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Meredith Wren, a fucking asshole, not that it matters at this stage of the narrative but it’s worth pointing out, sat blinded by the overhead lights from the stage, squinting unflatteringly into the brand-new, state-of-the-art auditorium that had just been completed on Tyche’s unethically verdant campus. Too large a venue for an event of this nature, which would reasonably be attended by only the most ardent of nerds. Well, them, and anyone who stood to gain from her success financially. A forum for dorks and despots.


As her eyes adjusted to the masses bearing witness to her greatness, Meredith saw nothing but the pockets of empty seats. Jesus Christ, she thought, and wondered if the squinting was worsening her burgeoning crow’s feet. Blinking, she made a concerted effort to simply go blind. She became aware of something, a stye most likely, oh god, a stye, she hadn’t had one of those since her early college days, back when she’d still had the balls to fall into bed with makeup on, recklessly. She was meticulous now with her skincare ritual, how was it possible she could accumulate grime at this stage of her life? At this great age, how could she succumb to something so pedestrian as a stye? She blinked and wanted desperately to lie down, to eat a whole sleeve of pistachio macarons. To gorge herself from bed and never rise again. Just kidding. Ha ha.


From the crowd she became aware of notable faces. Ward, obviously. He was her business partner, like it or not. Cass, too, that was nice. Expected to some extent, as he was something-something operations at Tyche (she and Cass had had to disclose their personal relationship when Tyche’s partnership with Birdsong first went public, a relationship that was then only hazy at best—she’d been surprised Cass had managed to come up with a term that wasn’t “fucking sometimes”), but still, nice. Foster was smiling benevolently at her, the cunt. She’d taken the money, what did that make her? A traitor, fine, shut up. (She always heard unwelcome commentary in Lou’s voice.) Don’t bite the hand that feeds, Meredith thought for the eight millionth time. One of her father’s pet wisdoms—you can have money or you can have pride, and guess which one changes the world? Then there was a row of normal-looking people, suitably showered, probably journalists. Press badges, yep, journalists. Someone from Wired, a few from Magitek, someone who looked a lot like the boy she’d nearly cut and run for, but that was par for the course—she saw Jamie Ammar at least five times a week, usually in line at the grocery store. At Demeter, specifically. It was always some other absurdly handsome man in the ill-fitting jeans of the aughts.


God, but this one really looked like Jamie.


“Please welcome to the Tyche stage Meredith Wren, the CEO of Birdsong!” called the disembodied voice overhead as Meredith froze a smile on her face, bracing for the unbearable cringe of listening to her own insufferable bio. “Once the most highly sought-after biomancy prodigy of her age, Meredith began her career by dropping out of Harvard and hightailing it to sunny SoCal to pursue an interest in treating mental illness that would become one of the most significant, world-altering technomantic advances in the growing science of neuromancy—”


Meredith’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She ignored it. A missed call popped up on the face of her watch: ugh, her father’s personal assistant, what was her name. Jenny something. Or had that been the last one? Meredith so rarely bothered to check in, and certainly nobody from her father’s office had reached out to her in the last nine months, maybe longer. It was never anything beyond the ceremonial—invitations to the annual company party, or the usual scheduling song and dance for meals or calls that would never take place.


Meredith blinked, a sudden blur to her vision—it was definitely a stye, god damn it. The stage lights remained arduously bright, but the journalist sitting in the second row really looked like Jamie. Which—there was no way it was Jamie, obviously. Although Jamie was indeed a journalist. Not that Meredith was keeping tabs. (In her head, Lou gave an unsolicited laugh.) The journalist who was definitely, absolutely not Jamie slid his phone out of his jacket pocket, typing something into it. Rude.


“—more than ten billion dollars, one of the largest biomantic valuations in history, larger even than the initial investment into Wrenfare Magitech. After extensive hype, Chirp was finally made available to the public last year, with hundreds of thousands of people—and growing by the day!—now able to find the one thing we all so desperately want: happiness. Yes, that’s right, we said it: This woman will make you happy. Please give a warm welcome to the incomparable Meredith Wren!”


Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Another call from Jenny or something. She glanced at her watch screen, which showed a message from—


Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fuck.


Jamie Ammar.


Some producer on stage gestured wildly from Meredith’s periphery and she jumped. Her mic was now hot. Her talk was now live. It was time to get up and give a rousing speech about saving the world, which she could do. Which she had done.


What could the message say? Not that it mattered! She did not need to know what a man receding invisibly into the previous decade of her life could possibly have to say to her. They’d both said as much as they’d needed to when she left Boston twelve years ago, which on his end had been “fuck you” or something lightly of that equivalent. They’d spoken three, maybe four times since then? Once when she’d called him drunk to say things she wished she couldn’t remember, another time to say that the previous night had been a mistake, a third time when she’d been in Manhattan for work, a call that went unanswered. A fourth to congratulate him on his engagement, five years ago, to a very nice girl. A really, really nice girl.


Meredith Wren, CEO of Birdsong, daughter of Thayer Wren and Persephone Liang, erstwhile cover star of Forbes 30 Under 30, rose to her feet and glanced surreptitiously at the message from her ex, because of course she did. I think we all knew she was going to. Then she looked into the crowd and felt her heart cascade into her vagina.


I know what you did.


And I’m going to publish it.
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The ads blinking along Tottenham Court Road all read the same thing, like a deranged echo or a Greek chorus. THIS APP WILL MAKE YOU HAPPY! :)


By now, Arthur Wren paid no attention to the hallmarks of his family’s success, having come to regard them as a sort of monotony, almost a drudgery. Like watching the trailer of a film too many times or hearing an overplayed song on the radio. He took no notice of Wrenfare’s towering London offices as he sped past them, just as he had done five years ago when walking past the perennial billboards of his younger sister, Eilidh—all things that faded unremarkably to the background, like the constancy of white noise.


The first time Arthur had seen a Chirp ad on the subway in DC—THIS APP WILL MAKE YOU HAPPY! :) —he’d snapped an ironic selfie with it for Meredith, throwing up an infantile peace sign and praying he wouldn’t be caught by the Post. (Imagine the headline! Arthur could and often did; too often, if you ask me. This one would go something like CONGRESSMAN WREN TOO BUSY TAKING SELFIES, BUYING AVOCADO TOAST TO VIRTUE SIGNAL OPPRESSIVE TERRORISM FUNDED BY ACTIONS OF OWN GOVERNMENT. Or, you know, something translatable to that effect, which Arthur usually heard in Lou’s melodic drawl.)


In the accompanying message, Arthur had typed: Sister Insufferable, savior of the people!


Brother Unbearable, Meredith had replied, shut, and I can’t emphasize this enough, up.


At the moment, Meredith was giving some sort of tech talk about the future of neuromancy, going on about the state of collective human ennui as if it were something from which to bravely opt out. Arthur, meanwhile, was very busy transporting himself among the fray, relishing some spare hours of hard-fought anonymity despite the infinite scroll of ledes about his failures as a politician and a man. He had forgone the usual navy suit for the occasion (Gillian said black was too harsh on him and Gillian was always right) and instead dressed casually, itself a sort of disguise. From his pocket his phone buzzed, and he pulled it out to check the screen. His father’s office line.


Interesting.


Unusual.


Nearly unusual enough to compel him back to the real world, what with its enigmatic authority figures and unguessable personal matters. Of course, there was no chance Thayer had picked up the phone himself—Arthur was an Important Person, too, mind you, but never so important that his own team of underlings became relevant to Thayer Wren’s fleeting whims—so it was likely Thayer’s personal assistant, Julie. In all likelihood serving an underwhelming reveal such as hello Arthur, can you hold the first weekend in December open for the holiday party or do you intend to throw your career away before then?


Hm. Failing Arthur, Gillian would be the next best point of contact. Whatever it was, Gillian would handle it painlessly, in a mere thirty seconds or less.


Under the circumstances, it could wait.


Arthur felt a renewed thrill of excitement at the thought of the evening and swept away the missed call from his screen, choosing instead a more secure messaging app and a contact labeled with the image of a mouse. Can’t wait to see you, he typed.


No reply, but that was fine. Give or take some city traffic, he’d be there soon enough.


He meant to tuck his phone back into his pocket but paused, checking the more public-facing messaging app to see if there was anything from Gillian. Nothing, aside from his text that he had landed, to which she had given a demure thumbs-up. He supposed she was enjoying her time off as well, presumably with military tactics and rugby, or some alternate hobby du jour that Gillian found appropriate for that evening’s relaxation, usually strategy games and bloodshed.


Just then, Arthur’s relentless news app pinged with a headline: CONGRESSMAN ARTHUR WREN (D-CA) TO ADDRESS THE WAYS AND MEA . . .


It trailed off and Arthur successfully ignored it, as he often did. (This is a lie. Arthur has something of a chronic nosiness as to the nature of his public perception. Call it a vocational hazard or casual narcissism; either will apply.) There was no purpose to wading into the obvious, though Arthur anticipated the usual comments. Something-something nepo baby—that never got old, never mind that nearly every sitting congressman came from some sort of wealth, and for fuck’s sake, where would they prefer he got the money? Big Tobacco? The NRA? Wasn’t it sort of relaxing to know that Arthur Wren’s campaign funding came from somewhere banally ambivalent—in fact, so uninterested in his political agenda that it could not be persuaded to call him personally, only reaching out by virtue of an assistant whose name Arthur wasn’t entirely sure he’d gotten right?


Not that this was the time to think about his father, a surefire erection killer if ever a thing existed. The point is, voters were more likely to connect Arthur to his father or sisters than to his grandparents, who weren’t railway tycoons anyway, so contextually, “nepo baby” felt a bit unfair. Arthur’s theoretical value was mostly unrealized—generational via his father, i.e., not strictly Arthur’s—and even with the inheritance from his mother, he was normal rich, not blood-money rich. Not Philippa rich, which was presumably his appeal to her.


Ah, there it was again, the thrill he so unfailingly associated with Philippa. Arthur caught on to it and shivered in the sensation, familiarly electric. His normal life, outside of this one escape, had become increasingly untenable. He was on the campaign trail again, facing down a hung Congress and a looming presidential election whose end results he doubted he could bear. The bills he proposed, which came from a place of forward-leaning—nay, radical!—progressivism were functionally toothless by the time they came before committee, rendering him a sort of new-age jester who’d accomplished nothing but the turntable warp of a sitcom laugh track. Social media itself, the thing that had first positioned Arthur for greatness like the rise of a cutting-edge trend, had brutally turned on him. What, the echo chamber hive mind demanded to know, had come of Arthur’s promises to end American-sponsored colonialism? To replenish the resources of the planet? To do away with his generation’s mounting debts? To revitalize critical social programs and increase the availability of affordable housing, for which money had been redirected over the course of their lifetimes to warmongering, genocide, and lining the very congressional pockets that he, Arthur Wren, now counted among?


What he could not say aloud (because it was undignified and whiny) was the obvious: that it wasn’t as if he wasn’t trying! Arthur’s rosy-eyed attempt at a straightforward bill to increase environmental jobs wound up with an unintended rider cutting educational budgets for nutritional resources to low-income schools. And that fiasco, horrifically enough, was all he had to claim as an accomplishment! His impassioned speech on the congressional floor calling for intervention in the Congo had been a mere afterthought in media coverage, mentioned only after Arthur and a mining-sponsored congressman had been photographed walking together—a result of poor timing, the enmity of the fates, and the limited radius of good coffee spots open past three around the Capitol. (Arthur could have just sent an aide like all his contemporaries did, but nooooooo, he had to believe in fetching his own coffee, inviting the ire of public opinion like Odysseus taunting the Cyclops.)


Serious question—what was the appropriate alternative? It was this that left Arthur’s mind reeling, his thumb scrolling until it went numb. Should he have instead shoved the other congressman into traffic and screamed, Death to the industrial complex, literally? Maybe so! That seemed to be the consensus online, but instead Arthur had simply walked and smiled tersely and committed the violence of silence, and for his crimes, he had been featured being handsomely duplicitous on the landing page of every liberal digital imprint, read to filth by the very demographic from whence he’d progressively come.


In sum: To everyone actually in Congress, Arthur was far too liberal to be taken seriously. To everyone who had put him there, Arthur wasn’t liberal enough. The constancy of his failures—the mythology of his individualized, sinister hypocrisy rather than the darker institutional truth, which was that sociopolitical compromise meant the lesser of two evils was often not letting things get immeasurably worse—was enough to make Arthur want to get swallowed up by quicksand.


Or, better yet, disappear into an orgy, never to emerge.


Finally! The car slowed to a stop and it was all Arthur could do not to jump out and perform an outsized musical number about the street where Philippa . . . well, not lived, but where she had a house, and where she and Yves occasionally spent their time when they were not otherwise absconding to a country estate or touring Europe or generously debauching Arthur on his home turf.


Lady Philippa Villiers-DeMagnon (Pippa, Lady Philippa, or PVDM to the press; Pipsqueak or Mouse to Yves and, when appropriate, to Arthur) was of course fashionably unemployed, being an heiress and an aristocrat who generally made her living by flitting from one charitable cause to the next. Her current project was the publication of a cookbook by a refugee shelter in central London. Philippa didn’t cook herself, obviously, not because of luxury (partially because of luxury) but because it was utterly domestic, though she considered herself to have a particularly interesting palate due to her childhood in Barbados.


Whether this allegedly cosmopolitan taste of hers was real or not was of no pressing concern to Arthur, whose attraction to Philippa granted him a certain blessed blindness. Her generosity, her fundamental strangeness, her almost pathological contrariness, her enthusiastic embrace of his . . . occasional technical malfunctions—these were the things he loved about her, the oddities, the sort of howling-at-the-moon quality she seemed to preternaturally possess, so as a rule he did not ask himself too many questions about the nature of her class. Arthur chose to focus on Philippa’s well-meaning attempts to empower women and devote her brilliant mind to such universally worthy causes.


If Arthur did not focus on this aspect of Philippa, then of course his mind would wander elsewhere: to the frothing symbiosis of Philippa’s tabloid coverage; to what her fondness for Barbados (and, at times, a suspiciously unspecific adoration for “Africa”) might actually suggest; to whether Arthur’s own mantle of hypocrisy was dismally fitting, however itchy it happened to be. But it was easy not to ponder such things while being near Philippa, who was one of those wealthy people whose wealth seems to make them effortlessly generous, not only with money but with time, and whose disposition was occasionally so sweet it wounded Arthur’s heart—just properly melted it, soldering parts of it to his rib cage and leaving a sticky-toffee residue of unfading, unfaltering affection.


Arthur had first met Philippa at a charity exhibition of her family’s private collection in the National Gallery, where he was drawn to her because she spoke so lovingly and animatedly about each of the pieces. So invested was she in their style and history and the inherently sexual nature of the baroque that Arthur initially mistook her for a scholar of art history. That was the thing with Philippa, who was so dazzlingly bright and quick-witted and cultured and refined that at times it nearly hurt to look at her. She was very beautiful, but more importantly she was incredibly weird, a buffet of idiosyncrasies. It created this mystique about her, this sense that she was not exactly for everyone. Arthur stayed up the whole night with her, never imagining her to take any interest in him, already aware that she was famously dating Yves Reza, a Formula Magitech racecar driver who was not a musician and yet was, somehow, the only man of their generation whom Arthur felt could properly be called a rock star. But Philippa must have sniffed out the weird in Arthur, too, and so now, well, here they were.


The door was open even before Arthur reached for the knocker, his hand still typing something in his phone. “Finally, you’re here!” proclaimed a voice that Arthur recognized as Yves’s, though he wasn’t entirely sure at first it was Yves, because the latter was wearing an ornate golden mask and the entryway was so packed with slick, squirming bodies in elaborate masquerade that Arthur was instantly overwhelmed.


“Arthur, open your mouth,” said Yves, who was definitely Yves, because other people did not usually say things like that to Arthur.


“What is it this time?” asked Arthur gaily, or as gaily as it was possible to be after a seven-hour flight. Which was surprisingly gay indeed, because Congressman Arthur Wren of the twelfth district of California was about to be (for once) the good kind of fucked.


“Just something to liven you up, you know, for the jet lag!” added Yves, lifting his mask and leaning in to greet Arthur with a kiss that was at once very wet and very dry. Arthur coughed, choking on the chalkiness of whatever had just been passed to him by Yves’s tongue.


“Darling, go easy on him, he’s only just arrived.” From the undulating crowd came Philippa in a heady swirl of orchids, effulgent purplish-black robes swelling out from around her hips like a bruise-colored Georgia O’Keeffe. She adjusted her matching Venetian mask with one hand, pressing a still-sizzling flute of champagne into Arthur’s with the other as he leaned in to brush his lips to her cheek.


“Beloved.” Present company made Arthur hopelessly pretentious, more so than usual. (That’s my take on the matter, not his.) In any case, Arthur downed the pill, swishing the drink around in his mouth until it fizzed, happily domesticated, on his tongue, and Yves shifted to sling an arm around his waist. “Can’t thank you enough for your hospitality, as ever,” said Arthur.


“Well, I’m sure you’ll get the opportunity to try,” Philippa purred fondly, reaching out to cup Arthur’s cheek with her palm. “Now stand up straight and let me look at you.”


Standing there in the doorway of a party—where, for once, Arthur could feel properly accepted, not an underachieving product of nepotism (for who here wasn’t that?) but simply a man with a very fine cock and the heartily won know-how to back it up—Arthur felt his heart flood with elation. It reached him like a heady onslaught of tears, a sudden pent-up release that caused the foyer’s chandelier to flicker, individual bulbs ebbing and flaring as if to fanatically perform the wave.


It was an oddity that hadn’t gone unnoticed, particularly where it had occurred right above Arthur’s head. “Who’s this?” asked another masked member of the crowd, materializing to squint accusingly at Arthur, the only person in the foyer not concealing his face. Belatedly, Arthur reached into the inner pocket of his jacket, producing a simple black leather mask in a wordless gesture of apology.


“He’s our boyfriend,” said Yves, “so fuck off, Felix.”


“Yes,” agreed Philippa, “fuck off, Felix!”


There was a near-instantaneous booing akin to a medieval mob, and Felix made a gesture that was meant to either wash his hands of them or vigorously masturbate, and then he disappeared again into the maelstrom of the crowd.


“Felix?” echoed Arthur, recalling vaguely that Felix was the name of a foreign prince Philippa sort of knew, but by then she was pulling his hand. The chandelier flickered again, then began to spark dangerously, releasing a meteor shower in miniature as the room dimmed to black. This time, the juxtaposition of Arthur with his backdrop of fiber-optic electrical failure attracted the undivided attention of the madding crowd, who pressed in around their trio to catch a closer glimpse of apparent pyrotechnics.


“Christ,” said Arthur, looking over the backs of his hands. Every hair stood on end, and the malfunctioning chandelier that reached for him with greedy tendrils suddenly exploded in a frantic spray of dissipating fairy lights, a final flare of power outage like a ray of dying sun. “What did you give me?”


Unbeknownst to the various partygoers, all oohing and ahhing in unison as the very stoned were wont to do, what they were currently witnessing was the confidential source of Arthur’s ongoing . . . not hiatus, exactly, but the careful, anxiety-inducing, borderline-obsessive concealment of an adolescent glitch he’d thought he’d outgrown, like wet dreams and voice cracks; the lovely reminder that Arthur Wren, supposed harbinger of a new era, was basically just an almost-thirty teenage boy.


Given Arthur’s string of political disappointments, his recent withdrawal from the public eye had seemed more than coincidental—optically, it amounted to laziness, cuckoldry, or insidious ambivalence, such that Arthur had always been a traitor after all. Oh, so the poor little rich boy turned out to have thin skin? PRIVILEGE! screeched user @FuckThePatriarchy420. It could really weigh a person down!


Of course, Arthur would have liked to believe the sudden cancellation of his last four public appearances could be understandably forgiven had They (the ominous, media-dwelling They) only known the truth, which was the spontaneous release of tiny rockets in flight from any overeager technical system Arthur encountered whenever he was—as he nearly always was—at work. Wi-Fi routinely went out. Cameras always failed. Apps consistently crashed. Most recently, broadcast signals had malfunctioned via an electrical surge so infernal that a terrified journalist had been concussed by a boom and fallen briefly into a coma. It was as if Arthur was some kind of still-living (arguably half-alive) poltergeist, haunting every highbrow political venue with the occult situationship between himself and every electrical current.


Surely the uptick in mishaps wouldn’t last—it simply couldn’t last; that was an unimaginable scenario involving all sorts of horrors—so his decision to withdraw, deal with the problem, and heal in private was actually quite a reasonable one—if, that is, such a thing as accidental electrokinesis could reasonably be (1) said, (2) believed, or (3) understood.


To be clear, it couldn’t. Which was why the rumors went uncorrected; the lesser of two evils being, in this case, to lose a little more shine in lieu of revealing an uncontrollable, witchcraft-adjacent mutation, for which no Notes app apology could possibly suit. Arthur didn’t know how to stop what he couldn’t explain, and even Gillian, brilliant tactician though she was, agreed there was nothing for it—that the best they could do for now was to simply let it pass, as it had done once before.


Luckily, there was nothing notable about revealing it here, given that internet use was banned for social safety, and besides, no self-respecting aristocrat actually believed there was anything beyond their personal control.


Provided everybody stayed a safe distance from any electrical outlets, all would be well—or in the alternative, all would be forgotten by the morning.


“Just something to elevate your natural talents,” Yves offered in explanation as Philippa laughed, leaning over for a kiss. “You are always magical to us, Arthur, but consider the possibility of being . . . erotically godlike?”


Arthur looked down at his palm, the subcutaneous crackle of static, testing the fluidity of whatever you might call this; “power” being too complimentary a word. Normally it was little more than personal hazard, no different from an unsolicited spark or intrusive thought (like the memory of Lou’s laugh or a caustic line of criticism). A flicker of light shot out from the chandelier to Arthur’s palm, dancing across his fingertips. The buzz of electricity in the room, briefly dormant, shot to attention the moment Arthur called it forth, dazzling before his eyes like the glitter of tropical lightning, rendering the corridor a veritable marching band of Georgian sconces. This Arthur hadn’t done in ages—over a decade, at least, since he’d managed anything remarkable on purpose. It had been longer than years since Arthur had last felt in control.


Which meant it was the profound opposite of the depressing month Arthur had spent cloistered in his office, appearing only for mandatory congressional votes before hurrying away with his chin locked partway to his chest, mumbling demurrals and skirting cameras, effectively choosing headlines that read “irresponsible louche” over “magical circus freak” because what, pray tell, was the reasonable, progressive-but-not-too-radical, voter-swaying, public-approving, laws-of-physics-ly plausible explanation for any of this?


Or so Arthur asked himself, perhaps more often than a less egotistical person would. Not that we are here to judge. Although we’re here, so why not have at it.


Suddenly, Arthur became aware that he was starving, that he had come all this way just to strip down and be devoured, that his father would never forgive him for the man he’d turned out to be. God, what fun it was to be such a profound disappointment! Arthur drained his glass of champagne and reached for his phone, noticing before he tucked it away for the evening that Gillian had sent him a message.


Ah, well, it wasn’t allowed, and anyway, it could wait. The chandelier sparked again, the world thrumming in unison, illicit and sinful, wanton and free. He felt connected, he felt profound, he felt online!


The lights dimmed and roared, then flickered to the soundless synth-pop bass that was Arthur’s racing heart.


“Who wants to see a magic trick?”
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At the moment Arthur Wren crossed the threshold of an orgy and Meredith Wren nearly pissed her lady-pantsuit on stage, Eilidh Wren—slightly less of an asshole, but only by virtue of personal misfortune so extreme it derailed all potential assholery she might have otherwise blossomed into like a peony in June—was plummeting to her death on a last-minute flight back to San Francisco aboard a budget airline, her tailbone practically rattling against the skeletal economy seat (an aisle seat, 16D), while an ad winked sadistically up at her from the in-flight magazine (THIS APP WILL MAKE YOU HAPPY! :), a particularly insidious taunt).


The plane had been undulating wildly for several minutes, such that the oxygen masks had already dropped into the cabin and Eilidh was, ultimately, impressed they did not require an additional fee to use. This was what she got for coming home early, bypassing the ample preparation she’d so recklessly elected to ignore. This plane was almost certainly going down, something that Eilidh had not previously believed was possible. True, she was not a person of any mechanical know-how, but she was familiar enough with the family business to be comfortably sure that even this cabin had been equipped with the industry-standard technomantic computing her father had developed over the last four decades with Wrenfare. Assuming the airline had kept up with the latest system updates, the plane ought to be borderline sentient. Shouldn’t it practically land itself?


Someone in the pipeline of airline safety had fucked up monumentally—which, Eilidh was displeased to reflect, was an uncharitable thought on her part. She had been doing so well. She hadn’t had a bitchy thought for nearly two entire days. (She, unlike the other two Wren siblings, did not have Lou living in her head, which was better or worse for Eilidh depending on whether you find it more oppressive to be insulted by the ghost of childhoods past or your own insipid thoughts.)


Eilidh’s impressive departure from misanthropy was new, and far from the usual. She had just returned from a silent retreat in Vermont that she was fully prepared to lie about. Of course she had loved it. Of course she was refreshed. No, she had not missed her phone. No, she wasn’t at all devastated that three days of total silence was something for which she had not had to bargain for or fight about with a partner because she had no partner, not even a roommate or a cat (she felt it would be rude to The Cat, the one she might one day adopt but wasn’t currently ready for, as she was not yet her ideal person). Yes, she was terribly glad she’d done it! Well, that part was true, sort of. She wasn’t not glad she’d done it, except for the fact that she was maybe about to die on her way home.


The plane dropped again in the sky, like a toy clutched in the hand of a giant. The lights flickered almost hysterically—almost more hysterically than the woman beside Eilidh, who was presently hyperventilating into a paper bag. Earlier, Eilidh had tried to reach for the woman’s hand in an effort at solidarity, but the woman had only been more terrified, as if the well-meaning touch of a stranger was proof this was very bad, very bad indeed.


Eilidh’s hand tightened on the armrest of her seat as she considered the prospect of dying, a thought she entertained somewhat routinely, about three times a week (tops). She once again had the counterproductive thought that her body was useless, then corrected herself firmly, compulsively consulting the mental sticky note that read YOUR BODY WORKS BETTER THAN MOST AND YOU SHOULD BE GRATEFUL :) before another roil of turbulence knocked her mindfulness somewhere into her colon.


God, but maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, would it? What did she really have to bind her to this world, to keep her even remotely interested in her life? It had been five years since the injury. Five entire years since the surgery. And in that time, what had she done?


(Here’s what she had not done: played the Sugar Plum Fairy, or Juliet, or Odette, or woken up unaware of her back, though the last time Eilidh had mentioned that to Meredith she’d been briskly told to stop complaining, they were all getting older, gravity wasn’t specifically invested in ruining Eilidh’s life, even though Meredith had once sprained her ankle and missed a round of the USTA Junior National Championship finals when she was ten years old and had never, ever let anyone forget about it, which wasn’t technically the same thing because Meredith had moved on from tennis and Eilidh had never fallen out of love with ballet. But it was a similar flavor, and anyway this was all in Eilidh’s head, and she did not have to defend herself to anyone outside of it.)


Eilidh was, at present, a marketing executive at Wrenfare. Well, “executive” was maybe too lofty a term. (Her amendment, not mine—“executive” is technically accurate, if spiritually controversial.) She worked in marketing at Wrenfare, though because her last name was obviously Wren and her father, the founder and CEO, had a photo of her on his desk, people assumed that Eilidh was slightly more important than she actually was. She was routinely asked to sign off on things that she considered quite frankly none of her business, and people often specifically requested to work with her, thinking that her presence on a project might ensure that it favorably crossed the boss’s desk.


Which wasn’t wholly false. Her father did like to keep tabs on what she was up to, and they had a standing lunch date near the offices on Tuesdays. At these lunches, familial and casual though they purported to be, Eilidh might mention a person who would later be promoted, or she might reference a project that would later be green-lit, so it didn’t really matter what her title was. Still, she was primarily just an ordinary person who worked in marketing, because it was the only thing for which she was even remotely qualified. (She had worked on the annual gala for her ballet academy, an extracurricular she’d taken up as a bit of quid pro quo because she’d overslept after a particularly grueling rehearsal for which she held the principal role—okay, she hadn’t meant to brag, but since you’re so obviously curious, it was Princess Aurora from Sleeping Beauty—and missed an exam.)


Eilidh was good at her job. Eilidh was not, generally speaking, an idiot. And—this part is the Big Secret—Eilidh did not technically have to die in this plane crash if she didn’t want to.


As if to belabor the point, Eilidh felt a stirring up her spine, something sprouting like an emergency hatch, a panic button presented from inside herself. It was a different sensation every time, but its presence was always noticeable. Often the feeling lived dormantly, alive but inactive from somewhere within Eilidh’s chest cavity, but this particular flourish of motion was both muted and undeniable, like the crook of a lover’s finger. A quiet but unmissable unfurling where a set of wings would be. It was rare that she and the thing were of similar minds, but even so, the message was unmistakable. All she would have to do to save everyone on this plane was give in.


Provided she could stand the cost.


The plane was going down, that was for certain. Inclement weather, poor planning, technical malfunction, maybe some unholy combination of all three. The pilot had somehow left his microphone on and was crying audibly, which was not very beneficial for the vibes. Some rows ahead of Eilidh, a woman was clutching her screaming baby, unable to keep from sobbing into the child’s head despite her ardent rocking, her desperate attempts to make these final moments good, to make them sweet. Who boarded a plane with a baby unless they absolutely had to? Eilidh felt a pang of something horrible then, almost criminal, as if this were single-handedly her fault. She looked away and spotted an older woman who was praying a rosary; a man who was weeping openly, his thumb gently stroking a picture of three young children on his phone.


If circumstances were left to the parasite’s whims, it was narrowly possible Eilidh might survive the impending crash against her will—against the laws of physics, against all conceivable odds. The parasite—the thing that seemed to have taken residency like a squatter in her chest—had already intervened for her in the past, unless there was some other reason she’d survived carbon monoxide poisoning (the doctors had insisted there was, but then again they’d had no subsequent explanation for the frogs).


Of course, the consequences might be worse if she accepted its help rather than simply leaving her demise up for grabs. Terrible things always happened where the parasite was involved. Though, was there really a worse, given the scale of things? How did one assign a measurable degree of disaster to a pestilence of livestock, or to the seas turning red? The death of firstborn sons was understandably catastrophic, but did stars falling from heaven to earth outrank the leveling of mountains to plains? If Eilidh said help me and the thing said yes but turned all potable water to blood in exchange, how was that equitable preservation of life? Certainly the government would be no help whatsoever.


And even with all apocalypses being equal, at what point would they stop being warning shots? How much calamity could strike at the parasite’s hands before the world was actually ending, and therefore Eilidh was, too? Because at some point surely there’d be no more posturing. Eventually the earth would stop fucking around and call it quits.


But these weren’t the real questions. Eilidh’s mortality, her intellectualizing of life itself, these thoughts were trivial, extraneous at best. The real concern was, what of the others on the plane, the bystanders, all presumably parasite-free, with only one outcome written on their fates unless Eilidh so charitably intervened, risking only the continuity of life on earth over a bargain with an eldritch thing for which she had no rational explanation . . . ?


Oh, it was all so fucked, thought Eilidh tiredly, with all her young, young, youngyoungyoungyoung twenty-six years of exhaustion in her bones. All these people for other people to miss. Might the plausible horrors be worth it? Philanthropically speaking, if nothing else? Maybe the world wouldn’t end today. Maybe, theoretically, it would just be one tiny, survivable plague. Mere roulette, with suboptimal (but dismissable) nonzero odds of complete annihilation! Just another thing she’d simply have to suck it up and live through, like all the rest.


In any case, her father would miss her, a quiet voice reminded her. Eilidh imagined him sitting at the restaurant alone, looking at the door, checking his phone. Waiting, as he always did, for her to walk in and meet him at their usual table, in their usual place. Could she really bear to disappoint him? She had never been able to before.


In the wake of Eilidh’s indecision, the situation irreversibly worsened. Nothing could help Budget Airline Flight 2276 now except a miracle, or whatever you might call a miracle that did its job but in the worst imaginable way. Still, the choice was a simple one, somewhere between carnage or ugliness. Either a combustible mass grave somewhere in the Rockies, or . . .


Truthfully, Eilidh hated to find out. But the sensation in her body, the monstrous creature she housed, it was both guardian and jailer—it would do her bidding, yes, but only if she wished for life at every other living thing’s expense. She could feel it now, the power that was really more like capitulation. The red button she only had to press for temporary salvation, which would feel like destruction right up until it passed.


The flight attendants screamed for everyone to assume the brace position when Eilidh, lacking persuasive alternatives, finally gave in. She compromised with the universe, making her peace, taking a deep breath and hoping for something mild. Something not too . . . destructive. (Surely there’d be fallout, but then again, a compromise means neither party truly wins.)


The irony, really, was how hard Eilidh had to fight on a daily basis to keep it at bay, barely contained, versus the ease of letting it loose, which was only metaphysically difficult. What would happen now that she’d set it loose on purpose? A flood? A plague? A fire?


The end of the world?


Abruptly, the plane’s cabin went dark. The parasite living in her chest unfurled, a greedy, gleeful rattling at the bars of its perilous cage. Just enough to live, Eilidh thought desperately. Please, just rein it in.


Nah, she practically heard in answer.


Then, as if with a gentlemanly shake upon contracted offer and acceptance, Eilidh felt the wings burst free.
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A stye! A fucking stye! Meredith kept folding her eyelid over in front of the mirror, compulsively checking it. She nudged it with the corner of her nail, wondering if she could just . . . pop it. Like a zit. The internet plainly stated that under no circumstances was she to touch it. She should do a warm compress ten times an hour or something for a zillion intervals a day, as if she had that sort of time. Alternatively, suggested the internet, she could see a doctor. Right, a doctor! Meredith wanted to laugh hysterically. Yes, she could do an online visit—if she pushed a button on her phone right now, she’d be placed into a queue for three to four hours just for someone to tell her she’d be fine in three to fourteen days.


She nudged the stye again. It wasn’t visible from the outside—she didn’t think it was visible, anyway, and even if it was, it wasn’t contagious—but still, it was a damned inconvenience. She couldn’t focus on anything else, and to make matters worse, her phone was ringing again.


She glanced down at her watch screen and silenced the call from her father’s assistant. The third one that day. Certainly this persistence was heightening to unusual, but it wasn’t as if Meredith could speak to her father (or any representative of her father) in this agitated state of mind. She’d only pick a fight or do something stupid, like acknowledge he’d been right.


Meredith glared at her reflection.


I know what you did, Jamie’s message taunted in her head. She heard it in Jamie’s voice now, like he stood languid beside her at the bathroom counter, fingertips brushing the line of her neck. She saw him tucking her hair behind one ear, that little crease of fondness in his brow. An old incarnation of Jamie, dead and buried in a girlhood tomb.


I know what you did, and I’m going to publish it.


Ghosts begot ghosts. Lou appeared then beside Meredith’s reflection, like clockwork. Despite the years of teenage malaise they’d intimately shared until they hadn’t, the Lou in Meredith’s memory was always ten years old, round-cheeked and scowling.


“Hey, dumbass,” said the Lou-shaped specter. “You can’t honestly be surprised if he’s on to you. I mean, you knew it was inevitable. You’ve always been a fraud and this whole thing is idiotically transparent.”


“Shut up,” muttered Meredith, maturely.


“And if Jamie knows, I definitely know,” Lou reminded her, a smug look on her nonexistent face. “I’m the one who taught you how to get away with it, you ungrateful bitch.”


Meredith shook herself, recalling that this was psychologically unproductive.


“Fuck you,” she whispered to imaginary Lou, turning to imaginary Jamie, who gave her a breezy smile because he, too, didn’t exist. “You don’t know shit,” she informed him, and watched him disappear astride the high horse he’d intrusively ridden in on.


Bolstered, and determined not to think about her stye (her mother had always said thinking about a zit made it worse, which was presumably also true for styes), Meredith fucking Wren shoved open the door to the women’s restroom and took off down the corridor, grudgingly returning the call from her father’s office only to brutally collide with someone who’d just turned the corner.


“Fucking Christ,” Meredith nearly screamed, dropping her phone.


Then she registered her assailant.


“Meredith,” said Jamie Ammar. The real one, who bent down to retrieve the ringing phone, placing it carefully back in her palm.


Her pulse was in double time, maybe worse. A feminine voice in her hand sounding tinny and far away as Meredith hastily ended the call. “You nearly killed me, Jamie. Oh my god.” She stared, taking advantage of their collision to have a long look at him. She tried to fashion it as a glare, which she achieved, because Meredith did not have resting bitch face. She had active bitch face, because everything she did was with purpose. (But in moments of rest it was extraordinarily bitchy, too.)


Jamie was what, thirty-two now? She tried desperately to be repulsed by him, but alas, it was not to be. He was even better looking than he’d been in his early twenties, because of course he was. He was now approaching the sweet spot, the tipping point where the truly, extravagantly handsome men began to lap their more generic contemporaries—those pretty, polished, peaked-in-high-school chumps who were slowly losing their hair and putting on weight and all sorts of normal things that happened to human men as they aged.


Alas, not Jamie. Jamie had flecks of gray now streaking the temples of his coal-black curls and dusting the fashionably libertine stubble that filled the pages of GQ, but the tiny, expected unsightliness of age only made Jamie look better, somehow, more valuable. Leave it to society to create a term like silver fox for the men, Meredith had always thought, and save haggard old crone for the ladies. Jamie! For fuck’s sake. He had always been angular, sharp, lanky, his skin tone warmer than her bisque-y shade by some scant handful of degrees, glowing in brazen defiance of Bostonian winters. Now he was fine-edged and gilded, a man, lean and battle-worn, fit to unironically wield a sword. He belonged on the cover of some ethnically progressive Arthurian romance—the hero in a lusty, bodice-ripping tale of old. Christ, the fucking injustice.


She realized Jamie was looking at her expectantly. What did he want? A sonnet? “What?”


He rolled his eyes, as if the last time they’d spoken had been Thursday rather than years ago, from prior lives. “I know you saw my message.”


“Excuse me?” She had read receipts turned off, because she was no dilettante in avoidance.


“Pretty sure the whole auditorium saw you get my message, Meredith,” Jamie said.


A herd of Tyche software employees (“Kip Hughes’s army of goddamn sheep,” as Meredith’s father typically called them) rounded the corner as Meredith took hold of Jamie’s arm, shoving him into the confines of a vacant conference room. It was dark as they entered, the contents of the room visible only by the light from the corridor through the door’s small window by the time the latch clicked shut.


Meredith had assumed the conference room lights would come on automatically. They did not, but it seemed too late to grope the walls looking for a switch.


“We’ve barely spoken for almost a decade,” she seethed at Jamie, or the half of his face she could see from the sliver of corridor light. “And now you’ve resorted to blackmail?”


“Meredith, I’m not blackmailing you.” It was difficult to tell, given the way the shadows bled into the dark room, but he looked borderline amused by her, which was sinfully annoying.


“So that was your idea of a joke? Unbelievable.” She made to storm out when Jamie caught her by the elbow, pulling her back.


“No, Meredith—” He shook his head, folding his arms over his chest. “I know what Tyche is doing. I know what you did,” he repeated, and it was difficult, in the moment, to ascertain whether this, too, was an episode from Meredith’s rich fantasy life or an actual, concrete accusation. “This isn’t blackmail. I don’t require any leverage. I’m saying that I know what you did because I’ve spent the last six months tracking down every clinical patient Birdsong ever worked with, and now I’m going to publish my findings.”


“Which are?” (The word “arrhythmia” sprang to mind.)


“That your product doesn’t work,” said Jamie conclusively, “and Tyche knows it. That Chirp is a scam that was never actually meant to work.” He leaned closer, a hair’s breadth. “And that it only got this far because of you.”


Briefly, a buzzing sound filled Meredith’s ears, to the point where she could only scarcely hear him.


“—only here to give you fair warning,” Jamie was saying, the traitor, as if he hadn’t placed their history into the empty space between them. As if he hadn’t brandished it at her like a weapon. “I figured I owed you at least that much. I didn’t want you to see it for the first time on your desk Monday morning. I wanted you to hear it from me.”


Meredith looked at him for a long time. A variety of thoughts raced through her head. All of them were panic. The vast majority were guilty panic, and rightly so. Without really doing the math, I’d ballpark Meredith’s wrongdoing at somewhere around a dozen counts of felony corporate fraud. But obviously I digress.


Meredith had some thoughts about being dangerously perceived; about losing the gamble over the knife she’d proverbially stuck in her father’s chest; about watching her life’s work go down the drain; about giving up the dream of Wrenfare; about watching herself dim in Jamie’s eyes in real time.


It does work, she nearly said. It was on the tip of her tongue. Sure, everyone hyperbolizes a little, but that’s what this industry is! “Value” is subjective—capital is self-fulfilling prophecy—all money comes with strings—the point is, I know what I made. It does work. It does work.


It does, technically, work.


Then, thankfully, a modicum of reason returned to her. The buzzing sound faded away as she forced a disinterested smile.


An old trick of Meredith’s, which I can confirm took her further than it should have: deny, deny, deny.


“Jamie, this is absurd. I’m sure you’re aware that our results were incredibly conclusive. Extraordinary, even.”


“Yes,” Jamie agreed. Even in the dark, his eyes found hers. “And I think you and I both know why that is.”


This time, the word in her head was: Caught.


Meredith felt intensely aware of his position in the room. The distance from his mouth to hers. The motion of her own breasts. Christ, even fighting for her livelihood was erotic with him. Survival demanded a change of subject.


“I’m seeing someone,” she said.


“Congratulations,” said Jamie, his eyes not leaving hers.


Her phone buzzed again in her hand. Exhaling sharply, Meredith silenced it with a swipe across the screen, grateful for the temporary break in concentration.


“How’s Sarah?” she said, in a tone of marked indifference delivered so successfully she almost wanted to cheer until she heard his answer.


“Fine,” said Jamie. “She just gave birth a few weeks ago.”


Something in Meredith’s chest withered and died, though her voice came out harsher, meaner. So much for indifference. “That’s how you announce that you have a baby? ‘She gave birth,’ no mention of your child, or I don’t know, your utter fucking joy? God, domesticity clearly suits you,” Meredith snarled.


Jamie looked at her for a long, long time.


Then he gave the tiniest shake of his head. “As far as I know, it suits Sarah and her husband just fine.”


“You—” Meredith blinked and her fucking stye distracted her for a second. She blinked several times, trying to clear her vision. “You didn’t marry Sarah?” she managed, which even under these circumstances was obviously lame as hell.


But Jamie seemed to know there was no point traveling any further down that particular path.


“You and I both know what you can do, Meredith.” He’d collected himself, which was a shame. She would have liked to hear something, whatever there was to hear about why he hadn’t married the woman he’d decided all those years ago he couldn’t live without. “No other journalist had any reason to investigate why your clinical results and the results of your paid users don’t match up. But I do.” He gave her a significant look, summoning before the court a wordless exhibition of their years together.


Well. Year, with some spare change for irresponsible behavior.


Meredith felt her mouth tighten. “What is it you think I did?” She wondered if he’d say it aloud. He’d never been able to before. Not even when they were fighting. Not even when his doubt in her had been heaviest, and most profound.


“I know you’re lying,” said Jamie, which was such blatant hedging that Meredith felt rickety, unsteady. “Early product testing for Chirp was through the roof. Every clinical patient is changed, substantially, as if their entire personality has been rewritten. But no results since have shown any evidence of happiness, Meredith.”


“There’s no way you could prove that.” Her mind raced with rationalities. The identities of those trial patients weren’t public. Even so, all of this was anecdotal.


“I’m an investigative journalist, Meredith. This is literally what I do.”


“How could you even know who was a patient in the trials?”


“Investigative journalism,” Jamie coolly repeated, which Meredith hotly ignored.


“Unless you broke into our facilities or—”


She stopped. Something occurred to her belatedly. Somewhere in the cogs of the tireless, calculating machine that Meredith Wren called a deductive process, a red flag quietly rose, no less unavoidable than the strike of a match.


She lunged.


It was unclear what Jamie had expected. It was less appropriate to call his reaction a dodge than it was a flinch, and whether there was to be any sort of reciprocal reaction or pendulum defense was initially unreadable. Meredith, for her part, scrabbled unsuccessfully to pry apart his shirt, an undercooked course of action that did not play out as planned.


“Jesus, Meredith, what—”


“I’m checking for a wire,” she said calmly, struggling to free the second button after the first, then the third, and so on sequentially, with Jamie too stunned to physically remove her, despite the difficulty she was having with his clothing. “Since I clearly can’t trust you anymore.”


By the time Jamie regained the presence of mind to lift her hands from his garment, Meredith had gotten all the way to the top of his trousers, at that point unable to say with certainty that the dark trail of hair leading to his zipper was unchanged from what lived on in her imagination. In the shadows of the fractionally lit conference room, it was unclear if there were hints of silver there or any other indicators of the passage of time. Only that he had remained diligent with his core.


There was, however, no wire. They both seemed to realize in the same instance the strangeness of the moment and briefly locked eyes, until Meredith, clinging to the reserves of her dignity, opted to say aloud, “I’m just now realizing that I don’t know how wires work. You could have planted a mic anywhere.”


Her eyes narrowed before dropping to his trousers.


“Are you insane?” Jamie asked her seriously, with no attempts to resolve his current state of half dress. “I know this is a touchy subject, but sincerely, and with all due respect, are you in your right mind?”


“That,” Meredith snapped, “is a ridiculous thing to say.”


Jamie glanced crossly down at her. “Now that we both agree I’m not some kind of gumshoe narc, maybe I should be the one determining what is or isn’t ridiculous.”


“You’re the one who’s threatening me,” she reminded him with a sudden, blistering recollection of the stakes. “How am I supposed to know how low you’re willing to go?”


“You think what I’m doing is low?” Jamie stared at her, seemingly astounded in a way he had not been moments before. “Meredith, I owe you nothing. The fact that I’m warning you at all is purely a matter of personal ethics. I know what you’re doing,” he said with another meaningful glance, or a sliver of one she knew to be unavoidably puncturing, “and I know what Tyche is monetizing, and if you think I’m going to stand by and let you defraud not only your investors but every single human alive—”


“I’m not a fraud.” Her breathing had suddenly become very labored. She realized that over the course of his rant, Jamie had stepped closer to her in the shadows of the darkened room. “It’s not all a lie.”


“No, it’s never all a lie, is it? But it’s a lie nonetheless.” She could see the motion of Jamie’s chest rising and falling, or maybe she could just chart it like stars, like navigating there from memory.


She was aware of everything. His closeness. The way it was punitive, wrathful in some way, an intimacy meant for suffering. (From my point of view: deserved.)


“You know, you’ve always had a tell,” remarked Jamie, after a moment.


“Do I?”


She’d meant it to be mocking. Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t. Either way, she felt her eyes drop briefly to his mouth.


His smile took on a blatant lilt of arrogance.


“Told you,” he said.


Just then the door beside them opened, followed by the flickering buzz of the conference room lights being switched on. Meredith, who was temporarily blinded, took a moment to register exactly who it was.


Then it became gradually, karmically clear. The casual brown-black swoop for which she knew precisely which pomade he used. The Tom Ford tortoiseshell frames paired with the effortlessly tactile, preppy oxford. The towering height—which exceeded Jamie’s, for the record. Not that it mattered, or that anyone asked.


“Meredith,” said her boyfriend, Cass, spotting her first before his eyes traveled slowly to Jamie. Cass’s brow twitched with apparent calculation as he registered their positions in the room, followed by the disheveled way Jamie’s shirt had been left undone. “I thought I heard your voice. Is everything . . .” Cass flicked a glance from Meredith to Jamie again, and then lingered there overlong as Jamie began to quickly and efficiently button his shirt, only a faint tightness in his mouth to reveal any evidence of shame or embarrassment. “. . . all right?”


“Cass Mizuno,” said Meredith with an air of forced elegance, “Jamie Ammar. Jamie is a reporter for—” She broke off, realizing she hadn’t the faintest idea who he was a reporter for. “Jamie’s a journalist. And Cass is—”


“VP Operations for Tyche. I know.” Jamie’s mouth was still unreadably stiff. “Congratulations on your recent promotion.”


“Congratulations on being alone in a dark room with Meredith Wren,” replied Cass.


“Oh, grow up,” said Meredith with a sudden wave of exasperation. “He’s just threatening to destroy my life and career, Cass, we’re not fucking. It’s apparently deeply impersonal.”


“I wouldn’t say deeply impersonal,” said Jamie under his breath, with the light, playful tone of insouciance that made her remember the man he had been at twenty-one, when that particular tone was reserved for dealing with customer service representatives and/or diffusing her temper.


“Well then mazel tov to me,” snapped Meredith, glaring at him before realizing that Cass was still in the room. “What? Cass, I swear to god, if you’re going to make a scene—”


“I wasn’t, actually,” said Cass with a neutrality that was—fucking Christ—nearly the same tone Jamie had just weaponized against her moments before. “Your father’s assistant just called me. Apparently she’s struggling to reach you.”


“I’m busy,” said Meredith. “Whatever it is, it can wait until—”


“It’s your father,” said Cass. “He’s dead.”
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As far as orgies went, it was a success, or maybe a failure. Largely because Arthur had only had eyes for his lovers, and though he had twice as many of those as the average person, it still seemed antithetical to the principles of an orgy to limit himself to the usual fare.


“Darling, you’ve been away from us for ages,” said Philippa, tutting a little in the matronly way she seemed to affect only when she was feeling sexiest. “I hate it when you’re gone so long.”


She had her hands on his chest, Yves’s hands traveling Arthur’s hips, guiding him gradually up the stairs. They seemed to be shedding what few garments remained as they went, or at least Yves seemed to be. He’d long since done away with his mask, which made sense, as Yves became very sensual when he was aroused. Every moment called for a slow, pliant kiss, which Arthur quite liked, as it felt unhurried and primordially luxurious, as if true wealth could only be meaningfully defined by this kind of excess of time.


Arthur’s shirt had already been unbuttoned, but now he felt his arms lock behind his back, Philippa’s attempts to fully disrobe him providing a not-unwelcome service of restraint. “I’ve been very foolish indeed,” he said, adopting the British musicality of diction that was so temptingly in reach whenever he was cross-faded and two orgasms in. “I suddenly can’t think what could have possibly been more important.”


Philippa smiled radiantly at him then, or a smile that was not very radiant on a normal woman—it was a little too smug, something Arthur only noticed when Philippa was around the many others who did not understand her—but on Philippa was as good as spraying him with molten gold. “You should give up your silly little game of politics. Don’t you ever get bored with it, all the infighting and do-gooding?”


Arguably there was very little do-gooding. Ask the internet. “Where else would I keep up with the latest trends in dinner conversation?”


Philippa laughed, tossing her arms around his neck and clinging to him like a sexy little koala. Yves, too, laughed, his tongue busying itself somewhere below the waistband of Arthur’s trousers.


Arthur realized belatedly that he had forgotten to take off the tiny American flag pin that Gillian had bought him when he’d won his first election. “All the important ones have one,” she’d said matter-of-factly, “and now you do, too.” It had felt to him as solemn as a proposal, like sliding a ring onto the finger of his beloved, but he knew Gillian lacked that kind of sentimentality. To her, all of it—symbolic jewelry, patriotism itself—was a tactic. He himself was a tactic of sorts, though for what he had never actually understood.


The pin tumbled to the floor, lost in the floorboards, in the shuffle to the bedroom. It was abandoned in the God-given pursuit of happiness, among other things.


Occasionally when Arthur Wren had been very small and very sad, he had heard a voice calling to him, speaking as what seemed to Arthur (who was admittedly very imaginative and had not actually read the book) to be a ghost of Christmas future, a message from someone important whom he had yet to meet. He couldn’t have said whether the voice was masculine or feminine, only that it seemed to him very kind and very intimate, gentle in a way but also steadfast and unfailing, and most often what the voice said to him was I love you, as if he were confusingly reliving the memory of a quiet moment between paramours that had not yet occurred. It had faded into the recesses of his memory as he got older, but not really. He no longer heard the voice anymore, not actively, and he couldn’t have described the tone or timbre, but he retained the memory of hearing it, and the way it made him feel to know he was destined for something that lovely. That kind.


He looked for it in his lovers from time to time in moments of desperation, but life has a way of minimizing the efficacy of imaginary voices that make loneliness gentler to bear. (All conditions are ultimately survivable, which is to say that despite grief, despite loss, Arthur did eventually grow up.) How could Arthur still be so riddled with holes, like a colander of a person? As a man, or whatever he was, Arthur collected all the affection he could hold and was still somehow left with nothing, only the imaginary weight of three overused words.


But then again there were moments, glimmers even, when the voice and its implications seemed not only very real, but powerfully, presciently his, as if he had always had it in him to see the future. It made him a believer in a blueprint, which was in its way a form of relaxation, stress relief. Because it meant that no matter how badly he fucked up, there was a cosmic path he could never actually stray from, and therefore this moment was meant to be his, and so was this, and so was this. He’d felt it long ago with Lou, and again when he’d first run for office, and he felt it with painful severity now.


“I love you,” said Arthur to Yves, one hand on the structured cheekbones for which so many would gladly shed their knickers. “I love you,” Arthur said also to Philippa, imagining himself a handfasting ceremony wherein he bound his life to theirs. He pictured this moment as one of matrimony, almost. As if the voice was somewhere in this room with him now, and maybe if he thought about it hard enough, it had always been his voice. Maybe this was the moment he’d so long remembered as a child—only he hadn’t known it would happen this way, falling into the king-sized bed while reaching for the halos around both his lovers’ heads.


By then the drugs were coursing fully through his system, alive in his veins, the bedroom’s recessed lighting twinkling in and out like the sultriness of candle flame. His magic, or whatever it was (it seemed very silly to call it magic, grown men did not have magic, just as grown men did not imagine bodiless voices professing love to them, sometimes in the anthropomorphized form of the company his father had built, as if Wrenfare were a sexy cartoon fox), was skitteringly potent. Arthur himself was just a series of sparks by then, cascading onto the linen sheets below like stardust. He felt the faintest tug of reality, the buzz of his phone with all the loathing its apps and their denizens had for him, and was surprised to find he still had arms and legs, a pocket. He ignored it, felt Yves digging it out, wonderful Yves, clever Yves, excising the tumor like a surgeon, saving Arthur’s life with his wonderful, clever, lifesaving hands. Arthur could have kissed him. I love you, I love you! It was never meant to be a quiet moment, then. It had always been this moment, this Arthur, reassuring his child-self not with the high of drugs or the lure of sex but with something else, the feeling of existing wholly in the right moment, the opportune place at the opportune time, which Arthur never seemed to find.


Why had he not chased this feeling, chosen this life? The monotony of municipal chambers, snippy headlines, angry tags. The lives Arthur wanted devotedly to fix but never could, probably never would. The irony of it! Of loving this deeply and yet being this powerless; nothing but stars and emptiness after all.


His vision was hazy, filled with the deep purple of Philippa’s robes. Philippa, darling Philippa. He twirled a finger in her curls, imagining a world where he woke up to her each morning, alive as she was now with unfiltered love. Not just the little slivers he was allowed to have, but every morning. Oh god, the luxuries of such a life! The downstairs television ran the gamut of Arthur’s emotions, skimming through every channel of barking dogs and tears of joy.


Imagine it: Philippa fresh out of the shower, Philippa’s perfume on the dresser, brewing a fresh pot of herbal tea for Philippa, because cheesecake gave Philippa the shits. And Yves! Darling Yves, like the silver lining to Philippa’s cloud. Imagine the nights spent with Yves’s long toes in his lap, stroking Yves’s silken mahogany waves, Yves as some sort of symbol of luxury, always reclined like a cat on a velvet chaise lounge even in Arthur’s most domestic fantasies. Arthur kissed him, then kissed Philippa. Oh, he loved them. He loved them, he wanted them, he longed for a life like this!


He leaned over to bury his lips in Yves’s neck. “I want all of it,” he murmured, his mouth muffled by skin slicked with salt and the particular flavor of Arthur’s magic, which was a bit like grape Tylenol, and had technically been used under these conditions as a sort of advanced vibrator, that proverbial electric touch.


“I want all of it,” Arthur said again when Philippa’s breathy moan sounded in his ear, like the call of a siren from afar. Her hands were elsewhere, on Yves. “I want all of it, everything, the baby—”


“Is that your phone?” said Philippa, and Arthur didn’t know, his trousers were gone, everything was euphoria, would only be euphoria from now until forever, it was euphoria eternal, euphoria evermore. He turned to kiss Yves, who was no longer within reach, and Arthur felt confusingly marooned. Everything seemed to shrink a little. The bed, which had seemed so large and uncontainable just breaths ago now seemed too small, his fingertips and toes already bursting from its edges.


He didn’t quite realize what was happening until Gillian’s voice was already in his ear, tinny and far away, like an astronaut in deep and distant space.


“Arthur,” said his wife’s voice. Yes, you heard me correctly. “Art, are you there?”


“Yes.” He struggled to sit up, holding the phone to his ear and squinting at Philippa, who was tracing delicate filigrees of nothing on his thigh.


“I’m very sorry to have to spoil your trip, but your father is dead.” Arthur heard the faint sound of static in his head, like the connection was bad, the blueprint was failing. “I’ve emailed you your flight itinerary; it leaves in three hours. I’ll take care of everything at the office and send a car to SFO if I can’t be there myself. Do give Yves and Philippa my love.”


I love you, said the voice in Arthur’s head, which in reality could have been any voice but was always supposed to be his father’s. I love you. Like the tumble of the flag pin to the floor, the neatness of an ending, gone as it had never been before.


And with it, the phone fell from Arthur’s hand.
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The transaction between Eilidh and her demonic parasite completed, the plane righted itself. Not gradually, as if the pilot had somehow regained control through his own volition. Instead, the lights simply stopped flickering, the turbulence fell instantly away, and the world—the portion of it that had nearly ended on a commercial flight from Vermont to San Francisco—suddenly stabilized, the woman with the rosary looking heavenward, awestruck, as if a wordless god had seen fit to answer her prayers. The baby’s cries began to fade away, slowing to a whine, then a series of hiccups. There was a collective intake of breath, a gripping of hands between passengers. The man who’d been weeping looked as if he had righted the plane himself, as a product of masculine resilience.


Eilidh Wren exhaled her own relief in private, quietly glancing at the image on the lock screen of her phone, still uselessly in airplane mode. Her father’s smiling face—no teeth, but that was his way—was a momentary balm, temporarily reassuring. He would not have to wait alone for her in a restaurant now. And she would tell all of this to her company-provided therapist—not the details, obviously, but the important bit, in which she had chosen life, which was not always a guarantee in the way you’d sort of hope it would be—and everything would be fine, and she would oversee some kind of social media campaign and do nothing really of consequence, but maybe the baby in 22A would grow up to cure cancer.


And wasn’t it kind of a gift, in its way, that Eilidh would never know?


Passengers had begun opening their window shades, emboldened now, hoping to see the universal gift of blue sky, searching for the evidence of their communal miracle. Thirstily, light slaked in from both sides of the plane, intoxicating, garish, bright.


Eilidh, meanwhile, braced herself. Alongside the benedictions of life lived its unavoidable horrors. Not a metaphor, or at least not solely one. Survival was only half the bargain, and she understood the way the others couldn’t that nothing came for free.


So Eilidh sat white-knuckled in her aisle seat, waiting for the jump scare. For the unavoidable drop. She closed her eyes. Her heart thudded in her chest, uncontrollable.


There. She could feel it—feel it before she could place it. Thud-thud in her chest, a wild ricochet.


And then, like clockwork, there it was.


At first it was a light—the kind you’re cautioned not to follow. The kind that leads to the end of a tunnel, to the ultimate swallowing up. The light pouring in from outside the plane grew gradually overwhelming, a heady jolt to their collective senses. Passenger by passenger, seat by seat, aisle by aisle, every occupant of the plane began to squint.


The light—was it sun?—was offensive, infernal, like staring into the grainy screen after The Exorcist on VHS. It was . . . bright, but not sunlight bright—the brightness of realizing the dark room had never been empty. The brightness of revelation that despite what you believed, you were never in there alone.


Eilidh looked into the window, blinking back corneal damage. The saturation of the brightness was white and somehow viscous—the shade of pus draining from an open wound. From the windows, the ensorceling blindness expanded, becoming increasingly offensive, insidious. Some people hastily slammed their window shades shut; her seatmate didn’t. To her right, Eilidh could sense the suggestion of movement, a ubiquity of thickness that now seemed to breathe. Each pane of light that remained open was crammed with the blurring, indecipherable presence of something solid. Something festering, fidgeting.


Alive.


“What’s that?” came a newly panicked voice some rows ahead of Eilidh. “Look outside, what are those?”


The horde, such as it was, became identifiable, visible suddenly as if to finally find the subject in a Magic Eye painting with your eyes half-closed. First the suggestion of an image, then the actual presence. Individual, first, then in groups. Each one taking shape like a pearl of water dropped perilously into an empty metal bowl.


Not quite a drip—more like sharp stabs of parental disapproval.


Tsk.


Tsk.


Tsk.


“Oh my god,” came the voice of a teenage girl. “Oh my god, Mom, are those bugs?”


Disapproval became rage, became the heightening sense of violence. No longer a tsk, now a smack. Smack. How dare you? Smack. Look what horrors you’ve wrought! Smack. The smack of an open hand for now, but how much longer? How soon before it was a closed fist, a shattered glass bottle, the schlick of a disabled safety? Such was the growing sensation, the tremulent dread, the pulsating fear.


Faster and faster, smacksmacksmacksmack—


Tiny bodies thwapped against the windows of the plane like skyward stones, like countless writhing opals. Their bellies wriggled fleshily; like a billion exposed, swallowing throats. They crushed against the glass—so thick was the swarm that each one seemed to be suffocating, undulating with a mix of hunger for entry and desperation for release.


The woman with the rosary let out a shriek, shout-whispering prayers with her head over her beads.


“It’s a plague of locusts,” gasped the weeping man to the mother of the baby.


Inside an eternity that must have been moments—Eilidh had counted eighty-eight pounding heartbeats; eighty-nine, ninety, ninety-one—the purulent brightness had become disfigured by the presence of the plague, a different sort of darkness now enshrouding the unlucky plane. The hum of wings was unavoidable, deafening. Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine. One hundred.


Some bugs had been pulverized into the panes by the force of their own swarm, carcasses oozing thickly across the glass. A hundred and four. A hundred and five. Splintered wings and contorted hairline legs punctuated slathered softshell underbellies. A hundred and ten. A hundred eleven. Inside the plane, the dim sterility of emergency lighting flashed soullessly, a quiet signal for the end of days.


Abruptly, Eilidh lost count of her own pulse, succumbing to the wilds of arrhythmia. Her seatmate had finally closed the window, not that it mattered anymore. They could still hear the scratch and the crawl, the buzz of wings and the pelting of bodies, like the sound of the word infestation. The way the word pestilence felt on the tongue. Someday, assuming they survived this particular plague, it would hail and they would all say Huh, sounds like locusts, all of them now one step closer to knowing how it ends.


“Fuck,” Eilidh whispered to nobody.


The thing in her chest seemed to chuckle, licking its lips, sated for the time being. Promises, promises. In Eilidh’s head she heard Wagner, Beethoven, the beauty of notes played by hate. Darkness you could taste, a chord you’re meant to suffer. Like if a miracle were ugly, or fate could only sing a grisly song.















A Brief Note from God


Here’s what you need to know about the Wren family: Aside from being assholes, they’re also fucking frauds.


And I don’t say that from a place of bias. I’m what the experts call a voice of God narration (God for short—who has the time for honorifics?) and I’m mostly here to observe and make the occasional comment as related to your understanding of the plot. So, like I said, the first thing to know about the Almighty House of Wren is that it’s a crumbling mess of conflict and lies, with the general obfuscation of reality as a treat.


Take, for example, the name Wren, which suggests an Anglo-Saxon origin, perhaps even a veritable and renowned one. False. Both sides of the family involve a wide variety of helter-skelter refuge-seeking immigrants concealed behind more dignified origins—Singaporean and Malaysian success stories emphasized on one side, conveniently making no public reference to the hodgepodge of Filipino and Cambodian mixed in, and on the other, a sprinkle of Old New York Dutch to narratively overshadow the Russian Jewish roots; altogether, a genetic smoothing tool that was not so much a lie as it was a contour light for a prettier, more dignified picture. (True, some might argue that it’s better to be a thirsty charlatan bitch than an actual blue-blooded colonizer, to which I say—yeah, sure, whatever. I am not an interventionist voice of God.)


The things you should know about the world, assuming you don’t already know them, mostly have to do with the magitech industry, the basis of which is Magic—the elegant architectural system of transporting electromagnetic waves as trademarked by one Upland M. Carmichael as of approximately 1890, shortly after Nikola Tesla bounced from Edison Machine Works. (I know you don’t care about any of this, but what can I say? One hobbyist to another, I get a little overexcited when it comes to the subject of creation.) Anyway, the long and short of it is that MagicTM is essentially the channeling of unusually potent electromagnetic waves en masse—a primitive form of supercomputing, essentially, and not unlike the work of Tesla’s induction motor—allowing open communication where there would otherwise be one-way traffic.


Normal electromagnetic waves send energy from one place to another, but thanks to the infrastructure of Magic, information can be sent, received, and interpreted, and at extraordinary speed, too. You can see why someone would call it magic, though despite all its eventual applications, its patent simply sat dormant for multiple decades, waiting for someone more enterprising and less dorky to put it to meaningful use.


Which leads us, with some hops, skips, and jumps, to Wrenfare Magitech, the brainchild of the late Thayer Wren—may he rest in, you know, peace.


From my position of sublime omniscience, Thayer was both myth and man, almost interchangeably. Impressive in his quest for innovation, visionary in his sense of progress, but also, fortunate by circumstance, as all billionaires ultimately are. Had he never met his late cofounder, Marike Fransson, or the financier Merritt Foster, who would ultimately prove Thayer’s most lethal betrayer until his daughter Meredith took the crown—had Thayer simply been born to a village with no computer or literacy—he would not have been the Thayer Wren who was both adored and despised, nor the Thayer Wren who drove all three of his children to varying extremes of success and, unavoidably, madness. (More on that later. I promised you enlightenment on the House of Wren, and I’m nothing if not divinely reliable.)


While the telecommunications systems underpinning today’s technomancy began in the early twentieth century, and the development of Magic as a harnessable source of electromagnetic waves even earlier than that, it was actually war that produced the necessary conditions for the Wren children. Firstly, in that the need for instant, encrypted, far-reaching intelligence systems around the Second World War led to an unprecedented outpouring of military spending into the formerly dormant use of Magic as a power source for a new, rapid communications network—such that by the time Thayer Wren was of an age to reasonably connect two dots and implement the first viable deep neural network, the infrastructure for a Magic-based tech company was already in place. More efficient superconductors were already in development, quantum computing was already ideologically in play, and all that remained was an ability to produce parallel, complete internets running on individual devices—all sharing and informing each other to adapt by the billions every nanosecond—at an appreciable scale.


Genius, right? But also, importantly, inevitable.


The second war-related condition leading to a generation of tiny geniuses involved Persephone Liang, the mother of Meredith, Arthur, and Eilidh Wren, and the daughter of two luxury hoteliers who technically made the early part of their wealth in pharmaceuticals. It was Persephone’s father’s father who invented an alternative to penicillin, an extremely lucrative product that launched one of the most prominent pharmaceutical chains throughout emerging Asian markets. After sending Persephone to the finest Western boarding schools and impressing upon her the significance of an Oxbridge degree and general upper crust acceptance, the Liangs’ wonderfully clever and breathtakingly attractive daughter (and the trust fund she had newly aged into) eventually found her way to a college dropout with long hair and a cloying tendency to wax poetic about the qubit, prompting both her parents to die spontaneously of shame.


But Persephone was cleverer than she seemed, depending on whether it is clever to throw your own fortune and accomplishments into the support of a man whose ambitions bordered on zealotry. Because yes, knowing what you now know, perhaps it doesn’t look so problematic to choose the future CEO of Wrenfare over a life of predictable sameness (even if that sameness looks very suspiciously like creature comforts in other, more flattering lights). At the time Persephone Liang met Thayer Wren, she was in dire need of inspiration; of something Persephone called motion that other people might call spontaneity, or perhaps a hypomanic episode.


As for Thayer, he had been dragged to London, having been told by various industry mentors—most notably Merritt Foster, then a young Harvard graduate whose spare $250,000 would provide the first angel investment for Wrenfare and eventually yield the fortune to cofound rival magitech giant Tyche Inc. after Foster and Thayer publicly cut ties—that he might find investors there. Thayer, the father of both magitech and the three assholes in this book, was three years Persephone’s junior, and had recently dropped out of Stanford University with an idea so consuming he could no longer focus on the drudgery of his studies, particularly not his calculus prerequisite or the asinine general education requirements (both of which he’d failed). Thayer had a mind that needed to work quickly, to be constantly engaged with a single complex, ever-changing, Sisyphean-seeming but ultimately conquerable toy.


Relatedly, this insistence on change for the sake of change was why the version of Wrenfare that Thayer would ultimately die with bore few similarities to the Wrenfare he had started with. Absent his technical cofounder, his charismatic wife, and his savvy financier, there was no one left to convince Thayer that wheels do not require reinventing, even if reinventing wheels is your dearest, most precious wish.


But that is, obviously, getting ahead of myself. The story of Persephone Liang Wren’s demise is better left to one of her children, namely Meredith, whose own life story would follow the trajectory of her father’s so closely it would seem at first to be the actions of a lunatic, or an idiot, when in fact it’s just one of those silly ironies, like the self-fulfilling prophecy of Oedipus finding his own mother hot. What’s important to know is that Wrenfare Magitech—the company that Thayer Wren, at nineteen years old, already knew would revolutionize the way human beings communicated with each other—had developed so successfully and quickly that it seemed unstoppable, even inimitable, and yet had begun, by the middle of the 2010s, to falter. Profit margins dipped; competitors swarmed the magitech market like Visigoths sacking Rome. Think pieces began to emerge, first about whether Wrenfare’s hegemony was reaching its end, then about whether its doom could be prevented. At the time of Thayer Wren’s death, public reception to Wrenfare’s longtime CEO had transitioned from idolatry boasting the kind of black-and-white portraiture usually reserved for military generals to reductive clickbait about his failures as a leader and a man. Wrenfare the company was besmirched by flagging leadership; thanks to Thayer, Wrenfare the product now lived in the shadow of public doubt.


But what would become of Wrenfare the idea, Wrenfare the system, Wrenfare the revolution, which had launched an industry and rewritten the course of modern life?


To many, the answer lay somewhere beyond Thayer—to his successors, whoever they might be. Which was why, on the Monday that news broke of his death, the New York Times would be forced to narrowly pull a feature called “The Rise and Fall of the House of Wren,” a deep dive into the lives of Thayer’s three children that revolved around a single, arresting question: Which of the Wrens now deserved the Wrenfare throne?


First there was Meredith Wren, the oldest and most obvious candidate, at least until you dug a little deeper into her past. Now CEO of her own magitech company, Birdsong, Meredith had not only been selected as a U.S. Presidential Scholar but had also graduated valedictorian of her renowned private high school, and was singularly recognized as one of the most disliked people ever to walk its hallowed halls. Despite a promising start in the burgeoning academy of biomantic research (itself built in large part on the quantum computing pioneered by her father’s CTO, Marike Fransson, who would pass away during the early 2000s and coincidentally go unmentioned in all but the most technical accounts of magitech’s rise), Meredith would drop out of Harvard at age nineteen. It was a choice that seemed at first to be completely mysterious—the actions of a spoiled child who did not believe the rules were meant to apply to her.


Meredith disappeared from public view, and when she and her life’s work, Chirp, made their resurgence five years later with the full support of venture capital behind her, public opinion soon turned. Never mind the thing they said before—she was, like her father, an innovator! The decision to publicly partner with Tyche, the company cofounded by her own father’s former financier, Merritt Foster, sent shock waves through Silicon Beach—a power move, many ruled, that revealed an impressive, almost horrific professional ruthlessness. Immediately, Meredith Wren was listed fourth on the Forbes 30 Under 30 list, the only woman in what was widely considered the top five and the only woman of color of any real significance in tech.


But was the betrayal merely professional, or was Meredith actually a calculating snake? Despite her unprecedented success—or perhaps because of it—there soon came some noise about Meredith’s personal unpopularity. Her colleagues did not like her. Her contemporaries, the other CEOs vying for unicorn valuations, believed her to be not only an unbearable, arrogant, class-sympathizing snob, but also, quite frankly, a bitch. According to a widely publicized rumor—nonetheless published due to the reliability of its male source—Meredith did not really seem capable of the accomplishments to her name. One year after Chirp’s release, the clinical trials that were always too good to be true—the app that so zealously proposed it could make you happy—became a topic of intensifying speculation. Was such idolatry really owed to Meredith and Birdsong, or was some other dystopian capitalist fuckery afoot?


As of the month of her father’s demise, the tide was turning on Meredith Wren. Was she as competent as she seemed, or was it all a smoke screen mired in excessive wealth? Was it even possible to do the things she claimed Chirp could do? Or as Jamie Ammar would later put it in his pitch to Magitek magazine, were the biomantic functions of the world’s first neuromancy transmitter legitimately improving the brain chemistry of its users, or did people simply feel better while they were shopping at the grocery store Tyche happened to own?


Another rumor, one suspiciously similar in tone to the first rumor, was that Thayer had always believed his eldest daughter flawed. He had denied her a position in Wrenfare’s technical leadership—said to be her dearest ambition, and even her younger sister had qualified for a director position in-house—and then had snubbed her a second time by deliberately passing on the chance to invest in her product despite Wrenfare’s known entry to the biomantic sphere (apparent from their latest product, a watch connected to the Wrenfare network that, curiously, also sought to offer subcutaneous delivery). Initially the snub had seemed in the interest of fairness, but now that the effectiveness of Meredith’s leadership had come under fire, Thayer’s choice to disregard his eldest child’s company seemed much more telling. What had Thayer Wren known about his traitorous daughter that the rest of the world had overlooked until, well, now?


Then there was Congressman Arthur Wren, the second-youngest congressman in history, elected at the age of twenty-eight to a progressive eastern district in the larger San Francisco Bay Area. Arthur had married young by neoliberal standards, at the age of just twenty-six, and despite a lukewarm performance in NCAA baseball—he had been an All-American top recruit out of high school, but flagged in investment quality as he revealed himself to be prone to the yips—Arthur had, like his sister, disappeared for a time in his early twenties, appearing to find the pressure to succeed to be too much too soon.


But then he was suddenly out in the world campaigning, his social media feeds bright and overflowing with progressive ideas and the unique virality of the young and hip, his private life open for what seemed to be perfectly willing consumption. Arthur Wren did not beg for privacy. His public image was curated so neatly, in such buttery, sycophantic shades of sorbet (successors to the destitution of millennial pink) that it seemed impossible to certain prolific armchair experts that it could not be a ruse, and yet seemingly the entire internet—his father’s own internet—crowned him their boyfriend without a second thought.


By the end of two years, now running for reelection in the lead-up to his thirtieth birthday, Arthur had not accomplished much of anything. News outlets covering his campaign routinely speculated that he was actually quite useless. As Arthur accomplished less and less, he grew more visibly distracted, photographed not only out of his district but out of the country, often rubbing elbows with the hoity-toity set. His pictures with his wife, Gillian, looked increasingly staged and stiff, and his social media feeds offered little in the realm of meaningful engagement. At one point, Arthur was seen to frantically abscond from a closed congressional hearing, hair and eyes wild with uncontrolled static as he screeched “no comment” at nearby cameras and fled. To many, Arthur seemed to be shrinking, disappearing. By the time local polls revealed that he was losing ground to his more conservative challenger—in the Bay Area, no less!—it seemed likely that Arthur Wren had gotten the yips yet again.


Still, constant punditry as to Arthur Wren’s political uselessness aside, his tragedy in this particular story is private—unless you consider the fact that Thayer, despite a longstanding invitation to Arthur’s fundraising events, ultimately contributed nothing to his campaign.


Finally, there was Eilidh Wren, the perpetual ingenue, whose public face would never age beyond her teens thanks to the miserly cruelty of the media. Eilidh, known among the Wren family’s inner circles to be her father’s favorite, was at one point primed to be the world’s most recognizable ballerina—one of a scant twenty individuals and the only dancer to be sponsored by a primary athletic company at the age of eighteen, when she made her debut with the New York Ballet. It was Eilidh’s elegant, ambiguously mixed-race face, placid and poised, that graced the city’s billboards like a supermodel; it was her lithe, sculpted, second-gen-American musculature that was celebrated in advertisements about the virtues of talent and hard work. Eilidh was the token poster child for the rituals of mind over matter, and for the gracious acceptance—nay, the divine necessity!—of pain.


Then, later, coverage of her injury created a hollow mausoleum of a life, complete with the vast, prolonged funeral held publicly for her career. Pictures of little Asian girls setting flowers outside the New York ballet graced the cover of every magazine. Eilidh Wren, who had once been everything to her community, was gone! What a waste, a life cut short, the It Girl who would eventually succumb to her own personal tragedy, as though the goddess Athena had struck Eilidh Wren down for the crime of being too beautiful, too talented, too young.


Of course, Eilidh wasn’t actually dead. She was a respected employee at her father’s company, clocking in her nine-to-five like everyone else, which was incalculably worse. If only she’d died! The only thing more virtuous than an ingenue was a dead ingenue, which was something like a saint. Rest in peace.


The reality of the House of Wren, as the Times article would have concluded had it actually made it to press, was that despite boasting a family of prodigies, Thayer Wren had raised a trio of sad, underperforming adults who’d peaked too soon. Thayer Wren himself was no different—a difficult, curmudgeonly man who personified toxic work environments and had, in recent times, fallen prey to the trap of his own invention. Toward the end of his life, Thayer’s legacy was compromised by the trials of his own desire to be seen, a cautionary tale about the narcissism of a man self-consciously bereft of equals; who simply believed it when his yes-men told him he was singular, unmatched. There was a lawsuit currently being compiled against him, rumors of employee abuse, whispers of sexual misconduct. It was said that his own board was soon to turn against him; that the future of Wrenfare Magitech was unclear. The most valuable thing Thayer owned—not technical expertise, which had been Marike Fransson’s, or financial brilliance, which had been Merritt Foster’s, or the right connections, which had been his wife Persephone’s, but Thayer’s own singular innovation, his once clear-eyed drive to create—was being widely and publicly questioned. Perhaps he had only gotten this far by taking advantage of the genius of others? His rise came on the backs of laxer labor laws; of early business partners and smarter collaborators who’d been quietly passed over; of a monied wife who’d died before anyone could openly question what she’d contributed to her husband’s success; of a public led to believe that eccentricity could only mean genius; of an era less scrutinizing of men who looked and spoke like Thayer Wren.


What would it mean, then, for his children, for his progeny and his creations, for the consumer-driven world that he himself had helped create? What would happen to Wrenfare, and to the very society Wrenfare had built—and which of the Wren children, if any, could be left with the task of seeing it through?


Moments before his last unassisted breath—while sitting alone in his ceremonial office, burning the midnight oil as he had not been accustomed to doing for decades by then—Thayer Wren typed into his favorite microblogging site a single sentence and hit post: I’ve learned to expect the least out of the people I thought the highest of. A fitting end, thought the Times reporter, to a story about the falseness of perfection and the disappointment inherent in its pursuit. About what happens when a bright star—and the promise of the stars his own light produced—invariably burns out.


But then, of course, Thayer Wren fucking died—he had a stroke later that night and was declared dead by Monday morning, not that his children could be bothered to pick up the phone—and there was no way the Times could publish something so incisive. It would seem insensitive, and journalism had enough problems as it was. The article was pulled, and in its place ran a simpler, less abrasive headline:


FOUNDER OF MODERN MAGITECH THAYER WREN HAS DIED.


Anyway, back to the subject of magic. Does it exist, you ask? Of course it does, or how else to explain Wrenfare’s operational system, which is otherwise unfathomable at this scale?


Okay, but does it exist, you may reasonably press me, and that answer is—perhaps this is a surprise to you?—an additional, unequivocal yes. Magic, as in the stuff of fairy tales—the stuff that individual people can access, which is both the same as and different from the stuff keeping Wrenfare’s neural network alive—isn’t not real. The majority of the world may believe so, but there are lots of things in which the world believes (the American dream, the efficacy of dieting, the concept of fairness) that aren’t necessarily the whole truth.


You do understand that magic can be much more than just a technical network of communication and energy, right? The line between magic and science is fuzzy to begin with—ask any physicist—but even so, instinctively you know that something out there is far more lawless; you feel it in your bones. Take it from your lola who’s at least half-psychic, for example, or your abuela who dabbles in curses. Magic, real magic, is much more fluid than capital or industry, and it’s also bound by far fewer rules.


Just because the majority of the world doesn’t produce magic doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. And just because magic can sit still and listen doesn’t mean it always chooses to. Truthfully, there are so many different, equally plausible pathways to magic’s effects that it would be impossible to sit here and list the myriad ways an individual could conceivably bend it to their will. Can magic securely deliver a document in less than the time it takes to lose your train of thought? Of course. Can magic be used to pick a lock in someone’s mind, reshaping the train of their thoughts? With the right set of talents, absolutely. Can magic spontaneously create an electrical charge that resembles a miniaturized bolt of lightning? If you’ve got a weird form of the yips, why not.


Can magic belong to something larger than ourselves, a network of something bigger than this earth, more vast and more ineffable than energy, something called upon as if it were, say, a demon, or nature herself? Yes, yes, and yes. Technically, magic is unbounded, and if we cannot name every creature in the sea, then we cannot determine with certainty who was individually responsible for the ten plagues of Egypt we all learned about in Sunday school (or from a beautifully scored work of animation, pending the devoutness of your parents). Nor do we technically know for sure that there were only ten, because things do get lost in translation.


So, to sum up, magic—as Magic—can be monetized, militarized, and/or mass-produced electromagnetic energy. As far as the world knows, it can end there, as something to drive capital and disrupt the system within which we’ve learned to coexist. But to those fashionably in the know, magic can also be called upon in variable forms by any knowledgeable practitioner (and quite possibly also a secret third thing, known only to Moses, King Ramses II, and Eilidh Wren).


The point is: Magic has existed in various shades throughout history, alternately called by names like technology or witchcraft or shamanism, depending on who authors the story—but I, of course, am the God writing this one, and I choose to call it what it is.


As to the question of which Wren deserves to reign, magic is not and has never cared about the answer. It has loftier goals, bigger problems. For the purposes of the story, though, let’s say hypothetically that it matters; that within every discussion of magic there is an inherent question of worthiness, and of worth itself. If Wrenfare is glory and glory is Eden, it’s hardly my place to decide which asshole stays. I’m but a mere voice of God—I neither play favorites nor offer condemnation.


Nor do I need to. By the time their father’s death irreversibly changes the trajectory of all three lives, it’s pretty clear they’ve all equally fucked themselves.
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