to his congregation, he truly wanted everyone to testify. Maybe River did too. A DJ could be a pastor of a kind, shepherding Stardancer to a revelation. They shook, as they always did before they testified that they could feel the Holy Spirit moving through them. They could speak of the feeling of the wind in the grass and the blue bowl of the sky that reminded them that life was precious and beautiful and to be lived to its fullest. They could speak of the way David Bowie had quickened their heart and filled them with profound joy, the way they suddenly felt that they had the strength to carry on.

	Someone had already cut into the radio waves. A low baritone voice said, “Hi, this is Emma.”

	“Hello Emma!” River crowed. “Have we met before?”

	Emma laughed nervously. “No. I—I’ve never got the guts to call before. But I finally came out to my family, and I’m so happy that I had to share it with someone. This is the first summer I’ll get to be Emma.”

	There was a beat of silence, and a deep, wordless fear clawed at Stardancer’s throat. But River answered in a voice that was low and sincere, “That’s wonderful, Emma. Welcome to the family. Let me play you some Ezra Furman to celebrate the good news.”

	Stardancer clutched the radio to their chest as other people called in to congratulate Emma or to share their own stories. Their eyes burned with unshed tears. The family. The family.

	There were so many people out there like them. If there were four who called into River’s radio show, how many more existed? They tried to picture a family of people like them, people who got to be who they were instead of who they needed to be for the good of the church. They stood on the edge of a vast precipice. They were ready to fly, when before all they had wanted was to free themselves in the fall, heedless of the rocks below.

	They knew they didn’t fit Eden’s idea of masculinity. If they had had anyone to talk to, they might have said they weren’t a man at all. But they didn’t know how to articulate any of those feelings, and they didn’t know what the consequences might be if they tried, so they hadn’t bothered to speak their doubts aloud. Even Nevaeh, who always had a kind shoulder for them to lean on, wouldn’t have understood.

	They could press the “Call” button and tell River what they were feeling. They could testify to the feelings that churned in their heart. They could be welcomed.

	They weren’t ready yet.

	*

	Stardancer unloaded their scavenged bricks at the site of their new home. The community had made progress in the three days they had been gone, and the foundation clearly marked out the three rooms. Soon they would be a husband, a homemaker. They would have a wife to support, and children, if God saw fit to bless them.

	The sense of yawning horror creeping over the horizon was back.

	Nevaeh approached across the dirt patch that would one day be their lawn. She was a good girl, a proud member of the church. Stardancer was pretty sure she was beautiful. She had a round face and a winning smile and soft brown curls. Today she wore a modest dress covered in pink flowers that fluttered around her long legs in the hot summer sun. Stardancer untucked their T-shirt from where it was pasted to their back by sweat. Their belt dug into their hips and left them feeling strangled and unwell. A floral dress in light cotton would be better.

	Nevaeh’s hair danced in the breeze, and something strange and yearning settled in Stardancer’s chest. It wasn’t desire for her. She reached out to take Stardancer’s hand, but then she hesitated and let it fall to her side, empty and awkward.

	Stardancer cleared their throat. Once, they had been as close to Nevaeh as a boy could be to a girl, singing harmonies in the church choir and catching fireflies at night and sharing books under their school desks. They had their own secret castle, a car with a rusted floor that kept them dry in winter and gave them a place to hide their paltry treasures away from grabbing siblings’ hands. They argued about which girls were prettiest, and later, how to decide which boys were pretty at all. Everyone knew they would get married. Stardancer’s mother had called their friendship “courting” for years.

	“I’m glad you’re back,” she said softly.

	“Me too,” Stardancer lied. Before their engagement, they would have eagerly shared their radio with Nevaeh. She loved music. She would remember the melodies that Stardancer struggled with. She wished for more, too.

	But soon, everything that belonged to Stardancer would belong to Nevaeh, and they needed a few more weeks of being one person before they were cleaved to a wife.

	*

	The meteor glowed, a second sunset watching over Eden. Stardancer slipped out of the room they shared with three brothers and walked toward it. They huddled under their favorite tree and listened to the entirety of Dirty Computer, radio clutched to their chest.

	*

	Summer got hotter and angrier, and the thick air held everyone in place.

	The walls of their house went up, and Stardancer stood in their shade and feared the day a door would be hung to lock them inside.

	The radio grew fainter and fuzzier, and finally died before Stardancer ever called to talk to River. Instead, they imagined what they might say, the way River would whistle in sympathy, the way his voice would crack as he told Stardancer he believed in them. Maybe he would play a song for Stardancer. They still didn’t know what they would request, something with enough anger and energy to shake them from their trance.

	*

	The sky turned gray, then green, then split open as the long-awaited rain came, rolling across the plains with winds stronger than God’s wrath. Cool water washed over Stardancer’s skin, thunder crashed, and once again there was more in their life than heat, and fear, and waiting.

	The meteor had come from the heavens and now, too, did their baptism.

	The glow seeped between the slats of the fence meant to keep out roaming thieves and foolish children. Stardancer was forced to be a man now, so if they chose to use the aether, that was their right. They ran their thumb along their mother’s key and thought, a bit wildly, that if they unlocked this door then everyone would know, and there would be no going back.

	To touch the aether was to take the mana of God, to accept His blessing.

	Stardancer couldn’t say if it was the Lord who had blessed them, or if it was simply the stars for which they were named, set in motion long ago. If God had given them Eden, as they had been told, then God had also given them an apple to eat.

	If God had given them Eden, He had given them hymns of worship, and He had given them music that promised changes were possible.

	They opened the gate, and it was only a gate. Inside sat the meteor, larger than a church, twisted black iron veined with amber and gold. It smelled of pine and oranges. Stardancer shut the door behind them and stood, bathed in heat and incense.

	They had meant to take only a sliver off the ground, just enough to charge their radio without asking for a new battery from Pastor Blythe or their mother. They had been told many times that the meteor was a limited blessing, that they could not be greedy lest their children be left without electricity. The people of Eden had no music in their homes, no heat in the winter, no motors in their cars. Those were precious resources, reserved for the old and the holy.

	The meteor was large in a way Stardancer couldn’t wrap their mind around. It towered above them, a monolith of magic, stretching into the distance on the left and right, only the glitter of the aether limning its edges. They could have been warm and comfortable their whole life, and the meteor would never have shown traces of their need.

	They reached toward the meteor, and it reached back to them, sticky electricity jumping between warm flesh and warmer stone. It was here for them to use. It was here for everyone.

	They took a chunk as large as their head and hid it under their tree.

	*

	Aether wanted to be used and to be useful. It was meant to bring salvation to the righteous, which is why Eden had survived the meteor crash.

	Stardancer had been told this many times. They had also been told not to be greedy, that good sons went without to take care of the community, that covetousness was a sin. So when they had been told they couldn’t have something, they had thought it was a blessing to be allowed to experience deprivation.

	The problem now was that River sounded so joyful as he reveled in his music and his radio and his community, and listening to him filled Stardancer with so much secondhand joy that they may as well have been sinning themselves.

	The problem now was that this sin didn’t hurt anyone, so why should Stardancer go without?

	The problem now was that Stardancer had tasted hunger, and they couldn’t stop from slaking themselves with everything within their grasp. They spent their days hiding in tall grass like they were a child again, fists full of aether, building batteries on a picnic blanket. Their back ached, their neck burned pink and then peeled, and their batteries got bigger. The aether grew warm under the sun and sticky in their hands, filled with power. It wanted to be used; it flowed into their radio, and they chiseled and wrapped it in copper wires and felt life and freedom pulse against their fingertips.

	Nevaeh found them a week before their wedding. Her shadow reached Stardancer far before she did, long and smelling of freshly laundered cotton. She was only a silhouette, but her shoulders were tight.

	“Is this where you’ve been all summer?”

	“Yes.”

	“And what about our house?”

	“Build it yourself.” It came out like a dismissal, but it was more than that. Stardancer didn’t want a house. Nevaeh did.

	She sat in the grass and folded her arms. “You know I can’t.”

	“You’re as capable as I am.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Do you know what it would look like, to build a house without my husband there beside me?” She reached out and picked up one of the bits of wire. “What are you building?”

	Stardancer barely heard the question. That panic and tightness was back, the urge to run into the grassy plains or start digging until they were hidden like a prairie dog.

	“I don’t want to marry you,” they said.

	They didn’t realize they had said it out loud until pain passed across Nevaeh’s face. The wire fell from her hands; her lips were parted, frozen in shock. Only her hair waved in the eternal prairie wind.

	“I’m sorry,” they said, and wished they could take it back.

	“What did I do wrong?”

	“Nothing! Anyone would be lucky to have you. I should be blessed—you’re my best friend. I love you so much. But I can’t be a husband.”

	There was another silence, probably only the space of two breaths, but Stardancer felt like they were dying. And then Nevaeh’s face cleared, and she smiled. “Is this because you would rather be a wife?”

	Of course she understood. They knew each other. They should have known everything about each other. “I don’t know,” they said. “Wife” sounded just as wrong. “But you know Pastor Blythe would never allow it, even if I asked.”

	Her eyes blazed. “Pastor Blythe can’t decide who you are.”

	It wasn’t that simple. Whoever Stardancer knew they were, if everyone insisted on seeing them as something else, some part of them would always be missing. “Father Blythe won’t let me tell him who I am,” they answered.

	Nevaeh plucked a blade of grass and spun it between her fingers. It was broad-leafed prairie grass, sharp and thick-leaved, and she twisted and shredded it into tassels before she spoke.

	“I thought you understood,” she said finally.

	“Understood what?”

	Her chin trembled, and the grass strings buckled under her twisting. “You know I—you’re my best friend too. But I don’t love you either. And that’s okay.”

	“You deserve someone who adores you,” they argued fiercely. Mere weeks before, they might have agreed with Nevaeh. That was before they had listened to River and Luna tease each other effortlessly, before listeners had called in to talk about their beloveds, before Stardancer realized that a wife was more than half a household.

	“There’s—” Her voice broke, and she continued at a whisper, “There’s no one in Eden who will ever love me like that.”

	Stardancer couldn’t believe that, but they waited as Nevaeh clenched her jaw, inhaled sharply. Finally, they said, “Because you don’t want a man to love you.”

	Her lips formed the word “yes.”

	“I’m sorry I made you tell me.”

	“I should have told you sooner.”

	“No,” they said. “No. You shouldn’t have had to say it at all.” They swallowed. “You’re right. I’ll protect you. I’ll be who you need.”

	Pastor Blythe would care if Nevaeh succumbed to sinful urges. He would care if she didn’t provide for the future of Eden. And Stardancer would protect her because they loved her, even if it wasn’t the right kind of love. For her, they could be brave.

	“I can’t ask,” she said. “I know how it feels. We’ll tell Pastor Blythe—I don’t know.”

	“Don’t tell him anything yet.” They picked up the battery they were building. There were many kinds of bravery. They could find another way.

	*

	That night, as the hot silence of September pressed down like a smothering shroud, Stardancer finally pressed the talk button.

	“Hi,” they said into the silence.

	“Welcome to the show,” River said, jovial as always with the patter of a youth pastor. “Where do you hail from, fair listener?”

	Stardancer began to speak, then stopped, struck with the fear that they would expose too much.

	“Speak up, comrade,” River said. “I can’t quite hear you.”

	“I—” They swallowed and forced themselves to be brave. “My name is Stardancer. I live in a—in a really small town that’s basically one church congregation, and I—I’d like to use ‘they’ pronouns. If that’s okay.”

	“Of course it’s okay,” River said. “Thanks for introducing yourself. What did you want to talk about tonight?”

	Stardancer had to answer or they would waste everyone’s time. They wanted to answer. “I don’t know,” they said, because they couldn’t ask what they wanted to ask—how could they leave what they knew?

	“Stardancer is a great name,” River said, smoothly covering for their hesitance. “How’d you pick it?”

	“I didn’t,” they said, startled. “My parents named me after the meteors. They said there were shooting stars the night I was born.” They choked down tears. Their mother had loved them, did love them. Even if she didn’t know them. “She said she wanted me to be as free as the stars.”

	A crackle, a silence. They’d said too much.

	River whistled. “That’s beautiful,” he said. “And are you free?”

	Oh. Oh.

	They squeezed their eyes shut, and hot tears rolled down their cheeks. “I want to be,” they said, “but I’ll have to leave the church.”

	“You’ll do what’s right for you,” River said with confidence. “You’ll be brave, I know it. Telling my family I was a man was the scariest thing I ever did, but it was the best thing, too. And loving myself made me a better man.”

	Stardancer felt that love. River’s support flowed through the radio, as strong as the scent of sticky orange that flowed from the meteor. They might be glowing. They were star born, star named, star blessed.

	“I’ve got a song for you,” River said. “It might be on the nose, but it’s one of my favorites. And if you ever make it out to Sioux Falls, you look us up, you hear? We’re always looking for more friends. We have to look out for each other.”

	“Thank you,” Stardancer choked out. “Thank you. Thank—”

	“I got you, beloved,” River said earnestly. “This is David Bowie’s ‘Starman.’ ”

	They listened to the song, and they sobbed, and they rose much lighter for having handed their burdens to River.

	*

	Nevaeh was good at everything she put her mind to, and she could sew and build and plan in a way Stardancer never could. With her clarity, with her need, their trousseau grew.

	Stardancer took apart the engine of the car, stripped out the oil and spark plugs, and rigged up a battery.

	Nevaeh took wood from the construction site and fixed the rusted hole in the floor. She cut out the parts of the cushions that had grown over with moss and patched the driver’s seat with one of the curtains she had sewn for their windows.

	Stardancer spent every moment with their hands sticky with aether, molding the miraculous substance until it flowed through every tube in the car. They had no way to know how far they could get. Aether wasn’t a science; it worked when it wanted to work, and it couldn’t do everything the gasoline of old could. They worried, and fiddled, and idled the car over and over as if it would eventually speak to them and tell them it was ready. They couldn’t ask anyone who worked with aether without revealing their plan, but if they drove no farther than the boundary of town and broke down, they would be dragged back to be cleansed of their sins.

	Stardancer wanted to call River, to hear his reassurances and his bravado. They could hear River already saying that he believed in them. Saying that they were brave. River would play them a song, something that gave them strength. They closed their eyes and summoned their own inspiration, and they started the car one last time, just to be sure.

	*

	Finally, they had one day until their wedding and no more time to plan. Nevaeh and her mother cooked the summer harvest into salads and cakes and casseroles. Stardancer spent the day with their family, finishing the house and checking their clothes and trying not to panic. They were wasting time that could be spent working on the car. They could have left days ago, but they hadn’t been ready. They needed more aether. They needed a better map. They needed to know how long they would need to drive.

	They took their mother’s keys and slipped away as she fussed about table settings. The meteor was waiting for them, thrumming in the daylight.

	They scooped fistfuls of sun-warmed aether into their backpack until it strained under the weight. Gone was any thought about rationing or leaving some for later generations. They would take everything they could hold, let their car feed on it forever. They had tasted freedom, and now they wanted to run, run, run.

	Their mother waited for them at the gate, Pastor Blythe at her shoulder.

	They stared at each other for a tense moment, and then she sighed the sigh of a condemnation.

	“Star, what are you doing?”

	They couldn’t think of any explanation that would suffice. “I wanted to look at it,” they said. As if wanting anything was enough to justify stealing. As if their mother would understand in the slightest.

	“You know I would have taken you, had you asked.” This voice wasn’t his mother’s, but Pastor Blythe’s. Stardancer cringed from the gentle reprimand, dripping with disappointment.

	“I didn’t want to bother anyone,” Stardancer answered, voice trailing off into nothing.

	“Is this where you’ve been all summer?” their mother hissed. She grabbed at Stardancer’s backpack, the splitting seams revealing their crimes. “I’ve been taking care of you, covering up for your flightiness, and you’ve been stealing from us? You are no son of mine!”

	“I am not the son you thought,” Stardancer answered.

	*

	There was nothing to be done for it. Their backpack was taken and they were marched back to the church in shame. There was nowhere to go except out into the prairie, and they wouldn’t have gotten far on their own two feet. Stardancer was a day away from adulthood and should have behaved accordingly. Pastor Blythe made his disappointment clear.

	They were brought into mediation, left in a small room with gray carpet and a bible and little else. Pastor Blythe preached and lectured, and the longer Stardancer sat, the more they realized that Pastor Blythe didn’t care why they had taken the aether. It hadn’t even occurred to him that there might have been a reason. There was only sin and those weak enough to answer its song. So they sat, and held the bible like the paper and leather and glue might do them some good, and let Pastor Blythe talk.

	They wanted to be loved, desperately. They wanted to be looked out for, as River had said. Pastor Blythe had claimed to tend his flock, and even now he spoke of forgiveness. They could have it. They could be enfolded, one of the lambs, and all they had to do was exactly what they were told. It would be so much easier if they were the man they had been raised to be.

	River had seen Stardancer better and affirmed them more in one conversation than Pastor Blythe had managed in nineteen years. A long-dead pop star had reached into Stardancer’s heart and showed it to them with more accuracy than a lifetime of Sunday sermons. They were not a son of Eden anymore. Their heart was in the air, in the sky.

	The stars were out tonight, and Stardancer would be free.

	*

	Nevaeh came to intervene, eyes bright and jaw tight. She reached out, clasped their hand, and struggled to speak. Pastor Blythe watched them like a cat, perfectly still and waiting for some hint that Stardancer was dragging a good woman down with them.

	She put her ring in Stardancer’s palm and closed their fingers around it one by one.

	“I see you, and I forgive you,” she said, in her soft, clear voice. They didn’t need to ask for it. They didn’t need to stand before a crowd and speak their sins. They only had to hold her hand.

	“I still want a life with you,” she said, and what Stardancer heard was, “I will go with you.”

	They had to look out for each other.

	*

	They couldn’t call River. Their radio was still in the car that their mother still didn’t know about. They lay on the thin, ragged carpet that had been in the church since before the stars crashed to earth, and they closed their eyes. If they called him, he would welcome them to Sioux Falls.

	He would call them brave.

	He would call them comrade.

	He would give them a song that meant more than anything.

	They didn’t know River, not really, not yet. But they wanted to. They could. They would be welcome, and they wouldn’t have to change a single thing about themselves.

	They could go to Pastor Blythe; they could get on their knees and lie, and they could return to their home. But they had been taught not to lie, and to lie about who they were seemed a sin they could not forgive themselves for.

	Stardancer was a day away from adulthood and it was time for them to act accordingly. That meant no more sneaking or planning escapes. It meant no more begging for love from those who didn’t want to give it. It meant turning and facing the world, growing up and growing out of Eden.

	They knew what they were looking for.

	It was the darkest part of the night when Stardancer walked out of the church. It was that easy, and it was that hard. They would disappoint their mother, and they would be free. They walked out of the gates of Eden, back to the car that they had rebuilt themselves. And then they drove back into Eden, where Nevaeh was waiting for them on her front porch, hair wild in the breeze, skirts billowing like she was a war bride on a dock, clutching a duffel bag of all she owned in the world.

	She climbed into the passenger seat, and it didn’t matter that everyone they had ever known thought they were children who didn’t know their minds. They drove into the heat and the sun and the freedom, and they faced the strange of what their lives could be.
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	“No, no, no—the organ, the light ring—it’s all about the imagination, not the mechanics,” Kas exclaims, gesturing widely to encompass the aether pool behind the glass.

	The pool glows softly in the receding light of the evening, still and silent. It’s encircled by a wide ring of vertical glass tubes, each wide enough to fit a man inside. The tallest of them, across from the console room, shoots up toward the sky. Above the shorter tubes, the stands are filling with people, but the noise only barely reaches them backstage.

	“I’m just here for the tubes,” the tech—Gilbert—says flatly.

	His face betrays no emotions, not even annoyance. Kas almost wishes he would yell or be rude, if only so it’ll feel like they’re having an actual conversation, but Gilbert has always been polite. He just never seems to care.

	“Fine,” Kas gives up. “We’ve got glitches. They started about a week ago. It could be a leaking tube.”

	“What kind of glitches?”

	“It’s as if… as if the story stops responding to me. I know how that sounds, but I swear that’s what happens. It doesn’t last more than a few seconds, but it’s getting worse. Earlier, I powered everything up to tune it and it kept flickering.”

	“Flickering,” Gilbert repeats, mumbling into his neatly trimmed beard.

	Kas grabs a cane in each hand and makes their way to the organ’s seat. “I can show you.”

	The console sits in a gap between the tubes, facing the ring but separated from it by thick glass. It’s set slightly below the level of the pool so the organist can see the entirety of the stage over the six stacked keyboards. Above, a maze of wires runs toward the tubes, all around the ring. Kas adjusts themself into the cushioned seat in front of the console, turning to set their canes in their holder at the back, when a movement catches their attention.

	There’s a teenager standing on the doorstep, bent over the small square of a lightscreen. Their face is mostly hidden by a curtain of straight, dark hair.

	“Who are you?” Kas calls out. “This room is off-limits to the audience.”

	“This is my daughter, Rae,” Gilbert says. “She’s staying right here.”

	Kas tilts their head at her. “You’re interested in how the organ works?”

	Rae barely looks up from the lightscreen, but she pulls back her hair, revealing a rounded face and dark almond eyes. “No.” Kas can see little resemblance between her and her red-headed, pale-skinned father aside from their sulky demeanor. She looks about sixteen, short and thin, clad in an oversize band T-shirt and black leggings.

	“She’s grounded,” Gilbert explains with a warning look to his daughter. “I’m not leaving her home alone until she earns my trust back.”

	Rae glowers at him as Kas shrugs. “All right. Don’t get in the way.”

	“Mom’s messaging me again,” Rae says to her father, holding up her lightscreen. “She wants to know where I am.”

	“Why? She hasn’t even been around for months.”

	“I don’t know. Do I really have to be here? I could go sit—”

	“You’re staying where I can see you.”

	Kas tunes out their arguing and powers up the organ. The connection with the aether is always the trickiest part, and it requires all of their attention, especially now with the glitches.

	The console takes up two vertical boards on each side of the organ’s keyboards. Rows upon rows of brass switches are set into the lacquered wood, each handling a section of the tubes.

	The first row of switches goes fine. The glow of the pool grows softly as, one by one, the tubes around the ring fill with quintessence.

	Second row. The liquid aether starts twirling in the middle of the pool.

	Third row. The hint of a shape emerges. Kas closes their eyes, left hand on the lowest keyboard as their right pulls the switch. Upstairs, the crowd has fallen silent. Gilbert and Rae finally stop sniping at each other, and Kas feels more than hears Gilbert come up to stand behind them.

	“There,” they say. “Look.”

	They move to the next switch, and the shape in the pool, almost human now, falters. It turns to liquid again, then to gas, then solid, dripping light from its aethereal body. Kas presses a key, then another. The shape rises.

	The connection has been made.

	Another switch. A flicker. The quintessence collapses in a wave; occluding light briefly obscures the glass wall. It leaves streaks of luminescent liquid behind, snaking their way to the pool as it starts to swirl once more.

	“Stop!” Gilbert shouts. “Turn it off!”

	Kas freezes without letting go of the switch. “I have to keep going, now. The aether won’t rest until I’ve finished this row.”

	“Then we have to evacuate the stands. This is too dangerous.”

	Kas carefully keeps their hands still on the console. “That means losing an evening. We’ll have to reimburse all the tickets.”

	They can scarcely afford it. The light ring is underfunded as it is, barely able to keep afloat most years. It’s always a toss whether they’ll break even—and that’s without having to interrupt performances for repairs.

	In the middle of the pool, the shape reforms. Flickers again. A smaller wave hits the glass.

	“We don’t have a choice,” Gilbert growls. He reaches over Kas’s shoulder to push the comm’s button. “The show’s canceled. Evacuate the stands. Make sure no one’s left in the ring outside of this room.”

	“Roger that,” comes the voice of the security agent.

	“Dad?” Rae calls in a small voice, stepping closer to them. Mirrored in the glass wall, Kas can see her fidgeting nervously with her lightscreen.

	“It’s okay,” Gilbert says. “It’s just a precaution. The glass is aether-proof.”

	“I can’t hold it like this until everyone’s gone,” Kas warns. Their fingers are already shaking on the switch. “I have to keep going until it’s stable.”

	The rest of the sequence is thankfully short, and the pool only falters once more. Kas’s muscles uncoil as the warmth of the connection fills their body. Their hands fly on the keyboards, and their consciousness blends into the swirling light of the pool. For an instant, they forget about the people in the room, the audience moving out of the stands, everything but the liquid aether flowing through the tubes and into the pool.

	Then the glitch happens again. They feel it in their teeth. It jerks them back to their body, to the ever-present ache in their back and legs.

	Their fingers slip, once, twice, their focus shot. Their skin feels too tight, stretched out, as the aether pulls from them without giving back. They breathe out slowly and rub the bump stickers on the keys, left there long ago by a blind organist.

	The familiar texture settles the feeling of wrongness. They set their shoulders, suppressing a pained wince, and start to play an old, simple sequence—one of the first they learned. The warmth trickles back in and they again plunge into the trance. With their mind supplementing their body, the connection eases back into a flow.

	“There.” Gilbert speaks up suddenly. Kas starts at hearing his voice so close to their ear—he’s right behind them. He leans over Kas’s shoulder to point at the other side of the ring. “The sixth tube on the left from the middle. There’s something in there.”

	Kas squints at the tubes, but they don’t see anything. The sixth tube looks exactly like the others. It’s one of the longer tubes, across from the console where the ring’s height starts its gentle downward slope and the stands emerge behind their glass protection window.

	“Are you sure?”

	“This is my job,” Gilbert points out. “It’s almost at the mouth. I won’t be able to pull it out from above. I need to go inside the ring.”

	Kas blinks. “That’s too dangerous.” It would be mildly risky with the aether at rest in the pool and the tubes empty, but now? There’s no telling what the aether might do to a human body that comes so close.

	“This is my job,” Gilbert repeats, his tone flat.

	Kas wants to point out that it’s really not, that no one should ask a tech to risk their life, but it’s not as if they have another option, do they? Powering down the organ was tricky earlier when it was only glitching occasionally. Trying to empty the tubes now might be catastrophic.

	“Shouldn’t we… call for backup or something?”

	How long can Kas hold the aether still? Not long enough for someone to come from the maintenance company’s headquarters. Unless they have another tech already in town—unlikely, out here in the boonies—they won’t arrive in time.

	“They can’t do what I can do,” Gilbert answers, pulling a nauseatingly orange protective suit out of his locker, tucked away in the corner closest to the door. “Unless you want to shut down your ring for the next three to five weeks, I’m your best bet.”

	Kas exhales slowly. “Right.”

	They watch Gilbert zip up the suit out of the corner of their eye and pull a personal aetherboard from the locker. It hums a low tune as it hovers above the floor.

	“Your PAB won’t work in there,” Kas adds, gently pressing a series of keys to soothe the aether rising from the pool.

	“It will. I modified it.”

	The aetherboard, left alone, drifts to Rae, who looks up from her lightscreen long enough to push it back and glance at her father. “Don’t forget the gloves,” she says.

	Gilbert opens the panel for the comms and starts fiddling with the wires. “There—I’ve plugged in my comm,” he tells Kas. “You’ll hear me and I’ll hear you. I need you to keep playing.”

	“I can’t play while you’re in there! If you get splattered—”

	“The suit will protect me. If you don’t play, I can’t fix the leak.”

	Kas twists around to look at him properly, careful to keep their hands on the keys. “But…”

	“Look, I might not care about your stories, but you’re good at this. You know how to control the quintessence. I trust you to keep it away from me.”

	Kas sucks in a breath and tilts their head in acknowledgment. “I’ll do my best.”

	“Rae, you stay here with him.”

	“Them,” Kas corrects him.

	“What?”

	“I use ‘they’ and ‘them’ as pronouns. Not ‘him.’ ”

	“Oh,” Gilbert blinks. “Right. Okay.”

	He dons his gas mask and unlocks the door. Turning back to the console, Kas catches Rae watching them intently, her lightscreen forgotten. She drops her gaze as soon as they look at her.

	Silence stretches uncomfortably as they watch Gilbert carefully hover around the pool. Kas scrambles for a conversation topic—Rae hasn’t said more than a single word to them since walking in.

	“So. What did you do to get grounded?” they ask finally, more awkwardly than they’d like, but half their attention is focused on the swirling aether in the middle of the pool.

	“Snuck away to an aether-funk concert,” Rae says. She comes to stand closer to the glass to watch her father’s progress.

	“You like music?”

	“Why do you care?”

	Kas shrugs. “I’m a musician first. I played the piano and the guitar before I started on the light organ.”

	“I hate the light ring,” Rae mutters.

	“Why?”

	She doesn’t answer for a moment, just fiddles with the black case of her lightscreen. “None of it is real, you know? When you’re a kid, you get pulled into the story; it’s happening right in front of you. And then it ends, and… it’s all fake. I hate it. I hate stories.”

	“They’re real in my mind,” Kas says. “The ring shows are only as good as their performer. You have to believe in them.”

	“So, what, you actually believe in elves and magic and stuff?”

	“That’s not what I—” Kas is interrupted by the click of the comm.

	“Start playing now,” Gilbert says, his voice distorted.

	Kas hums in response and hits a few keys, a classic opening to let the quintessence warm up.

	“What story would you like to see?” they ask Rae.

	She shrugs moodily. “Whatever.”

	“Really? Nothing?”

	She eyes Kas for a moment. “Something true,” she decides. “Not one of your stupid fairy tales.”

	Kas considers that. “How old are you?”

	“Sixteen. How old are you?” she repeats in a bored teenager drawl.

	“Twenty-eight,” Kas answers absently, their mind already spinning the threads of an idea. “Sixteen. That’s how old I was when I discovered the light organ.”

	They reach out to flip two switches from the bottom row. When the twirl in the quintessence turns into a small whirlpool, pulling on their consciousness, Kas sees movement in the stands out of the corner of their eye. A shadow, there and gone again. There shouldn’t be anyone there. Kas almost drops the connection.

	No, there’s nothing. An illusion, a trick of the light. Gilbert is counting on them.

	They breathe out and settle in for a long night. Improvising on the organ is exhausting.

	A shape arises from the pool. A teenager, too short for their age, awkwardly running on uneven ground, arms flailing. Kas doesn’t look at the kid’s face.

	The others are faceless, formless, more liquid than children, darting around the ring. One of them briefly stands out, takes a human visage. “Come on, Kasim!” Kas breathes into their microphone. “Why are you always so slow?”

	The voice is pulled straight from their memory, and it grates at them even now. They’re good at doing the voices, but this is different.

	“Please slow down,” teenage-Kas and adult-Kas plead in a single voice. Their eyes burn.

	There is no music. The bottom keyboard is a regular piano, amplified to sound out throughout the stands, but playing it while improvising and keeping the aether away from Gilbert is too difficult. Larger light rings have organs that can accommodate several organists, plus musicians and voice actors to offer complete shows, but here Kas performs every task themself.

	“We lived right beside a light ring, but we never had the money to see a show,” they say, letting the habit of narration settle their voice.

	Rae’s eyes flicker between them and teenage-Kas in the ring. She’s lost her affected disinterest, and she’s standing straighter already.

	“I always wanted to see one, or even just to see the pool. One night, I got some friends to come with me. We stayed outside until closing time and picked the lock.”

	“They were your friends?” Rae asks, giving the glowing silhouettes in the ring a suspicious glance.

	“I thought they were. They were in it for the thrill of breaking in, I think. I just wanted to see quintessence. I didn’t even care about the shows that much. Stories, I could write in my head. But people said that quintessence was like nothing else.”

	Aether-Kas stumbles and almost falls to the ground, splashing in the pool. The shape flickers, and Kas hurriedly works in another theme before it dissolves entirely. Gilbert is crouching on his board at the other end of the ring, his back to the swirling aether. The splatters barely miss him.

	Flowing shadows of stands emerge, swirling around the silhouetted teenager, and a console solidifies before them, similar to the wood and brass one before flesh-and-bone-Kas. Aether-Kas looks up, awestruck.

	Kas remembers that moment like it was yesterday. They’d always imagined that quintessence would look like the way the aether sometimes shimmers in the twilight, just before the sun disappears over the horizon. The reality of it was so much brighter, so much more beautiful than their wildest dreams.

	As aether-Kas reaches a hand toward the glass window, Kas almost does the same, lost in their memory. Their fingers aren’t even an inch off the keyboard before the scene glitches again.

	“No!” they yell as Rae presses her hands to the glass for a completely different reason, alarmed.

	Gilbert has turned around, and the half-shaped body of quintessence is exploding straight toward him.

	Kas regains control just in time. As unbothered by the laws of physics as always, the drops freeze in the air and reshape obediently under their demand, their hands dancing across the keyboards.

	“You okay?” they ask into the microphone.

	“All good,” Gilbert says, though he sounds a little breathless. “Keep playing.”

	Kas breathes out carefully, wondering how long they can keep going at this pace. Their fingertips are numb already.

	“What happened in the ring?” Rae asks softly. “Back then?”

	The console slowly reforms above the pool, showing aether-Kas with their hand still poised close to the glass. They gingerly sit down on the edge of the large organ chair and run their fingers over the keyboard.

	“I thought I could play,” Kas says. “I was taking piano lessons and I’d figured out the guitar on my own.” They’d been cocky and overconfident in the way only a teenager, even a beaten-down, bullied, disabled teenager, could be. Now, the notion seems ridiculous—no one can play the light organ without years of rigorous training. “I had no idea what the aether could do. We didn’t have lightscreens back then, and you can’t photograph quintessence. I only knew what people had told me, which wasn’t much.”

	Aether-Kas reaches up and pulls down the first switch. Kas feels the glitch coming this time and corrects course before it can grow. The image only flickers. “What are you doing?” they cry out into the microphone in the high-pitched voice of an off-screen Nora, their teenage-self’s best friend.

	But aether-Kas doesn’t hear her. Their shape grows in the center of the pool as they pull more switches. They close their eyes as the vibration starts, and Kas has to tighten their mental hold on the aether.

	“Connecting with the aether is both incredible and terrifying,” they say. “It floods your mind. You have to relinquish everything and let it accept you, and then… You never really come out of it. Controlling the shapes takes years of work, but feeling that connection?” They pause, finding Rae staring straight at them. “My body hurt, my home life was depressing, and I was desperate for a change. For the first time, in osmosis with the aether, I could escape. It was stronger than anything I’d ever experienced.”

	“What happened?” Rae asks, transfixed.

	“I got through two rows of switches before the connection took. And then—”

	They trail off as the memory is abruptly pulled from their mind. The shape of their teenage self blurs, and the aether starts swirling—too fast. The silhouette of the console turns into a whirlpool. On the other side of the ring, Gilbert throws himself against the tubes, but projections hit his protective suit, and he nearly falls off his PAB.

	“Dad!” Rae shouts. Then, at Kas: “Do something!”

	Kas closes their eyes and lets go of their mental hold. Control is no longer the answer. Hands flying over the keyboards, they let their pounding heart sync with the pulsation of the quintessence. The whirlpool rises into a tornado. Gilbert is flattened against the glass surface of the tubes, and the quintessence is too close to him, but it no longer projects out, instead turning inward.

	Another force enters the ring. Kas feels it like a dance, a presence swirling around them, herding aether back into the pool. The quintessence resists for a moment, then accepts it, lets itself be tamed.

	The ring quietens.

	Kas opens their eyes. Rae has taken hold of two of the switches and has them pulled halfway down. Her wide, scared gaze stares at her father, who slowly peels himself away from the tubes.

	“Right hand first,” Kas guides her softly. “Pull it all the way down.”

	She obeys shakily, lowering one hand, then the other, panting. “Was that—?”

	“You went into osmosis. Too fast, that’s why it’s painful.”

	“Not really,” Rae mutters.

	“You can pull your hands off the switches—slowly. I’ve got it.”

	She nods and lets go. The full force of the connection slams back into Kas, and they’re left reeling for a moment. Thankfully, the aether stays calm.

	“I touched the light once,” Rae whispers. She holds out her right hand to show the lightning-like scars snaking up her palm. “It was… It hurt so bad, but it… it was different. It made me feel alive.”

	Kas gapes. That goes against everything they’ve ever been told. The quintessence is off-limits, no matter the temptation.

	“That’s incredibly dangerous. You did it on purpose?”

	“Yeah. Mom left her lab door open. I wanted to know how it felt. I didn’t… I didn’t really care what would happen to me.”

	Kas opens their mouth to react, but no words come out. The confession settles heavily on them, and they notice Gilbert, once again working on the tube, brusquely raise his head at Rae’s words.

	“Rae—” he starts through the comms, then he sighs in frustration. “We’ll speak of this later.”

	Rae stares at her shoes.

	Gilbert gives her a moment to react; when she doesn’t, he stands back up. “This isn’t just some dead leaves in the tube, it’s been sabotaged. There’s a device in there, and it’s leaking something into the aether.”

	“Who would sabotage a light ring?” Kas asks.

	Gilbert ignores them. “I need to drain the tube and take it out, but it’s already in the pool.”

	“So what do we do?”

	“I’ve sealed the tube. I can deal with it after we power down the ring. Now we need to purify the pool.”

	Kas frowns. “Won’t it purify on its own?” The aether has no trouble dissolving leaves and other detritus that falls into it from the sky above the ring.

	“Not this time. I’ll have to separate it from the quintessence by hand.”

	“With how restless it is—”

	“I know,” Gilbert says curtly. There’s an edge in his voice as he turns to Rae. “Listen to me. You need to get out of there. Both of you should get out.”

	Kas eyes the glass wall. It’s thick, as thick as it’s possible to make glass and have it still be transparent. It’s almost indestructible—only an aether bullet could, maybe, pierce it.

	An aether bullet, or a high velocity splatter of quintessence.

	“You need me to operate the console,” they say.

	“I’m not leaving,” Rae declares at the same time. “We have better control together. We can hold it.”

	Gilbert’s shoulders slump, and he raises his hands in surrender. The tubes are his domain, but this situation is new and scary to all of them.

	“All right,” Kas breathes. “Rae, if the glass is pierced, it will flood in. If that happens, run. I can’t move fast enough to get out, but you can.”

	Rae shakes her head vehemently. “I won’t leave you behind. Or Dad.”

	Kas wishes they could let go of the console to impress it on her better, but their hands are tied. “You will, if I tell you to,” they insist.

	She hesitates, then nods slowly. Kas isn’t certain that she’ll actually do it, but it’s the best they’re going to get.

	“There’s something else,” Gilbert calls. “The device. I know this work. I know who did this.”

	“Yes, you do,” a voice comes from behind Kas and Rae, echoing around the organ room. They both jump.

	“Mom?”

	The woman moves toward them, holding a hand toward Rae. She has the same almond eyes and dark hair as her daughter, framing a much thinner face. A pair of square glasses sits on her nose.

	Rae steps back until she’s pressed against the edge of the console beside Kas. “What are you doing here?”

	“Sena,” Gilbert says, hovering his PAB closer. He doesn’t seem surprised, but his voice is tight. “Is this quicksilver? What were you trying to do?”

	“You know exactly what mercury does, Gilbert,” Sena says calmly. “You’ve known since we first found how to distill aether.”

	Kas’s mind needs a moment to parse that, but when they do, the pool ripples dangerously. Gilbert curses and guides his board higher.

	“Sorry,” Kas mutters. “You’re the one who found quintessence?”

	“At your service,” Sena bows sarcastically. Gilbert sighs into his comm.

	“But that was over thirty years ago,” Kas says.

	She shrugs. “We were kids. Eighteen-year-olds with a toy. We had no idea what we were doing. Lightech hired us right out of high school, paid for our education. We sold them the patent for more money than either of us had ever seen. They told us we were going to change the world.”

	“They told us we were going to save the world,” Gilbert mutters bitterly.

	“Aether was leaking out. The environment was collapsing, and they said quintessence would solve it. And then all they did was use it to power their lightscreens and make their little light shows. Theater that doesn’t need real comedians! What a revolution!”

	Kas bites back an angry retort at the insult to their art. “That’s hardly fair,” they mutter. “The light ring was an incredible invention.”

	The beauty of the shows has enchanted and inspired millions of people, Kas not the least of them. Where would they be without it?

	“It’s beautiful, sure,” Sena shrugs. “But it’s still… trivial. Entertainment, nothing else.”

	“It’s art,” Kas argues. “Who are we without art? And lightscreens and aether-powered lighting aren’t toys, either. They’ve revolutionized communication systems!”

	Sena shakes her head in frustration. “Don’t you think I know that? But none of it matters! Aether is still leaking out, and every year the planet becomes a little less hospitable.”

	“But what were you hoping to achieve?” Gilbert demands breathily, almost a growl. It’s the first time that Kas has heard him raise his voice above his usual flat tone. “All this will do is make the ring inoperable!”

	As if responding to his anger, the quintessence starts swirling again.

	“Something needs to change. We can’t keep going like we have been, burying ourselves in work hoping to forget everything we once stood for!”

	Gilbert spreads his arms behind the glass as if to encompass the entire ring. “This isn’t the Garindis Opera! What did you think you would solve by attacking a provincial light ring? No one will care!”

	“I wasn’t trying to sabotage it. I was running an experiment.”

	“Of course,” Rae mutters.

	“Lightech is trying to make a weapon out of quintessence,” Sena says. “Not aether-guns—something far more dangerous. A bomb. It could destroy everything.”

	Gilbert deflates. He drops his stance and crouches on his PAB, uselessly swiping his masked brow with his gloves. Kas stares at the gently swirling pool. A bomb? Out of quintessence?

	The aether in the ring can kill someone on contact if they accidentally fall in, but on a large scale? Surely…

	“A bomb,” Gilbert repeats flatly. “What is mercury going to do against that?”

	“I wanted to test the quintessence’s response at a larger scale than a lab.”

	“And what’s the result of your experiment?”

	Sena lets a beat pass, staring in awe at the pool. “The aether has a will of its own.”

	“I could have told you that,” Kas says dryly.

	“She wouldn’t have listened,” Rae interrupts. “She always needs to run her little experiments. My whole childhood was an experiment.”

	“Rae—” Sena starts, some of her poise fading away.

	“No. For my entire life, this”—Rae angrily gestures at the pool—“has been your child, far more than I was!”

	“Rae, that’s not fair. You know I love—”

	“You love me, yes. You always say that. It’s okay that you disappear for months, because you love me. You’ve barely had a full conversation with me since the divorce, but you love me. Well, you know what? It’s not enough!”

	She’s shouting right next to Kas’s ear. The swirling in the pool intensifies with their distraction, and they have to refocus and ignore the family drama to soothe it down. Breathing out, they let their thoughts flow into the connection. It needs to be fed.

	Smoothly, edging around Gilbert, forms emerge out of the pool and solidify into vague human shapes. Kas lets their instinct take over their hands.

	“Rae,” Sena murmurs. “I know I haven’t always been around, but—”

	“—but your work is important?” Rae interrupts her. “I know that one, too. It’s always more important than me. Than us.”

	“What happened between your father and I isn’t the same.”

	Gilbert mutters something unintelligible. The shapes dance around him, never coming close. Arms and legs emerge and dissolve. A young Kas stands out for a moment, then the form changes, briefly taking Rae’s appearance, her long hair flowing around her.

	Kas’s eyes burn. They’re running out of steam. Their hands ache, overstretched, and their back is on fire. They struggle and fail to find their thread again, to give the narrative a shape. The aether draws directly from their chest and leaves them breathless.

	It feeds on emotions. If there is no story, it pulls them raw.

	“Rae, I’m sorry I’ve been away so much,” Sena sighs. “I haven’t been able to rest since I found out about the bomb. I’m in contact with a group of activists—”

	“So you put our lives at risk?” Gilbert growls.

	“They’re making a bomb, Gil! I have to do something! I needed you to be the tech in case it went wrong. You’re the only one I trust. I didn’t know Rae would be here.”

	“You endangered our daughter for your experiments again—”

	Rae drives a fist into the piano keyboard. “Stop calling me your daughter!” she shouts.

	The discordant sound echoes in the organ room and the aether shapes dissolve. Gilbert scrambles out of the way of the wave. Kas panics and pulls up the entire third row of switches before it can get worse.

	“Rae!” Sena yells.

	“I’m not a girl, okay?”

	“What?”

	A single shape rises out of the pool again.

	Kas’s hands still.

	The silhouette grows human.

	Rae’s face, glowing softly, stares back at them. Quintessence drips from her—their—cheeks, and their features melt, turn into teenage Kas, then Gilbert, then Sena.

	“I’ve been trying to tell you for so long,” the real Rae whispers, tears running down their face.

	The shape is their twin again, but different, their hair shorter and braided out of their face, their chest flat. The bright lightning bolt on their hand snakes up their arm, covers their skin until it slithers up their neck and face.

	On instinct, Kas reaches out and takes Rae’s flesh hand in their own. Rae grips their fingers back, too hard, and they wince.

	They brace for rejection—if Gilbert or Sena disavow their child right now, right here, it will hurt nearly as much as when their own parents disavowed them. It’s been too many years since Kas last allowed themself to lower their walls, to drop the layer of storytelling and acting that keeps things from feeling real. But the aether still pulls at their mind, and the connection can’t be closed.

	Sena stares at her child in complete shock. Gilbert pulls off his gas mask and leans against the glass. He seeks Sena’s gaze.

	“When did we stop listening?” he asks brokenly.

	Rae deflates as if their strings have been cut. Kas catches them, grunting at the pain in their back. “Sorry,” Rae murmurs, clinging to them.

	“ ’t’s okay. Welcome to the club, I suppose.”

	Rae gives them a teary laugh before steeling themself and looking back at their parents. Sena opens her arms, and they gratefully let themself be folded into a hug.

	On the other side of the glass, Gilbert looks like he wants to join in. Kas averts their eyes to give them privacy and starts pulling down the third row of switches again.

	“My beautiful child,” Sena murmurs, pulling Rae’s hair out of their face. “I’m sorry I’ve been absent, in more ways than one.”

	“Rae…” Gilbert says. “Or wait, do you want to change your name?”

	Rae shakes their head. “Rae’s okay, I think. But not ‘daughter.’ Not ‘she.’ ”

	“Then what?”

	Rae looks at Kas, hesitant, and they nod encouragingly. “ ‘They’? Like them.” They gesture toward Kas. “It feels… right.” In a lower tone, meant for Kas only, they add, “I didn’t know that. Before tonight.”

	“Happy to help,” Kas says tartly. “Not to interrupt this very necessary interpersonal tuning, but I can’t hold on for much longer.”

	“Right,” Gilbert says. “Um.”

	“Go,” Rae waves him away. “This can wait until you’ve fixed Mom’s mess.” The mix of tension and fondness in their voice makes them sound much older than they are.

	“We will talk more, Rae,” Sena says, her voice full of tears. “I promise.”

	“I need to pull the mercury out,” Gilbert says, pulling his mask back on. “It will separate easily, but only if it’s still enough.”

	“Could you tell it that it’s for its own good?” Rae asks Kas.

	“It’s not sentient,” Sena says.

	“It felt… aware to me.”

	Kas shakes their head. “It has will, but it doesn’t understand communication. I can’t tell it what to do.”

	“Then how do we do this?”

	“We need to feed it a story that will keep it calm and out of Gilbert’s hands.”

	It won’t be easy. The connection thrums under Kas’s fingertips, dropping brutally before flaring back to life again. Every glitch is jarring. And there is still the danger of the quintessence waves breaking the glass that protects them, not to mention what they could do to Gilbert.

	“I’ll help,” Rae says.

	Kas hesitates. “Your emotions are raw right now. It could get painful.” Their own nerves aren’t any better, frayed by exhaustion and memories, but they have experience.

	“I want to do it. Please.”

	Biting their lip, Kas relents. They could use the help, and Rae is surprisingly attuned for someone who’s only just experienced osmosis for the first time. But they’re still a child.

	“Stubbornness is a family trait,” Sena says, a flicker of amusement passing through her concerned frown. “Okay. But I’m staying right here, and I will help as well.” She approaches the console behind Rae. “Tell us what to do.”

	“Rae, pull these down slowly”—Kas indicates the last two switches of the third row, the ones they haven’t yet worked back down—“and keep your hands on them. It should be enough to get you back in. Sena… may I call you Sena?”

	“Of course. I don’t actually know your name.”

	“It’s Kas. If you’re the one who isolated quintessence, you must know how to connect to it, right?”

	Sena shakes her head. “I don’t, actually. What you did earlier, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“Surely you’ve been to a show before?”

	“I have, but most organists never make more than a shallow connection, barely enough to drive the story. Osmosis isn’t a well-studied science.”

	Kas blinks. They were aware, distantly, that their training hadn’t been traditional, but this doesn’t sound right. Marena, their master, used to rebuke them for going too deep, but even she always entered osmosis to play. Do other organists control quintessence through the keyboards only?

	“What do they do if the aether doesn’t want to work with them?”

	“Practice the piece until they get it right,” Sena says softly. “Improvising like you’ve been doing—I didn’t think it was possible.”
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