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In This Issue



Welcome to the 20th issue of Khimairal
Ink. We have a wonderful collection of stories from returning
favorites and new contributors. 

As I write this, historical events are unfolding—a slow beginning
to the positive changes happening for the LGBT world.

A July 6, 2011 ruling from a
federal appeals court barred further enforcement of the U.S. military’s
ban on openly gay service members. President Obama, Secretary of Defense Leon
Panetta, and Admiral Mike Mullen, Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, sent that certification to Congress on July
22, 2011, setting the end of DADT for September 20, 2011.

On July 24th, New York became the sixth state to allow couples of
all combinations of gender to marry.



Most of our stories reflect how these changes came too late for 
some of the characters. But, as in reality, there is always hope and places
where acceptance comes without sexual labels. The remaining stories are slices
of life of what is and what could be.



Enjoy!

Claudia







New Beginnings



Yep. I’m not Carrie. She’s taking a long overdue sabbatical from
work, and is probably on a mountaintop some place, comtemplating the meaning of
life in meditative calm and solice.

This means that Khimairal Ink is going to take a
sabbatical of sorts, too. We love everything about Khimairal Ink, except
the time we can no longer afford to take to get out regular issues. So we’ve
decided to put do occasional issues with defined reading periods so
writers will know when to submit to us. 

We’re also going to have calls for submissions to special
issues—very special issues for those who enjoy creating in ways other than
words.

The stories in this double
issue are strong and exceptional. These talented writers make me wish we
could still put out issues three or four times a year just so I can read their
work.

Khimairal Ink has always been more than just a hobby for
us. It’s been a  great way to meet the kind
of authors that we like to publish for our Nuance and Mindancer Press
imprints. Here’s an interesting statistic for you. Bedazzled Ink currently has
books by twenty-three authors. Fourteen of those authors originally had stories
in Khimairal Ink. And four of those authors
have published nonlesbian fiction books with us—a total of six children’s
books and a cookbook. 

So this has not been an easy decision, but is the best one to
make at this time.

As an added bonus, we’re putting this issue out as in pdf, mobi,
and epub formats so you can read it on your ereader of choice.

Thank you for your support through the years. We’ll be back.



Enjoy!

Casey







A Warrior’s Homecoming

Lynette Mae



“They shouldn’t ask this of you.”

“They didn’t. I volunteered,” Alandra had said simply.

“You were supposed to get out. That was our plan.”

“I know. But, everything’s different now.” 

I remembered that conversation
so vividly. It was the moment when everything
changed. Not that those hijacked planes-turned-missiles smashing into
the towers in New York City, detonating the west wall of the Pentagon, and
slamming into an open field in Pennsylvania on that horrific Tuesday morning
didn’t completely alter the world as we knew it. In this moment, however, our
lives would be redirected on a predetermined course that, naturally, no one
could foresee. Maybe it’s better that way, I don’t know.

“We’ll need to go soon.” The voice of Alandra’s best friend,
Trish, pulled me momentarily back to the present. 

I nodded absently, the fog of memories still engulfing me. My
mind pushed away the stark reality of where I was, opting to seek refuge in the
past instead. It was the only place that felt sane.

Life changing moments. The first time she’d changed my life was
back in eighty-nine. I had just completed my Advanced Individual Training­—AIT
as we referred to it—and arrived at my first permanent duty assignment in Germany. My training was over and now I was
embarking on a new adventure in a foreign country. I was full of
youthful exuberance, proud of myself and my accomplishments thus far. 

I walked into the latrine down the hall from my room on the
first night I’d arrived. The barracks were WWII-era structures, offering little
in the way of amenities. The door opened to a row of white porcelain sinks
beneath long mirrored panels on the left and dingy mint green toilet stalls on
the right. Pale green and white half-inch tiles covered the floor and large,
industrial-style florescent lighting hurt my eyes for a moment, making me
squint against the glare. The shower sprayed and hissed, splashing off whoever
was currently using the facilities. Steam rose in the air and crept over the
tiled wall separating the gang shower area from the rest of the space. I hooked
my towel next to the one already hanging at the entrance and began to strip.

The water stopped, and the occupant walked out shaking her
head, throwing large drops of water all around her. It reminded me of the
dousing I’d gotten when I bathed my golden retriever as a kid, and I had to
smile. Seeing me, she stilled, realizing
what she was doing, and mumbled an apology. Her hair looked like it had
been in a blender, and that made my smile widen. The light sparkled in the
droplets of water clinging to the midnight strands of her hair. She was a
mythical warrior that had just stepped out of the pages of the stories I loved.
I had never seen anyone like her and I know I stood there staring stupidly, but
she seemed not to notice. All I could think was, “Who is this woman?”

Now, I stared unseeing at the world around me. People moved
nearby and across my field of vision, but they seemed far away and transparent,
hovering in some alternate reality. Or maybe that was me. 

Trish handed me a glass of water. “Drink this.” I sipped and
handed it back to her. My stomach rolled, and I chalked it up to circumstances.
I heard the murmur of voices and a steady sound that cut through the air. Click,
click, click. I know that sound. Metal taps. Drill instructors wear them on
their heels and tips of their boots to further intimidate recruits, but mostly
they are worn by ceremonial units. I turned my focus in the direction of the
sound. A member of the Guard strode by, and I could only stare at his feet, hearing the click with each step he took, his shoes
flawlessly shined. Alandra would approve. “Kiwi, water, and patience,”
she used to say, my mind drifting again to the past. 

The day I arrived at the Augsburg Tactical Operation Center,
or TOC, for my first day of work, she was sitting in the NCO office with her
boots on the desk, leaning back casually in
the chair. I saw the corporal’s stripes, but I remember her boots more
than anything because they shone like black glass. I had never known it was
possible to get leather to shine like that. She cast a lopsided grin in my
direction that let me know she remembered me from the previous night. After I’d
completed my paperwork, Corporal Alandra Salazar took me out for my initial
patrol.

“Today’s lesson will be
patrol MSR.” The first real words she ever spoke to me in her honey-smooth tenor. She smiled at the blank expression on my face. “MSR means Main Supply Route.” I
nodded. As she drove, she continued
her instruction, explaining the role of the Combat Support MP. “Our
three main functions,” she said, “are Battlefield
Circulation Control, or troop and supply movements, Convoy Escorts, and Area
Recons. Here it’s fairly easy, but when you go in country and set up in a new
place, you’ll do everything from finding LZ’s—landing zones—to naming the
streets.”

I would have asked a question if my mind hadn’t been so
saturated with information already. 

“You got a name?” Her eyes dropped to my nametag. “Smith.” She
read aloud and laughed, which made me a little irritated. 

“What’s funny?” I wanted to know, meeting her eyes with a
challenge. Hers sparkled and her mouth twisted into a playful smirk that
diffused my anger. 

“I’m not making fun of you. Relax. Smith’s just kind of
generic, and you don’t seem generic to me. So? Your name?”

It was hard not to relax in the face of her easygoing
demeanor. The questions were simple and honest, without a hint of malice.

“Rebecca. My friends call me Becca.”

Her eyes were back on the road. “Becca,” she repeated quietly,
thoughtfully, drawing out the syllables, as though savoring my name like a fine
wine. 

“Becca?” Trish placed her hand
gently on my shoulder. I blinked, returning to reality, still hearing
Alandra’s voice. My eyes darted around for some sign that I wasn’t the only one
who’d heard it. When I focused on Trish’s face, she gave me half a smile. “The
car’s ready, hon.” 

“Okay.”

Trish grasped my elbow as I
stood, and I slipped on my sunglasses before we stepped outside. “Just remember,
I’m right here,” she assured me as we walked to the vehicle that sat idling
just outside the door, ready to take us on today’s journey.

The sun blazed hot against a brilliant blue cloudless sky. The
kind of day Alandra would spend kayaking or biking, not wanting to miss a
moment of the beauty. A Bavarian blue sky,
she would call it, referring to the first trip we ever took together. I
automatically looked up, hoping she wasn’t missing
it today. A hawk circled high above us and gave a call. Alandra always
admired the powerful birds of prey for their skill and beauty.

“Thanks for coming.” I didn’t say it out loud but I knew she
heard me. I watched the bird soaring
effortlessly through the air, as effortlessly as Alandra had entered my
soul.

A year after my first patrol lesson, we were on a three-day
trip to the Bavarian Alps. We had hiked all day and just returned to our room
in a little chalet at the base of the mountains. It was cozy and clean, no
frills, but perfect for us because we weren’t planning to spend much time
inside anyway. Looking back, I should have realized that something was up. We
had become inseparable since that first patrol but more so in the weeks
preceding that trip. All day it seemed as though we were closer than usual. I
didn’t question it, I was probably afraid I might disturb whatever special
karma was building. I knew that my feelings for her had already crossed the
line of friendship, but Alandra had never gone further than the occasional
flirtatious tone or look.

When we returned to our lodging, the proprietor met us,
explaining apologetically that we would need to switch rooms. Alandra asked if
we might see the new room first. I thought I caught the hint of a
conspiratorial look between them, but couldn’t be sure. She had always been
chivalrous to a fault, so it was normal for her to unlock the door and wait for
me to enter. I crossed the threshold to find the room filled with flowers.
Vases and tied bundles of bouquets of all shapes and sizes on every available
surface. I stood gaping for long moments, trying to take it all in. Then, I saw
that the room had only one bed and in the middle was a single red rose and a
small white envelope with my name written in flowing script. I looked over at
Alandra. She smiled shyly and shrugged. I picked up the envelope and removed a
small white card. On it, she had written three words, “Stay with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Trish’s voice intruded on the scene in
my head.

I frowned at her. “I’m sorry. What?”

She smiled kindly. “You said, ‘Stay with me,’ I will.” 

Trish pulled the white glove off of her right hand to take my
left in hers. I realized then that I had spoken Alandra’s message aloud. We
were seated in the back of the car now, but I didn’t remember climbing in. I
gave her a quick nod and leaned forward to peer out the windshield at the car
in front of us, needing to look. A red and a white stripe and a section of blue
were visible between the edges of the white curtains on the back window. I
did stay. I’m still here. Unexpected tears blurred my vision, and I removed
my sunglasses to wipe them away with the thumb and forefinger of my free hand. 

I remembered the night in November of ninety-five, we stood on
the tarmac in Ft. Polk, Louisiana, as Alandra’s unit was preparing to deploy as
part of the UN force in Bosnia. We had already said our goodbyes privately
before coming to the airstrip, but watching the other spouses embracing their
departing mates made me emotional. I rubbed my eyes to stop my tears from
coming. Alandra smiled at me, love shining in her eyes, and then hugged me and
whispered in my ear, “You are my heart. No matter what. Know that. Te Amo. I
love you always.”

We both hated the side of military life that required
separations for sometimes months, or even up to a year. The reality of our
relationship made it impossible to request the same duty station. During those
absences we made do with letters and cherished phone calls, allowing the love
in one another’s voices to sustain us until the next time we were together. This
tour was an eighteen-month assignment to
assist the Serbian police with security and keep the peace in the ‘Zone
of Separation,’ the designated neutral zone along the borders of Hungary,
Croatia, and Bosnia. By then Alandra was a Staff Sergeant, leading squads of
MPs whose job it was to maintain the ZOS. She earned several commendations and
a meritorious service award for her outstanding work. 

I had been stationed in Berlin, and we were fortunate enough
that she was able to get a four-day pass once during her tour to join me there.
She stepped off the military transport plane, and I’d thought I might pass out
from sheer desire. I hadn’t known just how much I’d missed her until that
moment and I was emotionally overwhelmed. I summoned every last ounce of
control waiting for her to retrieve her duffle bag and cross the fifty yards to
where I stood, and we allowed each other a brief embrace. I felt like a
schoolgirl, giddy and tingling all over, floating in her presence. By the time
we’d arrived at the hotel, the need to touch was palpable between us, and the
wanting in Alandra’s eyes made my heart soar and my head swim.

Inside the room she pulled me to her, the tenderness of her
touch belying the wildness in her eyes. Her
kisses started an ache within that grew steadily until I would have
begged for her touch. I didn’t have to. She sensed my need and responded,
stripping first my body and then laying my soul bare with the power of her
love, taking me to places in ecstasy I’d only dreamed of. It was a reaffirmation;
a reclaiming of what was ours, what could never be taken from us, no matter
what time or distance apart.

“I want you to stay with me,” Alandra had said the next
morning as we held each other watching dappled sunlight dance across the
ceiling.

“I am with you.” I laughed. 

“No. I mean from now on,” she said seriously. “Always. It’s
killing me that I have to leave in two days.” 

“We both have to get back.”

“Don’t re-up.” 

I leaned up on my elbow to look at her. She was completely
serious. I was due to re-enlist the following month. I waited, knowing there
was more.

“Baby, I don’t want to do this anymore. The distance, I mean.
I can’t live without you, so I requested a recruiting assignment stateside to
finish out my career. We can buy a house and live like a real family.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “A family? What are you
saying?”

She became suddenly bashful, picking at nothing on the sheet.
When she looked back up at me the love in her eyes made me want to weep. “I
want to have a family with you. I know you probably never thought I would want
that; hell I didn’t either—before you. I want to buy a house for us to live in,
no more deployments. You and me. A real life, Becca.” 

“If you took another field assignment, you would probably make
First Sergeant.”

“And I would have to leave you again. I don’t want to do that.
I’ve given this lots of thought. I want to
start building our life. I can do two years recruiting. I have enough
money saved to support us until you get whatever civilian job you want. Or, you
don’t have to work. I can support us.” 

“I love you.” It was all I could think to say. 

“Is there a ‘but’?” She was still uncertain. 

“No. There are never any ‘buts’ when it comes to you. You know
that.” I took her face in my hands and kissed her deeply. “I love you,” I said
again when the kiss ended.

“Te Amo. I will love you always.” And then she sealed her
promise with her passion.

I felt the motion of the car stop and realized I wasn’t in
Berlin. I refocused out the window on rows and rows of white headstones as far
as the eye could see. A small sign at the road read: Section 60, the
section reserved for Afghanistan veterans. The door opened, and a sergeant
nodded politely and held out a hand for me. Trish appeared at my right side. I
glanced automatically to my left, always wanting to assure myself that Alandra
was close by.

“Detail! Attention!” the sergeant of the guard shouted. The line
of military personnel snapped to position as Trish led me forward. 

“Detail! Present arms!” The formation immediately rendered a
collective salute that was punctuated by the c-lack sounds of the guard’s
riflemen slapping the stocks of their weapons as they executed the move. 

We took our place in front of the line. The guard moved forward
with slow, precise movements. “Will there be anyone else joining you, ma’am?”
another sergeant asked me.

“No.” Tears threatened again, and I was thankful for the dark
glasses I wore. I was Alandra’s only family.

A warm gust rustled the leaves of a nearby maple tree, just like
the one in our front yard, reminding me of the excitement on Alandra’s face
when she’d first seen it.

“Honey, I’m going to build a tree house for our kid in that
tree.” Her face was lit with pure joy, and seeing her standing in the middle of
the lawn, I knew that this was home. She ran over, threw her arms around me,
and scooped me up to swing me around gleefully. After the second circle, she
lost her balance and we tumbled together onto the grass, laughing loudly. 

“Thank you.” Her face was inches from mine, eyes gleaming. I
loved the way they seemed to be black like onyx from a distance, but up close
an amber ring encircled each pupil, revealing her passionate side. That day the
fiery ring glowed with delight. 

“For what?”

She kissed me delicately. 

“For loving me.”

“As if I had a choice.”

“Detail. Halt.” Click, click. The formation stopped a few
feet from where we stood, lined up behind the now open rear door of the car,
the flag shroud now completely visible. All sound stopped except for the colors
overhead snapping in the breeze and a jet somewhere high above. 

“Left, left . . .” The muted commands accompanying new footsteps
drew closer. A smaller formation of ten Navy Seals approached, falling into
line along side of us. I knew they were Seals by the gold tridents they wore
above the service ribbons on their left breast. The cadence-caller caught my
eye deliberately as he issued a command. “Detail halt.” Clomp, clomp.

I glanced sideways at Trish with a puzzled expression. It was
rare to see personnel from another branch of service at such an event, unless
they were family members. 

Trish spoke in my ear. “They’re
here to pay special tribute, to honor Alandra and her bravery.” I knew
that Alandra’s last mission was escorting a squad of Seals to a landing zone
for deployment. We hadn’t been told much beyond that. 

I nodded slightly in acknowledgment of the Seals. Our lives would
be forever linked through Alandra’s selflessness and love. Her love of country
and sense of duty, two of the qualities that first attracted me to her, had
eventually led us all to this destiny. I touched the right side pocket of my
suit jacket, somehow comforted by the feel of the envelope inside. Trish had
hand-carried it to me a week before, but I refused to read the letter. 

Movement to my right got my attention. The guard was carefully
sliding the flag-draped casket from the
hearse. In one fluid motion they turned forward, faces locked in a
determined stare. This was their mission, to carry a fallen warrior to their place of honor. “Detail. Forward, march.” The
command executed, they half-stepped in unison, edging forward to the
waiting caisson used in the ceremonies of the Army’s Old Guard. The six white
stallions shifted and stomped, one whinnied and shook its head. They seemed to
know that the cargo they awaited was priceless and were readying themselves
impatiently for their solemn trek through the Gardens of Stone.

“Why do you have to go? Haven’t you served in enough battle
zones for one career?” I remember questioning
her. It wasn’t that I’d expected anything less of her. From the moment
the towers fell, I had known on some level this conversation was coming. 

“This is different. They attacked our country, and I’m a
soldier. Becca, I can’t walk away from this fight. Not this time.” 

“You asked me to walk away not long ago. For us. And I did.” 

“That was different. We weren’t at war then.” I had no
response to that because I couldn’t argue
with her logic. She continued, “You and I are different.”

I knew it was the truth, but I didn’t want to accept it. “We
both did the same job,” I said stubbornly. 

“Yes. But that’s all I knew how to be. You are destined for
more important things, Becca.” She smiled, and I felt my defiance slipping.

I tried another angle. “We decided to start a family.” 

She took my face in her hands, those dark eyes intensely
beautiful. “I know, and we will. I just need to do this, Bec. You more than
anyone know it’s who I am.” Her kiss reduced the world to an insignificant
blur, and I could do nothing but let go of my
fears and respond to her touch. The kiss deepened, and I felt a growing
need in Alandra’s body as she pressed against me. “I want you, Becca. Let’s not
wait.” 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I had managed to ask when
we came up for air. 

“We’ve got the samples here, so why not? The doc said it was
entirely possible to conceive without her help. But, it could take a few
tries.” She grinned devilishly. “Besides, I can’t think of a sexier memory to
hold onto than making a baby with you before I leave.” 

“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?” I teased.

“Only about our love.” 

Trish squeezed my hand. I
blinked and realized that we were now standing beneath a canopy.
“Sorry.” I tried to offer a smile without much success.

She linked her arm in mine and leaned into me. “You’re fine.”
Again, I heard the sounds of the guard’s footsteps, this time soft footfalls in
the grass. They placed their charge on the platform and solemnly rendered a
unified salute before marching away. 

The chaplain spoke of God and country as I stared numbly,
recalling the last moment before we left this morning and how I desperately
wanted to simply climb inside with her and close the lid. Escape this senseless
reality. End this agony. None of this made any sense. Alandra was never careless.
An errant explosive device? That was impossible. She was the one who taught me
to spot them anywhere. How could this be? My mind refused to understand. Help
me. I begged silently. 

“Ready. Aim. Fire!” Bang! I jumped as the sound of the
gunfire vibrated through me. Bang! Again. Bang! Slowly the echo
from the last shot faded, only to be replaced by the sad bugler’s song. Anguish
smothered me. A lump grew in my throat that became painful as I tried in vain
to stop the sobs when the sergeant of the guard knelt and handed me the
perfectly folded flag. I merely nodded and stared, my vision blurred by tears.
My soul felt as though it was shattering. I was falling off the edge of sanity.
Alandra, please help me understand. Why?

The Seals moved forward in a straight line of mechanical
precision. I vaguely registered Trish standing and speaking with the Petty
Officer. “We would be grateful,” he said. I looked to Trish for some
explanation. She only nodded in the Seal’s direction.

The Petty Officer removed a
folded piece of paper from his breast pocket and began to read. “First Sergeant Salazar’s squad was escorting our convoy
from checkpoint Charlie to the LZ as we prepared to deploy for our current
mission. Just before our arrival at the LZ we came under enemy fire and a
fierce gun battle ensued. We were pinned down, but holding our own. First
Sergeant Salazar fought bravely alongside my men. The battle raged for hours,
until finally, we began to gain control, our sharpshooters killing many enemy
combatants. Suddenly, a live grenade landed several feet from our defensive
position. Having no time for an alternative solution, First Sergeant Salazar threw herself onto the grenade, sacrificing
her life to save the members of my platoon.”

He looked up at me then. “I was
asked to read this letter by the commander of that squad of Seals who
are continuing their mission as we speak. We are here on their behalf. Ma’am, I
am told that you are a soldier as well. As such, I hope you will take comfort
in knowing that First Sergeant Salazar gave her life to save others. There is
no greater love or higher measure of a warrior’s character than this. Her
bravery will long be remembered.”

They approached silently and then passed by us moving toward the
casket. The first Seal stepped up and removed the gold Trident from his uniform. He slapped the Trident down on the center
of the coffin, embedding it there. One
by one, the rest of the Seals followed suit, slamming the insignia of the elite
Naval warriors in a line along the center, creating a gold inlay across
the lid. When the last Seal had affixed his tribute, their formation executed a
slow, solemn salute. The Seal who had spoken gave me an encouraging nod. I was
stunned by the revelation and the moving display of reverence.

“Thank you for letting me know.” I whispered, but I didn’t know
if I was speaking to him or Alandra.



I PULLED THE envelope from my
pocket, the original copy of the letter from the Seal captain, thankful that
his comrades had delivered the message inside. It was after midnight and I had
finally persuaded Trish to go to bed. After all, she had done her duty,
escorting Alandra home. All day I had been ignoring my queasy stomach, having
no time to think of anything but loss. I fixed myself a cup of tea and settled
down on the couch, with the memories and emotions of the day still hovering
over me. I thought again about the Seals and their tribute, the description of
Alandra’s final moments. It was just like her. Her name means “defender of
man,” and she was surely that.

I looked at the pictures on the side table. Alandra’s electric
smile lighting up each one of the shots, all evidence of a happy life we’d
shared. A fresh wave of acute pain pushed through me as I wondered how in the
hell I was ever going to survive without her. We were going to be a family. A
pang of regret accompanied a fresh shot of pain at the thought of how wonderful
a mother she would have been. 

As I turned to set my cup on the end table, I saw the flashing
light of the answering machine. I had stopped listening to the messages the day
that Army lieutenant knocked on my door with his horrendous message, destroying
life as I’d known it. I hit play when my gaze fell on a small box next to the
coffee table. I frowned because I didn’t remember seeing it that morning. Absently registering the condolences in
the first couple of messages, I recognized the flowing script of the
handwriting on the exterior and my heart stuttered in my chest. 

I lifted the package off the
floor and sat down again with it in my lap, running my hand over the
writing on the upper left-hand corner of the brown paper. SFC A.E. Salazar,
56th MP Company, 1st Platoon, APO Afghanistan. The postmark was three weeks
old. Carefully, not wanting to tear the paper, I slid a finger beneath the tape
securing the folds on either end of the box. My insides vibrated with
nervousness and my hands shook as I opened the flaps to peer inside. All the
while the machine played voices expressing concern and support in my ear. 

An envelope sat on top of the contents and I set it aside for the
moment. Beneath that was a thick styrofoam packing containing a small statue of
some kind, wrapped tightly in a protective bubble wrap. Inside, I discovered a
beautifully carved figure of a woman holding a child. The intricate details
made the pair almost lifelike. I smiled wistfully knowing how much Alandra had
wanted children. My mind’s eye pictured her delight when she selected this gift
for me. Fresh tears filled my eyes as I lifted the envelope and held it up to my face, inhaling the faint scent of her
that clung to the paper. I removed the page within and unfolded the
single sheet. 

The machine beeped again and I
vaguely recognized the voice. “Rebecca, it’s doctor . . . I
have your results . . .”

I was only half listening, my focus fixed on my love’s last
letter. I began to read:

My dearest Becca,

When I saw this statue in the PX before we deployed, I had to
buy it. You know how I am when I get one of my ‘feelings’. I know it worked,
baby. I don’t need to wait for any tests, I swear I saw it in your eyes when I
loved you that night. The power of our love is unstoppable—Tears blinded me
and I had to stop. 



“I’D SAY YOU’RE six weeks along. Congratulations.” Dr. Spencer
smiled at me with a touch of sadness in her eyes. She placed her hand over
mine. “Are you going to be okay?”

I nodded, still staring at the sonogram image on the screen. She
sighed and left the room. I dressed and headed out into the lobby and Trish
held the door for me to step outside ahead of her. I was lost in my own
thoughts as we walked to the car. When we climbed in, Trish couldn’t take the
silence any longer.

“Well?” She said impatiently.

“Yes,” was all I said.

“Wow.” She seemed at a loss. “Do you . . . do you know what
you’re going to do?”

I watched a hawk soar near the horizon and smiled. Encouraged, I
turned to meet her eyes. 

“I’m going to name her Alexandra. Just like Alandra. It means
defender of man.” The hawk circled again, confidently strong and sure. “Te
Amo,” I whispered. “I love you always.”







Forget-Me-Not

Elaine Burnes



I miss you.

Denny brushed her fingers across Vanessa’s flowing script,
centered between the folds. This was the fourth such letter, if you could call
it that, if three words were enough. Vanessa spoke in pictures, not words, so
it must have been hard for her to do this much. Denny had crumpled the first
three from residual anger, but this one she
folded neatly and slipped into her jacket pocket. Their last argument
throbbed in her memory, louder still than the quiet words on paper. Forgive and
forget? All Denny had wanted was the summer in Alaska, flying tourists around
Mount McKinley, North America’s highest peak. It was the chance to fulfill a
dream for a no longer young pilot whose flying days were closer to landing than
takeoff. Somehow, Vanessa had come to see
that as her own abandonment, a rejection of her very being, and an
excuse for a terrible betrayal.

Denny leaned back in her chair and rocked, inhaling the scent of
spruce filling the warm, mid-summer air and listening as the creek tumbled
softly across stones beyond the driveway. Did she miss Vanessa? Oil and water
may not mix, but they can coexist. Until a match strikes. 

A distant rumble nodded Denny out of her reverie. Through the
screen door behind her, she heard laughter and dishes clinking as the college
kids set up dinner. The rumble grew until it became visible as a school bus
with “Denali Roadhouse” stenciled in red across the side. It turned in from the
road and pulled to a stop amid a cloud of dust. Men, women, and children
gathered their things and bustled off. Some chatted enthusiastically about the
wildlife they’d spotted on the ninety-mile trip into the park. Others quietly
stretched the long hours out of their legs before climbing the steps to the lodge.


A woman caught Denny’s eye. And Denny seemed to have caught hers.
They shared a gaze for a few long seconds, an immediate and visceral connection. When Denny’s mind caught up, she noted
that the woman appeared to be alone, which was unusual. The trip of a
lifetime and no one to share it with? She wore binoculars and a camera slung
around her neck, like everyone else, but she held a small notebook and pen. She
checked her watch then wrote something down. Denny marveled that she would want
to document even the moment of arrival. Then she stowed the pad in her pocket and snapped photos of the log building
and the bus with her fellow passengers streaming out. She smiled shyly
at Denny as she headed up the porch steps and inside. Her dark hair was streaked
with gray and she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Most women did, even in Alaska,
especially those over fifty, if only a trace of lipstick or powder. 

Something clicked in Denny as she rocked. It had been a long
summer with few intriguing people and fewer lesbians. The upside being no
drama. 

Helen, the manager, gave Denny
the signal during dessert, and she headed into the dining room to introduce herself. Tundra Air Service, she said,
offered hour-long flightseeing trips to “the mountain, Mount McKinley, or, as many prefer, Denali, its Athabascan name.”
She explained the sign-up process and was almost finished when she
spotted the woman, sitting at a corner table with two other couples, taking
notes. Maybe she was writing a book.

Denny retreated to her desk in the lobby and soon guests began to
trickle by, some clustering around her, asking questions. She spotted the woman
at the back, listening and watching. People tended to be nervous about a female
pilot, so Denny answered their questions carefully. Her list began to fill with
names. Then only the woman stood before her. 

“I’ve never flown in a small plane before,” she said. Her voice
was soft, ethereal. 

“There’s really nothing to worry about,” Denny assured her.
“We’ve each had at least twenty years’ flying experience.” 

“Will I be able to take pictures?”

Denny smiled. “Of course. That’s what most people do.”

The woman nodded but paused, looking at the pen and sign-up sheet
on the desk. Denny glanced at the list. “There’s room for tomorrow.”

“Okay.” The woman picked up the pen and tried to write from the
wrong end. “Oh, how silly,” she said, blushing and turning it around.

Alice Campbell. Denny read the name upside down, in neat script.
“Okay, Alice. You’re all set. See you in the morning. We’ll meet right here at
eight.”

Alice took out her notebook and wrote down the time then looked
up. “Will I be able to take pictures?”

Denny raised an eyebrow. “Yes. As I said—”

Alice turned abruptly and walked away. She headed back toward the
dining room, then stopped, glanced around, and returned to the lobby. She
didn’t look at Denny, but a hand fluttered to tuck her hair behind her ear.
Probably exhausted, Denny thought. She made a tick mark next to Alice’s name.
That would tell Josh, her boss, to put Alice in her plane. All the pilots did
this, but Denny hadn’t till now. 



AT SIX THE next morning, Denny radioed the airfield. Josh
reported the weather clear and winds calm, so all flights were on. Adrenaline
surged as she washed up and ate breakfast. To fly! It never got old. 

She checked names as everyone boarded the van for the short trip
to the airfield. Alice sat in the back,
quiet, staring out the window. When they arrived, Josh took over
assigning the passengers to planes while she greeted Dave and Walt, the
morning’s other pilots and headed to her plane. Not her own. Hers sat to the
side of the runway, ready for her day off. She walked around the single-engine
Cessna with the Tundra Air Service logo on the tail and ran through her
checklist. 

A family of four strode toward her. Where was Alice? She looked
over to the hut that served as an office. “Josh! I’m missing Alice.” 

He checked his list and shrugged. “She’s here somewhere.”

Maybe she was using the bathroom. Denny helped the guests settle
in then glanced around and spotted Alice with Walt just as he pointed her way.
Alice apologized but Denny shrugged and patted her brown leather jacket. “We
all look alike,” she joked as she opened the copilot’s door and helped her in. 

Denny took her own seat, made sure everyone was buckled in, and
showed them how to use the headsets and mics, the only way to hear each other
once airborne. Alice twisted around to snap pictures of the controls, of Denny,
the other passengers, and the view outside. The plane filled with restless excitement
as Denny started the engine. “We’re next,” she said into her mic as Dave took
off. She taxied to the end of the runway then turned. The engine roared and the
plane picked up speed, racing along the dirt strip. Denny’s neck hairs
prickled. This part never failed to thrill her. 

Alice put her camera down and stared at Denny. “Oh my, that feels
wonderful,” she said, her voice tinny in the headphone.

Denny smiled. “Takeoff is my favorite part.” The G forces pushed
her back into the seat. Alice grinned as they left the bumpy ground and the
ride smoothed out. Someone whooped from the back.

For the next hour Denny played tour guide, pointing out the peaks
of the Alaska Range that formed a wall eighteen thousand feet up from a flat
plain threaded by shallow streams of glacier runoff and dotted with small
ponds. Denali gleamed proudly, covered in bright snow against a deep blue sky. Below, glaciers formed frozen rivers pouring down
the face of the mountain.

She ran through her script, describing how the mountain’s
elevation gain was greater than Everest’s, rising as it did from a plain only
two thousand feet above sea level. What she
couldn’t describe was how this massive uplift of planet, rising higher
than her plane could fly, grounded her. It served as her guidepost, a pivot
point around which she oriented herself. Denali comforted her, despite its
dangers. Treat the mountain with respect, Josh had said during orientation, and
she’ll treat you fairly in return. There weren’t many women you could say that
about. 

Oohs and ahhs from Alice and the others penetrated the engine’s
buzz as they soared over sharp, snow-covered ridges and past jagged rock.
Heading up Peters Glacier, the plane began to buck. Denny concentrated on
maintaining control as the small craft dropped and tilted then rose, as though
riding an invisible roller coaster. She pulled away and turned back. “Sorry
folks, a bit too windy to make it around to the south side.” 

She headed back across the north face and glanced over at Alice,
who looked a bit pale and was clinging to her seat. But she was grinning. 

After landing back at the airstrip, Denny posed for pictures and
let the kids sit in the pilot’s seat. When
she looked around for Alice, she had vanished.



BY THE NEXT morning clouds had moved in, obscuring the summit and
grounding the pilots. Rather than do nothing, Denny offered to co-lead a hike
up a nearby ridge. Erin, one of the college kids on staff, tended to leave the
older hikers in her dust, so Denny diplomatically offered to serve as sweep,
staying at the back of the pack, and telling herself it wasn’t just because
Alice had signed up. 

They climbed steeply through
dense alder thickets then out onto dry tundra—knee-high
blueberry shrubs, small wildflowers, mosses, and lichens. Erin stopped
often to talk about the plants and animals while Alice took notes and photos
with the studiousness of a reporter. 

Twice, after they’d stopped, Alice had left her daypack behind.
The first time, Denny called to her and Alice thanked her. The second time, her
face clouded over in an expression Denny found hard to analyze. Maybe
embarrassment or even anger. Happens to everyone, Denny assured her.

At lunch, when people got to talking about themselves, Denny
learned Alice had recently retired after teaching high school biology for
thirty years and that she lived in Jamaica
Plain, one of Boston’s gay-friendly neighborhoods. 

“I live in Provincetown,” Denny said. “We’re practically
neighbors.”

The information settled on Alice’s face like a weight as she
stared at the ground. A brief smile formed and she glanced up quickly then
away. “Yes.”

Even if they had been alone, Denny might not have pursued the
question she was partly dying to know and partly dreading—are you gay? Whether
it had anything to do with Vanessa, she would think about only later, for in
the moment, Vanessa was forgotten. For now, Denny sat next to Alice, a calm, if
puzzling, presence, with her quiet words and soft face that smiled with shyness
and a certain sadness. She remembered that this was what it should feel like,
attraction. A pulse quickening, heat rising on her cheeks, breath catching. For
now, it was enough.



AFTER LUNCH, THEY hiked down an old mining road behind the ridge.
It wasn’t as scenic, but was easier going, and Erin didn’t stop as often. Denny
held back to ensure no stragglers got left behind. Alice joined her. 

“I think you’re very courageous, flying toward that mountain
every day.” 

Alice spoke without preamble. They’d been walking in silence,
enjoying the birdsong, or so Denny thought. Alice had been thinking about her.
She shrugged and was about to deny it when Alice continued. 

“ ‘Courage is
the price that life exacts for granting peace.’ ”

Denny blinked at the sheen of familiarity. “Amelia Earhart.”

Alice smiled. “Yes, I wondered if you would know that.”

“It’s on coffee cups and T-shirts all over P’town.” 

“Oh.” Alice clasped her hands behind her back to lift the weight
of the pack off her shoulders. 

Denny regretted deflating Alice’s enthusiasm. “ ‘Each time we make a choice,
we/pay/With courage to behold resistless day,/And count it fair,’ ” Denny said. “That part’s not
on the mugs.”

Alice smiled but did not meet Denny’s gaze. “I had a feeling
there was more to you than a slogan.”

When a plane climbs through clouds, the pilot fights for control
in the turbulence. Visibility is zero, so she focuses on her instruments. Then
she breaks through, not with a blast or shudder, but with sudden, unexpected
calm. Tense muscles take a moment to relax. The light is clear, the white cloudtops brilliant. It is a moment of complete and
utter clarity, and the closest Denny comes to believing in God. She
didn’t know why she felt it now, walking a
dusty track down a small ridge, with the sky and the mountain obscured.
But she knew better than to ignore it.

“I’m off tomorrow,” she said impulsively. “Would you like to go
flying with me?” 

“You fly on your day off?”

“Flying isn’t what I do,” Denny said, “I fly, therefore I am.”

Alice laughed and accepted the invitation.



DENNY AND ALICE rode in the back of the van to the airfield with
the other flightseers. While Denny checked her plane, Alice snapped photos. 

They waited while the others took off before Denny taxied her
smaller Cessna down the runway. She was keenly aware of the tighter space in the cockpit. Alice’s shoulder was mere inches from
her own, which felt unnaturally warm.

“We won’t be going to the mountain, if that’s okay,” Denny said
when they were airborne. “We need to leave that for the paying crowd. There’s
something I’d like to show you, though.” She turned the plane north, toward the
Kantishna Hills. 

Below and to the west, a flat plain swept to the horizon, dotted
with kettle ponds and striped with ribbons of streams that glittered in the
morning light. Ahead, low mountains rippled in cascading ridges.

After several minutes, Denny circled what looked like a short
stretch of dirt road along a ridgetop. Explaining that it was an old airstrip
from an abandoned mine, she dropped the plane and skittered down the dirt
track. She cut the engine. Slowly, the hum and vibration of the Cessna faded
from her bones.

“Wait’ll you hear the silence,” she said, grinning.

She helped Alice out of the plane and they walked to the side of
the runway, where a flat tundra of shrubs stretched for several hundred yards
before dropping off. 

“It’s beautiful,” Alice said, her voice quiet with awe. “Is that
a hiking trail?” she asked, eyeing a cut through the blueberry bushes. 

“Animal trail,” Denny said.

Alice looked at Denny. “Shall we explore?” 

“That’s why we’re here.” Denny
grabbed their daypacks and water bottles. The narrow path meant they
walked single file, Alice in the lead. They wandered among the trails, taking
various turns at forks and stopping often, Alice digging out a guidebook to
identify a plant or jot a note. 

Bending and kneeling to peer under the shrubs, Denny lost herself
in a miniature world as Alice showed her mouse scat, fur, a feather, diminutive
alpine flowers. “I’m used to flying over dramatic landscapes. I never knew it
could be just as dramatic up close.”

At one point, they’d stopped long enough that birds moved in next
to them. A ptarmigan froze on the path ahead. 

“You don’t see things like this on a group hike,” Alice said
softly. “Thank you.” 

“I was going to say the same thing,” Denny said.

At the far end of the ridge, a flat outcrop of rock beckoned.
They sat quietly, with only the breeze whispering through the grasses behind
them. Denny sipped water while Alice scanned
the next ridge with her binoculars. 

Alice lowered her glasses. “Denny,” she whispered. She pointed to
the right. “Over there. I think it’s a wolf.”

Denny focused her binoculars. “Yes, I see it,” she whispered
back.

Brown and lean, the lone wolf zigzagged back and forth through
the interwoven trails. Soon he dropped over the far edge. 

Goosebumps prickled Denny’s arms as a primal surge of adrenaline
raised her heartbeat. 

Alice lowered her binoculars. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes
bright. “That’s the first one I’ve seen in the wild,” she said, her voice
reverent. 

“Me too,” Denny said. “I’m glad it was with you.” Their eyes
locked for a long moment and Denny’s heart pounded harder. 

Alice cleared her throat and looked away. “Yes, well . . .” Her
flat tone made Denny wonder if she’d said
something wrong or if Alice was just surprised. As surprised as she was.
She let a few more minutes pass in silence then broke it, suggesting they
return to the plane for lunch.

Alice looked at her and nodded, perhaps relieved. 

On the walk back, Denny again found herself mesmerized as Alice
pointed out flowers and lichens she’d never noticed before. “Look,” Alice said,
bending to examine a small purple flower. “Do you know what this is?”

Denny smiled. Was Alice teasing her? She’d looked it up not two
hours ago. “A forget-me-not. Alaska’s state flower.” 

“It’s so delicate,” Alice said, taking a picture. 

They returned to the plane and ate lunch in the shade of the
wing. For the rest of the afternoon they admired the scenery. Sparrows flitted
among the alder and willow shrubs beside them. Above the next ridge, a hawk
circled, searching for small prey.

Denny wondered if this momentary collision with Alice would
change anything. She liked Alice well enough. Her body was telling her that as
much as her mind. She hadn’t felt a raw sexual attraction to a woman since
Vanessa, yet this was different. Vanessa had barreled into her life, introduced
by friends with the expectation of something evolving. And it did, although
P’town, for all its glorification of all things homosexual, remained a small town,
with a small, incestuous community of women. For a time they’d been the hot
couple. The avant-garde artist and her muse with the sexy profession.
Gradually, the reality of an artist’s life, of Vanessa’s needs, and Denny’s
arduous, unsexy work schedule intruded. When a canceled flight brought Denny
home early, she found Vanessa and a gallery owner engaged in a very inartistic
activity. That was after the fight about Alaska, when Denny was preparing to
give in and stay. 

Alaska offered fresh horizons and no expectations. She wasn’t
even sure Alice was gay and she didn’t feel inclined to ask. She hadn’t decided
whether pursuing something was what she wanted, so it was best not to step onto
that trail of expectation with certain knowledge of Alice’s compatibility. Just
let it play out. See where this goes on its own. Maybe all it would become was
a friendship. Maybe even that was presumptuous. 



ALICE REMAINED QUIET on the flight back, and Denny spoke only
into her radio to the other pilots. She circled while Walt landed, then touched
down and taxied close to the fuel pump. Later, she would move her plane back to
the side. Till next week. She cut the engine and waited for the noise to leave
her head. Alice took off her headphones.

“Did you have a good time?” Denny asked.

Alice looked down and smiled.
“Yes.” Then she looked at Denny. “Oh yes.” 

Denny’s stomach dropped, like when the plane hits a down draft.
“I’m glad.” She forced herself to recover so she could help Alice. She ran
around the plane, opened the door, and held her hand out. Alice took it as she
stepped down but didn’t let go. 

“Thank you,” she said. Then she hugged Denny. Her body pressed
against the startled pilot. Denny swooned, suddenly weightless. She put her
arms around Alice and waited for whatever might come next, not daring to hope.
She inhaled but the air felt thin, ineffective, like high altitude. She might
as well be on the top of that mountain.

Alice pulled away from her, but not far. Their eyes met and Alice
kissed her. Full on the lips, languorous and soft. This was no mere kiss of
thanks, but of desire. Denny’s knees weakened and she sagged against the plane,
holding onto Alice, suddenly aware of every part of their bodies that touched,
from knees, stomachs, and breasts to Alice’s hand at the back of her neck. 

Alice ended the kiss, but still leaned close, breathing heavily.
Denny couldn’t think of anything to say and was sure she had no voice to say it
if she could. The sounds of the airfield drifted into her consciousness.
Another plane landed. She needed to get hers refueled and out of the way, but
she didn’t want to break this moment. 

Josh must have wandered by. “Oh, sorry,” Denny heard. She looked
and saw him retreating. That did it. She took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry,” Alice said, stepping back.

“No. It’s okay. I just need to get the plane out of his way.” 

Alice looked at Denny with concern. “You sure I didn’t just get
you fired?”

Denny chuckled. “I’m sure. He’s cool. Besides, it’s my day off.”
She ran a hand through her hair. “It’ll take me a few minutes here, though.”

“I think I’ll start walking. Okay?”

“Whatever you want.”

Alice backed away and shoved her hands in her pockets,
transformed. No longer the retired schoolteacher, pretty but reserved, now
alarmingly sexy. The swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips. Her camera
strap crossed between her breasts and pulled her shirt open. Denny wanted to
kiss her throat. Alice turned and walked away, then looked back and smiled.
“I’ll see you.”

Denny nodded, incapable of anything else. She spied the fuel hose
on the ground. Right. Move now. She forced herself to shake Alice out of her
thoughts and focus on her plane.



DENNY SLUNG HER daypack on and broke into a run, hoping to catch up to Alice, but she was probably already back to the
lodge. It’d taken almost an hour to gas up, clean out their trash, wipe
the bug guts off the windshield, then move the plane and tie it down. Denny was
distracted, but not enough to neglect her plane. 

She was reliving the feel of the kiss when she spotted Alice near
the turnoff to the lodge. Her back was to Denny but she was looking uncertainly
up and down the road and toward the driveway to the lodge. 

“Hey little lady,” Denny called. “You lost?” Her smile faded when
she saw Alice’s expression. A mix of emotions flashed—confused, frightened,
maybe angry. Denny stopped a few feet from her. “You okay?”

Alice looked at her seriously. “I’m fine.”

It was as though earlier hadn’t happened. “Alice—”

Alice met Denny’s gaze and smiled suddenly. “I was watching a
bird.” 

“Oh.” Denny realized how little she knew her. Nervous, she
checked her watch. “I need to get going if I want dinner.”

Alice walked with her toward the lodge. “Are you working
tomorrow?” 

Denny nodded. What now? She needed to be careful. Helen pretended
to ignore the employees who hooked up with each other, but frowned on
staff/guest relations. 

“When do you leave?” Denny asked.

“The day after.”

People bustled about. Their day together was the most privacy
they’d get. “Well . . .”

“Thank you again for today,” Alice said, a little too formally
for Denny’s comfort. She half expected Alice to shake her hand.

“You’re welcome.” They stood at
a crossroads. Alice started to turn toward her cabin, Denny needed to
get inside. “Alice . . .”

Alice stopped. 

“Have a nice evening.”

Alice smiled and Denny watched her walk away. 



THE NEXT DAY was clear and the winds calm so Denny had a long day
of flying. She got back late in the afternoon. Tomorrow Alice would leave.
Early—the bus left at six. She stood on the porch, debating what, if anything,
she could do. Erin had invited her to play volleyball with the crew, but she
wanted to stay where she might run into Alice. She settled into a rocking chair
to think. Was it stupid to hold out hope of seeing her again? 

The van from the afternoon hike at Wonder Lake pulled in and
Denny smiled reflexively on seeing Alice get out. She looked happy and relaxed,
laughing with an older couple. As she turned toward the cabins, she caught Denny’s gaze. She stopped and Denny’s heart raced.
Alice waved the others on and stepped onto the porch.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” Denny said, feeling immediately feeble.

“I was afraid I might not see you again.”

Denny’s heart soared and she
stood. “I was wondering if you’d like to—”

“I’d love to.”

Denny paused, startled. “I haven’t finished asking.”

“I don’t care. I’ll do it. But you can finish asking, if you
like.” Alice smiled.

“Okay. Would you like to go wing walking?”

Alice laughed and her eyes widened with mischief. “Yes.”

The way Alice was looking at her made a tingle shoot down Denny’s
legs. She cleared her throat. “Well, I was actually wondering if you’d like to
go for a walk with me. There’s a nature trail and, well, there aren’t usually
many—” She glanced around the porch as people streamed in and out of the lodge
on their way to and from their cabins. Why was this so difficult? She had
regressed into adolescence. “It’s quiet.” 

Alice didn’t take her eyes off of her. “That would be nice. I’m
starving, though. After dinner?”

“Of course. Meet here?” 

Alice nodded. 



DENNY ATE DINNER in the kitchen with the crew, washed up, then
waited in the lobby. When Alice strolled by, she followed her outside then led
her to the path that ran through trees behind the volleyball net. Once they
were out of view of the lodge, and without saying anything, Alice took Denny’s
hand. 

Hands are at once utilitarian and sensual, familiar and exotic.
Hands grip airplane yokes, fingers grasp blackboard chalk. The eyes may be
windows to the soul, but hands are doors to the heart. Denny could barely see
the path before her. It was as though all her psychic energy had drained down
to those entwined digits. 

They stopped and Alice might have said something. Denny looked
down to see a trail marker. Her other hand held a guidebook she’d borrowed from
the lobby. She tried to open the book without letting go of Alice’s hand but
Alice took it from her.

The only sound came from the breeze through the trees and Denny’s
pounding heart. Alice put a hand on Denny’s
cheek, leaned close, and whispered, “I want you.” Then she kissed her.

Denny’s legs gave out and she sank to her knees with Alice
pulling her shirt up. The ground was damp and cold. Alice’s mouth was hot and
wet. Denny struggled to her feet and pulled
her shirt back down while Alice giggled and leaned against her. She
grabbed Alice’s hand and pulled her back along the path.

When they got to the lodge
grounds, Denny led them behind the utility buildings and to the staff
bunkhouse. She wasn’t thinking logistics, just proximity. She slipped in the
back door, Alice quiet beside her. As soon as they were inside her room, Alice
reached under Denny’s shirt. Her hands on Denny’s skin made her swoon. 

They fumbled to undress each other. Alice tugged on Denny’s shirt
but couldn’t get it off because Denny was busy trying to undo the button to
Alice’s shorts. “Wait,” Denny gasped, finally. “One at a time.”

Alice stepped back, glanced around, and giggled. “A bunk bed,”
she said. “I haven’t done this since college.”

Denny blushed. “I guess we should have gone to your cabin.”

Alice shook her head. “No, I like it.” She kissed Denny’s throat
then undressed her, slowly, tenderly. Then Denny did the same for Alice,
kissing and touching her bare skin as she removed each item. Gently, she guided
Alice down onto the narrow bed. 

In a delicate, carefully balanced choreography, they made love.
As though it could be manufactured. No, Denny already loved. She was not
someone who engaged in sex, casual or otherwise. For her, this level of
intimacy meant expressing love, not making it. Loving a woman was as close to
flying as Denny could get while Earthbound, and this was a perfect flight.
Alice was confident and fearless, gentle and playful at just the right moments.
Denny was undone and remade in her arms. 

Later, Denny lay awake, still soaring above the clouds in the
midnight dusk of the far north summer. So this is what it feels like, she
thought. She had forgotten. Alice lay draped across her, breathing softly.
Denny stroked her hair. Impulsively, she whispered, “I love you.” Alice didn’t
stir. That was okay. This was just practice. She would say it again.



DENNY WOKE TO bright sunlight
streaming in the window. She was alone. She rubbed her eyes while sorting dream
from reality. The clock jolted her. Seven. She bolted up, grabbed her bathrobe,
and ran outside in her bare feet. Erin was crossing the yard, where the bus
would have been parked.

“Erin! Has the bus left?” Denny called.

Erin looked at her with concern. “Yeah, like an hour ago. Josh is
looking for you. Oversleep?”

Denny stared at the blank spot where a bus should be. Where Alice
should be waving to her from the window and blowing kisses. They would have
promised to write and make plans to visit in September when Denny returned
home. Fall on the Cape was beautiful. Alice had the time now. 

“Oh, fuck!” Denny put a hand to her mouth and let out a cry.
“No!”

“Hey.” Erin ran to her. “What’s wrong?” 

Denny pulled away. “Nothing. Never mind.” She stumbled back to
her room and sank to the floor against the door.

Erin knocked softly. “Denny? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Leave me alone. Please.”

“What about Josh?”

“Tell him I’m coming.”

She heard Erin move away and
pressed her forehead onto her arms across
her knees, crying helplessly. You only just met her, she told herself. 

After a few minutes she wiped her face and looked around, at the
bed with sheets rumpled and damp, the memory of last night so vivid, her
clothes heaped on the floor. A piece of paper on her nightstand caught her eye.
She groaned to her feet and picked it up. It was torn from a spiral-bound
notebook. Alice’s. In her neat script, she had written, Dear, sweet Denny.
You are a wonderful, beautiful lover, but I wasn’t looking for anything more,
so please don’t contact me. I can’t love you. Alice.

Stunned, Denny read it three more times. Alice had heard her. She
crumpled the note and flung it into the trash. Figures. What a bloody idiot
she’d been. Again. 

In a fury, she pulled the sheets off the bed and threw them in
the pile with her other laundry. She didn’t want any lingering trace of Alice.
Then, remembering Josh, she grabbed her bath kit and headed to the shower.

I can’t love you. 

Denny mulled Alice’s words while she washed up and dressed. What
did that mean? Not, I don’t love you. Can’t. She shook her head, frustrated
that she’d never know.



“WHERE THE HELL have you been?” Josh greeted her in the lobby. 

Denny apologized and said she’d
forgotten to set her alarm. She suspected Alice had turned it off.

“Well, I have a customer for you,” he said. “This lady missed the
bus. She needs a flight to the train depot.”

Denny looked to where Josh indicated. Alice shifted uncomfortably
in a chair, pallid, her expression unreadable. With Josh standing beside her,
Denny couldn’t say what she wanted, Why did you leave? What did I do wrong?
Why did you say you can’t love me? She could only plead with her eyes. But
Alice looked away. 

Denny cleared her throat to see if she could summon a voice and
asked only, “When is your train?”

“Noon.” 

“Then I have time for breakfast.” She retreated to the dining
room. Her hands shook as she poured the coffee.

Other guests trickled in. Denny was sitting with a plateful of
eggs and sausage when Alice entered and peered at the buffet. She poured
herself a cup of coffee and took a seat by a window across the room. Denny
sighed and reached for her orange juice. When she finished eating, she thought
about ignoring Alice, but then went to her.

“Did I do something wrong?” She stood over Alice, hoping to
appear more intimidating than she felt.

Alice stared out the window, hands wrapped around her mug. “No.”

Denny sat across from her. “Then what’s this all about?”

Alice looked at her. “What’s what all about?”

Denny cocked her head and waved a hand between them. “This. The
cold shoulder. The note.”

“I’d like to fly with someone else. If that’s possible.” Alice’s
eyes were cold.

Denny leaned back, stunned. “I’m sure it is. I’ll take you to the
airfield. You can make your own
arrangements.” She stood. “Be ready by nine-thirty.” 



AT THE AIRFIELD, Josh met them with the news that the winds had
picked up and no one would be flying out. He’d arranged for a van to drive to
the park entrance. 

“But I’ll miss my train,” Alice pleaded, but Josh was unmoved.

Denny was off the hook. She could leave now. This wasn’t her
problem anymore. Instead, she said, “I can take you.” 

“How?” Alice asked, glancing from Josh to Denny. “He just said
it’s too windy.”

“That’s a business decision, not a flying decision.” She paused.
Josh wasn’t protesting. “They’ve never had an accident and that’s because they
reduce the risk to zero.”

“You think the risk can be higher?”

“I do. But it’s up to you.”

Alice looked away and shook her head slowly as though weighing
the options, of which there were few. There
was no way to meet the train without flying, and no way to fly without
Denny. 

“How long will it take?” Alice asked.

“Thirty minutes.”

Alice closed her eyes briefly then looked at Denny, her
expression sad. “Okay.”

They prepared for the trip in silence. Denny used her own plane,
stowing Alice’s suitcase in the back, and growing more and more frustrated.
Unlike Alice, she couldn’t pretend last night hadn’t happened. As they took
off, the plane bucked in the wind and Denny focused on maintaining control.
Once they cleared the ridges, the plane settled. It would be a bumpy ride, but
Denny could handle it. Alice stared out the window. Wind or no wind, this would
be thirty minutes of hell. Circling over the Kantishna Hills to turn east,
Denny spotted the old mine and on impulse dropped the plane to land.

Alice looked at her, fearful. “What’s wrong? Is something wrong
with the plane?”

Denny didn’t say anything until she rolled to a stop and cut the
engine. “Nothing’s wrong with the plane, but something’s wrong with me. I need
to know what happened between us.”

Alice hesitated. “Nothing happened. It was a fling. Haven’t you
had any other flings this summer?”

“No, I haven’t. I don’t do
flings. And I don’t recall you mentioning anything about a fling.”

“Well, I’m sorry. But that’s all it was.” Alice looked away but
tears welled. 

“I don’t believe you. Why are you jerking me around?”

“I’m not jerking you around, Denny. I’m protecting you.”

“From what?”

“From me.”

“Oh, please. What is it? A husband? A wife? Are you straight?
What?”

“Stop it.” Alice began to cry.

“No. Tell me or we sit here till you miss that train.”

Minutes ticked by. Winds
buffeted the plane and Denny worried that conditions might worsen.
Finally, Alice sighed. “Have it your way.” She stared at her hands in her lap.
“I have Alzheimer’s.”

Denny felt the breath leave her. Pieces fell into place. She
sensed Alice was telling the truth. “Are you sure?”

Alice nodded. “Diagnosed last
January with all the signs. Growing forgetfulness, confusion,
disorientation. It’s not just ditzyness. I’m no ditz. At least I didn’t used to
be.”

“Is that why the notebook, the photos . . . ?”

Alice nodded

“I—I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

“I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I had this
crazy notion I could have an affair, a bit of fun and you’d forget all about
me.” Alice met Denny’s gaze. “Because, you see, I’m the one who’s going to
forget you.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “And now I don’t want to.”

Denny pulled her into a hug. “I’m such an idiot. I’m sorry. I
thought it was me.”

Alice pushed away but put a hand on Denny’s leg. “It was you,
though. Don’t you see? You made me feel normal. After six months of being
poked, prodded, and scanned, the last thing I wanted to think about was my
diagnosis. That’s why I came to Alaska. Alone. My doctor warned me not to, but
I can be stubborn. I wanted to forget, ironically. But I’m the one who’s an
idiot, who’s too sick to get on a bus.” Alice’s voice began to shake. “They
made an announcement, but I let it go by. It didn’t register that I was supposed
to be on that bus.” Denny took her hand.

“When you said you love me, I panicked. It was everything I
wanted but knew I couldn’t have. Can’t have.” She looked at Denny. “You can’t
possibly love me. You’re infatuated, that’s all. You had some fantasy about who
I was and how we could be together, but you don’t know me. And I don’t know
you. I’m sorry I let it get out of hand. I won’t remember you. I wish to God I
could, but I won’t.”

Alice wiped her cheeks. Denny found a tissue and handed it to
her. She didn’t know what to say. Alice looked at her and shrugged. Denny
needed to think, so she started the plane, turned it around, and took off for
the depot. They flew in silence, except for radio calls checking for other
pilots, but they were alone. To the right, the mountain glowed.



THE MCKINLEY PARK airstrip
lies next to the train depot, and the Alaska Railways engine, pulling a
line of glass-domed tourist cars, sat ready and loading. Alice only had to
cross the tracks and get on board. Denny taxied to the side of the runway and
cut the engine. She put her hand over Alice’s seatbelt buckle.

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t want your pity. I don’t.” Alice paused and shook her
head. “I didn’t expect to feel . . . I’d hoped you wouldn’t either. What happened
was a mistake. I never should have—”

“Shh.” Denny put her fingers to Alice’s lips. “It was not a
mistake.” She kissed her. “What happens now? Can I see you when I get home?”

“No.” 

Denny leaned back in surprise. “Why not?” 

“Because an ever dwindling me isn’t good enough for you. You
deserve someone whole. There’s no future with me. This is an incurable,
progressive, debilitating disease. This won’t be my body that will lose the
ability to make love to you. This will be my mind that will lose the ability to
love you. And that’s not fair.” 

“Don’t I get a say?”

“No, you don’t. Alzheimer’s is grueling and cruel. I know. My
father died of it, and it nearly destroyed my mother. I’m making sure no one I
love has to go through that. I’m already
taking medication that might slow the progression—although this morning
was a disheartening lapse. When I get back
home, I’m moving into an assisted living apartment where I’ll be independent
until the time comes that I need a nursing home. And that’s already been arranged.”

“I can’t bear the thought of you alone.”

“I’m not. I have family. Brothers. Nieces. Friends. See, you
don’t know me, Denny. Not well enough to be in love with me. Not nearly well
enough for this.”

Denny pressed on. “Does it have to be this final? We could be
friends.” 

Alice turned away and stared out the window. “I didn’t make love
to a friend.” 

The train whistle blew. 

Alice wiped her cheeks. “I have a train to catch. Please. Let me
go.”

Denny released Alice’s seatbelt and helped her out of the plane.
She thought she could do this, let Alice go, until she took her hand. Helpless,
she wrapped her arms around Alice and pressed her close. Alice resisted at
first but then relaxed into her and held her.

“I won’t forget you,” Denny said.

Alice gave her a squeeze then pulled away. The wind blew her hair
across her face, obscuring her expression. Denny brushed it aside and kissed
her until she felt Alice’s tear on her cheek. With no future to look forward
to, Denny sealed Alice within her memory then released her. She grabbed her bag
from the back and together they crossed the tracks. 

Denny made sure Alice got on board, then went back to her plane
and waited until the train pulled out. Searching her pockets for a tissue, she
found Vanessa’s letter. She started to open it but then balled it up and
stuffed it in the trash bag under her seat. Through a blur of tears, she
watched for Alice and when she saw her go by in the last car, she wiped her
face, blew her nose, and started her engine. She took off and followed the
train until she caught up, then dipped her wings a couple of times and turned
west, toward Denali. 







Dark

Samantha Boyette



“Be home by dark.” Good advice even if you didn’t know what was
out there, even better advice if you did. 

It’s what I wanted to say to Kyla as I turned back, but I knew
she’d only smirk. She was sure she could take care of herself. It was really
more for me that I’d warn her, ‘be home by dark, I need you there’. I’d be the
one to die if something happened to her.

We ran like this almost every night now. I’m in pretty good
shape, but could only match her strides for so long. By mile two Kyla was
holding back, that way I could last another two. She’d run three more after I
gave up. She’d run further if the road didn’t dead end at the river.

I glanced up at the darkening sky, quickening my pace as much as
I could; it was almost dark and the night’s cool breeze already tickled my
sweat soaked skin. I was halfway home and she would be at the river, our
favorite place. There you could forget you were anywhere near the city. Most of
the time we went there, it was after dark, but sometimes we made it by sunset.
Anytime Kyla was drunk she wanted to go there.

I always took her.

Those were my favorite times, when we’d huddle close together on
the hood of my car, Kyla’s head leaning drunkenly on my shoulder, my fingers
inching their way to hers, lacing softly together. Sometimes she’d sit in front
of me and I’d run my fingers through her hair, watching as the moonlight picked
up the highlights. I always wished I was drunk enough to push for more.

I was never drunk around her
though, it would disturb the delicate balance I had fought to establish.
A careful balance of shameless flirting and a safe distance between us at all
times; except the nights spent at the river. Sometimes on nights like that,
Kyla would talk about her memories, the ones she spent the rest of her life
trying to hide. I don’t know why she’s so ashamed, everyone has problems. Some
people try to hide them; I carry mine closer to the surface.

I know people look at us and
wonder how we fit together, how we became friends in the first place. I
understand that, her life seemed perfect and mine was never anywhere near
perfect. I think that’s how we became so close. Kyla didn’t feel like she would
disappoint me by being honest. 

I walked wearily into our apartment, shutting the door and
turning the lock. I thought about a shower, but a glance at the clock told me
it was nearly ten and I was ready for bed. I decided on a smoke instead,
lighting the cigarette as I stepped onto the balcony. It was counterproductive
to the run and Kyla hated when I smoked, but fuck it. 

I don’t think I’ll ever understand where her sadness came from,
the deep sense of loneliness that filled her, even when she was surrounded by
friends and family. I understand even less why it’s me she thinks makes her
less empty, but she says I do. I take something from that, something that helps
me sleep better. 

I shut the sliding door and make my way to my room; crawling into
bed without turning on the lights. I’d wait up, but she’ll be late, she always
is now. I stare up at the ceiling, thinking about all the questions neither of
us is willing to bring up.

Why hadn’t we dated anyone since we moved in together? How come
we spent damn near every waking minute together, and crawled into bed each
night in separate rooms, but with our beds shoved against the same wall? A wall
so thin we could talk to each other as we fell asleep. Why did we both always kept that space between us, unless
we’re at the river, unless she’s drunk? 

I hear her come home and look at the clock, realizing I must have
fallen asleep. It’s late. I see the light shine under my door and then turn
off. The floor squeaks outside my door and I know she’s paused there. It
squeaks again and her door shuts. She moves around a bit, then I hear her
settle into bed. I take in a deep sigh, rolling toward the wall and pressing my
palm to it. 

On the other side I imagine she’s doing the same.







Trois

AJ Fitzwater



Billie-Jo Cuthbert discovered
she was a Genie on her eighteenth birthday.

Bent over lit candles, lips pursed ready to blow, eyes squeezed
shut tight, everyone figures you are safe in that moment. The wish is made in
your head, no one will hear it, you are not started on your eighteenth year of
life just yet anyway.

She heard her cousin Corey whisper “I just wish she’d hurry up, I
want cake.”

Such a small act, a thoughtless act, and Billie-Jo missed her
birthday party entirely. Cake demolished, presents unwrapped, and everyone
gone.   One careless word from her cousin--he was going to be pissed when he
tested and found out he had squandered one of his precious Three--and her life
had changed in an instant.

She told no one. 

Like being prepared for winning the lottery, Billie-Jo Cuthbert
had a plan for the remote chance of testing out Genie. 

Within twelve hours, without a
word to her family, she disappeared into obscurity.



ALICIA HITCHED HER backpack higher and took in a lungful of crisp
mountain air. Her chest was tight from the uphill slog of the past three hours,
the last hour spent on a metalled road that cut through the forest. 

Air prickled down her throat. The steadily setting sun needled
off of ice-melt pools at the side of the gravel road. Her last ride, a trucker
who had dropped her off at the base of the mountain and the last vehicle she
had seen all day, had warned her of impending snow gave her a Look. Alicia knew
the look well. Empty road, lonely girl. 

Alicia paused to arch her back against the backpack that was as
big as her torso to ease the tension in her shoulders and lower spine. No tell
tale signs of civilization, traffic, maps or satellite photos indicated the
presence of the property atop the mountain, but she had faith it was there. 

No one had come out to greet
her. Whoever They were supposed to be. 

Her breath created a white cloud before her face. She scratched
at her white spikes of hair beneath her cap,
and she blew into the cups of her mittened hands. 

My gear’s good, she thought, looking up at the darkening
sky. But it wouldn’t survive a dump of snow. As she rounded a corner,
she was brought up short by a metal
monstrosity of a gate. A two metre tall ticking electric wire fence
stretched in both directions into the forest. Cameras peered down at her from
atop. She grinned and waved at them. 

A guard stepped out from a small security booth, lit from inside
with an inviting yellow glow. Alicia shivered in the gloom, despite her thick
parka and woollens. The guard, also well rugged up, kept his eyes on her face.
She spread her arms in a non-threatening manner, walking slowly up to the
booth. She could see no manner of weapon on his person. 

The guard did not utter a word.

“Uh, hi.” Alicia gave a little wave, and abashed grin. “I don’t
suppose you could let me in?”

The guard stood at the lintel of the booth, his eyes moving from
her face to a computer screen inside.

A moment later, he gave her a curt nod and gestured towards a
door cut into the main gate. A buzz and clunk, and the door swung inwards. 

Alicia blinked, and hesitated.
A single bulb came on over the gate. Entrez-vous.

“Ah well, I’ve come this far,” she muttered. “And I sure as hell
don’t want to freeze to death.”

The guard nodded, face flat and unreadable. He pointed at the
door again.

Alicia shrugged, gave a sloppy salute, and went through.

No snarling dogs or people dashed out to greet her as she emerged
from the trees upon a softly lit circular
entrance way. Her feet struck staccato on the concrete of the portico.
When she paused at the front door of the two-story, red brick abode, her neck
tickled from the silence.

Her hand looked out of place as she reached up to knock, but her
rap did not boom, nor did the door creak open ominously. 

“Avon calling.” 

A lamp came on in the leadlight vestibule window. She swallowed
to loosen her dry throat. How homely. 

A lock clicked, and the door swung inwards.

A freckled face peered out, titian hair piled into a clip. Alicia
wanted to reach out and tuck a wayward strand away.

“Hello Alicia,” a throaty voice said. “Come on in, I’ve been expecting you.”

The door opened wide into a carpeted foyer. The speaker swept a
hand back in invitation.

Alicia stared. Billie-Jo Cuthbert, a person the world thought of
as dead, stood before her in battered Levis and Marilyn Manson t-shirt. 

“How do you know my name?”



ALICIA SUFFERED THROUGH small talk, divestment of her
cold-weather gear and pack, and being served dinner at the black marble kitchen
bench before the woman feinted at answering the question.

“I know many things,” Billie-Jo said, waving her glass of wine,
mindless of the swishing red liquid. 

“This is very good,” Alicia mumbled around a mouthful of pork
shop.

“Thanks,” Billie-Jo grinned, emerald eyes watching Alicia
carefully as she took a sip. She leaned forward on the bench, bouncing on bare
toes. “I’ve had plenty of time to practise things like cooking.”

“I can imagine. Nearly thirty
years, in fact.” Alicia offered up the information in as offhand a way
as possible.

Billie-Jo’s mouth turned up in a genuine smile, but her eyes
narrowed just so. 

“So, again. How do you know my name?” Alicia pushed.

Billie-Jo scratched at her right ear. Her lopsided grin was the
lie to her body language. “I have access to certain information.”

Alicia whuffed out a breath. “I bet you do.”

“Well, you seem to know something about me, which I must admit is
a little,” she paused to sip her wine and raise an eyebrow, “disturbing. But as
you seem to know something about me, then you should know just what kind of
information access I have.”

Alicia chewed a mouthful of pork, and nodded. Yes indeed, she
knew this ghost of a woman had the ear of most world leaders and the overall
pull-and-sway of the GIA at the United Nations. 

“The question that really
needs to be asked,” Billie-Jo continued, rolling the glass gently between her hands, watching the
blood-like liquid with intense fascination.
“Is how do you know who I am, and how you found this place.”

Alicia’s replaced her knife and fork, the clink on marble too
loud in the cosy kitchen. Dishes poked up like dirty icebergs in the sink.
Billie-Jo did not change her relaxed posture, but those amazing green eyes
remained intent on Alicia’s face. 

“I wished for it,” Alicia said. 

Billie-Jo’s smirk told Alicia
all she needed to know about the older woman’s belief in her assertion. 

“Here, have some wine.” The woman leaned across the bench and
poured a glass each. 

Alicia frowned at the overly indulgent tone of voice but took the
glass without complaint. 

“Let me see now,” Billie-Jo murmured, flipping open a laptop. Its
casual readiness at her elbow was no fluke.

“Alicia Ann Beauregard, double
major in physics and philosophy, currently on sabbatical from her
thesis.” Billie-Jo’s voice began a sing-song recitation. “Birth certificate,
not forged. Doctor’s records, all legitimate. Brown
hair, now white, having turned so during your teens, reasons unspecified.
Grey-green eyes, five foot ten, currently one-eighty pounds. Test results list
you as Non-G and Trois.” 

Billie-Jo’s thinned lips parted in a smile that did not reach her
eyes, showing teeth slightly stained from age, wine and coffee. “Your first
wish was used altruistically to help the GIA disarmament movement in the Middle
East.”  

Alicia ducked her head, pretending to be intent on her food and
wine. Of course the head Genie would know these things, but she was so well
prepared for Alicia’s arrival. 

“Don’t worry about your efforts
on Genii theory, dear.” She barely disguised the condescension this
time. “Every Genii theorist who has ever taken a swipe at it has been wildly
off base.”

That the woman was right still did not salve Alicia’s ego any, as
her cheeks burned from the taunt. 

“You think I don’t know that?” Alicia snapped, mollified to see
the woman start. 

Obviously not used to rebuke, her smile softened, and she closed
the laptop with a soft click. 

They shared a moment in
silence, sipping wine. Alicia squirmed as Billie-Jo kept staring at her,
as if trying to peel back layers with her eyes.   

Billie-Jo broke the tension by pushing her stool back with a
metal-on-tile squeal, scooping up her laptop.

“Your room is the first on the right at the top of the stairs.
There are fresh towels in the en-suite, a fire set in the grate, and plenty of
logs in the basket to see you through the night.”

She paused at the door to speak over her shoulder, laptop on hip
and wine glass dangling from her fingertips. “And don’t get any funny ideas.
The room is electronically blind.” 

“Not necessary.” Alicia’s reply used equally acerbic tones. 

The woman shrugged and padded off. “Pleasant dreams.” 

Alicia sighed and tackled her
congealing pork chop. “Infuriating, fascinating woman,” she grumbled.

She reserved judgment on wishing herself out of the situation. 



“YOU’RE OFFICIALLY DEAD,” Alicia stated over cornflakes. 

The kitchen windows were frosted up, and snow stood six inches
deep, painting the pine trees silver. Billie-Jo’s only concessions to the cold
were a pair of ugg boots, and a zip hoodie over top the tatty, home-alone
uniform of the previous evening.

Billie-Jo paused, tucked a
strand of red hair behind an ear—Alicia resisted the urge to touch and
tidy the woman’s hair—and took a spoonful of cereal.

“That is correct.” Billie-Jo’s replied, voice even.

“And no one knows this place,” Alicia waved her spoon in the air,
“exists. Not even the President or the head of the United Nations or most of
your buddies at the GIA.”

Billie-Jo smiled with one corner of her mouth. “Again, correct.
Your point?”

“So, if Al-Qaeda, the PLO, the
IRA, Colombian drug lords and the Ghanaian Liberation Front haven’t been
able to find you and enact their death threats over the last thirty years, how
did I manage to walk right on in and share your pork chops?”

Billie-Jo, eyes on her laptop, tapped the scroll pad to read the
next news headline, and gave a non-committal shrug. “Because I let you.”

“Oh. Right.” Alicia lips twitched. Exasperating, she
thought. Charming, disarming, so familiar. “And just how did you manage
that?”

Another shrug. “I let you come because you lied.”

Alicia’s confident smile disappeared. “Do you mean to customs
officials about backpacking through Europe? How did you know I was lying?”

“Because no one walks away in
the middle of writing a thesis about Genii theory, unless they’ve
discovered something truly profound.”

Alicia struggled with the concept of just how much she had been
watched over the years as a listed Trois. “No one has ever walked away-”

“Exactly.” Billie-Jo closed the laptop with a snap and pinned
Alicia with her cool green gaze. “So why did you?”

Alicia tried to hold Billie-Jo’s eyes, but the older woman was by
far the more accomplished negotiator. She looked away, spoon forgotten in her
cereal. “Because I used wishes for certain information, and it completely
negated all my research. I wished to know who the Genii were.”

With a sharp intake of breath, Billie-Jo sat up straight. Alicia
smirked, just a little, trailing a finger through a splash of milk. One
Point to me. 

“Don’t worry, I didn’t use an active tense. I wouldn’t do that to
you.”

Billie-Jo gave a single, jerking nod. Her movements making a
fresh pot of tea were erratic, mugs and kettle banging. 

“I’m intrigued to know just how much information you managed to
pack into two wishes. And you must tell me
whether it was worthwhile, considering you
broke your agreement with the GIA and are now subject to prosecution.”
Her voice was full of steel. These were threats many times utilized. “You stand
to lose everything. Your lifetime Trois rights, your academic position, your
Citizenship. There will be jail time—”

“I know all that.” Alicia twisted her fingers together out of
sight beneath the counter. 

“So?” Billie-Jo became intent on getting the tea the right
colour.

“I think I have infinite wishes.”

That shut Billie-Jo down for some time. She wandered off to the
lounge, and Alicia followed, bemused, to find her watching the news on
television.

“How many have you used?” Billie-Jo finally asked, muting the TV
by remote, throwing it with a clatter to the glass coffee table. 

Alicia’s flinched, and dropped her shoulders, stretching her neck
from side to side. 

“I don’t know. Dozens. I’d lost count by the time I was
eighteen.” She warmed her hands around her mug.

Billie-Jo levelled her cool
gaze on the younger woman. “So your Afghanistan disarmament wish was not
your first.”

“Not by a long shot.”

“When?”

Alicia assessed the authenticity of Billie-Jo’s relaxed posture. 

“When I hit puberty, I think.
I’m not sure what my first was exactly. Silly little things. Like wanting a toy
or candy, and my parents giving it to me the next day. I thought it was
coincidence.” Alicia stared out a window, teasing and twirling her hair with
her fingers. “The first time I figured out something really was up was when I
got my first period. I hated it so much, I wished it away.”

“And it went.” The impassivity remained. 

“And never came back.” Twisted
lips and wrinkled nose expressed Alicia’s distaste and regret. “I’ve
come to terms with the idea, but it taught me one very fundamental lesson.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” Billie-Jo tilted her head back,
watching her house guest from beneath hooded lids.

“Something like that.” Alicia coughed out a humourless chuckle.
“It taught me to choose and document my wishing words very carefully.”

“Did you try wishing for it back?”

“Yes, but it didn’t work.”

A line appeared between Billie-Jo’s eyes. Fascinated by the
woman’s freckles, Alicia could not help but trace them all the way to her
hairline. Her cheeks warmed as she wondered just how far down they went.

“It had something to do with that choosing words carefully thing,
yes?” Billie-Jo asked, bringing her mug to her lips.

The movement brought Alicia’s eyes downwards and she nodded. “It
had to do with the words ‘never’ and ‘ever’ and ‘under no circumstances,’ I
seem to recall. Nothing I could say could reverse that.”

Billie-Jo snorted into her tea. Silent again, she watched the
crawler on the TV screen as it outlined the
latest negotiations in Israel. A wish had finally been made for a border
both sides could agree on. Alicia followed her eyes, and pondered what
Billie-Jo had given up to be here at this moment in history.

“So, you have an undisclosed Genie in your family.” Alicia jumped
at the sound of Billie-Jo’s charge.

“No.”

“That lie could gain you and the offender even more jail time.
You know that Genies are so rare that to conceal ones existence-”

“I’m not lying.” Alicia interrupted that train of thought. “My
family are all Non-G.”

“Then how—”

“It’s me.” Alicia pushed herself off the leather settee. She
turned her back on the woman—a woman more powerful than Presidents—strode
to the large picture window that looked down the tree-clad mountainside. Snow
fell in a steady swathe. She stared as if interested, regardless. 

The unnatural calm still sat well in Billie-Jo’s voice. “I don’t
understand. You have tested as Non-G as well.”

“I am, to everyone else. No one else’s wishes work when I hear
them. Just my own.”

Leather squeaked. Alicia could feel the weight of silence at her
back. 

She did not turn around, even when footsteps informed her that
Billie-Jo had left the room. 



A SENSE OF waiting, of breathing in, fell over the house. Waiting
for what, Alicia was unsure of, but she welcomed the breathing space. 

It afforded her the opportunity find answers Billie-Jo would not
give about her life, or did not seem to think were important. She wandered the
compound, inside and out, through comfortably appointed rooms and the barnyard. Most doors remained locked to Alicia.
The house lacked ostentatious embellishment—a few discreet pieces of artwork,
a modern entertainment system and a large library were the only concessions to
a life well lived alone.

Meeting Leena and Marcos, two of the compound’s staff also
answered another question. Alicia’s wishing for information on the reclusive
head of the GIA had discovered that she had
never welcomed visitors to her mountain retreat. 

With mitten-clad hands clamped over her ears, she watched,
perplexed, as the two workers operated a
chainsaw without ear muffs, until realization dawned on her. Billie-Jo Cuthbert,
one of only ten registered Genies in the world and the unnamed head of the GIA,
surrounded herself with deaf mutes—an effective solution so that she would
never be in the position of hearing a rogue Trois. 

The two were polite, though
firm, in their communication with her using International Sign--Alicia
recognized it from the limited basics she had picked up on her two research
visits to the GIA headquarters in Sans-serif. 

They told her that staff, ergo security, were always nearby and
gave her friendly warnings about the perimeter fence--it kept people out, but
it would also keep her in. Small mammals tended to fry themselves on it.

They did not carry guns. It took a moment for Alicia to process
that thought and its implications. 

No air of menace had her looking over her shoulder--no hovering
black helicopters, guards armed to the teeth
or swooping spotlights, though satellite dishes atop the main house and
the thrown open iron shutters hinted at hidden depths. 

She worried at a broken fingernail of a thought - had her bravado
led her too far astray? 



“WHY ME?”

Alicia jumped. Billie-Jo had come up behind Alicia as she was
leaning on wood rail fence, staring off down
the mountain, but not seeing the picturesque trees and snow.

“Sheesh. Stealthy.” Alicia held a hand to her breast, and
grimaced. 

Billie-Jo smirked. “Sorry, habit. Enter a room quietly and you
never know what both parties might say if they think you’re just the tea lady.”

Alicia shrugged it away, straightening up to look the GIA head
negotiator square in the eye. “To answer your question? Well, I don’t know. I
liked the look of your picture.”

Billie-Jo snorted at the flattery, but the smirk turned into a
grin that Alicia liked. “Bullshit. Try again. There are nine other genies, yet
you chose me.”

“Ok.” Alicia blew into her
hands, and rubbed them together. “You’re negotiating the World Peace
Agreement.”

“There it is.” Billie-Jo gestured Alicia to walk on with her.
“C’mon, it’s wine o’clock. Sun will be gone in a few minutes and there’s a fire
going in the lounge. I have a Pinot Noir I think you’ll like.”

Alicia’s teeth clicked as she
snapped her mouth shut. Why bother asking? The woman was
playing a game of catch up, that much was obvious.

Billie-Jo gathered an armload
of logs from the wood-shed, and Alicia followed suit. Always grab some
wood if you’re going outside, she recalled her father’s words from her
childhood. 

“So tell me,” Billie-Jo began again once they were settled before
the fire, wielding a wine bottle with practised precision. “What is it you hope
to achieve by coming here?” 

She tucked her feet up and wrapped her arms around her right leg.
Thrown off guard, Alicia took a sip of her delicious wine. She struggled to
meet the woman’s eyes—those freckles! 

“I’ve come here to help you.”

There. Alicia grinned into her glass. A weight was gone; no more
having to lie.

Billie-Jo let out a peal of laughter. Alicia’s grin broadened.
“And just what do you expect to help me with?”

“The World Peace Agreement. I told you I know all about it.”

Billie-Jo’s laughter petered out, but her eyes crinkled at the
edges. “How very noble of you.”

“With my infinite wishes, and you a Genie with the ear of the
United Nations, we could take your twenty year plan down to just two or three.
Or maybe even a matter of months.”

Billie-Jo savoured a mouthful of wine. “You have this all thought
out, don’t you?” she said, after a gulping swallow.

Alicia put her glass down carefully. She tended to fling her
hands about when excited. “Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to see a
world barely at a crawl, despite fifty years of the GIA?”

“Noble and idealistic.”

Alicia frowned. “Stop it.”

“Stop what? I’m not what you
expected from the grand poobah of genies?”

A hot ball settled in the pit of Alicia’s stomach.  “I’m trying
very hard—” 

“To what, like me?” Alicia winced, but Billie-Jo plunged right
on. “If there’s one thing you learn from thirty years of being the GIA’s pawn,
making friends doesn’t get the job done.”

“But—”

“Yes, I know. I am the GIA.”   

Alicia chewed the inside of her cheek. “You sound so confident.
Like a politician, really.” She watched as Billie-Jo winced too. Tit for tat.


There was an awkward silence. The older woman took another great
swig from her already near empty glass.

“You remind me how long I’ve been locked up here, on my own,”
Billie-Jo sighed. “Yes, my focus has been somewhat,” her offbeat grin wavered
into existence, “narrow.”

Alicia sprang to her feet and paced in front of the fire. “So,
let’s get you out of here. Let’s go, now. I know you have the plan ready for
presentation to the United Nations. Let’s—”

“Rescue me from my ivory tower?”

Alicia blushed, crossing her arms firmly across her chest.
Billie-Jo’s face softened and she bit her lip. She held out a hand. 

“Come on, sit down. There, that’s better.” 

Alicia took the hand, and
perched on the edge of the couch, knees together, back straight, eyes
forward. Billie-Jo’s long fingers were warm and strong, and they stroked
Alicia’s own fingers with a surprising tenderness. Did the older woman know
just how to disarm her?

“Ok, I want to get this absolutely straight,” Billie-Jo began.
“You want to find out about me, the internals of the GIA, and the World Peace
plan. So you—?”

Alicia removed her hand gently, afraid she might start trembling,
that their closeness would make her lose her nerve.

“I Wished to see your files. I made sure I wished the paperwork
out and back at a time no one would notice, or wished for digital copies and
then destroyed them.”

Billie-Jo nodded slowly, soaking up the implications. She pushed
back a strand of her wayward hair—Alicia’s right hand twitched—and sat back,
eyes guarded. 

“So you know about the plan
that I’m almost ready to present for debate at the UN? And you want to,
what? Assist in some way. Remove the labour, and intensive job of recruiting
enough Trois to continue the cascade of wishes once it all begins?”

“Exactly.” Alicia snapped her fingers. Surely the woman would
come to understand how crucial for success her ability was? “It would free the
UN from the expense of paying all those
Trois, free them from service, and ultimately cut the time scale of the
plan.”

“So very idealistic indeed.” Alicia’s shoulders tightened as the
smirk came back to Billie-Jo’s voice. 

“What’s wrong with that?” she demanded, querulous. 

Billie-Jo heaved a world-weary sigh. “You have no idea what it’s
like to negotiate the channels of bureaucracy.”

“Why bother? Just do it. You have me, you now have the power. We
could change everything for the better, for good.” Alicia shifted so she could
watch Billie-Jo askance. 

Billie-Jo chewed a fingernail, staring at the younger woman for a
long moment. She remembered her wine glass, reached for the bottle and sloshed
in a fresh measure.

“It’s not that easy. There are a few billion other people to
think about. Their wishes, their needs.” Billie-Jo reached out her free hand
and squeezed Alicia’s fingers gently. “And there is you. Once they know about
you, you’ll become the world’s freak. You do realize that, don’t you? You’ll
never have your life back again.”

Alicia whimpered, and wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve.



IT WAS THE small hours of the morning, somewhere. Alicia had lost
track. A helicopter had come for them at the compound, flown them to an empty
airstrip, and now they sliced through the dark aboard a Learjet. 

Alicia insides twisted up at the betrayal, but she understood
that this was the only way Billie-Jo knew to move forward. A lifetime of
control could not be undone in just forty-eight hours.

Ensured of her safety from a rogue
utterance with satellite uplink—a Genie had to be in the physical
presence of a Trois—Billie-Jo’s mile-high office hummed with activity, screens
ablaze with talking heads. 

Alicia spent quite some time reading from the small bookcase
tucked into one corner—there were dissertations, essays, and pontifications on
possible historic Genies, from Jesus Christ to Walt Disney—and watching a discreet digital photo frame as it cycled
through. She saw photos of the first
official GIA head Daniel F. Haversome—shaking hands with world dignitaries of
at least four decades, cutting the ribbon at the GIA office, with a
young Billie-Jo. No amount of wishing had ever turned up his whereabouts, or
whether he was still alive. 

There were no other photos of
Billie-Jo, with anyone or at historical occasions, presented upon the
little screen. 

Despite the lack of photographical evidence, Alicia knew that as
a rare breed of non self-perpetuating Genie-Trois Billie-Jo had exhausted her
three wishes. Only a handful of people in the world knew that the significant
changes enacted in war torn African nations had been at Billie-Jo’s behest some
twenty-seven years previous. 

Alicia wrestled with
Billie-Jo’s recalcitrance. With that one simple act, her fame and power to move
the world as a named GIA head could have been enormous. Reclusiveness and
anonymity had not done Billie-Jo Cuthbert any favours.

“Free will is not just for the Trois,” Billie-Jo had said as they
had boarded the plane, the airstrip dark and empty save them, their invisible
pilot and departing helicopter departing on a gust of noise and wind. 

Alicia squirmed and blushed as she went over the admonition in
her mind. 

It seemed such a simple idea--wish everyone to get along and be
nice. It had worked in some small capacity
against her family when she was younger, until she bored of the fawning
attention and gifts, and came to the realization that they always reverted to
type after a time. She had never tried it out on her friends, lovers or
academic fellows, having been too scared to draw the attention and ire of the
GIA. 

She did not want to end up like the rare rogues that came about
on both sides, Trois and Genie alike. There had been one in every decade,
foolish enough to publically attempt a world
takeover. They had all quietly disappeared. 

Alicia had Wished to know where they were imprisoned, and she did
not care much to visit there. Would Billie-Jo
Cuthbert be ruthless enough to attempt to have her disappeared, quietly
and forever?

Alicia knew that if all else failed, she always had her Wishes. 

Billie-Jo stopped talking in the precise, clipped and
authoritarian manner that sounded not at all like the woman Alicia had got to
know—and like?—in the last couple of days. Faces left the screens, to be
replaced by the blue and white GIA logo. 

She pushed back her laptop, stretched, and levelled her gaze on
Alicia, who looked up from a copy of the GIA Rules of Engagement.

“Well, its set,” Billie-Jo said, her voice returning to a
conversational warmth. 

Alicia scratched at her scalp and yawned, feigning nonchalance.
“What is?”

“A meeting with the GIA, in Sans-serif. It’s a few months earlier
than I planned, but this is what you want.”

“What I want—?” Alicia twitched. “I didn’t wish for this, I’m not
making you do anything.”

“Nor I, you.”

“So what then? I’m confused.”

“You can come with me, or not. You can tell them about yourself,
or not.” Billie-Jo rubbed her cheeks, placed her index fingers together in a
steeple, and brought the tips to her lips. “When we arrive, you don’t have to
get off this plane, no one will know you’re here but me and the pilot.”

Odd thoughts flittered through Alicia’s mind that had nothing to
do with the conversation. Did Billie-Jo wear ear plugs in public? Was
everything filtered through headphones? The enormity of the silent world the
woman must live in almost overwhelmed her.

“So what will it be?” Billie-Jo prompted, pouring a finger of
whiskey. Even with the dips and bumps of the plane, her hand remained steady.
“Are you going to follow through with what you started?”

Alicia flinched. She flushed as she thought again of Billie-Jo’s
words about Free Will.

“Ah, I see.” Billie-Jo’s smile was stiff, but not lacking humour.
“In your fervour to save the world, you didn’t think about asking anyone how
they felt about it, did you?”

“I did. I just—”

“Didn’t think it applied to me, the person you thought had the
least free will of them all?” Billie-Jo narrowed her eyes. “Let me tell you
something Ms Beauregard, all this—” She described a lazy circle with her hand,
and Alicia shrank in on herself at how the Genie’s voice had changed from
congenial back to professional in an instant. “-is my choice. I chose to occupy
that house. I chose those wonderful people to work for me. I choose to work for
the GIA, just like you have chosen not to. I choose to offer my services to the
United Nations, when I could have easily gone corporate.”

Choose, chose. Repeated and insisted on often enough, the word
lost all its meaning.

“But you didn’t have to.” Alicia’s hands fluttered around the
proffered glass of liquor. “I don’t know why you took the hardest road.”

“So, not all knowing, yes?” Billie-Jo’s emerald eyes, dazzling in
the low light of the cabin, softened the blow of the words. “There are other
ways to change the world, other than just wishing for it.”

“Ironic.” Alicia murmured.

“Isn’t it? I do more than just hear wishes you know.”

“You push the Trois in the direction you want them to wish.”

Getting used to reading Billie-Jo’s scowls, Alicia could tell
this latest one was more hurt than angry—hurt that anyone would insinuate she
had any motive other than to do good. 

“I do not,” Billie-Jo insisted.
“I simply appeal to their sense of good judgment. I help them find the
words for maximum effect, but the choice to wish is always theirs.”

“With a healthy dose of promised fame and fortune.”

“I can’t help that people need to make a living. We’re competing
with corporates, remember?”

“But who doesn’t want an easy existence? You can’t blame them for
wanting a security, comfort or celebrity before
signing over their two remaining wishes to the GIA.”

Billie-Jo snorted. “Another irony. As part of an elite, they
would have those things anyway. The stipend from being a United Nations Trois
is more than adequate.”

“Can you blame them for a mistrust of big government?”

“The GIA is not government.”
The small rise in inflection indicated to Alicia an inkling of the
fierce passion buried deep within. Alicia knew Billie-Jo’s egotistical
anomaly—she did not pull for any side. She worked for herself, and she worked
for everyone. 

Billie-Jo adjusted herself forward to capture Alicia’s gaze,
hands cupped possessively around her cut-crystal tumbler. “So, what are you
going to do?” She queried. “Come with me to Sans-serif? Reveal your abilities, or
not? Help me unveil the World Peace Agreement? Eliminate the need for all Trois
in the plan, and place yourself in a position of responsibility? Any
combination thereof?”

“That’s quite a bit of choice.”

Billie-Jo freed a hand into a shrug, and let it fall to the desk.
“I really am at your mercy. But I want you to consider one thing.” 

Alicia indicated her
willingness by emulating the woman’s leaned-forward stance. 

“I spent many years formulating and consulting on this plan,”
Billie-Jo continued. “Thinking carefully about how to word the hundreds of
wishes it would take, how to incorporate the needs and wants of all Trois,
countries, races, and religions. I planned it to take a generation to fully
come to realization. Even then it wouldn’t be easy, or fully accepted. But I
had one goal all along--to make people understand they still have Free Will.”

Alicia greeted the rehearsed
speech with a calm nod. The all-encompassing
vision of the greatest genie that ever lived was most compelling.

“Do you ever wonder how I came to be? Where my abilities came
from?” Alicia murmured, looking up through her lashes. 

“I presume you didn’t wish for
more wishes, that’s illegal, and impossible. It’s one of the original rules, up there with raising people from the
dead, forcing someone to fall in love, erasure of history, time travel
and genocide.” Billie-Jo’s affectation of cocking her head to one side made her
look younger. 

“You’re the Genie, you’re the genius. You know everything about
GIA history. How do you explain me? Why am I here? There must be some reason
for what I can do.” 

Alicia’s heart pounded. No
amount of wishing had ever found her satisfaction
on that question. Or have I just been asking the wrong questions? 


Billie-Jo sat back, fingers folded around and tapping at her
glass. The two women stared each other down. Did Billie-Jo flush slightly and
her eyes grow damp? Alicia could not be too sure in the low light.

The huskiness had returned to Billie-Jo’s voice when she finally
chose to speak. “I think I should show you something.”

She waved Alicia over, but the young woman hesitated.

“Is this something I might be better off not knowing?” 

Billie-Jo growled, low and urgent. “Come on, it’s too late.
You’ll never be able to let go the idea that I know. You’ll find out
eventually, whether now or by your own wish. Make it now.”

Know. What did she know? Despite the controlled temperature of
the cabin, goose bumps sped up Alicia’s back. 

Rocking with the motion of the plane, legs moving independent of
her brain, Alicia found herself behind Billie-Jo’s chair. 

The woman’s fingers flicked. It took a few moments for her to
pass through deep encryptions, before a video file come up on the screen of her
laptop. 

Alicia saw a teen Billie-Jo, red hair as spiky short as Alicia
kept hers now. The haunted, bruised eyes of an insomniac, and her freckles were
stood out stark against the white skin of an exile. Whether by choice or
imprisonment, Alicia did not know. 

The voice, as husky as it was now, came from the speakers.

“—being of not particularly sound mind and judgment, I have
chosen to make this tape,” the younger Billie-Jo quipped. “I don’t know whether
I’m doing this as some kind of joke, or
defiance, but I can attest that I am completely sober. Nor have I been
tortured, err, put upon to do this.”

“Screw the man!” It was a voice from off camera, that of an
elderly British gentleman. 

“Yeah, screw the man.” A skull-like grimace did not reach her
eyes.

“Haversome,” the older Billie-Jo murmured. Alicia sucked in a
slow breath. 

“Speaking of screwing, of a different sort,” young Billie-Jo
said. “Christ, what does a woman have to do to get laid around here?” The
dark-circled eyes squinted to disguise the liquid pain in their depths. “So
here goes. My first wish is that I wish to find the love of my life.”

Alicia gasped, but the older version of the woman did not flinch,
did not attempt to explain.

Young Billie-Jo paused, and then twirled her hands dramatically.
“What? No poof? No flash and puff of smoke,
and my handsome lover appears before me? Ha! Take that, GIA wonks!
Absolutely nothing happened!”

Off camera, her accomplice chuckled. Billie-Jo’s chuckles turned
into hiccupping spasms. 

“Christ, pull yourself together woman,” young Billie-Jo said,
dashing away tears with the back of a hand. She hiccupped once more, huffed out
a breath and resettled her shoulders. 

“Next on the agenda we have more wishes! See, I have this plan
that I can save the world all on my own. Aren’t I something, yeah? Useless
bloody GIA, and their endless paperwork and procedures. I’m tired of waiting.”
Her upper lip curled. “So, here it comes. I wish—” She leered further into
frame. “For infinite wishes!”  

She looked left and right, peering under papers and books, then
under the desk. “Nothing? No singing angel
choir and being struck down by lightning? Geez. Ok, guess we’ll find out
tomorrow when I make my official,” she made air quotes with her fingers.
“wishes, yeah?” 

Haversome laughed again, which ended in a cough. “Aww shit, sorry
Dad.” The picture shook as she bumped the camera.

“Whiskey, dammit,” the garrulous Haversome said. 

The recording ended.

“Haversome died five days after we made that tape. The big C ate
him up. No one knew about it except me and him, and now you do. Oh, and I also
don’t swear as much as that anymore.”

Alicia contemplated the now blank screen. Her chest ached and she
had trouble swallowing past the constriction in her throat. 

“Dad?”

Billie-Jo waved it away. “Term of endearment.”

Alicia could not test the veracity of the statement, had not
Wished to. 

“Your official wishes, about Africa?” 

“I worded the first one so it would have a cascade effect, to
make it seem like the other two I said came true, just in case. Those two were,
of course, fake.”

“How do you know?”

“I didn’t, until two days ago.”

Alicia hovered her hand over Billie-Jo’s shoulder, then let it
drop. She squeezed gently. The Genie reached up to grasp her hand, and held on
for dear life.

“When did you make this recording?” A prickly heat ran up
Alicia’s neck and into her scalp. “What was the date you made those wishes?”

Billie-Jo swivelled around, and raised her face. She kept a hold
of Alicia’s hand, entwining her fingers. Looking up, the years fell away, an
innocent need beseeching for understanding.

Billie-Jo said the date.

The GIA negotiator had much practise at holding a gaze. Alicia
could not look away from the beautiful emerald depths of her eyes.

“That was the day I was born,” Alicia said.

“I know.”







An Apology

Michael S. Walker



Ivy sat in the living room of her father’s house, wishing (for
the one hundredth time since she had arrived) she could just bolt out the back
door and make her escape for home. Her father sat across from her, in his cracked brown lounge chair, staring at her as if
she were a newspaper picture he couldn’t quite underscore with any sort
of caption. 

“Dad . . . are you taking your pills?” Ivy asked. She stirred
uncomfortably on the gold couch, its plastic cover rubbing hard against her
bare thighs. Damnit, why did I have to wear shorts? she thought. 

“Those damn things are hard to swallow,” her father replied,
waving one bony hand through the air and letting it fall softly in his lap. As
usual, he was dressed in his blue terry cloth bathrobe, his pale varicosed legs
sticking out obscenely from the folds. 

“Are you taking them?” she asked, with mock concern. She felt a
short stab of guilt in her throat as the thought came unbidden and bold into
her mind for the Xth time: “Perhaps it would be best if . . .” 

“Yeah, I’m taking them . . . much good it’s doing,” her father
grumbled, crossing and uncrossing his brittle-looking legs. God, would it kill
him to get dressed every now and then? 

The two of them sat in silence
looking at each other. On the giant Magnavox television set at the top
of the room, a rerun of the Lawrence Welk show blared away at maximum volume. A
tuxedoed black tap dancer did his best to bust his way into Ivy’s skull, with
each expert shuffle ball change. 

“God, turn the TV. down,” Ivy said, getting up from the couch and
going to the set. She noticed with distaste that the television was mantled
with about a half inch of dust. Dust clung
to all the pictures on top of the television as well: pictures of her
father and her now dead mother in happier times. I betcha if Mom was still
alive, Ivy thought sadly, Dad would have his suit and hat on right now,
ready for an early supper at O’Malley’s. 

“I’m watching that,” her farther said, with little enthusiasm. 

“It’s too loud,” Ivy shouted
back, twisting the volume knob until the dancing was at a tolerable level.


“Wha--” her father said, his pale pink tongue darting
involuntarily back and forth in his loose mouth, like a nervous eel. 

“Too loud,” she said. She wondered, as she went to sit back down,
if she should schedule an appointment with Dr. Carelson to have her father’s
hearing checked. Just one more thing going going gone. Down to dust. 

The two of them sat in silence again. Outside, locusts throbbed
in the late summer trees, and children shouted their way through kickball or
dodgeball or something like that. Ivy glanced
at the star-shaped clock above the television set. 6:30 p.m. Maybe a
half an hour or more and she could make her escape. She wondered what Julie had
made for dinner, if they could maybe spend
some time tonight just snuggling on the couch, watching television,
doing nothing in each other’s arms. That would be nice . . . 

“Julie just started a new job,” Ivy shouted at her father,
regretting the words as soon as they left her mouth.

“What?” her father said, blinking his eyes.

“Julie . . . just started a
new job at the Caldwell Library . . . head librarian,” Ivy said, her proud voice faltering. She didn’t
even know why she was trying to pursue this line of conversation. Her father
didn’t care. He had always referred to Julie, in the five years she and Ivy had
been a couple, as “that woman.” As if Julie, dear meek Julie, lover of books
and big friendly dogs, was some kind of evil entity, responsible for
corrupting his daughter and “turning” her
into a lesbian. It was absurd. Her mom, at least, had tried her best to understand and accept her for who she was.
Who she had always been.

“Oh . . .” her father said, watching the television set with
milky blue eyes. “That’s nice.”

At least he hadn’t called her “that woman.” 

“Yes,” Ivy said, lapsing into silence. Once again, she glanced at
the clock. Only five minutes had passed since she had gotten up to turn the
sound down. Five minutes. Her eyes fell on a photograph of her father and her mother taken at Disneyland about seven years
ago, in front of the cartoon turrets of Cinderella’s Castle. She had
always hated Disneyland, but her parents had thrived on it, managing to go
there on vacation at least once a year. She looked at the figure of her father
in the picture, and then at the man sitting in the brown lounger. It was
amazing, the difference—how much her father had wasted away since her mother’s
death. The only thing that really seemed the same was the stiff green moustache
on her father’s upper lip, like some hirsute bird getting ready to fly.

“I’m going to have to leave pretty soon, Dad,” Ivy said. God, she
really hated coming here and sitting with this man three days a week, making
small talk with him, watching him waste away in a chair. And really, what did
she have to say to him? Her whole life, who she was, meant nothing to him. Her
own lover wasn’t even welcome in his house . . .

“What?” Her father blinked again. 

“Going. I’m going to have to be going soon.”

Her father said nothing. He
just sat in his chair, staring at the dusty television set. The Lawrence Welk
show was over now, its vaudevillian entertainments
supplanted by a nature documentary about penguins. Penguins waddled
single file across a desolate expanse of ice and snow. The camera closed in on
a mother penguin sheltering a fuzzy hatchling with one stiff black wing. Ivy
got up from the couch, the plastic squeaking noisily as she did so. She felt
sad that she really couldn’t love this man, that all she had to offer him was
duty fueled mostly by guilt.

“Remember to take your pills,” she said, with a sigh. “I’ll see
you again on Thursday and . . .” 

“Wait,” her father said, raising his bony hand again and letting
it drop. “I wanted to say something to you before you leave.”

“Yes?” Ivy said. She looked at herself in the smudged wall mirror
that hung behind his chair, hating for an instant that she had the same milky
blue eyes as her father, the same aqualine nose. “What?”

Her father grabbed her wrist and held it tightly. He looked up
into her eyes. 

“I just wanted to say . . . I just wanted to say . . . I’m sorry
’bout the trash cans . . .”

Ivy shook her head. What the hell was her father talking about?
Had he finally dropped forever into the land of senility?

Then, it struck her hard. She knew exactly what he was talking
about. About five years ago, when she and Julie had started dating, when her
mother was still alive and walking on the planet, raccoons kept getting into
the plastic garbage cans that her parents had behind the house, strewing
garbage everywhere, making a nightly mess. Julie had heard about this, and told
Ivy that she knew of a place where they could get some empty fifty-gallon oil
drums her parents could use as garbage containers. It would be no problem for
her to pick them up and cart them over. Ivy had tried to relay this information
to her father over the phone one night, expecting him to be happy with the solution. Instead, he had gone
ballistic, and started screaming at her. “You are not going to turn my
house into some kind of dive,” he had kept shouting over and over, until
finally, embarrassed, she had hung up on him. At first, she had been mystified
by his strange reaction, and then it had finally dawned on her. He was angry
not because there would be oil cans sitting in his back yard. He was angry
because Julie was trying to do something for him, make a friendly gesture. Ivy
hadn’t talked to him for months after that. 

“I was wrong,” her father whispered. “I should have let you both
bring those cans over.” He tried to get up out of the huge chair now, getting
up to a crouch and then falling back into the vinyl chair. Something, something
Ivy thought had been callused over a long time ago broke in her heart, and she
felt tears welling in her eyes. 

“It’s okay, Daddy,” she said, going to help her father up so he
could hug her for the first time in years. “It’s really okay . . .” 







You in the Mirror

Cass McPhee



I call her Tommy. It isn’t her real name, but in all the years
I’ve known her it’s the only one I’ve used. She didn’t pick it because she was
a tom-boy, either. It was the roundness of the name that she liked, the way you
had to press your lips together to make the “mmm” sound, the hard start, the
bounciness of the “y.” Well, that, and she made a pretty crappy “Diane.”

Every year when we were kids a new chapter was written in the
tome of the First Day of School, wherein the poor, slack-jawed teacher came to
grips with what this scruffy little girl wanted to be called. They all dealt
with it reasonably well, except for Ms. Freedman, a name I only remember thanks
to my mother’s obsession with scrapbooks.

“Diane Earhart?”

“Tommy.”

She looked up from the third-grade class list to identify the
owner of the voice among the erupting
giggles. The other kids all knew what was coming. Freedman cleared her
throat and directed her glassy stare back to the
list—obviously she hadn’t had much luck locating her. “I’m sorry, Tommy,
there must be a mistake.”

“No,” Tommy said, and the teacher realized that the
matter-of-fact little voice had, in fact, come from a girl. “I just like ‘Tommy’
better.”

Freedman’s thin little eyebrows shot up and then went back down
again. “That’s not a little girl’s name, Diane,” she said, and kept going
through the list. I turned around to look at Tommy; she was frowning down at
her scratched-up desk.

“What’re you gonna do?” I asked.

“Samantha Anderson,” Freedman snapped, “I have already heard from
you.”

I slunk back into my seat. The rest of the day I felt the heat of
her gaze on me, so I sat up straight and tall, like my mother always told me to
do. With my heels firmly crossed under the chair I thought about what Tommy’s
mom was going to do when she found out what had happened.

Memory is a funny thing; I wonder how much of this I’ve edited
through the years, adding little details,
cutting what makes me uncomfortable. Tommy’s mother stands out clearly
though, like a character from Alice in Wonderland, bold and scary in a funny
kind of way. When she heard about what had happened she stormed into the
principal’s office the next morning and yelled up a storm, using her ‘scary
feminist voice’, as we came to call it later. When she used it she was making a
statement; if you were smart you would reply with one of two things: “yes,” or
“yes, ma’am.”

Tommy and I waited outside,
missing the edges of her words but hearing the swells and hollows of her voice.
I wasn’t sure if I should be laughing or crying. We sat quietly and watched the
shadow of that scraggly old tree in the yard, shivering back and forth in the
pasty white glass of the hall window.

The door finally came open with a nervous-sounding squeak. She
bent down and had a few quiet words with Tommy. I couldn’t hear—it was like the
open space she’d been taking up with her
yelling was now a vacuum, sucking in all sound. Then she went away,
clack-clacking down the hall, holding Tommy by the hand.

Tommy grinned back at me, that foolish grin of hers that still
shows off her dimples, and I knew everything was okay.

I hope I’m not fabricating the image I have of her from back
then: that tufty haircut that looked like my brother’s when it grew out after
the summer, the t-shirts hanging flat over her chest, beat-up jeans and flat
sneakers, red ones, dusty and soft. She had a plain little face, round,
smattered with freckles. There was something about her walk that I first noticed
that day as her mother led us back to class: something confident, something I
wanted, but I didn’t really know how.



WE MET BEFORE “boys” and “girls” really mattered. I loved
skirts—still do, how they move with me and flare out when I spin around in
circles. I did a lot of that until I started school and found out that it
wasn’t fashionable.

We were always digging for something, I think: gold, dinosaur
bones, or maybe a tunnel to China. Our conversations sometimes took us through
all three over the course of recess. It must have had an impression on me: when
I think about Tommy it’s still in greens and browns and slate greys, the
colours that filled my vision while her voice floated over to me from her
little plot of land.

Once I asked her: “Were you supposed to be a boy?”

She scrunched up her face at me. “Why?”

I shrugged, carefully tucking some of my hair back behind my ear
and smearing it with mud in the process. “You’re just more like a boy.”

Tommy pressed her lips together and went back to digging.

We walked home together every day now that our parents knew we
were friends, and talked about exciting things like catching grasshoppers. The
thought secretly terrified me, but I never let on. 



JUNIOR HIGH MARKED the start of a long, slow descent into the
hell of other people. Usually girls, and always in groups, they liked to call
her “he-she” or “she-he”, though they could never decide which one was better.
Tommy never really lost it, but I did sometimes. I daresay I enjoyed taking
them on. Coming back to school after summer was like opening up a fresh new can
of worms, which I would subsequently hook and cast

“Hey Sammy,” Brett said once—I’d been trying to go by just 

“Sam” ever since the third grade—but the old nickname stuck out of habit and
rhyme, “if you like Tommy so much, why don’t you marry her?”

“Okay,” I shot back, “she’d be a better man than you.”

He didn’t even say anything—just dropped his jaw and ran back to
his cronies on the other side of the school yard.

“Why’d you say that?” Tommy hissed.

I shrugged. “I dunno. Why not?”

“They’re totally going to think we’re lesbians now, stupid.”

“Oh, whatever.” I tried to hide my chagrin—I’d developed a quick
tongue over the last couple of years, and my brain didn’t always keep up with
it. “It’s not like they don’t already,” I added, realizing yet again that I
wasn’t helping.

Tommy didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to do, so neither
did I. For maybe twenty minutes things were a little tense, an eternity for a
pubescent girl on a strict lunch-hour schedule, but by the time they were
rounding us up for the afternoon classes things were back to normal, at least
on the surface.

I pretended it never happened, though I did my best to act like
not-a-lesbian, just in case. For a while it feels like that was all I ever
thought about. Would a lesbian say that? Would a lesbian do that? What if I am
a lesbian?



I MUST HAVE gotten over it, since I started dating boys when I
was thirteen. For some reason I thought Tommy would be jealous, but she wasn’t.
She did ask why I sounded out of breath when she called one time, though.

“Hello?” I gasped.

“Are you okay?”

“Whaddaya mean?”

My boyfriend was across the room examining one of my band
posters, trying to look casual while hovering near the open door—mom’s orders,
which she enforced until I moved out, if you can believe it. We hadn’t been
doing much, obviously, but my lips still felt slippery. I rubbed them on my
sleeve.

“You sound sorta winded,” Tommy said.

“Oh. Uh. Just ran up the stairs. To my room.”

“Oh.” A chuckle. “Oh. Okay. Careful on those stairs.”

“Screw you,” I said, cheerfully, and hung up the phone.

“Who was that?” Asked the boyfriend, whose name I can’t remember.
It started with P.

“A friend.”

I never talked about Tommy to my boyfriends. Most of them never met
her. I wasn’t ashamed of her—at least, I didn’t think so then. I stood up for
her all the time; she was so damn lazy about defending herself, so I thought, that it was like a full-time job. I didn’t want to
drag all of that into my bedroom. I needed my space, my bedroom, my
body. I needed to be all about me for a change.

Besides, what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.



SOMETIME AROUND GRADE nine, Tommy had grown up. I distinctly
remember thinking that one day while we were waiting for the bus. She was
smoking, a habit her mom went to great pains to break her of once she found out
about it a year or so later. If only I could have been so lucky. She was
wearing jeans that hugged her hips and made them melt straight down into her
legs. I liked how she hooked her smoking hand on a fraying belt loop when she
wasn’t taking a drag.

She unhooked her hand and flipped a bit of hair out of her eyes,
that shaggy cut she’d grown into over the summer months.

“You goin’ to visit your dad this weekend?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, though it didn’t sound like she’d decided yet.
She’d only known her dad for a year or so. She looked to her thinking spot,
somewhere down the street at the moment. “D’you wanna come?”

That was a new one. “Really?”

She shrugged. “Better than going alone.”

I didn’t know if I really wanted to spend my weekend being
awkward-by-proxy, but I said yes. I’d need to stop at home for a change of
clothes.

“And what, your makeup kit?” She teased.

“Yeah, why not? Maybe I can
give you a makeover.” I applied some invisible blush to her cheek with
my thumb. She wiped at it as though she’d been smeared with soot.

“Maybe,” she said.



I SAT PRESSED up against the window of the pickup, which was
cracked open a little to clear out the fumes from her dad’s cigarettes. Tommy
was crushed in between us. Her dad was a hefty guy with long, curly blonde arm
hair. I remember his hands on the steering wheel, how he had Tommy’s gangly
fingers. He wore a wedding band from a wife who had died the year before. Why
he’d waited for her to croak before he got in touch with Tommy was something
everybody seemed to want to know, but nobody asked.

Tommy’s dad was a nice enough
guy. He had that kind of awkward, boyish way of looking at us and
talking to us, like he wasn’t sure yet whether teenage girls were poisonous.
His house was in Moncton where he lived with a son and a daughter, both older
than Tommy.

He asked her lots of questions, like he was trying to find out
who she was. Why he expected a straight answer was beyond me. Tommy never lied
to him—not outright, anyway. She just gave him half-answers, played up the things that he seemed to like hearing about.
I stuck close to her, trying to lend some wordless emotional support, a
link back to the real world. I could tell she appreciated it, probably all the
more because I was being quiet for once.

We went up about once a month on the bus once we knew how to get
there. It was our private adventure, like when we were kids, sneaking off after
church into the scraggly woods down by the rifle range. But there was something
grown-up about it, too; for a long time there was that tug of war between
holding onto the past and wanting to forget it.

Dressing up is still like that for me. The makeup, the
high-heels, the cute flouncy skirts; they all make me feel like both a woman
and a little girl who’s playing pretend in mom’s clothes. I’ve learned to like
that: I play myself like I’m my own main character, bending the rules of what
it means to be a girl.

Back then, though, I was jealous of Tommy. While I constantly
tried to fit in and crack the mold at the same time, Tommy just was. She owned
herself, quietly, and the world around her seemed to have no choice but to
bend—and me with it. 

I talked to her about it, sometimes. I talked about how frustrating
this whole girl thing was, hoping silently that she had some kind of wisdom to
impart to me, as though she’d transcended the dilemma and could guide me to a
state of gender nirvana. Maybe I should try it the way she does, I suggested
once: maybe I should cut my hair, forsake the lipstick. And she laughed, that
one chuckle from deep in her belly.

“You wouldn’t be any happier if you were trying to be me,” she
said.



HE ASKED US to house-sit for him once while he was skiing with
his family on March break. We were in grade
ten and things with him had already unraveled a little. He started
making excuses and saw Tommy less and less; eventually he dropped off the map.
For that weekend, though, we were thrilled
with the prospect of playing house—one with a freezer full of TV dinners
and, as a little snooping proved, a stash of porn videos.

After a day of teasing each other about whether we were actually
going to watch one, we finally worked ourselves into a state of nervous
excitement that left us no choice. Of course we giggled and talked through the
whole thing. My voice sounded high-pitched, like it was sped up, and didn’t
hide for a second how embarrassed I was. Mostly I complained about the
blow-jobs, as though I would have known. I gravitated to the topic even as I
realized how forced I sounded. Tommy never really asked me about my boyfriends,
so I felt like I had something to prove to her, like she’d think I was cool and
knowledgeable.

When I looked at her—and I was always finding excuses to look at
her, because where she was the porn wasn’t – she always had this funny smirk,
like this whole thing was a joke that she had to pretend was funny. Years later
I asked her whether she’d been smirking at the porn or at me. She didn’t really
remember all that well, but she said, “Probably you.” I couldn’t blame her.

 

THAT NIGHT SHE asked me, “What’s it like?”

It was one of those questions where I knew what it meant, but for
some stupid reason I still said, “What?”

She flushed a little and grew a nervous smirk, though she must
have known that I’d be at least as embarrassed as she was. “Giving someone a
blow-job.”

Did she really think I’d done it? “I can’t really explain,” I
said, secretly hoping that she’d ask me something else anyway.

“But is it . . . what? Fun, boring, what? What do you even do?
Like are you actually blowing on the thing?”

I laughed. “If you want to try it so bad, why don’t you, like,
get a boyfriend or something?”

“Yeah, right.”

“What? It’s not like you couldn’t, you know.”

She shook her head. She always
shrugged off talk about boyfriends, but I couldn’t believe that anyone wouldn’t
see that smirk and those dimples and that walk, hear that understated,
fiendishly sensible voice, and not . . . want.

“Do you want me to show you?” For once I was glad I hadn’t bitten
my tongue. The words came out unbridled, confident. More confident than I
really felt.

Tommy looked at me. She didn’t say anything, just let her
eyebrows settle into a little furrow.

“Here,” I said, holding out my
hand, palm up. She put hers in mine, raising one of those eyebrows at
me. I readjusted myself on the couch to face her and pulled her hand close.
“The most important thing,” I said, just trying to fill the silence with some
words as I extended her index and middle fingers, “is knowing good timing.”

I didn’t slide her fingers into my mouth right away; I kissed
them, let my lips linger there for a minute, slightly pursed, exhaling a little
breath. I watched her face, noticed the forced casualness about her. My heart
was thumping but I pulled her hand forward, letting my tongue slide down the
underside of her fingers as they moved into my mouth. Her eyes went a little
wide. She tried to avert her gaze but I did my best to hold onto it, grounding
her there.

With my tongue I traced along
the space where her fingers met, imagining that it was a hot spot, a little niche that deserved some long overdue
affection. And as though the motion evolved out of that idea I started
to move, rhythmically, sucking them in and allowing them to slide back out,
tasting the pads of her fingers and feeling her nails rub up against the roof
of my mouth at the back.

Her whole body was stiff. Her chest barely rose and fell. I was
breathing hard through my nose, a little self-conscious of the sound. I wanted
to break the silence but I didn’t dare. Would she stop me? What would she
think? I started to lose my nerve so I closed my eyes, retreated into myself
for a minute, tried to focus on what I was doing.

I was giving Tommy a blow-job.

A little sound came out of me,
like a tiny tug at my vocal chords. It surprised me, and apparently
Tommy, who let out a gasp. Her reaction did something strange to me, deep down.
I latched onto her wrist with both my hands and started bearing down on it,
pulling her fingers deep into my mouth.

“Sam,” she said, like she’d had to fish for the word at the
bottom of a well. I opened my eyes and let go of her hand, almost by accident.
Tommy was red and for a second I couldn’t read her expression. My stomach
lurched.

“Oh my god,” I said, wiping off my mouth. Then I started
laughing. I didn’t look at her.

“Shit.” Tommy laughed, too, and I felt the knot in my stomach
start to unwind. She cleared her throat as though she was going to say
something else, but after a minute she just repeated herself.

“So,” I said, trying to keep my voice even, though the temptation
to fall back on the cushion of giggles was strong. “What did you think?”

Tommy let out a long breath, trying and failing to hide a grin.
“I need a smoke.”

So did I.

 

THE NEXT TWO minutes were the weirdest of my life—up to that
point, anyway. Not bad, but definitely awkward, and I only had five smokes
left. So we shared one.

Tommy started laughing again.

“What?” I stole the smoke from her, since she obviously wasn’t
using it.

“You,” she said. “You were totally going to town.”

“What can I say? You have sexy fingers.”

She smiled and stuffed her hands into her pockets. I took that to
mean that she didn’t want to smoke anymore and set to work finishing it off.
After a minute she said, “It was kinda nice.”

It was my turn to laugh. “What, a finger blow-job?”

Tommy shook her head. I saw what she meant, though. There was
something in her shoulders, something about being wanted.

“I’ve never actually . . . you know,” I said.

She almost said something but she changed her mind, shrugged.

“You could totally find
somebody,” I went on, trying to change the subject.

“They don’t look at me that way.”

“What way?”

“The . . . girl way.” She gestured at me. “Like you. You dress
like one, you talk like one, so they get you. They just . . . they don’t know
what the hell I am.”

“Don’t you?”

She shrugged. “Nobody else does.”

And I’d thought I was the only one pretending – looking at her
and wishing, sometimes, that I was looking in a mirror.

“C’mon,” I said, and put out my smoke. “Let me try something.”



“NO,” SHE SAID. “No way.”

“Oh, come on, you’ve gotta at least be curious.” I hadn’t told
her my plan until we were upstairs. Now that I’d whipped out my makeup kit
Tommy had backed up against the bedroom door like she was ready to bolt.

“I can’t just . . .” She chewed on the inside of her cheek, like
she was thinking about something. “I’m just not like that.”

I smiled and brandished a brush. “Who says I am?” I patted the
bed next to me and she reluctantly sidled over and sat down. “What’re you
afraid of, anyway?”

“I’m not afraid,” she said. Then she laughed. “So what, you’ve
got it all figured out now? Think I should try it your way instead?”

“You could if you wanted to, for fun. It’s not like it’s
permanent you know.”

“Is that why you do it?”

“Why not?”

Something about this felt like old times, when we were kids about
to go exploring. Tommy could do anything—I had believed that for a long time.
If she wanted to, she could do this.

She sighed. “Why should I?”

“Because.” I swished the brush on her nose. “I think you’d look
cute.”

She let me make her up a little, but not much—I couldn’t get
within a foot of her with a stick of eyeliner. Instead I wrestled her into a
prone position and smeared blush on her cheeks, making her look like a rosy
cartoon boy from the fifties. 

When we went to bed she scrubbed the lot of it off, and I
followed suit. It wasn’t as though Tommy had never seen me without makeup on
before, but this time I felt different about it, like I was wearing my face in
a different way. A Tommy-like way.

“Someone will get us eventually,” I said, a minute or two after
we’d turned out the lights. I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Tommy or myself,
but either way, the words were comforting.

She didn’t say anything, though if she hadn’t been smiling I
would have been surprised.







Kindred Spirits

Tyree Campbell



The Shiere Constabulary was already crowded by the time I arrived
from the Spaceport in the airfoil taxi, although in fairness it had not been
built to house more than the constable, a
deputy, and two or three drunken brawlers. The empty holding
cells—little more than cages—occupied the rear half of the structure; an old
wooden office desk, the front half. Around the desk stood three wooden chairs,
already filled. Latecomers would have to perch or lean. 

The last to enter, I immediately gained everyone’s attention:
clearly, none of the men had expected
Security & Investigations to dispatch a woman officer. Two men I did
not recognize; a third was obviously the deputy. Constable Yevgen Carmody
matched the description of him we had in the dossier back at S&I: block
body, square head, not much neck in between. He was wearing a khaki uniform
with the shirt out, the better to conceal an incipient paunch. Perspiration had begun to stain the armpits. I saw nothing to
indicate that he was armed. He oozed authority, but that had ceased to
matter when I had entered and spotted the woman leaning against the side wall.
Over the past few years she had gone by
several names and several descriptions, but at the moment she matched
the data in the dossier of a very expensive freelance killer, or mortifice,
named Diana Silber. 

The very fact that she matched the dossier data told me that
nobody here on Adenne was likely to recognize her on sight. Directly I had
noticed her she had known me, of course, and maybe her gray eyes had narrowed a
millimeter at the unexpected. She had one of those heart-shaped faces dominated
by luminous eyes, the kind of face you would not expect to find on a woman of
her height. At 180 centimeters she had me by five, and she looked to have added
a couple kilos, most of it muscle, to bring her within easy reach of my
sixty-five. Her long platinum hair covered the top half of a loose sleeveless
jersey that matched her eyes. Black denims and black hiking boots encased the
rest of her, but I was more interested in bulges. She had one over her left hip
under the hem of the jersey, where she tucked the Ecko 507 she favored. Her
right hand was poised nearby, the thumb hooked over her belt. She had another
bulge in her left front pocket that had to be her Personal Holographic Link. A
third, down the outside of her right boot, surely indicated a knife. A long
pale scar, the kind you might get from a length of red-hot iron, angled along
her right forearm. No amount of surgery or recombinant could repair that scar,
and confirmed her identification for me. After four years, at least the
exterior wound had healed. 

I gave Silber a minute shake of my head, and she relaxed. None of
the men seemed aware of the tension between us. Carmody said, to me, “We don’t
actually need you here, Inspector.” 

I hadn’t anticipated a warm reception. Carmody was of a type. He
brooked no challenges to his authority, but my S&I credentials overwhelmed
everything he could muster, and he was unhappy. Where he had rules, I had
orders to follow. I tried to ease into them. 

“Personally, I agree, Constable,” I said. “But Krevette was an
upper mid-level manager for Amphictyony Resources Corporation, and he was shot
dead seven days ago. AmResCor is pressuring S&I for an answer.” I made a
desultory gesture. “Hell, you know how that goes. So they send me. I’d just as
soon turn around and go back to Skadany. But I have to take something with me,
right?” 

Carmody tilted the chair back on two legs, and for a moment I
thought he would spill. But he’d had lots of practice, and knew just how far he
could go. His hands came together over his torso, fingers laced, while he gazed
up at me. Off to one side, one of the men cleared his throat, but Carmody spoke
first, his speaking style drawing out the accented vowels of each word. “You’re
Brilla Cooper, eh? Let’s have a look at those creds.” 

I dug out the folded leather case—I was attired much as Silber
was, except my jersey was desert cammie and had pockets—and gently tossed it
onto his desk. Carmody flipped it open and examined the contents, as if he
hoped to find a discrepancy that would allow him to kick me the hell off the
planet, after a sojourn of suitable length in one of the cages. Finally he
closed them and pitched them back to the desk. They slid off the top and onto
the floor. He did not apologize. 

I glanced at Silber—she was the only real danger in the room—and
she rolled her eyes. Again, none of the men saw this. I bent, retrieved the
creds, stood up again. I gave him my percomp
code, so that he might communicate with the computer aboard my
spaceskip, the Coralie. “Please have the case files uploaded as soon as
possible,” I told him, and punctuated the request with my best smile. 

“It might be best if you effected the detention,” he said. 

“I didn’t know you had a suspect.” 

“Two, in fact,” said the man seated to Carmody’s right. Of
average height and build, he commanded attention only by virtue of his having
interrupted whatever the constable had been about to say. “Lorne Thaler and
Kitch Day. Both are members of Ecotect. They’re hiding in the foothills
northeast of here.” 

Carmody nodded when I looked to him for confirmation. “And you
are?” I prodded. 

“Thane Duggan,” he said. He did not offer to shake hands. “I run
a local business.” He indicated the other seated man. “Lee Fizer, our
settlement physician.” 

“I guess I don’t understand why either of you two are here,” I
said. 

Carmody finally spoke up. “M’sieur Duggan here owns the land on
which the murder was committed,” he said. “Doc Fizer performed the autopsy,
such as he could.” 

I frowned. “That’s rather vague.” 

“I’m just a paramedic,” explained Fizer. “I’ve no forensics
experience, very little diagnostics.” 

“All right. What did you find?” 

“Krevette was killed by a bullet. It missed the heart, but plowed
across the aorta. He was dead within a couple minutes.” 

“A bullet? Not an energy weapon?” 

Fizer glowered at me. “I do know the difference.” 

“Yes, of course. I’d like to see this bullet, and I’d like to see
where he was killed. A rifle suggests very long range. Most ergorifles are good
for 200 meters at best.” I gestured toward Silber, and addressed Carmody. “And
why is she here?” 

“Eyewitness,” answered Silber. 

I turned to face her. “You saw
one of them fire the rifle, and kill Krevette?” 

Nothing in Silber’s expression suggested that she was anything
but truthful. “I saw them flee,” she said evenly, with an tight economy of
words. “Airfoil, two occupants, headed northeast afterwards.” 

“How did you identify them?” I asked Carmody. 

“They rented the airfoil under their own names,” he said. “We
searched their room in the hostel in Makalla, on the coast. They left little
behind; we think they were going to depart Adenne afterwards, but we were able
to close the Spaceport to them.” 

“So they’re trapped.” 

“Unless Ecotect sends a ‘skip to rescue them,” said Duggan. His
tone said he thought this was unlikely. “We can’t track every downdock.” 

The deputy spoke up at last. He identified himself as Logrin. “I
took our airfoil out there to detain them, and received considerable fire from
at least two weapons,” he told me. “That’s rocky terrain, and they have plenty
of cover and, we think, food. There are several underground springs in the area
for water.” 

“It’s just the two of us,” added Carmody. “AmResCor Security is
sending a squad in about five more days.” 

What corporate security did was
not my concern, but I couldn’t tell Carmody that. “How did you identify
them as Ecotect?” I asked. 

“Their names are on the watch list.” 

I had more questions, but I
didn’t think the men had any answers I wanted. I nodded to Silber.
“Would you be kind enough to take me to where Krevette was killed?” I asked. 

“Of course,” she replied, and I held the door for her. 

 

AFTER PITCHING MY two travel bags into the aft bay of the
airfoil, I boarded up and stood on the
starboard side of the bridge while Silber performed the customary checks
and initialization. Twice I opened my mouth to speak, and twice she hissed at
me for silence, without moving her lips or turning her head. Satisfied with the
results, she powered up the twin fans and drew us onto the glideway that split
the center of Shiere, as the settlement itself was known. Rapid acceleration
forced me to cling to the taffrail for support. With a fine insouciance Silber
negotiated us past the kiosks and shops, and the flower gardens along the
median, and then swung us onto another glideway that took us out of the
settlement and north over windswept land on which sparse tufts of blue-green
grass seemed to do rather well. Here and
there, gnarled and misshapen trees stubbornly eked out a meager existence.
It seemed a sad place for someone to die. 

Though the glideway had now vanished, Silber kept her eyes
straight ahead. “I knew S&I would send someone,” she said, her voice just
audible above the breeze that curled around the plexishield at us. “I didn’t
know it would be you.” 

“My boss is going to have a stroke over this.” 

A smile tickled the corners of her mouth. “I won’t tell,” she
said, hushed, “if you won’t.” 

“Where exactly are we going?” 

“There’s an inlet about fifteen kilometers north of here,” she
told me. “It’s remote enough, and the current should take my body out to sea.” 

“If I wanted you dead, Diana, you’d already be dead.” 

She nodded. “I was just telling myself that. I imagine you say
much the same thing with regard to me. By the way, here and now on Adenne it’s
Delia Silverstein. I’m only Diana in bed.” 

“I’ll remember that.” 

“I hope you have a chance to.” 

“Stop.” 

“Me, or the airfoil?” 

“Hover.” 

She laughed. “Definitely the airfoil,” she said, and eased the
airspeed back down before turning to face me on the bridge. “Now what?” she
asked brightly. 

Silber didn’t even flinch when
I tugged the Stern 508 from under my jersey. Briefly I looked at it,
then laid it on the console. “I can’t think of anything to do with this that
wouldn’t be melodramatic,” I said slowly. Her eyes had taken on a luster now,
and I wondered what she saw in mine. “If I
chucked it aft and invited you to do the same, we’d still retain our physical
skills. You have a contract, and I have orders, and we are both of us
determined. Diana . . . we can’t declare
peace, or even a truce. It wouldn’t mean anything, to either of us,
except an opportunity of conflict to be taken advantage of.” 

“Frustrating, isn’t it?” 

“I’m under orders to eschew frustration.” 

“What a pity. I know a great
way to relieve it.” With thumb and index finger she pulled out the Ecko
and set it alongside my weapon. Then she bent and extracted the knife from her
right boot, and placed that carefully on the console. Thus disarmed, she looked
at me expectantly. Finally she pointed at the right front pocket of my denims.
“The Kolal knife?” 

“Oh. Right.” I laid it on top of her blade. 

“And now,” said Silber, “the jerseys?” 

“No.” Her eyes lost a bit of luster. Before I could consider a
change of heart, I went on, “North. Please, Di—Delia.” 

“North,” she repeated, taking us out of hover mode after we
retrieved our weapons. “And I’m amending my name rule. It’s Diana when we’re
alone.” 

“You didn’t actually see those two flee, did you?” 

“No. No, I arrived here two
days ago, did some listening, and just reasoned out what they think
happened, and came forward as a witness so I could stay in the loop. About a
hundred clicks south of here is an R&R settlement called Sayoun where I’ve
stayed now and then, so I was able to speak with some familiarity of it, and
convinced Carmody that I had been staying there
for several days. I’m not sure what he thinks of me, but certainly not
the truth.” 

“So why are you here?” 

“I’m on contract, of course.” 

“Against me?” 

Silber grinned. “Oh, I would love to,” she said, and sobered.
“Ah, you mean the contract. Not exactly, no.” 

The response puzzled me. Had she answered definitely either way,
it would not have meant anything professionally, for both of us knew how to
bend truth and lies to our mission requirements. But Silber had hedged. Was it
the truth, or was it meant to put me off-guard? Vagueness, in this context,
seemed to serve no purpose at all. And after pondering it for a few moments, I
realized that she had meant what she said—which meant that I was somehow
involved in what she had been paid, and paid well, to do. 

Around us the topography was beginning to change, and I busied
myself with relating it to what I knew—or had been told—about the killing of
Burton Krevette. The rocky foothills did indeed rise to the northeast, and
granite boulders gleamed under the mid-day
light from the pale red dwarf that Adenne circled. But the coastline
began to curve inwards, and already I could
smell the brine and a bit of decomposition. The land was still elevated,
and concealed the shoreline from us, but in the distance I could see the ocean,
a glistening blue expanse to the horizon. I could even hear the waves, although
that might have been my imagination, for we were still a good kilometer from
shore. 

In gazing past Silber at the ocean, I also became aware of her,
despite self-denial. She was standing on the port side of the bridge, legs
apart and braced, her left hand grasping the joystick, her right poised above
the instrumentation console but within easy reach of her Ecko. Her long hair
whipped in the gusts that burst around the plexishield, gusts that sculpted the
denim fabric around her legs and fluttered the hem of her jersey to expose not
just the Ecko, but pale swatches of skin, and finally I had to look away. 

But the after-image of Silber remained, fading slowly and against
my will. I had to force myself to believe that there could be no accommodation
between us. 

“You had to fire,” said Silber, her words blasted by the wind. I
did not have to hear them to know what she had said. 

“I’d been instructed to kill you,” I reminded her. 

Diana Silber, a professional killer who knew and accepted the
risks that accompanied her contracts, had been taken captive by a man who
killed simply because he could, because he liked it. I never knew his real
name, and I doubted Diana did, either, but he was going by Urneth at the time.
He had been my primary target as well as hers, and she my secondary. At one
point in the pursuit Silber and I had met under very cautious and guarded
circumstances, and without killing each other, we had managed to compare notes
around several flirts from her. In principle I didn’t mind the innuendoes—she and I were tilted in the same sexual
direction—but it’s an unspoken rule of both our professions that what
happens in bed, stays in bed, and she had
seemed prepared to violate it, or to expect me to. After the meeting,
she took off to fulfill her contract. When finally I caught up with them, he
had taken her captive to use as a shield against me while he picked off some of
the security support team behind me. I would have been justified in firing
through Diana to get to him. She meant nothing to me, the flirts ineffective
against orders. Because of the way he was clutching her, I had a shot at the
nerve plexus just under his sternum, if I was willing to send the beam from the
Stern across her right forearm. I think she saw the decision in my eyes just
before I fired, because she took a deep breath and froze in place. I made the
shot, he died, she screamed, and the building began to crumble around us. By
the time I regained consciousness, she was gone. 

Over the next four years, Diana Silber killed at least five
people within S&I jurisdiction, and each time I knew I should have taken
the other shot. 

“Thank you for not,” she said, now. 

“Go to hell.” 

“I’ll save you a spot by the barbecued shrimp.” 

She banked the airfoil about
twenty degrees to the east, taking us toward shore. Presently she
brought the craft to hover, and said, “Look down there, Brilla.” 

We had reached the remains of an ancient granitic escarpment.
Below us opened a cove, as if some marine giant had taken a bite out of the
coastline. The escarpment along the north margin was broken granite marked with
long, slanting black lines that were swallowed up by the sand at the back of the cove. Our viewing angle did not permit
a sight of the south margin, but I supposed it to be similar.  Several
trees grew out of the base of the margins, and offered a bit of shade to
visitors. Off to our right, part of the escarpment had given way, and we might
descend at that point in the airfoil to the beach if we wished, or perhaps
climb down on foot. 

“Krevette was killed down there?” I said. “I don’t like it.” 

“Nor should you.” She pointed toward one of the trees. “He was
found on the sand there. He left quite a depression, suggesting that he had
fallen from the edge after having been shot. You’ll recall that Lee Fizer did
not mention this.” 

“What are you saying, Diana?” 

“Just filling in some gaps in your information,” she said. 

“So he was standing up here when he was shot.” I did a
three-sixty. “But from where? There’s absolutely no cover for . . . what, maybe
500 meters? Diana, that is one helluva shot.” 

“Nice place for a picnic down
there, though. We could even go swimming.” She cocked an eyebrow at me.
“Did you bring a suit?” 

“Why would I?” 

“What a coincidence. Neither did I. Looks like we’re kindred
spirits. Guess we’ll just have to—” 

“Diana,” I sighed. 

“In any case, we’re on Duggan’s property,” Silber pointed out.
“Everyone knows not to picnic or skinny-dip.” 

Shading my eyes, I squinted at the foothills. “Do you know
exactly where they are?” I asked. 

“Approximately. I can get you within shouting distance, though,
which I presume is what you really meant to ask.” She looked up at the sun. “I
don’t suppose you packed a hat.” 

In response I stepped aft and dug a green bush hat out of the
larger travelbag. As I fitted it to my head, I realized that I had lowered my
guard considerably, and for a brief and apprehensive second my right hand
darted of its own accord toward the Stern under my jersey. Silber merely
watched me, a crooked smile on her face, a bit of mirth playing in her eyes. I
decided to move on to the next moment, there being nothing I might say to
improve the present one. 

“So?” I said, struggling with the turned-down brim. 

“I’d love to see you in that,” she allowed. 

“I am in it.” 

“That’s not what I . . . never mind. Personal kink.” Silber swung
the airfoil inland, and raised the groundhug application to two meters of
clearance to avoid irregularities in the terrain. It was too dangerous here to
set the autopilot. “Shall we take the scenic route?” she asked. 

“I’d rather not dawdle,” I told her. “No hat for you?” 

“Hold the joystick steady,”
she said, and while I leaned over and complied she fished a folded straw
sunhat from a compartment under the console and settled it onto her head. The
brim flopped in the wind while she tied the drawstrings under her chin. It was
interesting to note that while my leaning over had brought us into very close proximity,
she made no effort at all to take surreptitious advantage of it. The omission
burdened me with several possible explanations, and I had to back away from all
of them to avoid overthinking this. The simplest explanation is often the most
accurate: with us approaching to within range of a rifle in the hands of
someone who had already employed it to great effect, it made little sense to
remind me that an offer of intimacy remained on the table. 

We reached the point where a
direct route was no longer possible. I withdrew the Stern and held it
ready, prepared to fire at anything that moved, and already hunching my
shoulders in anticipation of a bullet. Silber swung the airfoil to and fro,
avoiding boulders and outcrops, and took us up onto a saddle between two
foothills. A pair of scraggly trees stood guard at the lowest point, sentries
of vegetation in an otherwise hostile environment, as nothing else save lichens
and a few wildflowers had gained a foothold here. Again Silber brought the
airfoil to hover, and this time downed her onto a patch of sand, slowing the
fans until they no longer threw up clouds of grit. 

Our position disabused me of a
number of assumptions, the most significant
amendment to one of them now casting doubt on a part of Deputy Logrin’s
statement. Silber had drawn us to well within firing range. Given that Thaler and Day were somewhere nearby, we ought
to have come under some kind of fusillade. Yet here we stood, on the
bridge of a docked airfoil, tanning our noses and forearms. 

“It’s your show,” said Silber. 

I thrust the Stern back under my jersey and tried a hallo,
following it with a simple identification. “I just want to talk,” I finished.
“I want to know what happened here. That’s all.” 

Around us nothing moved. Even the light breeze had stilled under
the sultry sun of mid-day. Trickles of sweat already stained my jersey, more so
Silber’s. With each passing second her suggestion of a skinny-dip grew more
appealing. 

After a few minutes I cupped my hands around my mouth to try again,
with more volume, but Silber nudged my shoulder and pointed to the crest of the hillock to the right of the saddle, some
thirty meters away. Two figures had appeared there, both the worse for
several days of wear and tear, and both of them young women, or at least girls
on the cusp. Neither wore hats. 

I made a low sound, and Silber said, “You expected this.” 

“Something like it, once I saw the cove.” 

“You know we have a huge problem, then.” 

“We’ll deal with it later,” I
told her, mildly astonishing myself with the acknowledgement of the
first person plural, and beckoned to the pair. “Come down here, please. I mean
you no harm at all.” 

 

THE TALLER OF the pair was Kitch. She gave her age as seventeen,
which I had no reason to doubt. I reckoned her at a meter-seventy, and now,
after several days of relative fasting, somewhat under fifty kilos.
Unfortunately, she was a redhead, and the sun had mistreated her badly. It was
too late for zinc oxide, and her skin had begun to blister. I passed her a tube
of aloe gel from my travelbag and the canteen from the compartment under my
side of the console, and she began to apply herself to both. 

The other was Lauren Thaler, age nineteen, slightly smaller than
Kitch, and with a short cap of midnight hair now streaked with dust and grime
and damp with perspiration. When Kitch had
finished with the aloe and the water, she took what was left. Silber
offered her hat to Lauren, while I handed mine to Kitch. Smiles of gratitude
mixed with uncertainty appeared on their faces. 

“I meant what I said,” I told them. 

Kitch’s voice was hoarse,
parched. “We saw the body,” she croaked. Another sip of water soothed
her. “We knew who it was, of course. We’d been expecting him, we were going to
set up a protest, but . . . 

“Why did you flee?” asked Diana. 

Lauren swallowed hard. “We knew
they would blame us. We’re convenient. They came out here, looking for
us.” 

Diana looked at me. “There’s no way these two . . . “ 

“I know. But who, then?” 

Suddenly I heard an ugly sound, like an axe being swung into a
large roast, and in that same moment Lauren plunged forward, her shoulder
slamming into me, and spilling her sideways. She fell with her head back, and
landed face down on the sand and gravel, sliding perhaps half a meter, without
having lifted her hands to break her fall. She lay completely soft and
flattened, and I heard the report from somewhere seaward of us. Kitch cried
out, and Silber lunged for the airfoil, powering it up while I scrambled aboard
with Kitch in tow. I shoved her aft, then ducked down. Beside me crouched
Silber, maneuvering the airfoil as best she could, unable to see over the
console. 

Something struck a solid blow against the stern, and plastic
shattered. One of my travelbags jumped toward us a full meter. Kitch, sprawled
on her back, stared at the bag as if it were a bomb. Silber shot to her feet
for a quick look, then dropped to her knees again, easing the joystick to
starboard. We banked, grazed one of the guardian trees, and dropped behind the
hillock. Kitch wailed for Lauren, and started to rise, but I knocked her back
down. 

“She’s dead,” I told her. “Stay down.” 

She screamed at me, eyes wild.
“You don’t know that. You can’t know that.” 

I did know that, and I knew what I would find if I examined the
body: a hole between her shoulder blades, the massive bullet exploding her
spinal fluid, blowing her brain dark in a
nanosecond. She’d had no chance. I wanted to blame myself, but had to be
fair despite the girl’s death. From time to time during our journey from Shiere
I had checked for tails, and had spotted none. Silber and I hadn’t been
followed here. Someone had arrived ahead of us, someone who knew where we were
going. 

While Silber docked us back down, well below the crest of the
hillock, I put my arms around Kitch. Her thin body quaked with her sobs. Under the grimy, tattered pullover and the torn dungarees
she felt little more substantial than a laboratory skeleton, but her
arms and legs retained enough muscle power to cling to me like a limpet. I
tucked her face against my neck and made
soothing sounds, nothing coherent. Nothing I could possibly say would
assuage her grief. I wondered whether she and Lauren had been lovers, and made a mental note not to be too detached with regard
to Lauren’s murder. Sometimes I really hate this job. 

Silber’s hand descended onto my shoulder like a moth, and I
looked up at her. Her eyes were battleship gray now, and unreadable. She hefted
a pair of binox. “I’m going to have a look,” she said. 

“Please be careful.” 

Her face brightened momentarily. “Why, yes. I will.” 

She scrabbled up the slope of the hillock toward a cluster of
boulders that offered cover. Presently I
heard a ricochet scream like a banshee. “Total amateur,” Silber
muttered, and drew her Ecko 507. 

“Lauren,” moaned Kitch. 

I held her tighter, whispered, “Were you and she . . . close?” 

The question froze her for a moment. Then I felt a little nod
against my throat. “Kindred spirits,” whispered the girl. Her words startled
me, and gave me a eureka moment. 

Another ricochet sang off the rocks. I put my lips to Kitch’s
ear. “I have to help my friend,” I said. “I’ll be back. I will come back,
Kitch.” 

She slid from me, limp. Tears had cleaned paths through the dirt
on her face, her skin now a map of eroded terrain. She tried to sit up, but I
made her stretch out on the deck to minimize
her target profile. When I was satisfied that she would not move, I
dashed up the slope, head down, until I drew up beside Silber. 

“I can’t risk a long enough look to be certain,” she said,
discarding the binox. “But it looks like that deputy, Logrin. What an amateur.”


Another bullet struck a boulder, solidly this time. I chanced a
peek over the top of it, and ducked back. 

Despite his huge advantage in
weapon range, Logrin was actually rushing toward us in his airfoil. I
reckoned him at 200 meters now. He was standing on the bridge, the craft
apparently on auto and groundhug, and trying to aim a scoped weapon at a target
he was closing on. It was a wonder he could even hit the boulders. If he
spotted us at all through the scope, it would be as shadows, chimera. 

“I think I understand now,” I said. 

Another round raised a shower
of gravel that arced over the boulders
and spilled down the back slope. Silber rose, took a look, ducked back. 

“About 150 meters,” she said, and hefted her Ecko. “I’m about
thirty. What’s the Stern, twenty-five?” I nodded, and she asked, “Tell me.” 

I leaned against her, felt her bare arm against mine. “Just so. I
can tell you, Diana, you can tell me. We can talk shop
with each other.” 

“But you disapprove of me,” she
said, matter-of-factly, as a bullet dislodged dust from the top of a
boulder. 

“That’s not the point,” I told her. “Krevette, and Kitch and
Lauren, they’re the point. I failed Lauren—” 

“Did not.” 

“ . . . but I can save Kitch. Just like you, I need to talk about
it, about my work, I need . . .” 

Silber peered around the boulder that shielded both of us.
“Sixty, maybe. We go after the next bullet.” 

“I need you.” 

The next bullet missed everything, but we heard the report from
the rifle. Silber and I rose as one, firing our initial beams without aiming,
but at the spot where we figured Logrin to be. He had drawn within twenty-five
meters, climbing the front slope of the hillock. Our beams caromed off the bow.


“I have no orders to detain you,” I shouted, firing again and
missing. 

Silber’s next beam caught Logrin flush on the hip, and he spun
around, dropping the rifle. “I have no
contract on you,” she countered, just as loudly. 

The airfoil yawed to starboard. I had a clear shot at Logrin’s
torso, and I took it. “So why are you here?” I yelled. 

Her next beam followed mine home, and Logrin spilled aft. “I was
hired by Ecotect to protect you.” 

The airfoil was bearing down sideways on our position now, but I
turned to look at her. “What? Why?” 

“You’re the goddam detective. You figure it out. Brilla?” 

“What?” 

“Run!” 

We were halfway down the slope, stumbling, when the craft struck
the boulders. The impact was massive. Plastic shattered, and metal crumpled,
and fragments made a rainbow over the crest. Logrin spilled across the top boulder, and the stern scoured him off it,
gouging his body. An irregular sheet of plastic siding wobbled toward
us. Silber shoved me aside and blocked the fragment with her left arm, and
swore. A line of blood began to well from a shallow score midway between wrist
and elbow. 

Dust and fragments gradually settled. I got back to my feet and
clucked sympathetically at Silber’s wound. “We have to stop meeting like this,”
she said. “I’m running out of limbs.” 

I looked up at the wreckage. “I’ll need that rifle as evidence,”
I said, and started for it. 

Silber’s hand on my arm stopped me. “I’ll find it,” she said.
“You see to the girl.” 

At that it took Silber ten minutes to locate it, and I wondered
whether part of that time was allowed to me to comfort Kitch. Upon her return,
she laid the rifle on the deck and crouched beside the girl, who was seated
beside me, leaning against a bench, her head on my shoulder. Silber looked a question at me, and I shook my head, though I had
no idea what the question was. Finally she gave the girl a soft kiss on
the temple, and moved to the bridge to prepare to leave. It was almost over. I
had just one question left, and I asked it of Kitch. 

She pulled away from me a little, and through her tears gave me
one of those looks that said, you don’t know? “Columbite,” she told me. Her
voice came high at first, through a
tear-constricted throat, but gradually she recovered. “AmResCor had sent
Manager Krevette here, quietly, to develop a plan of exploitation. Once they
began mining, they would have destroyed the cove, and most of the land for
kilometers along the coastline. Columbite. Lauren and I.” At the catch in her
voice, she paused, and swallowed. “We were the vanguard, to keep an eye out. We
were staying in Makalla, just north on the coast. They searched our room. They
. . . we couldn’t leave. We had no place to go.” 

“Columbite,” I said. 

“Ore for niobium,” Silber told me, from the bridge. “Those black streaks
we saw in the granite walls of the cove. A rare and very useful metal for
alloys. Gobs of money to be had.” She swung the airfoil around the hillock and
came to a low hover beside Lauren Thaler. “So Logrin killed Krevette? But that
doesn’t make any sense.” 

“It’s more complicated than that.” 

I eased away from Kitch, and
helped her to her feet. We shared no words between us while we disembarked and
lifted Lauren’s body onto the desk. Kitch was sobbing again, but she was also
showing signs of a stubborn and angry resilience. I dug a bath towel
from one of the travelbags and laid it over
Lauren’s face and chest, delicately covering the fist-sized exit hole the
bullet had made. Kitch knelt beside her lover, weeping, and speaking quietly
under her breath, perhaps intoning a prayer or invoking some event she had
shared with Lauren and wished to remember in this moment. 

On the bridge I took out the PHL and coded for the Constabulary.
Rather to my surprise, Carmody answered immediately. “It’s over,” I said, once
he identified me. “We got them. They’re both dead. We’re coming in to give our
statements, and then I’ll be leaving for Skadany, as my part in this is
finished. I can return later to complete your case files, if need be.” 

Carmody gave a terse acknowledgement, and broke commo. Silber
said, “He knows something is amiss.” 

“But he doesn’t know what, exactly,” I said. “He’ll want to find
out, and that will give us time to get through the door. Raise your right
hand.” 

“What for?” she said, but did so. 

“I don’t know the exact words, but do you agree to act as my
deputy?” 

“Do you have AV5?” she asked. 

I dug out my fundsclip, peeled off a green and gold certificate,
the lowest denomination, and pressed it into her palm. 

“I do,” she said. 

“Goddam mercenary,” I muttered. But I said it fondly. 

On the aft deck Kitch Day stretched out beside her murdered
lover, and clung to her during our return to Shiere. 

 

I HAD A choice of approaches in
effecting the detentions of Yevgen Carmody, Thane Duggan, and Lee Fizer.
Given that I was about to accuse a fully-armed constable of complicity in
murder and conspiracy, I could hardly be faulted for wanting to wait for
reinforcements from S&I. On the other hand, I now had secured the services
of Diana Silber, who tactically was worth a squad of armed security personnel,
although her inclinations did not run to detentions. It was Kitch who catalyzed
the final decision: I owed it to her to show her why her friend, companion, and
lover had been murdered. 

Silber and I entered the
Constabulary with weapons drawn. Only Carmody
was armed, and for a moment his broad face said he was debating whether
he could draw and fire before we took him down. Whatever he saw in Silber’s
face made him place his hands palms-up on top of the desk and wait. Kitch Day
entered next and, as instructed, remained behind us and out of our way. The
Constabulary was as crowded as I had found it when first I arrived. But it was
about to empty. 

Carmody I issued charges to first, and zipstripped his wrists behind
his back, being careful not to come between
him and Silber. Duggan was detained and bound next, and on the same
charges, although I suspected that S&I would add a few others after a more
thorough investigation. Lee Fizer had done nothing wrong, as far as I could
determine, but I detained him on the basis of guilt by association. He hadn’t
fired any bullets, but he hadn’t objected to their firing. Perhaps his
financial or autopsy records would reveal something useful for prosecution. 

Duggan, appraising our dusty and disheveled condition and perhaps
taking reassurance from it, spoke the words
that marked him as an amateur. “You won’t get away with this, Inspector.
“ 

I shrugged. “I was sent here to effect detentions, M’sieur
Duggan,” I said. “I have done so. My boss will sort it all out. I’ll be sure to
mention that it was you who claimed there were two suspects, and set them up so
that I would go after them with weapons blazing. You didn’t want me to talk
with them at all. You wanted me to kill them for you, to remove them as
witnesses.” 

“You can’t prove that.” 

“You’re right. I can’t. Nor can I prove that you sent me after
suspects who were presumably male, violent,
and armed. Still, I have some promising lines of inquiry. For example, I
can prove that your deputy, Logrin, fired the bullet that killed Lauren Thaler,
even as, so far as he knew, I was properly effecting
her detention.” Without pausing, I took a chance. “Logrin has already
agreed to testify that the murder weapon, a match-quality Mauser with a red-dot
scope, was acquired by Carmody, and I daresay a check of financial records will
show that funds were transferred from your account to Carmody’s, some of which
were used for the purchase.” 

“Where is that idiot?” asked Carmody. 

“Outside,” I answered. “He’s not going anywhere.” 

“I told you he—” said Duggan, and stopped. 

The blurted phrase wasn’t enough to serve as an admission of
guilt, but it did tell me I was on the right track. “You knew Ecotect was in
the area, to protest and prevent the destruction of the coastline as it was
mined it for columbite,” I said. “You had Logrin kill Krevette, who was here to
determine what AmResCor needed to do to begin the mining operations. The
Ecology Protective Association was a ready-made suspect, and gave cover for the
real reason Krevette was killed. You wanted to develop the mines yourself,
M’sieur Duggan. I’m sure we’ll turn up some financial proposals in support of
this. The deposits are located on your land. You stood to make, as Di-elia here
put it, gobs of money, if you could prevent AmResCor from exercising eminent
domain.” 

Duggan sputtered. “You can’t prove—” 

“Again: I don’t have to. That’s my boss’s job. But I can
prove that I was to be killed if I made contact with the two suspects. It’s
still conjecture, for now, that my murder was to be blamed on Ecotect. Kitch?” 

The girl stepped forward now. She had dried her eyes and wiped
her face, and had climbed into a pair of denims and a jersey, both items from
my travelbag, and quite too large for her. Her dark eyes blazed with
accusation, but she kept her voice steady. “Before you jammed the transmissions
from my PHL,” she said, “we were able to get off a message that Ecotect was
being blamed for Manager Krevette’s murder.” 

“Due to Krevette’s relatively high position within the
corporation,” added Silber, “someone at Ecotect realized that S&I would
send an investigator, and that this
investigator might also be killed and the blame affixed to Ecotect. The
combined killings would keep both AmResCor and Ecotect from the site while Duggan completed his financial and developmental arrangements. I was offered a contract by Ecotect,
to protect that investigator. Incidentally, my real name is Diana
Silber. I’ve been deputized by S&I to assist in this matter.” She paused,
and glanced at me. “Does that about cover it?” 

“You’re an assassin,” snarled Carmody. 

“Not today. I’m a paid and
proper S&I deputy, earning AV5 for this woman’s work.” She made a little
gesture with the Ecko, and the three detainees trudged out the door to
board up the airfoil. 

Kitch sniffed, and nuzzled my arm. “Thanks for letting me
participate in this.” 

“Are you sure you want to stay here on Adenne?” I asked her. 

Kitch looked up at me, eyes
glowing. “I have to. I can’t let them destroy that cove. And . . . and I think
Lauren would want her ashes scattered on that beach. I have to do that for her.
If you need my testimony, I’ll come, of course.” 

“Want me to drop you off?” 

She shook her head. “I need to walk this off.” 

 

SILBER HAD ALREADY powered up the airfoil by the time I emerged
from the Constabulary. Kitch, behind me, gave a disconsolate wave of her hand, and headed for the mortuary west along the
glideway. The three detainees sat sullenly on the aft benchwork. I
climbed onto the bridge, took the controls, and watched Silber jump down. 

“It’s better this way,” she said. “You have prisoners to deliver
and reports to file and statements to make, and a boss to brief. Besides, it
might occur to someone in S&I that I might be wanted for something.” 

“Diana—” 

“I don’t do goodbyes well,” she said. “My line of work, you
understand. But I do have your code. Maybe I’ll use it, sometime.” 

And she turned away, and headed across the glideway toward a
liquor kiosk. 

 

AT THE ADENNE Spaceport, amid
expletives and recriminations, I ushered the three detainees into the
Coralie’s cargo bay and secured them within. Departure was unremarkable, as was
my arrival on Skadany. At S&I headquarters,
a massive structure of cut tan stone owned and operated by Amphictyony
Security, I turned the trio over to the Receiving Guard, signaled my boss,
Manager Edda Sykora, of my arrival, and made my way to the Bachelor Billets
east of HQ, where I keep a bungalow. All the while, I kept looking around and
over my shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, eager to catch a sight of
her, and each time I looked I grew sadder. 

A few hours later, after I had cleaned up, checked messages,
changed clothes, checked messages, downed a meal, and checked messages, I received a summons from Sykora. Accordingly, I made
my statement, expounded my theories, and learned that much of what I had
proposed had been substantiated by financial records and transactions.
Constable Yevgen Carmody, more familiar with
legal procedures than his co-conspirators, agreed to provide testimony
that filled in the last few gaps. Sykora commended me for having done a good
job. In my inner ear I heard Kitch sobbing, her tears smearing the ink on that
commendation. 

I thought a meal might break me out of my doldrums. At the local
market I visited an outdoor restaurant operated by a wizened old Korean named
Sung, and waited while he deep-fried several shrimp and chunks of onions and
peppers in his ancient wok. Breaking my custom, I did not watch, but focused instead
on the shoppers around me, hoping against hope for a glimpse of a tall, slender
woman with long pale hair. I wondered what sort of food she preferred. The meal
ready, Sung handed it to me in an ornate plastic bowl, added a dipping dish of
a sepia sauce hot enough to ignite a star, and watched, nodding and grinning,
as beads of sweat burst from my forehead with the very first bite. I think he
is a culinary sadist. 

On the way back to the bungalow I thought about what had been
said and not been said. Already I was
beginning to tell myself that such a relationship was doomed ere it was
conceived. I wondered whether people still
said “ere.” We had made no promises. Anything we assured one another of
was automatically suspect. Anyone who could raise her standard fee, a million
AV, and who had a gripe against me, could contract her to take me down. I might
at any time receive orders to effect her detention or return with her corpse.
She would do whatever was necessary to fulfill her contract. I would do whatever
I had to do, within regulations and perhaps bending one or two of them, to
bring her to justice. If so ordered. 

I reached the bungalow hopefully, and found that what Stevenson
said—it is better to travel hopefully, than to arrive--was spot-on. I coded the
touchpad on the wall beside the door, but hesitated to open it, fearing I would
find the bungalow empty despite the impregnable security. Still, I searched the
interior, heart-heavy. I told myself I would have to get over this. I needed an
assignment, something convoluted enough to wake me up, though I was anything
but drowsy. 

The next day and the next did nothing for my mood, but gradually
the world began to brighten. I could not have lost anything, because I’d never
had it in the first place. So I told myself, and discovered that I was actually
listening. I immersed myself in routine—there were, after all, a few details of
the Krevette-Thaler murders that needed clarification—and so got back to being
who and what I was. 

That process included a long and hot and steamy shower following
the day’s routines. Sometimes there is nothing quite like standing under a hot
spray, the heat beating down on the back of your neck. I could have stood there
forever. After I stepped away and began to soap down, images of Diana Silber
danced before me, in frozen-frames, and I began to feel a warmth that had
nothing to do with the water. But I stopped. I stopped, because I could not use
her in that way, not unless I’d had her in that way. I have no idea where that
morality came from. But I finished the shower, taking only the warmth of the
water with me. 

As I belted the terrycloth bathrobe, Tereshka, my percomp,
announced an incoming transmission. I rushed from the short hallway to the
front room and turned right, toward the computer alcove, where I kept a writing
desk. I almost dared not ask the point of origin. 

“McKittrick Day,” said Tereshka. 

Having hoped to hear another
name, I was stunned. It took me a moment to realize who it had to be.
“Enable hologram,” I ordered, and immediately Kitch stood life-size on the
floor in front of my desk, facing me. 

She had found some clothing that fit her lanky frame, and she
cleaned up very well. Her red-orange hair fairly gleamed with cleanliness. In
tank top and cutoffs she might have been any adolescent anywhere after school
let out. Maybe there was just a bit of nebula behind her eyes, or it could have
been the quality of the transmission, but her smile said she had found a
measure of happiness, a difficult task under the circumstances. 

Behind her, distorted glimpses of the cove flittered in and out
of focus, and around her a few children
looked for shells on the sand or poked curiously at flotsam. “Thank
you,” Kitch said solemnly. 

“For what? What’s going on there, Kitch?” 

She gestured at the children. “I have a job, as sort of a tour
guide,” she said, gushing. “I’m showing them the world around them. That
AV50,000 fundscard you sent me is going to help so much. I think I’ve found
something useful that I can do!” 

“Kitch, I didn’t . . . I never . . . “ 

She glanced over her shoulder. “Ooo, gotta go. Kids want to swim.
Au revoir, you two.” The hologram vanished, scarcely leaving an
after-image. 

I muttered, “You two?” 

And spun around . . . 

She was standing by the divan, wearing my green sleep shirt that
on her, given her greater height, was decent by maybe two centimeters. Her left
hand clutched my bush hat. 

She said, “You should see your face.” 

She said, “How did I get in here? Oh, please! The day I
can’t bypass security is the day I bronze my water pistol and set it on the
mantelpiece.” 

I found my voice. “You sent her that money.” 

She said, “Hey, if I can’t have fun with my deputy pay, then
what’s it all for?” 

“Diana—” 

“No! Absolutely not now. We will talk later.” She flung
the bush hat at me, and I caught it. “Take that robe off,” she ordered. “And
put that on.”







Contributors



Lynette Mae grew up in
Pennsylvania, the third of six children. She enlisted in the army at nineteen,
and after an honorable discharge, found herself in Florida pursuing her dream
of a law enforcement career. Although completely challenging and satisfying,
being a cop only fueled Lynette’s true passion: Writing. Her life’s rich
experiences provide endless ideas for stories and characters that are born out
of the truly fascinating places she’s gone and people she’s met along the way.
When she’s not working or writing, you can find Lynette running, weight
training, or any number of physical pursuits. For quieter time, she’ll be
curled up with a book, or just enjoying the day with her wife and their dogs.



Elaine Burnes lives, works, and
writes in Massachusetts with her wife and two cats. “A Perfect Life,” appears
in the Skulls and Crossbones pirate anthology, and “The Gift” in the April 2010
issue of Khimairal Ink. In her spare time, she can be found haunting the
threads of the Lesbian Fiction Forum.



Samantha Boyette lives in upstate
New York.  Her short stories have been featured in various websites and books,
and she was the co-winner of the 2010 Textnovel.com online writing contest. To
learn more visit www.SamanthaBoyette.com.



AJ Fitzwater lives in
Christchurch, New Zealand, knows no hobbits, and has recently become quite
adept at skipping cracks. Her stories have been published in Semaphore
Magazine, Flash Me Magazine, and most recently the fundraising anthology “Tales
For Canterbury”. The author blogs at pickledthink.blogspot.com about attempts
to be published and other mind detritus.



Michael Walker is a graduate of
the Ohio State University with a BA in English. He has seen his work published
in The Newport Review, The Golden Lantern, The Short North Gazette and The
Cornfield Review among others. He currently lives in Columbus, Ohio.

Cass McPhee is a Canadian short-form writer with a degree in
English and Communications and two one-act plays currently in production with
the Saint John Theatre Company. Cass has also tried a hand at directing, acting
and stage managing, and will be pursuing Comedy Writing and Performance at
Toronto’s Humber College in the fall of 2011.



Tyree Campbell is a retired U.S.
Army translator [Russian, Spanish,Thai] with some 80 stories and two dozen
poems [including a 2003 Rhysling finalist] published to date. His first novel,
Nyx, about an assassin who rediscovers her emotions while on assignment on a
strange world. He is also the Managing Editor of Sam’s Dot Publishing, and
invites you to http://www.samsdotpublishing.com.






OPS/cover8-11.jpg





