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“Recession of the Divine”


Hillary Jacques


The fire had ridden up an unfinished four-by-four wooden post and melted the red rubber covering of the gaming booth. Olivia Sarkis snapped photos of all four sides, then crouched to survey the contents. The roof slumped like a gritty tongue and, in the murk beneath it, cheap, once-plush toys lay about, charred and disfigured.


“Holy thunderballs, what happened to those little bastards?” a woman asked, so close that the humidity of her breath invaded Olivia’s ear.


Olivia jumped to her feet. Beside her a young woman, red hair short and spiked, stuck her thumbs into her pockets and rocked back until she achieved a gravity-defying angle. She was angular where Olivia was curved, short while the other woman loomed, and ethereal where Olivia was solid flesh. An avatar that well rendered, probably even touchable, could only be the result of centuries on the earthly plane.


“Thalia,” Olivia said, her guess confirmed when the Muse’s face lit up. Her pleasure sparked an answering warmth in Olivia. “Why sneak up on me like that?”


Thalia raised a finger. “Better question, Lady. Why allow me to sneak up on you?”


“I’m working.” Olivia tucked stray curls behind her ears. Mortal hair, she had long ago decided, behaved oddly. Thalia bent at the waist and peered under the covering.


“I hate to tell you this, but I think those little bunnies is d-e-a-d dead.” Her eyebrows rose expectantly. “Unless you wish to return them to life.”


“I doubt that performing mouth-to-mouth on melted snouts will raise them to the level of anything remotely resembling life.”


Thalia shrugged and looked around. They stood between shuttered gaming stands, isolated from a seething crowd by a pair of thin ribbons of yellow tape. To Olivia’s left, a man on stilts swung a baton, flaming on both ends. Below, the crowd twitched, pointing like dogs, anticipating misfortune. To her right, excited murmurs followed in the wake of a scantily clad bearded lady as she sashayed near the entrance gate. Performers building excitement for the nightly shows. Only at a carnival would a burned building not draw attention.


Kimball and Son Amusements boasted the largest traveling fleet of rides in the United States, but it prided itself on traditional attractions: performers, mind readers, and weight guessers. Freaks.


Thalia scuffed the toe of her boot over the outside of a distinct circle of clean ground.


“Already got it.” Olivia pointed to a barrel that had been dragged five paces away. “Someone tossed a cigarette at the trash, missed, and hit something flammable, probably improperly disposed-of cooking grease. Are you now the Muse of loss control engineers?”


“Is that what you’re pretending to be?” Thalia extracted a yellow and red nub from the barrel. She sniffed it. “Is this what humans subsist on nowadays?”


“It’s a dog made of corn, a rare delicacy. You should try it.” Olivia closed her notebook and pocketed her camera. “I work for insurance companies, reviewing incidents and helping businesses develop safety procedures.” She liked the job, finding and sorting the myriad pieces that contributed to accidents. Cause led to effect, and statistics and analysis produced remedies. It was an orderly, controlled profession, and she found she liked helping people. She’d never been useful before.


“For instance, if someone was eating garbage, you’d tell them it would be a good idea to stop before they got dysentery? That’s genius!” Thalia mimed an awed expression as she dropped the stick onto the ground. “Why don’t you finish up here? There’s a great taco place down the road. It’s been a nymph’s age since we caught up.”


“Down the road?”


“Pasco.”


“Washington State?” She shook her head. “We’re in Kentucky.”


Thalia waved absently. “Those laws of space and time are so . . . human.”


“I need to complete my investigation.” Olivia ground her teeth, then winced. A week ago she’d had a cavity filled, and the tooth was still sore. Discomfort was also a human constant.


“You should investigate more than this fire. This place is a sham.” Thalia flicked open a pocketknife and began carving stylized pictures of birds into the singed wooden post.


“Carnivals sell illusion. It’s sleight of hand on a mass scale. Stop defacing the premises.”


“I don’t mean the show.” Thalia flashed a pair of jazz hands. The blade made the motion menacing. “There’s something nasty under the surface here, something dangerous.” Her eyes widened and her voice turned beseeching. “You should fix it. Isn’t that your job now, to make things safe?”


“Cease your provocation.” The Muse was pushing, using that subliminal encouragement specific to an essential, professional instigator.


Thalia frowned as she closed her knife. “You can’t do this forever, Lady. You may have masked what you are, but you will never be rid of your nature.”


The Muse faded, her image wavering like a reflection on water before disappearing. Olivia’s head buzzed, the binding over her power quivering in response to Thalia’s small trick. To release it meant she would leave this body and disperse like a thread on the wind. She would be stronger, but she would unravel, losing this sense of self she had finally identified and built up. That, she was not ready for.
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