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                01.  A Technician
            

            

            

            

            

            
                Strange currents are at play in the darkness, subtle variations in depth and texture. Now the room is expanding to the size of an ocean; next it has shrunk to the confines of the bed. A sigh arrives from some point in the distance – much farther away than seems possible, as if she is not in the bed with me at all, or her head is not. Covers slither across the mattress. The bed frame creaks. My hand spans the space between us, fingertips at last meeting the soft resistance of her arm. Flattening my palm over her wrist, I trace the line to her elbow. A stretch of blanket severs the rest.
            

            
                The flesh under my hand is warm, but I can’t locate a pulse; an image forms, of a mannequin in a shop window, its plastic arm heated by the sun, and then the muscles in the forearm twitch as her fingers spasm. Somewhere in the distance she must be dreaming. These quick, soft motions beneath her skin carry me back to sleep. Later the alarm goes off.
            

            
                One of the curtains has been drawn back. Grey light pools at the foot of the empty bed. Walking naked into the kitchen, I fill a glass with water from the sink. I don’t have to check to see that her shoes are no longer in the hallway, or that her bag is gone. She would have left some time ago.
            

            
                My phone is charging on the counter. I make a half-hearted scan of the news feeds, but all the headlines read like science fiction: alternate universes, invisible psychics. It’s been carrying on like this for months, and by now most people have grown numb to it. Setting the phone down, I move to the bathroom and force myself through the motions of a shower. After getting dressed, I gather my things and leave the apartment.
            

            
                Outside, the air is practically dripping. All week it’s been humid, and today promises to be worse. As I wait at the bus stop, a film of perspiration congeals on my skin. When a bus finally arrives, I present my transit pass to an indifferent driver and shoulder through the crowd at the door. A few empty seats remain in the back, but I am wary of these, convinced they have been left vacant for a reason. Standing also offers a modicum of space, and is better than riding crammed between two sweating bodies.
            

            
                Seated in front of me is a woman with a book in her lap. Titled Your Truest Self: How the Existence of Parallel Worlds Can Lead to Inner Peace, the cover depicts a smiling man in his mid-forties. A trio of suns cause three identical shadows to fan out from the man’s wing-tipped shoes. Just another self-styled guru looking to cash in on recent cosmological changes, but the woman grips the book as if afraid it will disappear. In the window behind her, infrequent snatches of Nascent Street stream past: shuttered store-fronts, electrical poles, a few masochistic businessmen cycling to work in the heat.
            

            
                At 3rd Bridge I get off along with a dozen others and jostle my way to the curb. A wall of traffic clogs the road. Apart from the usual delivery trucks and commuter vehicles is a procession of government sedans. Sunlight glints from the car’s polished frames, along with my reflection. Back-lit, I am hollow-eyed, thin as a stretch-limbed caricature. Waiting at the opposite railing is the man with the line cut out of his face.
            

            
                He is dressed simply enough, in jeans rolled above the ankles and a plain t-shirt, the chest of which is already dark with sweat. Slim to the point of gauntness, he has the brooding self-possession of an addict or consumptive. His head is shaven, the muscles in his forearms tight as knotted cords; an attractive man, or he would be, if it wasn’t for the line. The line is, in the end, the only thing about him that matters. It is his token, his essential aspect, and though he has warned me in the past, I can’t stop myself from staring at it.
            

            
                Razor-straight and purplish, the line cuts through his right eye from forehead to cheek. From a distance it might be passed off as a scar or tattoo, but this close the truth is inescapable; the thing is too strange, too obviously cut from him, and then there is the movement inside it, a continual and disorienting sense of motion, as if the man’s face does not conceal flesh and blood, but rather a void, where faint trails of smoke ascend uninterrupted in violet-tinted darkness.
            

            
                His mouth curls. A denial catches in my throat.
            

            
                “Relax,” he tells me. “None of this is real, remember?”
            


            
                The elevator opens. Parked in front of me is a group of harried-looking men in suits - accountants dredged up from the finance department on some fact-finding mission. Pinned to each of their lapels is the cube-enclosed sphere of the Institute’
                s logo. I
                ’ve worked for the organization for almost five years and have never been offered one of these. Not that I would wear one. Life is easier without having to explain what I do, or answer questions about the people I work for.
            

            
                One of the men mutters a vague apology and steps back far enough for me to exit. Glancing at his pin, a contemptuous snort escapes me. The man blinks, and I brush past him into the hall.
            

            
                The changing area is through a door on the left. Here, the floors are neatly polished, the air sharp with the tang of disinfectant. Typically overrun with chattering, half-dressed technicians at the start or end of a shift, at the moment the space is empty. On the far wall, the clock’s red digits show fifteen minutes past the hour; no doubt a note reprimanding my tardiness has already appeared in my employee file. Oddly, this fact still has the power to unnerve me. As if I was not already guilty of far worse infractions.
            

            
                Under the glare of fluorescent lights I begin to remove my clothes. A fresh lab suit hangs on a hook in my locker, white and stiff as the moulted remains of an insect. Its hypoallergenic fabric scratches, particularly where the hood edges my face. I cram my feet into a pair of ill-fitting boots and grab a set of latex gloves and a surgical mask from the box by the door. The straps of the mask tug at my ears; despite the temperature-controlled air, I am sweating as I enter the central hallway.
            

            
                Walled-in by transparent glass, the labs have the look of zoo exhibits. Inside, technicians in identical suits are already hard at work. For the length of a shift we exist like copies of one another, faceless and interchangeable. It is possible I have passed any number of these people on the street and never recognized them. Names are not used in the labs, and socializing is frowned upon. Breaks are staggered throughout the day; staff consume lunches in private cubicles. We are told these policies are in place for security reasons. Like everyone else, I do my work and return home. Compensation arrives twice per month and in the form of a generous benefits package. It is my view that this is a fair bargain for a name.
            

            
                For the current cycle I have been assigned to Lab 31A. This is located at the far end of the central hallway, just next to the server hub. Bending from the waist, I present my eye to the scanner; a familiar oscillation fluctuates across half my field of vision, and the light next to the scanner blinks green. With a soft hiss, the door is unsealed from the wall.
            

            
                My coworkers look up as I enter the room. Since I am unaware of their names, I have dubbed them Green and Grey. This is in reference to their eye colour. I have no idea what, if any, nickname has been bestowed on me.
            

            
                Green waves a gloved hand. Grey grunts. I nod a response; over time, we’ve allowed the usual pleasantries to wither away, and I think everyone is more comfortable as a result. In many ways the three of us are perfectly matched, another testament to the efficacy of the Institute’s psychological profiling.
            

            
                I make my way across the room to the shelves where the samples are kept. There are more than a hundred in total, arranged in neat rows and meticulously labeled. In size they range from as small as pebbles, to spheroid objects as large as a human head.
            

            
                Discovered in the northern mines less than a year ago, every sample in this lab was taken from a single vein. So far, the Institute’s efforts to locate a secondary source have proven futile, as have our attempts to catalogue the substance. Quasicrystalline, it defies easy categorization, at times and under certain conditions behaving as either abiogenic or organic in nature. Even in qualitative terms the substance is almost impossible to describe. Green once likened the colour to amber, although she frowned as she said it, and recanted almost immediately. When pressed, Grey dubbed it rust-like, but it was clear that doing so made her uncomfortable. Where the substance is concerned, language falls short, offering no more than uncertain approximation. The substance has no colour, or if it does, the best that can be said is that it is a colour like orange.
            

            
                Today I am scheduled to continue my work on sample 53. Roughly egg-shaped, it rests in the center of a plastic dish. A dusting of powdered grains limns the dish’s edge; the samples are notoriously fragile, and difficult to move without damaging. So, with all the care and solemnity of religious observance, I carry the dish to my workstation.
            

            
                Vaguely nautilus-shaped, the station protrudes from an opening in the floor, a wide drift of synthetic material that sweeps up to form a kind of molded chair. On either side are slots where a technician’s arms may be inserted, while in front stems the aperture. This is a concave basin that curves upwards to about chin-height, and is reminiscent of the sporocarp of certain fungi.
            

            
                Green and Grey are by this time fully plugged into their own stations. Swallowed by their work, they take no notice as I break a corner from the sample and, lifting the bottom of my mask, pop it into my mouth; the flavour explodes at the center of my tongue. A taste that is as inscrutable as the substance’s colour: rotting metal, mineralized fruit. No adequate words exist to describe it.
            

            
                This marks the eighth day in a row I have ingested a piece of a sample. So far no one has said anything, and there have been no repercussions. It is ludicrous to assume I have been clever enough to avoid notice. That I haven’t been made to stop amounts to tacit permission, which in turn implies that the Institute has planned for this eventuality, possibly in an attempt to study the effects of the substance on a human subject.
            

            
                Beneath the mask, I am sucking on my lower lip; grains much finer than sand announce their presence in torrents of flavour. Setting what remains of the sample on the station’s pedestal, I insinuate myself into the curve-backed chair.
            

            
                My arms slip into their slots with the ease of long habit; a light tickling at the tip of each finger announces the activation of the interior field. Even through latex gloves the feeling is unmistakable, working its way up my forearms before abruptly cutting off at the elbow. I check the display next to the aperture, and with a flick of my wrists, cue the sequence for the first diagnostic.
            

            
                There are any number of tests to perform. No matter how many I run through in a day, there is no exhausting them. Our workstations are forever being upgraded, and every change requires a modification in procedure. If I were not scheduled for rotation in the upcoming cycle, I could easily go on testing these samples for the rest of my working life. 
            

            
                The rotations are a constant source of anxiety. There’s no getting around the fact that my window of opportunity is rapidly closing; with a long, unsteady breath, I close my eyes. Anxiety serves no purpose, and if everything goes as planned, by the end of the day all my worries will be behind me.
            

            
                Leaning forward, I settle my chin into the familiar press of the aperture. The surface conforms itself to the contours of my face, forming an airtight seal. A breathing tube is connected to a hole below my nose, the airflow of which is controlled by the workstation and includes a number of gaseous compounds meant to stimulate the optic nerves and enhance concentration. I take another breath, settle myself into the chair, and open my eyes.
            

            
                Twin needles pierce my retina: nauseating light, blinding colour. Gasping, I fight to maintain control. It is the same every morning, the same pain, the same lurching intestinal somersault. Before me is sample 53.
            

            
                At this level of enhancement, its surface appears like the vast terrain of an uncharted exoplanet. Peaks as sharp as daggers, valleys descending into pits. From the workstation, reams of augmented data scroll on either side of my field of vision. I do my best to ignore them: the reality, the heart of the thing, is encoded here, at the plane of my gaze, where I and the substance intersect. For a moment all intention is washed away, and I simply stare, immersed in the nameless colour.
            

            
                In time, my hands begin to move inside their slots, manipulating the perspective, adjusting the sample’s rotation. A series of coordinated eye motions increases the magnification, allowing me to zoom closer. Crystalline latticeworks give way to an oscillation of waveforms in a shade that is at once like and unlike orange: the interior of an undiscovered flower, the corona of a dying star. Locking the magnification at its current setting, a quick signal from my right index finger launches the workstation into the first test program.
            

            
                Like Green and Grey, I am quickly lost to the work. Only the growing pressure of hunger alerts me to the passage of time, and in the semi-daze that always follows a testing session, I take my allotted break for lunch. The afternoon passes at ever deeper levels of magnification and in a series of more and more detailed analyses. The end of my shift is signaled by a gradual reduction in the sample’s brightness, until at length I am left staring at an empty field. This process carries its own measure of pain, and each day it is harder to let go. If my station allowed it, I would go on working until my eyes burned out.
            

            
                With a sucking pop I tear my face from the aperture; the lab’s white walls are scalding, and the strip lights overhead glitter like cut diamonds. Behind my eyes, a familiar ache is blooming. Gingerly, as if relearning the use of my body, I withdraw my arms from the slots and remove myself from the workstation.
            

            
                I am alone in the lab; Green and Grey would have ended their shifts some time ago, their stations having calculated the limits of their endurance as accurately as my own. I reach for the sample. Protocol stipulates that it should be measured and weighed before being returned to the shelf. Instead, I simply replace the dish, palming the sample and exiting the lab.
            

            
                The central hallway and changing area are deserted. Setting the sample down in the locker, I slither free from my suit. Once dressed, I stow the substance in a plastic sandwich bag, making sure to dust any grains from the edge of the shelf. Already it has broken into several smaller chunks, and the bottom of the bag is bright with powder.
            

            
                Leaving the changing area, I find the elevator waiting for me. Its mirrored interior offers an infinite recurrence of my own reflection. I can barely recognize myself: my skin is sallow, my clothes ill-fitting. Blood flecks the margins of my eyes. I lean against the wall, trying not to think of the substance in my pocket, or the man who will be waiting outside. My gaze wanders to the elevator’s control panel, and the camera that is surely hidden there.
            

            
                Whoever is watching shows no inclination to stop me.
            

            
                I should never have broken protocol. Ignorance is a much lighter burden than the truth, but the more I worked with the substance, running through every conceivable analysis and coming no closer to its true nature, the more it seemed a natural decision: as an infant gums an object to know it, so I took a piece in my mouth. There was a rush of rotten metal, the taste as invigorating as it was stomach-churning. Swallowing, I waited for a reaction, but my body felt curiously inert. The day continued as usual. Testing went on; nothing had changed. When my shift ended I went home. It wasn’t until the next morning that I became aware of the substance’s effects. 
            

            
                I noticed him as soon as I got off the bus. He stood at the far end of the bridge, a man with a line cut out of his face. The crowd of commuters parted in front of him like a river breaking around a stubborn rock.
            

            
                There was no doubt in my mind what he was; how could there be? I’d read the news reports. I knew about the worlds running parallel to my own, and that visitors from at least one of these worlds had already been confirmed. “Outsiders”, they were being called. Intellectually I had processed this. Coming face to face with it was something else. The line cut from the man’s face was stunning. Its depth was irreducible, the forms drifting inside it hypnotic.
            

            
                “It’s better not to look directly,” he said.
            

            
                I was incapable of a verbal response; sharply, my chin jerked upwards. The lid of one eye twitched. I allowed the man to draw me aside. The press of his hand was very hot on my arm.
            

            
                “I have a lot to tell you and none of it will be easy to hear,” he began. “You’ve spent your life sleeping but now it’s time to wake up. This world? It isn’t real.”
            

            
                “Real?” I echoed. I hadn’t planned on speaking. It was almost impossible to avoid looking at his line. The man sighed.
            

            
                “Try to keep up,” he said. He had a deeply resonant voice, and an odd, clipped manner of speech. His words spun and echoed in my mind, weaving a kind of net; I was unable to move, unable even to think. “Your world is a copy, a fake, and not even a very good one. You must have felt it. There are holes everywhere. Missing pieces. They’re easy enough to fall into. That’s how I got here. When I first arrived, I tried to convince myself it was all a bad dream. Now I know better.”
            

            
                Sweat was seeping from my pores. A woman passing on the bridge looked at me as if I was crazy, and I considered the possibility that she was right. I was aware of a pair of hawks circling above us, their wings dark against the shining sky.
            

            
                “Relax,” the man with the line cut out of his face told me. “Whatever you’ve heard, we’re not here to make trouble. Most of us come by mistake. Getting in is the easy part. Doesn’t take brains to fall into a hole. It’s getting out that’s hard.”
            

            
                He had the air of a school teacher explaining a difficult concept to a child. He was patient, leading the way from one conclusion to the next. As I listened, the road shifted under me, and the edges on things grew thin.
            

            
                “You don’t have to be a genius to know there’s something wrong,” he went on. “You can feel it all around you. This place is a cheap knockoff, and every day we’re closer to the end. You realize that, don't you? Things are coming to a head.”
            

            
                I shook my head.
            

            
                “I don’t understand.”
            

            
                The man clapped me on the back. His touch sent a shiver through me. I had a powerful sense that I’d been in this moment before, stood in this spot a thousand times. In an infinite array of parallel worlds, how many better versions of this one existed? How many better versions of myself? The world wasn’t real, he said. So what did that make me? 
            

            
                “It’s a lot to take in at once,” he said, nodding now, familial. 
            

            
                “They say you can see the future,” I managed. 
            

            
                For the first time the man looked uncomfortable. Drawing a palm over his stubbled scalp, he continued.
            

            
                “For you there’s a line.” He placed the tip of his index finger at a point in front of him and dragged it through the air. “You see time like it’s moving forward, but you’re the one that’s moving, not time. Time doesn’t move. The whole thing’s already written out, and the end is right around the corner.” 
            

            
                It was impossible to hold onto my thoughts - they just went, swept up in a blind rush. Here was an outsider, a trespasser from another universe, and he could see the future and he told me my world was ending. And of course he was right. Anyone could see that. The population was exploding just as the resources were being used up; the forests were burning; fish were dying in the ocean. If it wasn’t a mutated virus that killed us, some zealot with his finger on a button would. Extend the timeline far enough, and everyone winds up dead. There was no escape, no way out for any of us. Or so I’d always believed. The existence of the outsider seemed to prove otherwise. If he’d gotten out of his world, maybe there was a way out of mine. 
            

            
                “There must be a chance,” I pressed him. “You said there are holes. If you’re here, it must be possible to pass through them.”  
                
            

            
                He looked at me. A half smile spread from the corner of his mouth.
            

            
                “Good,” he said. “Looks like you’re finally catching on. Fact is, I’ve had my eye on you for a while. You work at the Institute, right?”
            

            
                I stared at the shapes drifting in his line.
            

            
                “What do you need?” I asked.
            


            
                It has taken me eight days to work up the courage to steal a sample from the lab, but it wasn’t fear of the Institute that held me back. Far from it; security at the testing facility is a joke. It’s almost as if they were daring me to do it. Rather, I’m afraid of what comes next. If the outsider is right, and the substance really is the key to moving from one world to the next, I am preparing to leave everything I’ve ever known behind.
            

            
                Each evening since our initial meeting I returned home and passed through the motions of my life. The person sharing my bed seemed unaware of any change. She said nothing, and questioned nothing. Maybe if she had, I could have found a way to tell her. Instead, we moved through the apartment like strangers. At night, I laid awake next to her sleeping body and stared at the dim expanse of the ceiling. Gradually, she became as unreal to me as the rest of the world.
            

            
                For all the time I wasted in hesitation, the man with the line cut out of his face never pressured me. I suppose there was no need. He knew exactly what I would choose, and when. All he had to do was play out the string until the moment arrived. Now that it has, I find that I am calmer than expected.
            

            
                Stepping out of the elevator, I cross the deserted lobby. Outside, the street seethes with people: faces set in jovial masks, white teeth flash as laughter dribbles from their mouths. Wires strung from their ears, most are oblivious to one another, immersed in conversations with the air. A girl cuts in front of me, cradling a sleeping cat in her arms. On the road, another black sedan passes, the sun’s late rays bounding from its hood.
            

            
                The man with the line cut out of his face falls into step beside me.
            

            
                Again, I am struck by how the crowd gives way to him. No one acknowledges his presence, or even so much as looks at him. He is much more than invisible - his existence constitutes something like a vacuum, a formlessness or inversion so complete the crowd is unaware of experiencing it. I have witnessed the truth of this any number of times, but it is a hard thing to digest; next to him, I am brushed into and bumped against, offered apologies and muttered curses, all while the man with the line cut out of his face glides through the tumult of bodies, completely at his ease.
            

            
                It is only because I have ingested the substance that I am able to perceive him. He explained as much to me days ago, and I’ve seen the proof myself. He is not really here, not in the sense typically associated with the word. He is “here” and “elsewhere” at once, and as I am able to interact with him, I must also exist outside of the usual confines of the world. The thought has a peculiar buoyancy, and the longer I consider it, the farther I find myself drifting from the shore.
            

            
                “You did the right thing,” the outsider says.
            

            
                I close my eyes, the day’s heat pressing down like a blanket.
            

            
                “Are you sure?”
            

            
                I ask sincerely, but the outsider makes no response. I wipe the sweat from my palms on the back of my pants. The outsider has stopped walking. In front of us, a bus groans to a halt at the curb. The doors swing open, and the outsider gestures for me to enter. As if we are old colleagues, comrades in arms, he places a hand on my shoulder and guides me to a pair of empty seats.
            

            
                “Look at that,” he says. “Like they had our names on them.”
            

            
                I sit down between him and a young construction worker. Through the window, the sun gets to work roasting the back of my neck. The press of bodies in front of me has the wavy, ill-defined cast of a mirage. As the bus makes its rattling progress along the road, the outsider’s knee brushes against my sweltering thigh. For some time we sit in silence. The question vibrates in my chest until it bursts:
            

            
                “Where are we going?”
            

            
                The outsider looks at me.
            

            
                “Nowhere special. Think of it as a border crossing. A place where the boundary between this world and the next is thin.”
            

            
                “And on the opposite side?”
            

            
                “How should I know?” 
                he replies.
            

            
                “I thought you could see the future.”
            

            
                He sighs.
            

            
                “I can only see the time here, in this sad excuse for a universe. What time is it in a parallel world? I don’t know. If I’m lucky, I’ll wind up back home. If not…”
            

            
                He trails off for a moment before continuing.
            

            
                “Besides, you aren’t coming with me.”
            

            
                One heartbeat passes, and then another. A drop of sweat slips from the edge of my brow. At length I find my voice.
            

            
                “What are you saying?”
            

            
                The construction worker to my right is casting nervous glances my way. A few of the other passengers have begun to look uncomfortable. Of course, never having eaten the substance, they are unaware of the outsider. As far as they're concerned, I am talking to myself.
            

            
                “You heard me.”
            

            
                “But I helped you. I got you what you needed.”
            

            
                “Thanks for that,” he says simply. “But trust me, you aren’t built for a crossing.” 
            

            
                I look at the sunlight falling on my hands. The light appears staged; the hands could belong to another person. I am looking at nothing at all.
            

            
                There is a soft tap on my arm.
            

            
                “This is our stop,” the outsider announces.
            

            
                The bus rumbles to a standstill. Several passengers pour onto the street. The outsider and I move after them. He is gazing at the road, at the cracks and pockmarks on the pavement. A van passes, and a kid on an expensive-looking motorcycle. Across the sky’s upper limit, massive strands of honey-yellow clouds extend to the horizon.
            

            
                The man with the line cut out of his face has stopped walking. We stand at the mouth of a narrow alley.
            

            
                “We’re here,” he says.
            

            
                It is a quiet street in a largely residential district. Multi-storey apartment blocks dominate either side of the road. The alley itself is brick-lined, the rough ground strewn with garbage. A noiseless effusion of laundry-scented steam issues from a vent on the left-hand wall. Somewhere in the distance a child is laughing. 
            

            
                “Here?” I ask. The outsider ignores me. His expression is strained, his shoulders tense. Now he bends forward, peering at a point on the wall. With the tip of a finger he lightly traces the edge of a moldering brick.
            

            
                “Hand me the bag,” he instructs. When I hesitate, he rounds on me.
            

            
                “Give it to me,” he says again, harder this time.
            

            
                “I’m going with you.”
            

            
                A single, vicious swipe, shocking in its precision, and the bag is snatched from my hand. The outsider is scowling, the echoes at play inside his line drifting ever further into darkness.
            

            
                “You’re not going anywhere.”
            

            
                I don’t respond. Instead I watch the outsider reach into the bag and toss a rough handful of the substance against the wall. There is a shiver in the brick. Carefully, the outsider extends his hand; where the tips of his fingers meet the wall, its surface dips inward. He exhales then, a sharp smile playing at his mouth. With his palm he rubs more of the orange-tinted powder into the bricks, working his fingers into the cracks, careful as a painter at his canvas. As he does so, the wall grows rubbery, almost gelatinous, more like a membrane than solid matter.
            

            
                At length the outsider appears satisfied. Tilting his head back, he pinches what remains of the substance between thumb and forefinger and sprinkles this into the line cut from his face. When he is finished he looks at me. Through the sliver in the man’s head I stare into another world.
            

            
                “I wasn’t lying,” he says, his voice almost wistful. “I really don’t know what’s on the other side. This is the end of the line. From this point on, we’re both running blind.”
            

            
                He places his hand flat against the bricks. A wave passes through the wall, its surface rippling like a skin of water. The alley spasms. Darts of fire skewer my eyes; I am spluttering, gasping for air. Tears course over my cheeks as I watch the outsider pass halfway through the wall. A hot wind thunders through the alley. Garbage is flying: a storm of faded newsprint and plastic bags. As if against a raging current, I am walking toward the wall.
            

            
                Along with his head, one arm and a segment of the outsider’s boot remains. The edges of his line cut crackle and spark with a terrible urgency; aware of me now, his eyes go wide, his mouth pried open in protest. I have thrust my hand into the wavering bricks. 
            

            
                There is a roar like a thousand voices, and a crest of darkness unfurling: darkness, and flickering at the utmost end of sight, a colour like orange. I find myself bound, unable to move. The outsider has stopped me (what’s left of him, fighting, forcing me back.) His strength is incredible, the line in his face blinding; his palm on my chest is a searing brand. I stumble back, helpless as the last of him slips through the wall. Blackness settles, and silence.
            

            
                Later, much later, a picture begins to form, a lone figure looming up through a fog. It is an image of myself, ascending the stairs in front of my building.
            

            
                Inside, I sit down at the table in the kitchen. The glass of water from the morning is there, what’s left of the day’s light glancing along its edge. Two arms are resting on the table. One of them is mine, but the other is not; where my hand should be there is only a flattened stump.
            

            
                From behind comes the sound of the door being unlocked and opened. There is a plastic rustle, as of shopping bags set on the floor.
            

            
                She is saying something to me. I can’t make out her words. In the glass of water, the sun’s last rays are dying.
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                A sliver of light edged her profile. She moved, and the light descended along the curve of her neck. As she chewed her lower lip, a knot of tension appeared between her shaded eyes. The touch of the bed was oppressive, as if she was held in the palm of a broad, hot hand. There was no way of knowing how long she’d been lying awake. It felt like hours. She itched to pick up the phone.
            

            
                “Don’t check the time.”
            

            
                The words hissed at her lips. She was only vaguely aware of the tears that tracked her cheeks. They could have belonged to anyone. Her body was not her own. 
            

            
                “I don’t want to be here again.”
            

            
                She hadn’t meant to speak, but the silence of the new apartment was overwhelming. She was powerless against it, unable even to control her own voice. Wiping the tears from her face, she threw off the covers.
            

            
                The living room was a tangle of boxes. As she picked her way between them and sat down on the couch, heat rose in her cheeks. She should be unpacked by now. It had been a week since she’d moved in, and it was shameful the way she kept putting things off. A normal person would be done already.
            

            
                “That’s a negative thought,” she whispered, and cringed. She’d promised not to start talking to herself again. A fish-shaped curl of anxiety passed through her stomach. Her eyes drifted to the knife on the table.
            

            
                It was a box cutter, with a plastic handle and disposable blade. For a moment she considered picking it up, and a tingling sensation licked her fingers. She had the odd feeling that she’d experienced these things before, sitting in another apartment, staring at a similar knife. The blade sang in her mind, filling her with a cold dread. It was too sharp, and monstrously thin. She never should have bought it. A dull kitchen knife would have done just as well to unpack with.
            

            
                She pressed her knees against her chest and forced herself to look out the window. Pavement and leafless trees were bathed in the orange glare of a single lamp post. Nothing moved. It was a drab, prosaic scene, and she stared out at it as if through a veil. Turning away, the knife confronted her once more. She imagined taking it in her hand, extending the blade and testing its tip on the meat of her thumb. It would require only the slightest pressure to break the skin. She pictured her blood welling up in a perfect, tear-shaped drop.
            

            
                Gasping, she kicked at the table and sent the knife clattering to the floor. She took one shuddering breath, and then another, checking to see that her thumb was whole, that her skin remained unbroken.
            

            
                “You didn’t do it,” she exhaled. “You’re fine.”
            

            
                The knife was only an object, she sat safely in her own home, and still she had to fight to regain her breath. She vowed that in the morning, when she was stronger, she would throw the knife away.
            

            
                Thoughts of the coming day caused the little fish in her guts to jump and splash; the trial was scheduled to start tomorrow, and she had no idea what to expect. At least the address she’d been given was close to her apartment. If she wanted, she could even walk there. Besides, people took part in such studies all the time. It was nothing to be worried about.
            

            
                None of this calmed her. It was a new situation, with people she’d never met, and the procedure promised to be intense. If she had any other choice she would cancel it, but she was running out of options. Meditation, endless rounds of therapy, a rainbow assortment of pills – nothing had helped. She was as sick as she’d ever been, and now there was just this experimental procedure, this one chance remaining to her.
            

            
                She did her best not to think of the knife on the floor.
            

            
                It was a residential street off 3rd Bridge. Most of the houses had been built in the middle of the past century, and many were falling into disrepair, their gardens choked by weeds, the flagstones crumbling. Faulty pipes issued columns of steam that twisted and moved like long, loose fingers through the frigid air.
            

            
                She must have made a mistake. There was no way that the Institute for Applied Research would choose a street like this for one of its labs. A great relief flooded through her: maybe she would be spared having to go through with the trial after all, but when at length she arrived at the correct address her hope vanished.
            

            
                The house looked nothing like its neighbours. Built well back from the street, it was three storeys of concrete and glass. A frozen pond in one corner of the yard was ringed with sensor lights, and a number of brick circles formed a wandering path to the door. A plaque with the Institute’s logo had been affixed on the wall, and just under the awning she noticed a hemispherical surveillance camera.
            

            
                Ringing the bell, she was terribly aware of her stance and the set of her arms. The weight of the camera’s lens was centered on a point directly between her eyes. She waited with her chin buried in the collar of her jacket. At last the door swung open. In the entryway loomed a giant.
            

            
                Taking an involuntary step back, she cursed herself; it was only a very tall, very thin man. There was a touch of amusement in his expression, as if he had only ceased laughing a moment before opening the door.
            

            
                “Good morning,” he said. His voice sent a cool shiver down her neck.
            

            
                “Good morning,” she repeated.
            

            
                The man stepped aside for her.
            

            
                “May I take your coat?”
            

            
                She faltered to respond, and then nodded, flushing. Mercifully, the man did not acknowledge her embarrassment. With her jacket slung over one willowy forearm, he led her along the hall and into a wide dining area.
            

            
                It was more a garden than a room. Everywhere a plant was growing: vines and ferns and succulents, several man-sized cacti, bamboo shoots and miniature palms, dozens of flowers in bloom. The air was perfumed, the space a riot of green.
            

            
                “Have a seat, Claire,” the tall man was saying. “Can I get you anything?”
            

            
                She could only shake her head. Her voice had failed her, and as she sank onto the couch she longed to disappear. It struck her as odd that he had used her name so casually.
            

            
                “Are you sure?” the man pressed her. “I make a decent coffee. It’s no trouble. I was just about to prepare one myself.”
            

            
                “Alright,” she managed. He smiled, and strode into the kitchen. Tucked within the vegetation was a gleaming, state-of-the-art coffee machine. There was a soft clattering of glassware as the man busied himself with the cupboards, and soon the machine was hissing pleasantly.
            

            
                Claire straightened the hem of her skirt at her knees. She took a long, controlled breath. After her initial surprise at his height, she found the man’s presence to be calming. At least he was very polite. Similarly, the room and its lush aromas seemed designed to help its inhabitants feel at ease. To Claire, this was just another example of the nearly unlimited resources the Institute had at its disposal.
            

            
                As she waited, Claire studied the plants. They were almost all exotic varieties, and though she enjoyed gardening, she could name only a handful. As she was getting up the courage to ask about them, her host returned, and the question shriveled on her tongue. The man set a porcelain cup in front of her. Then, with a touch of irony, he raised his own cup and drank. Claire did the same, and a low sigh of pleasure escaped her lips; she had never tasted better coffee.
            

            
                The tall man betrayed no impatience to get started, apparently content to enjoy an amicable silence. Seconds ticked by, and each one that passed without speaking was longer than the one before. Claire cleared her throat.
            

            
                “I’m not sure how to begin,” she said.
            

            
                “Oh, but you already have,” the man replied easily. Claire blinked, unsure how to respond.
            

            
                “Are you…” she frowned, trying to collect herself. “I mean, aren’t you going to ask me any questions?”
            

            
                “Me?” The man seemed genuinely surprised. “What would I ask?”
            

            
                “Like, to get to know me?”
            

            
                “Is there anything I need to know?”
            

            
                “I…”
            

            
                Claire set her cup down on the table. Unsteady, her fingers tipped the edge, slopping foam over one side. She withdrew her hand as if it had been burnt.
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” she muttered. Just then someone laughed. Claire looked up to see a woman approaching. Short, with a shaved head and warm, chestnut-coloured skin, she swept into the room from the hall. Smiling, she extended one hand to Claire; although she was dressed professionally, the woman’s right thumb had been stained indigo to the knuckle and she wore a silver piercing through her lower lip. With her free arm she clutched a tablet computer to her chest.
            

            
                “Don’t mind him,” she said, shaking Claire’s hand. The woman had a firm grip, and she did not relinquish it until she’d taken a seat on the couch. “My name is Beatrice, and this lovely individual you’ve been conversing with is V. I’m sorry I wasn’t at the door to greet you myself. I hope you’ve been well looked after.”
            

            
                The woman’s face was open and cheerful, and she touched the back of Claire’s hand with kind familiarity.
            

            
                “I expect you’re feeling a little overwhelmed,” she said. Claire attempted to smile as she floundered to come up with something, anything to say. There was an airy quality to her thoughts. The room first ballooned, and then contracted as she took a breath; the plants were exquisitely green, the walls almost impossibly white. Panic fluttered inside her.
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” she managed. “Are you the doctor?”
            

            
                The woman’s laugh was kind.
            

            
                “Me? No, thank you! I suppose you could call me a research assistant. As you know, our work here is experimental. What’s going to take place today will be a wholly unique experience. There is a guide, but we have no doctors.”
            

            
                “I thought this was a clinical trial.”
            

            
                “Very much so,” the woman answered. The man called V rose from his seat to collect Claire’s cup. His long legs scythed the distance to the kitchen in moments.
            

            
                “The initial email mentioned a psychotropic compound,” Claire added.
            

            
                “Well, for legal reasons we have to use such formal language in official communication, but the reality is somewhat more… holistic. Certainly the medicine is very strong, and an initiate requires guidance. That’s why the rites are organized in this way.”
            

            
                “I see,” Claire said, though she didn’t. Initiate? Rites? Perhaps noting her confusion, the woman touched her hand once more. She offered Claire the tablet.
            

            
                “Speaking of legal issues, this is a waiver I’d like you to read over and sign. It’s a standard release of responsibility, and grants the Institute the right to make use of your recorded image.”
            

            
                Biting her lip, Claire scanned the document.
            

            
                “To record me, you mean during the procedure?”
            

            
                “During, and for a period afterward. In order to monitor the results.”
            

            
                The woman’s voice was friendly. She spoke as if Claire’s concerns were of the utmost importance to her.
            

            
                “It’s a small price,” said the tall man from the kitchen. “The rite is a blessed experience.”
            

            
                Claire looked at him. He towered over the counter, his expression unreadable.
            

            
                “Just press your thumbprint here,” the woman urged. Frowning, Claire put her thumb on the space indicated. No sooner had she done so then the tablet was whisked away, and the woman rose to her feet.
            

            
                “The observation is unobtrusive,” the woman continued. “More importantly, everyone who’s come here has left feeling better. Most had tried everything else.”
            

            
                “Everything,” the man chimed in.
            

            
                “Nothing cures anxiety. Nothing excises depression. Not completely. But then again, nothing comes as close as the rite.”
            

            
                “It changes everything,” the man said.
            

            
                “It’s normal to feel some trepidation,” the woman went on. “The rite is likely to strike you as unusual. I urge you to enter with an open mind, but of course if you need to stop at any point, just say so. I will not be in the circle with you, but as I said, we will be monitoring.”
            

            
                Claire swallowed. She found it difficult to keep up. A touch like a falling leaf landed on her shoulder; it was the tall man, standing at her side. She had not been aware of him crossing the room.
            

            
                “A month ago I was sitting right where you are now,” he told her gently. “I had the same doubts before my first rite. So did B.”
            

            
                Claire studied his face. It was as long and thin as the rest of him, the skin strained by high cheekbones and a sharp jaw. His pale eyes returned her look openly. She found herself wanting to trust him.
            

            
                “You did the right thing coming here, Claire,” he said.
            

            
                “Shall we?” the woman asked. The man nodded, handing Claire her coat. The edges of his mouth were warmed by the briefest smile. The woman gestured to the entryway. Claire stood up.
            

            
                “It seems to me that depression is a living thing,” the woman said, ushering Claire along the hall. “It has a presence. Not separate, but a part of the body. It took me a long time to understand that. The problem is that we’ve tried to treat it as a deficiency. It was thought that raising the levels of serotonin and norepinephrine in a depressed patient would do the trick. Certainly some people do benefit from current practices, but not everyone, and not enough. We’re only now starting to see how much farther it’s possible to go.”
            

            
                She was holding the front door open. After the warmth of the house, the touch of the winter air was like ice. Claire shivered inside her jacket.
            

            
                “Our methodology was also a problem. Even using the same medicine you’re about to take, the Institute was never able to achieve any meaningful results. Not until they began to utilize a guide. The guide is essential. Without one, the initiate wanders lost.”
            

            
                Crossing the front yard, the two women entered a narrow alley. Power cables strung between the houses cut the sky into segments. A large crow was perched on one of these, its head cocked, watching Claire through a single black eye.
            

            
                “Of course, the rites aren’t new,” the woman went on. “Across the sea they’ve been performed successfully for centuries. With all our technology we couldn’t improve on them. It was arrogant to assume we could. We know better now.”
            

            
                At the far end of the alley the woman unlocked a gate, and they stepped into an enclosed yard. In one corner was a glass shed, or greenhouse. As they approached it, the woman looked at Claire.
            

            
                “Inside, you’ll see a grating in the floor. You’ll feel a reluctance to touch it, but if you don’t, how will you find the ladder?”
            

            
                “Ladder?”
            

            
                The woman smiled. She pressed Claire’s arm.
            

            
                “Your way forward is down,” she said. With that she left. Claire repressed an urge to call after her. Instead she swallowed, and with a great effort of will, opened the greenhouse door.
            

            
                The interior was cold and silent. Empty shelves lined the walls, and in the back a few gardening tools were hung on hooks. Nothing grew; the pots stood empty, and the earth in the planters was cracked. In the middle of the concrete floor Claire found the grate. It was slick with moisture, its surface badly rusted. Here and there a slimy, teal-coloured mold was growing. Revulsion rolled through Claire like a wave.
            

            
                She could walk away. If she left now, she would be out the gate and through the alley before either of the two strange people in the house knew she was gone. From there, it was only a short distance to her home. She glanced at the door, took one step towards it, and then another. Her hand reached for the knob. It was then she noticed the camera in the corner.
            

            
                Opaque, hemispherical, it glared at her. Could this be a part of the trial, testing to see if the subjects went along with such bizarre instructions? Or maybe it was a part of the treatment, the rite the woman had spoken of earlier. Claire wilted under the lens, turning her back on the door. Three quick steps brought her back to the grate. She stooped, and took the mold-covered latch in her hand. Stomach heaving, she wrenched it open.
            

            
                A bare pit yawned before her; on one side a metal ladder was bolted, but nothing could be seen of the bottom of the shaft. It was solidly black, as dark as the center of an eye.
            

            
                None of this made any sense. How could they ask this of her, or of anyone? She’d come here seeking help, or at least a chance at help, and they’d escorted her to a hole in the ground and left her. She sank to her knees, glancing again at the camera.
            

            
                She couldn’t imagine what they must be thinking of her now. She must look pathetic, led along by the nose like an obedient child. She was disgusted with herself for putting up with it. The worst part was that she didn’t have a choice; no matter what was asked of her, all she could do was obey. If she’d had any other option, she wouldn’t be here.
            

            
                Digging her palms into her knees, she rubbed her thighs. Moments passed without her making a decision, and she felt the weight of each of them. Gingerly, she began to lower herself into the earth.
            

            
                With each step, the aperture above her and the world’s light receded. The air grew sharp with the scent of concrete and rust. Claire’s breath was amplified, as was the sound of her shoes scuffling over the metal rungs. It was a long time before her foot touched ground.
            

            
                Apart from the square of light overhead, she could see almost nothing. She was alone at the bottom of a shaft. The knot of anxiety she carried in her belly was tightening; beads of cold sweat had sprouted on her back. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around her chest.
            

            
                A red light blinked on. The change was so sudden, and so shocking that it took Claire a moment to realize she was standing at the foot of a tunnel. At the far end, suspended above a metal door, was the naked light bulb. The tunnel was walled with concrete, and stretched for maybe 20 meters in a straight line; certainly it passed far beyond the confines of the yard above. Perhaps the Institute had bought up all the houses on the block. Or were there people living there, unaware of the passage that had been dug beneath their feet?
            

            
                Claire walked toward the door. Her body looked strange in the ruby light, as thin and artificial as a doll’s. Her footfalls were muted, as was the sound of her breath. Anxiety rose in her chest until she could barely swallow. At any moment she expected the door to open, or the light to switch off, or for someone to touch her from behind. More than once she looked over her shoulder, and each time she was surprised to find herself alone.
            

            
                Finally she came to a halt in front of the door. She might have given up then, if the thought of going back along the tunnel had not been so overpowering. Steeling herself, she turned the handle and stepped into a softly lit chamber.
            

            
                Dozens of candles formed a wide circle on the floor, in the center of which sat a man in a mask.
            

            
                Claire backed away; she was at the threshold when the man raised a hand. She froze.
            

            
                “There’s nothing in that direction but where you came from,” he said in a soft, lightly accented voice. “Please come in.”
            

            
                He waved her over, and the gesture was so casual, so completely unaffected, that Claire responded. Carefully, she stepped across the ring of candles and sat down in front of the man.
            

            
                This close, it was clear that the mask he wore had been woven of strands of dry reed. It offered only the barest suggestion of features, the curved ridge of a nose, and two concave indentations where his eyes might be. There were no holes, though Claire guessed he could see well enough through the gaps in the reeds. He was bare-chested, dressed only in a pair of loose-fitting trousers. From the way his flesh sagged and gathered at his joints, Claire guessed he was well into his 70s. Despite his age, the man sat with a straight back, and projected a sense of quiet vitality. In front of him on the floor was a wooden bowl.
            

            
                The room they occupied was octagonal, and the walls and ceiling were covered in a trailing matrix of vines. The leaves of each plant were long and delicate, their veins a vibrant shade of orange. There were no windows or any other obvious source of natural light, but the plants were clearly thriving.
            

            
                The old man cocked his head to one side, as if observing her. Claire cleared her throat, one hand gripping the other in her lap.
            

            
                “I’m sorry for the mask,” the man announced. “It’s a bit much to take in at first.”
            

            
                “It’s fine,” Claire said automatically. She hadn’t meant to say anything at all.
            

            
                “It must seem strange to you,” he went on. “I’d do without it if I could, but the mind requires a blank canvas to project itself onto. If you saw my face, the rite wouldn’t be nearly as effective.”
            

            
                Claire nodded, hating herself for this pretense at understanding.
            

            
                “It’s normal to have questions,” the man said. Claire clamped her eyes shut. A moment later she heard herself speak:
            

            
                “What is this rite?”
            

            
                The man took some time before answering.
            

            
                “An old thing,” he replied. “Ancient maybe, and quite potent, but not something to fear. You are safe in this room, inside the circle. This is a place of healing.”
            

            
                “But the medicine,” Claire began. She bit her lip. “There are hallucinations?”
            

            
                “My friends above ground may call them that. I prefer the term visions. Whatever word is used, in the end what we see is only a play for the eyes. The real work is done here.”
            

            
                The old man touched the center of his hollow chest.
            

            
                “No words can adequately express the rite. There is no way to prepare. Like life itself, like death, the only thing is to dive in.”
            

            
                He laughed: a pure, joyful sound. Claire felt the tremor of a smile make its way to her mouth.
            

            
                “If you’re willing to take me as your guide, we can begin to explore it together.”
            

            
                Claire smoothed her hands over her thighs.
            

            
                “Alright,” she said.
            

            
                With that, the man rose to his feet. He walked as far as the circle of candles, but did not step beyond them. Withdrawing a small knife from the waist of his trousers, he reached out to sever a stem from the nearest vine. He carried this back with reverence, cupping it in his palms like a wounded animal. Once he was seated again, he retrieved the wooden bowl and began to massage the cut end of the plant. An amber liquid emerged. The old man worked patiently, careful to extract every last drop of sap. When he was satisfied, he arranged the desiccated stem around the rim of the bowl.
            

            
                “Ayimssa is a wild spirit,” he said.
            

            
                “Ah-yim -?” Claire’s mouth tripped over the unfamiliar word, but the man continued as if she had not spoken.
            

            
                “Always turning, he moves this way and that. In my country he is found in only one place, a cave near the southern desert. The soil is rich there, as it is here, with the orange powder that is Ayimssa’s food. He digs deep to find it, and grows strong in darkness. Is it not strange, for a vine to grow underground?”
            

            
                “Yes,” Claire answered. She could not take her eyes from the bowl. It seemed to her that the liquid was glowing faintly. “Very strange.”
            

            
                “The first of us to find him were just like you – they had no knowledge of what awaited them in the darkness. Climbing down, they left the world behind, and so Ayimssa welcomed them. Every initiate must come to him in the same way, blind to what lies ahead. Thus Ayimssa is generous. Truly, his gifts are lavish, but do not mistake him. He is no servant. Much that he gives he does for his own reasons. Follow where he leads with an open heart, and focus on the sound of my voice.”
            

            
                The old man extended a hand.
            

            
                “Now drink,” he instructed.
            

            
                After a long, quaking breath, Claire lifted the bowl to her mouth. The leaves of the plant brushed her cheeks, and an odor of corroded metal wafted from the sap. The consequences of drinking terrified her. She might rave or lose control of her bowels. She pictured an assault of hallucinations, capering demons, the flesh melting from her bones. A sob was torn from her.
            

            
                “I can’t,” she whispered. The man placed his hands over hers; his skin was smooth and dry, and strength flowed through his fingers. Claire was shaking her head.
            

            
                “It is normal to fear the darkness in ourselves. Before, when you faced it, you did so alone. Now, Ayimssa will be with you. And so will I.”
            

            
                Claire nodded; the man took his hands away. Tipping the bowl, she drank. A flavour unlike anything she had ever known threatened to consume her – rotten, bitter, sharp as a cut in the mouth. Claire’s throat tightened, and she gagged, coughing. Only by forcing herself to the limits of her tolerance could she finish it.
            

            
                With unsteady hands she set the bowl on the floor. Flickering candle light played over the surface of the old man’s mask. Claire was aware of his voice. He was humming. The sound came from deep in his chest. There was no tune in it, but she closed her eyes to listen.
            

            
                It was a kind of chant, wordless but powerful. Claire lay on her back. The floor rolled beneath her. She floated on the surface of a black ocean, its water lapping at her hair.
            

            
                “Locate your breath,” said a voice within the humming. Claire did so: it was there, at the tip of her nose, right where it had always been. Inside her chest it spread like the roots of a great tree. As she breathed, Claire sensed the interplay between her self and the world: breathing out, her mouth was not a point of departure, but a locus of exchange. Exhaling or inhaling made no difference. Everything was of the same stuff; everything was part of itself; everything writhed and shifted, like a rolling mass of foam on the crest of a breaking wave.
            

            
                For a long time she floated. The humming ebbed and flowed, now ascending to a fine point, now dropping to a murmur. Sweat poured from her, and with it a tension that seeped from her muscles and into the water. The knot in her stomach began to unravel. She focused on her breath. The space within her lungs expanded, her chest rising and falling like a bellows.
            

            
                Images arose in her; thoughts of her childhood, fragments of forgotten conversations. She saw herself as she had been before she entered this room, watched the events of her life replay on an endless loop. The past flowed from her, mixing with the water that surrounded her body.
            

            
                Over time the humming grew softer, until it was hardly louder than a sighing wind. The water too was diminishing. It seeped from the room as if through hundreds of secret holes. When it was gone, the humming stopped. The tips of Claire’s fingers scraped dry concrete. With an effort, she rolled onto her side.
            

            
                The old man sat in front of her, still as a carved idol. He made no sound. Behind him, the vines that covered the walls were rippling. Loosely, Claire watched them wave in an absent breeze. Her body was inert; she felt that the glue holding her together had weakened. Her arms grew heavy. With a soft pop, they detached from her shoulders.
            

            
                She was not alarmed. It seemed a natural thing, but even as she watched her arms fall, they began to evaporate; they grew misty, as translucent as steam rising from a hot pool. Before they reached the ground they were gone. Claire opened her mouth to speak, but no words came to her. Just beyond the ring of candles two wavering lines had appeared. These were her arms, fading back into existence. They hovered in the air behind the old man.
            

            
                Claire saw that her ankles had uncoupled, and her knees; drifting away, they reappeared beneath her floating arms. Piece by piece her body was lost to her and reassembled across the room. Her eyes were the last to go; when she opened them, she was standing outside the circle, with the old man seated in front of her.
            

            
                Her mind reeled in a cascade of sensation: candle light and cool air, the blood-rust scent of the sap she’d drank, its bitterness filling her mouth. Panic seized her – somehow she had left the safety of the circle. Frantically, she commanded her body to move, but it would not respond. There was a horrible awareness of being watched: she was utterly exposed, a microbe under a lens. At the far wall, the vines had begun spreading over the door.
            

            
                She would be trapped. Already the plants had converged over the door frame and were slipping around its metal handle. The old man made no sign he was aware of any of this. For all Claire knew, he was asleep, or dead. She tried to call out to him, but her mouth refused to open. All her muscles were like wood. Her feet were rooted in place, and her arms stuck fast in their joints. She could only watch as the vines crept ever more fully over the room’s only exit. Soon they had swallowed it entirely.
            

            
                She stood in an orange, leafy prison.
            

            
                A sound like the clapping of two old, dry hands; Claire crumpled to the floor. The shock of pain hit her knees first, and then her wrists as she attempted to break the fall. Straining, hair streaming over her eyes, she pushed herself up and lurched in the direction of the door.
            

            
                It was like relearning to walk. Her body was a heavy, lumbering thing, a puppet jerking in clumsy hands. Her feet thudded into the ring of candles, causing two to snuff out as she sent them clattering across the concrete, twin wisps of smoke trailing behind. Claire crossed the circle, and on the far side, ploughed into the vines where the door should be. Leaves lanced her face, scratching at the exposed skin of her neck. Nothing checked her progress. She slipped into the foliage.
            

            
                Darkness, and the rustling of leaves; she took several great lungfuls of rust-scented air. Arms groping forward, her fear flew ahead of her. One step further, and she emerged into candle light.
            

            
                She was back in the same room, facing the ring of candles. The old man was gone. In his place was a mirror.
            

            
                Reflected in the glass was Claire’s body. Beyond the mirror, dozens of tiny flames were dancing. Claire observed herself. She was disturbed by the way she looked: brutally thin, with eyes like sunken pits. Her reflection passed a hand through limp hair. To Claire, whose own hands remained at her sides, this was very strange.
            

            
                “Where am I?”
            

            
                It was her reflection speaking. Claire blinked.
            

            
                “I,” she said. Her reflection took a step back.
            

            
                “Who are you?”
            

            
                Your reflection, Claire thought. The other woman’s eyes darted from one corner of the room to another. She looked terrified.
            

            
                “Where are we?”
            

            
                “It’s alright,” Claire told her. The woman blinked.
            

            
                “What am I doing here?”
            

            
                “Getting help,” Claire said. The woman shook her head. This was no mirror image: the woman was there, alive and breathing. A double, Claire realized, as the woman who looked like her began to pace within the ring of candles.
            

            
                “There’s no help,” she muttered. “Nothing will ever help.”
            

            
                “You’re right,” Claire responded. The woman stopped moving long enough to look at her.
            

            
                “So what’s the point?”
            

            
                “I don’t know,” Claire admitted honestly. The woman uttered a grunt of annoyance. She started to move again. Her fingers flexed and clenched. She was careful not to step beyond the circle, even at the gap where Claire had knocked over the candles. Growing frustrated, she sat down. Claire joined her inside the ring. The way the other woman rested her arms on her knees reminded Claire of the old man. It occurred to her that this might in fact be her guide, wearing her reflection as a mask. If it was him, the performance was impeccable.
            

            
                “What’s that?” the reflection asked, pointing.
            

            
                Claire glanced over her shoulder. Behind her, a knife hung suspended in the air. It was the box-cutter from her apartment. Motionless, it rested a foot and a half above the floor. Cautiously, Claire moved toward it. The knife’s rendering was flawless, every nick and scratch recreated in stunning detail.
            

            
                “Where did it come from?” the woman beside her asked. Claire shrugged.
            

            
                “I’m not sure,” she said.
            

            
                “Don’t touch it.”
            

            
                The woman’s voice trembled. To reassure her, Claire placed a hand on her shoulder. The knife was now resting on a perfect replica of the coffee table in Claire’s living room. Her brow tightened; she was sure there had not been a table a moment before, but the memory was oddly distant. She felt as if she was looking out at things through a pane of fogged glass.
            

            
                Stepping back, she noticed that her couch had appeared, as well as the window beside it. Claire faced the street. The other woman came with her, so that Claire was able to observe her reflection in the glass. Outside, the road was orange in the light of a single lamp post.
            

            
                “What is that?” her reflection asked. Claire squinted: something was affixed midway up the metal post – a small, half-orb of black plastic.
            

            
                “A camera,” she said.
            

            
                “Come away from the window,” her reflection hissed. “They can see us.”
            

            
                The woman retreated, and Claire joined her on the couch. Candle light was playing on the room’s off-white walls. The woman brought her knees to her chest. Together they considered the knife.
            

            
                “I hate it,” her reflection whispered. Claire took her hand.
            

            
                “Don’t be scared,” she said. “Nothing here can hurt you.”
            

            
                The woman’s fingers tensed, and Claire responded with a light squeeze.
            

            
                “I need to leave,” the woman said. “I can’t be here.”
            

            
                She scanned the contents of the room, the piles of boxes scattered over the floor. Again and again her eyes were drawn to the knife. It was the only thing that possessed any clarity.
            

            
                “Neither of us can leave,” Claire said softly. She touched the woman’s face; a tear was slowly crawling along her cheek.
            

            
                “I’m afraid,” the woman whispered.
            

            
                “It’s alright,” Claire told her. “I’m right here with you. I’m not going anywhere.”
            

            
                This was true, she realized. 
            

            
                Claire closed her eyes. The woman who looked like her sighed, and then fell silent. After a time, Claire removed her hand. When she opened her eyes, she found herself alone. Taking a deep breath, she reached for the knife. She thought of how she must appear to the people watching, a thin woman seated on a couch in her apartment, her face streaked with tears. The handle of the knife was cool in her palm. In her stomach, a little fish was stirring. Slowly, Claire extracted the blade.
            

            
                She placed her thumb on the tip of the knife. Breath filled her lungs as she pressed down, but her skin refused to break.
            

            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                    03.  The Ride
                
            

            
                The canal’s face is cut with diamonds, the reflected glare of street lamps and floodlights from the loading docks on the far bank. Perched on a gleaming motorcycle, a teenage boy is staring at the water. His reflection atop the bike is a rippling distortion, foreshortened and almost unrecognizable. Lightly, he runs a hand over the bike’s front cowl. A Vision Mark 1, painfully new, its ink-black frame unmarred, the chrome edging immaculate. A lavish gift for his 17th birthday, it was also one the boy knew was coming. His father had promised, and no matter how grudging or reluctant it might have been, his father was a man who’d built a reputation by delivering on his promises. The boy spent months agonizing over the model and specs before finally settling on the perfect ride. Even now he can’t quite believe the bike belongs to him. He is an impostor, a fraud, a nervous kid seated on far too much machine.
            

            
                “Tann.”
            

            
                His step-sister’s voice causes him to start. Helmet slung under one arm, nightshade jacket like a tailored shadow, Aida is everything the boy hopes one day to become. He watches her approach, the raven-black hair falling at an angle over her brow, and a thin scar like a curved blade that runs along her jawline. When Tann was first introduced to her at their parents’ wedding, it was like meeting a visitor from another world. Standing in front of him now, she is the road personified, and he is not aware of staring, only of the dryness in his throat, and the small, knowing smile that has materialized on his step-sister’s mouth. 
            

            
                “You’re good?” she asks him. Tann nods. He has developed the habit of speaking as little as possible around her. He finds he makes fewer mistakes this way.
            

            
                “I need to hear you say it.”
            

            
                “I’m good,” he tells her, flushing at the unsteadiness in his voice. Aida sighs.
            

            
                “I’m going out on a limb here,” she continues. “You’ve got to keep up. I don’t have time to babysit, and neither does anyone else.”
            

            
                “Relax.” The boy risks a smile. “What could go wrong?”
            

            
                This produces a laugh, and Tann sits up straighter, a warm shot of adrenaline working through him.
            

            
                “Just follow my lead and don’t do anything stupid. Got it?”
            

            
                Again he nods, and for the first time he is gifted her touch: momentary, sisterly, her gloved hand is on his shoulder. Before he has a chance to react, she is already walking away. Tann permits himself to breathe.
            

            
                Lowering his helmet, he looks once more at the canal. Through his tinted visor the reflected lights are deadened somewhat, purplish and wavering. The bike, and his own reflection, could belong to anyone. With a vicious swipe he pulls the clutch and hits the ignition, and the Vision Mark 1 roars into life.
            

            
                Aida has mounted her own machine, a red Mark 2. Scattered nearby are the rest of the crew: Gin (Sword AX, black), Maj (Vision Mark 1, yellow) and Lukas (Rise 100x, green), all of them helmeted and waiting. Aida swings her black face panel in Tann’s direction. One of the others revs an engine.
            

            
                No words are spoken. None are needed. They start, and Tann follows, the vacant stretch of concrete falling away and the canal receding in his mirrors. Aida pulls ahead, her bike’s red tail light streaming, and then it’s Maj and Gin and Lukas (Tann lets them go, savouring it, every wheel a silver black blur, each body fused to its machine). Thunderous, ecstatic, their passage is like a saw ripping through the night.
            

            
                It was this sound that hooked him, years ago, when as a child he sat awake and listened from his bedroom to the bikes passing on some distant highway, dreaming of what it would be like to ride as a member of a crew, the rush of it, the brotherhood of the pack. Now that sound is his own, the Mark 1 singing as Tann settles forward over the throttle, a single, silent node within the searing thrust of sonic violence.
            

            
                Aida has already reached the ramp, and one by one the crew leans into it; ascending the slope to the highway, the city is revealed by degrees, and as Tann tracks the stuttering high-rises whipping past he knows that he is here, finally, right where he was meant to be. The muscles in his legs are like coiled springs, and his head sits light on his shoulders. The bike’s heat courses through him like a consecration. He releases a single, whooping call, his voice raucous inside the helmet. The elevated highway narrows to the horizon, a river of pavement sprayed orange by the soaring lamp posts.
            

            
                Accelerating just hard enough to catch up to Aida, for an instant her helmet is tilted in his direction, and then she is hurtling forward, head down. Tann glances again at the skyline, the endless sea of towers and wide stretch of clouds, a distant helicopter running parallel to the road, one searchlight forcibly seeking.
            

            
                Aida has her arms upraised, and Tann can almost hear her brief, girlish laugh. Gin swerves to the left, edging the median. A car appears, heavy and lumbering, and then there is another and another and another. Tann darts between the traffic, drifting in and out of the spaces that are always there, expanding and contracting. Unfurling, the highway is a neural net, and he is a synapse, firing.
            

            
                As the road burns away, Aida takes the exit for the Avenue of Parades. Drifting forward, the crew descends to street level. On either side, granite buildings are slashed by tree limbs, statues of important men standing at intervals in the strip of grass between the lanes. One intersection flies past, and then the next, but the third halts them. Tann pulls up to Aida and the three others fall into a neat line at his right. 
            

            
                The light changes. The crew surges forward. Tann follows, shoulders arched, his back a rigid curve. Laughter comes to him a moment before he knows it as his own. Just ahead, a black sedan enters his lane, separating him from the group. In an instant, Aida has disappeared around a corner, and one by one the others are lost to view. Swearing under his breath, Tann attempts to pull around the car, but suddenly he is boxed in: a massive, 16-wheeler has appeared at his left, while to his right is another sedan. Risking a look over his shoulder, he is greeted by a row of cars. There’s no way he can make the turn. Instead, he is forced to drift with the flow of traffic to the following set of lights. By the time he makes a left, Aida and her friends are gone.
            

            
                The boy slows the bike and pulls up at the curb. Fumbling, he succeeds in removing the phone from his jacket. Hastily, he composes a text to Aida:
            

            
                Lost you on the Avenue. Let me know where to meet.
            

            
                Tann’s eyes have shut. He knows the text is useless. There’s no way Aida will be checking her phone now. Besides, she warned him. She gave him one instruction, to keep up, and he couldn’t even get that right. He’ll be lucky if she ever meets with him in public again, let alone invites him into her crew. In the closeness of the helmet his breath is very loud. He slams a balled fist into the meat of his thigh. When he opens his eyes, he is almost shocked to find the street unchanged. Cars pass, and the lights switch colour; the night has gone on without him. He is on his own.
            

            
                There are other crews, he thinks bitterly. Aida does not have a monopoly on the road. If he put out a call, the promise of his name alone would have dozens lining up to ride with him. The Tanning family fortune is legendary. Throughout the boy’s life, the privilege of his birth has offered a soft cocoon. He has been handed every advantage, except that of connection: his so-called friends at school aren’t riders, and he knows what Aida’s crew thinks of him. To Gin and Maj and Lukas, he’s nothing better than a tourist. His father’s money furnished him with a private driving instructor and a state-of-the-art machine, but it will never buy respect. That can only be earned.
            

            
                The boy releases the air from his lungs. Maybe if he can find them again, rejoin the pack, he might still have a chance. He won’t crawl home with his tail between his legs. Not yet. Hitting the ignition, the bike returns to life. The hint of a smile appears at the boy’s mouth; he is young, and has never known defeat. Looking over his shoulder, he pulls away from the curb.
            

            
                Ahead, the Avenue of Parades broadens in a long ellipse around the Governing Seat. Floodlit, the massive structure rises into the night, cutting off any view of the oncoming lanes. Marble columns flicker past, and then the outgrowth of scaffolding on the building’s east wing. As one block bleeds into the next, the city changes its face: government mansions give way to apartment complexes and rows of shuttered restaurants. The onrushing air cools the boy, settling his thoughts. There is the road, the precision growl of the bike’s engine, and in the space between one breath and the next, the answer comes to him.
            

            
                The artery, he thinks; the great canal. The neon-drenched heart of the city, the artery is the place where nights are born, and where they go to die. Aida has talked about it more than once. After a long night, she and her crew stop there to refuel. To find them, all he has to do is get there first.
            

            
                Glancing over his shoulder, he swerves sharply to the left. A sudden u-turn causes a horn to blare, and Tann laughs loudly in his helmet. Cutting through a trash-strewn alley, he passes over the Wine-Seller’s Bridge and into the low town. The buildings here are older, the concrete smog-blackened and splotchy with mold. Electrical lines hang over the street in shallow arcs. Hundreds of parked bicycles in jumbled rows flash by, and as many people. Tann slows, weaving his way through the gathering crowd. Soon he is forced to dismount and walk the bike. With his helmet in place, he imagines himself as he must look to everyone else. A figure shrouded in black, he is the reaper, stalking, and the crowd parts in front of him.
            

            
                The first rumour of the artery arrives in its smell, a low, organic murmur like a damp animal. The streets grow increasingly compact, discount shopping centers and 24 hour eateries cramming up against one another for space. Touts stalk the crowd, pushing everything from host bars to gambling dens. Bales of trash are humped at every corner, the humid air diffuse with refracted light. Parking the Mark 1 at the foot of a crumbling staircase, Tann ascends the embankment. The great canal stretches in front of him.
            

            
                A broad incision of water, the artery is razor-straight, its surface painted in neon. Towering entertainment blocks rise in either direction, every free inch of space encrusted with the flashing, blinking logos of restaurant chains, beer companies, confectioneries. Along both banks, docked in an unbroken, kilometer-long chain, are the dining skiffs. The artery’s most storied attraction, these converted fishing boats act as floating restaurants, serving up cheap food and a respite from the district’s more harried entertainments. Smoke and the fragrant scent of grilling meat waft along the embankment. Mouth watering, Tann removes his helmet. The dawn seems far off, and he could spend half the night combing the streets without running into Aida. Burning thirty minutes in a skiff and heading out with a full stomach suddenly strikes him as a good idea. If he’s lucky, Aida and the others might even wander by while he’s eating.
            

            
                Descending a rusting ladder, he boards the nearest skiff. Behind a makeshift counter of salvaged wood sits the cook. A young man only a few years older than Tann, he smiles in welcome.
            

            
                “What can I get you?” 
            

            
                The man’s voice is lightly accented, his dark eyes kind. Behind him, lashed to a pole at the skiff’s bow, is a simple wooden mask. Tann understands this as a symbol of the man’s religion; growing up in the city’s affluent suburbs, he has rarely had the chance to meet anyone from the low continent. Though obviously poor, the young cook holds himself with an easy confidence that Tann looks on with envy. In his pristine jacket and designer jeans, the boy now feels like a fool, and an urge to impress this calm, pleasant cook wells up in him.
            

            
                “The soup,” he announces. “With rare beef.”
            

            
                He read somewhere that this is the most authentic version of the low continent’s beloved dish, and his order is rewarded with a grin from the cook. Turning to his work, flames leap up from the gas stove as the young man expertly tosses handfuls of ingredients into a pan; meat hissing on hot metal, a tang of potent spices prickles Tann’s nose. In what seems like no time at all, a steaming bowl of soup is set in front of him, a generous portion of noodles and beef glistening under the oil-spotted broth.
            

            
                “It’s hot,” the cook warns, but Tann is already lifting the bowl and taking a scalding mouthful. He laughs, spluttering, pleased to hear the cook laughing along with him. For a brief moment, his worries are forgotten. Then, a brief buck and dip of the skiff announces the arrival of other customers.
            

            
                “This looks like a fun place.”
            

            
                Tann glances up. A man the size of a boulder is lowering himself onto the bench. Despite the mid-summer heat, he is bundled in a knee-length jacket; the synthetic material creaks as the man settles himself, the jacket’s dark folds catching the light from overhead billboards in streams of sinuous colour. The man’s pale head has been scraped mercilessly bald, and strapped to his face are a pair of goggles so dark the eyepieces are like holes bored into his skull. Tann has never seen this kind of tech up close, but there’s no mistaking it. Both goggles and jacket are the mark of an agent. He is sharing a bench with the strong arm of the Institute for Applied Research.
            

            
                Along with the agent is another man, dressed in a crumpled dress-shirt and slacks. The man’s lower lip is split and swollen, the collar of his shirt spattered with blood. One arm, his right, is crossed tightly over his narrow chest, the hand buried in the opposite armpit. Hesitant, he stands to one side like an uninvited house guest. Sighing heavily, the agent takes him by the shoulder and hauls him onto the bench. 
            

            
                “A beer,” the agent says. “Nothing for my friend. He’s had enough.”
            

            
                The cook’s face has gone blank. Wordlessly, he turns to the skiff’s fridge. Next to Tann, the agent is pulling something hard and flat from his jacket pocket. As the big man sets this down on the counter, Tann examines it from the corner of his eye. Ugly as a squat beetle, the rectangular device ends in a curving pair of metal tines. It is an Institute taser, the preferred instrument of their agents, and it rests less than an arm’s length away.
            

            
                Making no mention of the weapon on his counter, the cook returns with an open beer and a cold mug. Pouring carefully, he sets a stream of amber liquid frothing and swirling up the glass, his motions as deft and precise as any ritual. As soon as he’s finished, the agent sweeps up the mug and sets into its contents with force. Foam trickles from the corner of the big man’s mouth and along his jaw. With a bang he sets the empty mug on the counter.
            

            
                “Something on your mind kid?”
            

            
                The pits of his lenses are trained on Tann. Hastily, the boy looks away. At the far end of the counter the bloodied man has bowed his head over his arms. Both are visible now, the one he’d been taking pains to hide culminating in a blunt stump. Tann’s brow curls; there is no mark on the man’s flesh, no scar. A birth defect? But the line of demarcation at his wrist is too perfect, too straight. It is almost as if the hand had been surgically removed. The man is muttering to himself, head rolling on the counter. Casually, the agent cuffs him with the back of his hand. There is a brief moan, and the man falls silent.
            

            
                Tann has no idea who this person is or what he’s done to wind up in the Institute’s crosshairs, but the smart thing to do would be to pay the bill and leave. On any other night that’s exactly what he’d do, but the agent’s arrival presents an opportunity Tann can’t ignore. If he plays this right, he might just have a chance to earn back his step-sister’
                s respect.
            

            
                Aida is a hopeless tech junky, obsessing over anything new, anything cutting edge. For her, the thrill of the road is only part of the reason she rides. She lives for the machine itself, the precision engineering, the specs. If he returned with an agent’s taser in hand, it would go a long way towards making amends. Swallowing, he pushes the bowl of soup to one side and nods at the one-handed man.
            

            
                “What’d he do?”
            

            
                The agent is signaling the cook for another beer.
            

            
                “Took something that didn’t belong to him,” the big man says, after a pause. The prisoner’s head is turned to the side. If he is aware of being discussed, he makes no sign. A fresh mug has materialized on the counter, and once more the cook enacts his long, flawless pour.
            

            
                “See kid,” the agent goes on. “The problem with people nowadays is they all want something for nothing. Think they’re entitled to it. Take this idiot.”
            

            
                He jabs a thumb in the direction of his prisoner.
            

            
                “He’s got a nice job. Nicer than mine anyway. A clean lab to run tests in all day, comfy chair. Never has to work in the heat, never has to get rough with anyone. But it isn’t enough. Gets it in his head he deserves something more. Right?”
            

            
                A beefy elbow to the ribs causes the prisoner to gasp.
            

            
                “Sit up straight when someone’s talking to you,” the agent instructs, but without malice. A parent admonishing his wayward child. “Where was I?”
            

            
                “He wanted something more,” Tann manages.
            

            
                “That’s right,” the agent replies. “Life wasn’t enough for him. It was too small maybe, or too easy. Anyway, he gets tired of it, and he starts to skim a little off the top. Not money, you understand. He wouldn’t be here sharing a companionable evening with us if he’d gone for money. No, this guy’s skimming product. Getting high on his own supply, dipping into that high-grade Institute mystery. And you know what? We were happy to have him do it. Somebody’s got to test the stuff. Normally we’d have to pay, and here this guy’s doing it for free. But then he had to go and take it too far. That’s the lesson in all this kid.”
            

            
                The agent is nodding, clearly enjoying himself.
            

            
                “Don’t let things get out of hand.”
            

            
                He bellows a laugh before returning to his beer, the muscles in his jaw working like pistons. With a luxurious belch he sets the mug down.
            

            
                “You gotta know when to quit,” he says. “That’s what you’ve got to -”
            

            
                The rest of his words are drowned in a strangled cry; the one-handed man is lunging forward. Instinctively, the big man twists, grabbing him by the lapel. Tann leaps up as the bench tips over, the two men landing in a tangled heap at his feet. With a dry clatter, the taser falls with them.
            

            
                The cook is shouting, rushing forward in a vain bid to forestall the violence. Reaching for the taser, Tann’s heart sinks as a wayward kick from the prisoner sends it spinning behind the counter. The big agent has the man by the throat; eyes straining, face turning a vivid shade of red, the one-handed man struggles to reach the mug on the counter. Grasping the handle, he brings it down with swift brutality. An arc of beer sails as glass cracks against bone. The big man folds inwards, and the other is on his feet. Dazed, the agent manages to grab an ankle, taking him down. In the confusion of flailing limbs, the goggles are ripped from the agent’s head.
            

            
                A small crowd has coagulated on the embankment above them. There is laughter and the sound of scattered cheers, exhortations to get the bastard, to kill him; the scene stutters madly in the flash of camera phones. Through the chaos, Tann’s eyes land on the goggles. In the same breath he is scooping them from the beer-slick floor and hauling himself up the ladder. The big man roars behind him, either in frustration or triumph, but Tann is already running, darting between dozens of blurred faces. The goggles swing in his grip, light as cloth.
            

            
                He flings himself down a flight of stairs. Several other bikes are now parked alongside the Mark 1. Straddling a red Vision XL is a female rider. Middle-aged, her bleached hair wound in a tight bun, the woman gapes at him.
            

            
                “You alright?” she asks.
            

            
                “Never better,” Tann replies, mounting the bike and shoving his key in the ignition.
            

            
                “Kid!”
            

            
                The agent is rounding the corner, lumbering toward him in a mad rush. Pedestrians scream as the big man barrels through the crowd.
            

            
                Pulling the goggles down and around his neck, Tann pops the clutch and guns the throttle. The bike shoots over the curb and into the street. Tires squealing, burnt rubber fills the boy’s lungs. Standing in the middle of the road is a wide-eyed girl in a miniskirt. Veering wildly to avoid her, Tann plows through a mountain of garbage and emerges in a blast of plastic bags and foul-smelling water. Behind him, more panicked cries: in Tann’s mirror the agent is shoving the female rider to the ground, stealing her ride. From her knees, the woman raises a fist as the agent pulls away.
            

            
                To Tann’s right is an incline of concrete, mercifully free of human traffic. Jumping it, the Mark 1 is a loosed arrow, and for a single, glorious moment, the boy is soaring, stomach lodged in his throat. With a bone shaking-thud, he returns to earth. Speeding down an alley, water streams from the corners of his eyes as he first careens past an overflowing dumpster and then an open door where a man in a white apron is smoking in a column of light.
            

            
                Spit from the alley and into a blare of oncoming headlights, he hops the median and pierces the far lanes. There is a chorus of horns and screeching brakes and in his mirrors the near-miss of a mass collision as traffic scatters to avoid him.
            

            
                “Shit,” he says, the wind ripping the curse from his lips. His grin flares and dies when a second backwards glance reveals the agent gaining on him. The boy blinks, half-blind, as a burst of acceleration causes more water to spurt from his eyes. It’s then that he remembers the goggles. With one hand he drags them into place.
            

            
                The world is gone. In its place is a devastating emptiness. Tann’s mind reels under a flood of incoherent sensation. He lacks the tools to process what he’s seeing. Consciousness does not deal in negatives: the boy is not here, the road is not beneath him. Imagine a face with its skin peeled back, two bulbous eyes peering out from a mass of bloody pulp. That’s all, the universe reduced to a hideous pair of staring eyes. Its unflinching gaze is as sharp as a tanner’s knife; inch by inch, second by second, Tann is being flayed. He rides over the surface of a void. Gasping, he rips the goggles from his eyes.
            

            
                The world as he has known it returns. The road is beneath him. The bike and his body are both real things, cut from the same stuff as everything else. This is reality, and Tann’s head is swimming. He takes one lungful of air, and then another. Behind him, the agent continues to gain. Compulsively, Tann reaches again for the goggles. Swallowing in a dry throat, he slips them over his eyes.
            

            
                Once more he is plunged into emptiness, but now, as if inoculated by that first brief encounter, he is able to sift through the deluge. There is the flattened road, and the lines of traffic like trails of shivering smoke. Buildings as flat as architectural sketches rise in a matte-black sky. The bike he rides and his own body could be sculpted from wax. In his mirrors, the pursuing agent is a slick simulacrum, a caricature. Sickened, Tann averts his eyes, but everywhere it’s the same thing. Reality is a lie, and his own life is a cheap parody. The spoiled rich boy who dreamed of becoming a rider – it’s a joke, and the laughter arrives from deep in his chest. At least he finally gets it. Breathing freely, he settles in over the throttle. Every joke needs a punchline.
            

            
                The boy’s thoughts are floating an inch over his head. Viewed through the Institute’s lenses, everything takes on an odd clarity. Tann will never lose the agent. That much is obvious. The goggles are important enough for the man to abandon a prisoner. To keep them, Tann must want them more. He has to be willing to put everything on the line.
                
            

            
                Ahead, the Avenue of Parades unrolls like a long, black tongue. In the distance looms the Governing Seat. The scaffolding on its east wing looks as flimsy as a pile of sticks. A hard push would bring it down.
            

            
                Already Tann is veering from the road. His grip is tight on the throttle. The bike is a furnace between his legs. As he leans over the cowl, a snarl erupts at his mouth. The agent is meters behind as the boy surges into the thicket of scaffolding. Without slowing, his body arced against the onslaught of air, Tann raises his arms. Cold metal slaps his hands; he grabs hold, swings back, and abandons his ride.
            

            
                He watches his bike, reveling in the frozen moment. It is truly his now, possessed in the instant he gave it up. For a heartbeat the perfect machine maintains its course, and then a shudder through the front wheel sends it skidding to the pavement. With a nauseating scream of metal and a shower of sparks it slams into the first support column.
            

            
                Shoulders straining, Tann releases his grip from the overhead bar and lands in a heap on the concrete. Looking up, he peers into a single, burning eye – a headlight, and his death. He jumps back just as the agent races past; for an instant the air is cut with oil and gasoline. Inches from his face is the frame of the Vision XL, and above it is the agent, his mouth pried open, brow twisted in rage. A dull boom follows, and the groan of twisting metal. The scaffold is collapsing.
            

            
                Aida stares at the canal without seeing it. A trembling sliver of light edges the horizon. It is almost dawn. She has been waiting for over an hour. As soon as she received Tann’s text, she sent another back, instructing him to meet her here. Once more she checks the time, resolved to wait until sunrise.
            

            
                A thorn of worry is lodged in her chest. She has kept the boy at a distance over the years, but she won’t forgive herself if something happened. Protecting him was the whole reason she agreed to let him ride with her in the first place. There is no keeping Tann from the road. It would be useless to try, and Aida did her best to make her stepfather understand that. At least with her, Tann would have someone around to keep an eye on him. He might be a pain in the ass, but he is also the only brother she’ll ever have. One day he might even learn to see her as a sister.
            

            
                “Aida!”
            

            
                She looks up. At first she takes him for someone else, Gin maybe, or Lukas. The boy’s back is straight, his steps even. The thorn in Aida’s chest burrows deeper as her brother’s blood-smeared face comes into view. Knuckles popping ominously, her hands curl into fists.
            

            
                “Where’s your ride?” she asks.
            

            
                Tann shrugs.
            

            
                “Couldn’t keep it,” he replies. His voice is steady, the tremble she is used to hearing in it missing. Her eyes widen as she spots what he’s holding.
            

            
                “Are those?”
            

            
                With a broad smile, the boy offers her the goggles.
            

            
                “You’ve got to try these,” he says.
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                04.  A Seer
            

            
                The one they brought in earlier is crying again. Seated in a plastic chair with her head in her hands, the woman’s shoulders move in short, trembling bursts. There’s no telling what’s upset her, what she might have lost, or is afraid of losing. Her sobs cut clear across the room.
            

            
                “Is someone going to do something for her?”
            

            
                The detective frowns.
            

            
                “Who?”
            

            
                Craning his neck, he turns to follow my line of sight.
            

            
                “Her? She’s in here every other day.”
            

            
                The man’s head is a massive, shining block. His angular jaw is edged by a trim beard, the black bristles dewy with sweat. Years of abuse have reduced what must have been a powerful frame to something heavy and rounded. The cheap fabric of his shirt strains against a swollen midsection. Only the look in his eyes is flat. To him I’m just another administrative hiccup, the promise of future paperwork.
            

            
                “You said you went looking for them?” he asks.
            

            
                “That’s not what I said.”
            

            
                Some frustration has entered my voice. The detective’s mouth curls.
            

            
                “My mistake.”
            

            
                “I was there on a job.”
            

            
                He thumbs the tablet in front of him.
            

            
                “That’s right. ‘Conducting a census of the city’s homeless population.’ Heartwarming stuff. That Institute of yours is a real pillar of the community.”
            

            
                “It isn’t ‘my’ Institute. I’m a freelancer under contract.”
            

            
                As the large man leans back, the discount office chair he’s been saddled with groans in protest.
            

            
                “Tell me about the seer,” he says. A self-satisfied smile has crept into his face. He must have been looking forward to this.
            

            
                “I already explained all that.”
            

            
                “Sure,” he says, nodding like he understands me, like the two of us go back a long time. “Sure you did. It’s all here in the report. But I’m a little slow. Got to hear something with my own ears to wrap my head around it. So enlighten me about this famous seer of ours. What’s she like?”
            

            
                The woman in the back has stopped crying. Head tilted upward, her empty gaze tracks the lazy whirling of the ceiling fan. The detective has his fingers interlaced over his belly. We swim in an ocean of details: woman staring at a fan, detective’s blunt fingers threaded. How many of these things are predestined? When she spoke of my future, could Maria see this too?
            

            
                I called myself a photographer. As I was paid to take pictures, technically that was true. Most of my income came from engagement and wedding photos, with the occasional glossy product shot thrown in for variety. I can’t say I hated the work, but I absolutely felt it was beneath me. Like a lot of people I knew in the business, I styled myself an artist. My only advantage was that I never let those pretensions get in the way of a paycheck.
            

            
                I spent whatever free time I had shooting in the streets. After a job, I’d pick a direction and walk until my feet gave out. I shot everything, people’s faces, blurred headlights, rain-washed stretches of concrete. Amateur stuff really, and no one was buying, at least not from me, a girl with no contacts and a foreign-sounding name. So when I saw the job post for the survey, I figured it was a good chance to add to my portfolio while making a little extra cash on the side.
            

            
                The project aimed to document the city’s homeless population. Embarrassed by the number of street deaths over the past winter, the local government saw the plan as the first step in a coordinated response. They talked about it just like that, making use of a lot of suitably official-sounding words. I had my doubts as to whether anything would ever come of it; there’s no shortage of good intentions in the world, but how often does anything really change? It certainly didn’t inspire much confidence that the whole thing was outsourced to the Institute for Applied Research.
            

            
                I guess the Institute has always bothered me. Even its name seems calculated to annoy, hovering right on the edge of functional and meaningless. “Applied research” could refer to anything, and pure science is the least of the Institute’s concerns. They hold any number of patents, underwrite infrastructure projects, act as the de facto provider of various social services. Their private security forces are legendary. Besides the money and the exposure I’d get for joining the project, a part of me was curious to get a look at their operations up close.
            

            
                It was possible I even cared a little about the issue. Spending so much time on the streets, homelessness was impossible to ignore, and I got used to seeing the same faces day after day. Some managed to scrape by alright, but a lot of these people were in serious pain. Walking past never failed to leave a sour taste in my mouth. The best I could do was to spare a little change and respect their privacy by leaving them out of my pictures. I knew street photographers who disagreed with that stance, believing their work helped draw attention to the problem, but for me the line between activism and exploitation was too fine. In that sense, the Institute’s project was a convenient salve for my conscience. I’d be able to document a segment of society that all too often went unnoticed, and then, patting myself on the back for being such a good person, I could happily get on with my life.
            

            
                The orientation was held in a nondescript office about a block from Appin Station. I’d been expecting something more elaborate, but it turned out the Institute didn’t even own the building. They’d simply rented out the 5th floor and brought in a trainer. A short man with a receding hairline, he pushed through the seminar in a low mumble. Besides myself, there were maybe twenty other recruits, most of them male. After briefly outlining the project’s goals, the trainer explained our duties and how to submit the data we’d be collecting. The gig seemed easy enough. Each of us would be assigned a partner and a ‘Zone’ in which to work. I drew Zone 10, and a younger-looking guy named Matt. He wore glasses, spoke softly, and barely made eye contact when I shook his hand.
            

            
                Together, we were to cover our Zones and make note of any distinguishing physical characteristics of the homeless people we encountered, as well as their names and ages whenever possible. Only after direct verbal confirmation had been given were we permitted to take pictures. This seemed to be a legal sticking point for the Institute, and the trainer returned to it several times throughout his presentation.
            

            
                It was dry stuff. I noticed a few of the other recruits nodding off, but one thing the trainer said left an impression on me. A graph projected on the whiteboard showed the number of deaths among the homeless population over a 20 year period. The numbers were consistently rising, and had peaked at a record 289 the previous winter.
            

            
                “Obviously this isn’t a full or accurate count,” the trainer said. “These are official figures as provided by shelters and the police. Our own research has indicated there may be many more individuals who are never found or even reported missing in the first place. These people simply disappear.”
            

            
                His voice trailed off, and he moved on to the next slide. A man sitting in the back had fallen asleep. Soon after, the session came to a close.
            

            
                Before I could leave, the trainer approached me. A stale odor wafted from him, and I had to fight not to wrinkle my nose. There was a bright orange spot of some dried sauce or powder on his lower lip that distracted me immensely. His skin was sallow. He might have been sick. I stood as far back from him as the tight confines of the space would allow.
            

            
                “Yes?”
            

            
                I have a knack for speaking with a confidence I don’t always feel, but even I was impressed with the steel in my voice. The man responded with a hesitant laugh.
            

            
                “No, nothing. Just a small problem. I’m only now realizing that you and your partner have been assigned Zone 10.”
            

            
                From where we stood, I could just make out Matt standing by the elevators.
            

            
                “That’s what it says on the form you gave us,” I said.
            

            
                “Yes, well, that was perhaps an error on our part. As you know, along with the canal, Zone 10 includes the Narrows.”
            

            
                “I saw that, yes.”
            

            
                “I know that you’re with us on a contract basis, but the Institute takes worker safety very seriously. If you’d feel more comfortable in another Zone…”
            

            
                I smiled brightly.
            

            
                “Why wouldn’t I feel comfortable?” I asked. The small man squirmed a little. Of course I knew what he was getting at. His tone dripped condescension, but I was curious to see if he’d actually come out and say it.
            

            
                “Well, as I’m sure you’re aware, it isn’t the safest part of the city. You might not, that is… I could assign you somewhere else.”
            

            
                “Oh, you mean because I’m a woman.”
            

            
                He winced as if he’d bitten his own tongue.
            

            
                “I didn’t mean to imply… I would just hate you to feel that we hadn’t done our best for you.”
            

            
                “That’s nice, but I was happy with the assignment.”
            

            
                “Yes?”
            

            
                “Absolutely. It’ll make the commute easier. I live in Zone 10.”
            

            
                I left the trainer blinking. Corralling my partner, I shoved him into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby.
            

            
                “So, you’re a photographer?” he asked, once the doors had closed.
            

            
                “Matt, don’t even start.”
            

            
                He swallowed, and spent the remainder of the ride staring at his shoes. When we reached the ground floor I waved him off and headed in the direction of the station. I was already thinking about the best way to handle the assignment. What the Institute called Zone 10 was an area of several square kilometers centered around the great canal. The district was well-known for its homeless population, with some estimates of the number of illegal encampments pegged at well over a hundred. Most of these were built under the numerous bridges that spanned the water.
            

            
                Looking to save money on rent, my mother and I had moved into the area the previous winter. Sharing an apartment with her wasn’t my idea of an ideal living situation. The two of us didn’t see eye to eye on much. Innocent conversations had a tendency to wind up in shouting matches. There were days when it took all I had to stay, but a sudden infection and a botched surgery the year before had left mom’s mobility impaired. She was unable to work, and it fell on me to support us. Maybe she wasn’t easy to get along with, but she was still my mother. I wasn’t going to leave her on her own.
            

            
                The next morning she got up in time to see me off. I could feel her eyes on me as I sat in the hallway pulling on my boots.
            

            
                “So now you’re some kind of activist,” she said. She stood in the doorway with the help of her walker.
            

            
                “It’s a paying gig mom,” I muttered.
            

            
                “Sure, sure, lots of money in the homeless these days.”
            

            
                “They’re not the ones paying.”
            

            
                She sniffed.
            

            
                “I don’t like the thought of you out there on your own with them. Crazies and murderers and who knows what else.”
            

            
                “I’ll be fine,” I said. “And I’m not on my own. I have a partner. His name is Matt.”
            

            
                The mention of a male name mollified her somewhat. I thought it best not to mention that Matt appeared useless. There are things a mother doesn’t need to hear. Instead I kissed her cheek; thin strands of her hair tickled the side of my neck. Her skin, as always, smelled of loose-leaf tobacco and herbal soap.
            

            
                “I love you,” I said. She nodded, squeezing my arm. I went to the door and when I turned she was already hobbling back into the kitchen. Light from the window edged her nightgown. I told myself that she was getting stronger all the time.
            

            
                Outside, the streets were already crowded. Teenagers in loose packs were on their way to school, while older men sat taking coffee in front of shuttered storefronts. I bought a pastry and a milk tea from a street vendor and headed to the canal.
            

            
                The Institute had recommended moving through our assigned Zones in a grid pattern, but there was no way I was sticking to that. Knowing the area, I’d instructed Matt to meet me at the Wine-Seller’s Bridge. The vibrant tourist and entertainment district on the east bank attracted a lot of panhandlers, and it just made sense to branch out from there.
            

            
                Matt was waiting at the bridge. He bobbed his head when he saw me and made a brief attempt at a smile. A battered Vigil 200 hung from a leather strap at his neck. It was rare to meet anyone who still used film, and I gave his gear an appreciative nod.
            

            
                “Nice camera,” I said. “Very old-school. The Institute paying your development costs?
            

            
                He grinned sheepishly. 
            

            
                “No,” he replied. “This one is just for me.”
            

            
                He pulled a small point-and-click camera from his pocket.
            

            
                “I’ll use this for the project. They didn’t seem all that concerned about quality.”
            

            
                I laughed.
            

            
                “That’s the spirit. You’re ready?”
            

            
                He nodded and I led the way across the bridge. Despite my first impression, Matt turned out to be surprisingly good company. Quiet by nature, he started to open up once we got talking about cameras. He actually referred to himself as a photography buff, and I had to swallow a laugh when I realized he wasn’t being ironic. Although his knowledge of technical details was at least as good as mine, he seemed awed by the fact that I worked in the industry.
            

            
                “I’m in data-entry,” he admitted. “It must be unreal to take pictures for a living.”
            

            
                I snorted.
            

            
                “Sure, getting ordered around by brides all day. Hit on by drunk groomsmen. Searching for that perfect angle where the light hits the wedding cake just right. It’s all so glamorous.”
            

            
                “But you’re a real photographer,” he insisted. “It’s inspiring.”
            

            
                “Well,” I said. “If a paying job is all it takes, I guess now you’re one too. Welcome to the sorority.”
            

            
                He laughed, clearly pleased, and together we spent the morning surveying the blocks around the Wine Seller’s Bridge. All told, we met or came into contact with several dozen homeless people. Most had already heard about the project, and the general attitude seemed to be tolerant amusement. The majority were open to having their pictures taken, and several of my shots turned out at least passably well. 
            

            
                One is a closeup of Max, 58. He is perched on the concrete embankment next to the canal. His right arm is extended, palm up. His skeletal fingers are blackened with dirt, his long nails cracking. Waves of gray hair tumble from his head, and within an impressively matted beard his toothless mouth is split in a wide grin. Behind him are the multicoloured billboards of the entertainment blocks that line the canal.
            

            
                Another shows a 22 year old woman named Kes. She is seated on a stretch of cardboard in front of a convenience store. The sides of her head are shaved, while the rest of her hair is pulled back and tied at the nape of her neck. She is dressed in dark, oversized cargos and a black hoodie that barely covers her plump abdomen. Written in large, block letters on another piece of cardboard are the words “HOMELESS AND PREGNANT.” She is winking, her pink tongue sticking out.
            

            
                In another, Paul, 43, is standing next to a rough tent of blue tarp. He has a cap pulled low over heavy brows. His cheeks are clean shaven, and his left leg is missing below the knee. He supports himself on a battered pair of crutches adorned with all kinds of impractical objects: the torsos of plastic dolls, strings of fake flowers, bottle caps. He is not looking at the camera; his eyes are on the ground, his knuckles bone-white around the crutch grips.
            

            
                Regular people down on their luck. Addicts and runaways and castoffs. The mentally ill, locked inside of invisible prisons. Twice we had to call the paramedics, the first time for an older man lying unconscious on the pavement, and then again for a guy in his 20s who we stumbled on bare-chested and trembling in a doorway, his pants spattered with blood. We did our best not to upset anyone, or to frighten them, but it was uncomfortable work. It felt a little like taking inventory. These were people with lives of their own, and there we were reducing them to statistics. Names and ages. Physical characteristics. Singling them out for study because the circumstances of their lives had led them to the street. Even if the aim of the project was good, it made me uneasy. Still, I don’t cut corners on a job. The Institute was paying me to document these people, and that’s exactly what I did. All except one.
            

            
                —
            

            

            
                She was born in the northern mines. At that time, miners like her father could still afford houses in the heart of town, and she grew up in a big, red-brick affair with a porch and a wide yard. Her favourite place was the front window. As a child she enjoyed gazing outside with her forehead pressed to the glass. Watching was one of the few things she did well. Her eyes were keen, and sharp at catching details. She noticed, for example, that her father’s coat was fraying at the elbows, and that he walked stiffly, favoring his right knee where he’d been hurt in the accident (this happened before she was born, and had never been properly explained to her.) As he left for work on winter mornings she watched his breath exit in white puffs, knowing how it must smell: spiky and warm, like a rotten fruit, just the way it did when he kissed her goodnight. Long after he’d rounded the corner and disappeared, the girl would still be at the window, staring at the empty street.
            

            
                Her mother was tall, but a slight stoop and a quiet, submissive nature gave the impression of a much slighter woman. Her brown eyes were edged with flecks of coral yellow. A loose bun of prematurely white hair was pinned at the back of her neck. If spoken to without warning she might start, as if surprised at being noticed. 
            

            
                The girl herself was slow. She knew because she was told this several times, both by her parents as well as her teachers. She had been slow to learn how to walk and talk, slow even to recognize her own name. Once she finally did find her voice, she never said the right thing, blurting out whatever strange idea came into her head. Twice she was held back in school. It wasn’t so much that she didn’t understand. She was just so easily distracted. There was too much to see, and the world was crammed with details.
            

            
                When she was no more than six or seven, her mother caught her staring at the ceiling in her bedroom. There was a large water stain there, and the girl liked to run her eyes over the warped paint and the spidery network of cracking plaster. Poised in the door frame, her mother inhaled sharply when she realized what the girl was doing. In an instant she had crossed the room, her hand raised and brought down in one swift, savage motion; the pain of it was less than the shock. Scrambling away, the little girl gaped as tears welled in her eyes.
            

            
                “You were muttering to yourself Maria,” her mother said, no longer looking at her. “You mustn’t do that. It isn’t good.”
            

            
                The next day her father set to work repairing the ceiling. This incident was never discussed, and her mother never hit the girl again. That duty was passed to her father, who did so frequently, and for the same reason. Maria was forbidden to talk to herself, and when threats and violence failed to curb the problem, the girl was punished in other ways. Food might be taken away, or she was made to scrub the floor or beat the rugs, but this only made things worse, as she lost herself in a slippery collocation of soap bubbles or the symphonies of dust her broom sent swirling in the air.
            

            
                Maria’s punishments grew routine, and were accompanied by a constant weight of shame. She didn’t mean to be disobedient, but she could not control herself, and her parents began to regard her as one might look at a thing rather than a person, a small, thin-limbed creature that had scurried out from under a rock. Nothing they tried had an impact. The girl was constantly muttering under her breath, caught in an odd, nearly dreamlike state in which any of a hundred different things might conspire to pull her mind in a new direction. Over time, the punishments grew less and less frequent, until at length her parents simply appeared to lose interest in her, accepting that nothing could be done, that their only offspring was irreparable, broken, and Maria was left alone to stare into odd corners, at dust or the cracks in a wall. Left to talk to herself in peace.
            

            
                If that had been the end of it, her life might have turned out differently. Maybe, given enough time, she could have found a way to cope with her issues. But she had run out of time. Once she reached puberty everything changed.
            

            
                The cramping of her first period was violent. A horrible pain assaulted her. It felt like someone had their hands inside her, digging away with blunt fingers. Maria was bedridden for more than a day. At times she was aware of her mother’s presence in the room, but she was alone when a wave of pain broke and crashed so violently it threatened to consume her; a strange, orange light sparked behind her eyes as a dull knife twisted in her stomach. Every muscle in her body seized. Her mouth was pried open in a silent cry.
            

            
                Then, blinking back tears, it was over. The pain, the light, the clenched muscles – all of it was gone. Her body felt loose, her mind oddly clear. She’d bled profusely, but that was not what interested her; in her agony she had wrenched the sheet free from under the mattress. Now it stretched out before her in a topography of wrinkles. Maria’s eyes traced a fold from her upraised knee to the foot of the bed. Undulating like the back of a snake, like a foreshortened dune in a faraway desert, the fold spoke a word:
            

            
                Mother.
            

            
                The bedroom door swung open; her mother entered bearing a tray with a jug of water and a few towels. Meeting her daughter’s eyes, an understanding flowed between them. With unsteady hands, her mother set the tray on the nightstand.
            

            
                “You knew I was coming?”
            

            
                The girl nodded, transfixed. Her mother looked away, her lips compressed in a tight line.
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I never wanted this for you.”
            

            
                At last Maria understood; she and her mother were the same. The older woman had known what lay in wait in the cracks in the ceiling and the folds of her sheets. She knew because she saw the same things Maria did. The knowledge was choking her, but somehow her mother had found a way to live with it. The girl managed a weak smile. If her mother had unlocked that secret, maybe she could too.
            

            
                Alcohol helped. She discovered this when she was still a teenager, sneaking glasses of whiskey from her father’s bottles. Everything was much easier when she was drunk. She talked to herself less frequently, and the overwhelming detail of the world was softened. What’s more, she enjoyed drinking. The burn of the alcohol at the back of her throat was a pleasure that never left her.
            

            
                She had expected to be punished for drinking. Instead, a willful blindness settled over her parents. Maria guessed this was her mother’s doing, as a tenuous recognition settled between them. They didn’t talk openly. Her mother never spoke about anything other than the most practical or commonplace things, the food on their table, or the chores to be done. To Maria, it appeared that her mother was living with a pair of invisible hands wrapped around her throat, but at least she saw what Maria could see, and heard the same voices. There was comfort in that, but no solution, and as the years passed, the hope that things might get better began to fade.
            

            
                As soon as she was old enough to leave school, Maria took work as a cleaner in a hotel and later with several families. She never lasted anywhere long. The constant stream of speech that flowed from her mouth as she scrubbed the toilets or washed the windows was off-putting, and she often arrived on the job smelling of liquor. She continued to live with her parents, occupying the same small room at the top of the house, staring out the front window and talking to herself. People started to call her crazy. Maria was more confused by the label than stung. As far as she was concerned, they were the crazy ones, not her. Everywhere the world was broken, faded, cracking. There were holes out there big enough to swallow them up; one false step and they’d fall right in. Why couldn’t they see that? But they didn’t, or wouldn’t admit that they could, while Maria muttered under her breath, and got lost in small details, and drank. She had no friends to speak of, no social life. At times she thought about dying.
            

            
                What other people called the future spoke to her from the cracks. She would be tracing a warped linoleum tile or shard of broken glass when a thought occurred that was disconnected from time. These were mostly useless things, fragmentary and inconsequential: the certainty of heavy rainfall, a whispered conversation between her employers, her father stumbling home drunk after work. To Maria, the future was just another crowd of details. It wasn’t until she began to eat powder that she could properly be called a seer.
            

            
                It was a crack in the road in front of her house that told her where to find it.
            

            
                Northside,
                it said.
            

            
                It wasn’t a sound. What she heard was never noise exactly. Words entered her head, and she responded; without a second thought, she began walking north.
            

            
                Northside was built on the bones of the district’s original settlement. As production at the mines increased, so too did the size of the population. By the time Maria was born, most of the houses had already been torn down and were being converted into tenements. Several loomed above her now, massive blocks of concrete, unmarred and silent. It was the crumbling streets that did the talking, telling her about the people who would come to live there, describing their hopes and fears, the ghosts they would bring with them, their deaths. The cacophony was incessant, and she grit her teeth and pressed her hands to her temples. One word above the others was repeated most often: 
                river
                , it said, over and over again. Only when the road gave out at the edge of the tenements did the world at last grow silent.
            

            
                Before her was a field overgrown with calf-high weeds. A wide strip of gray water churned in the distance. As Maria approached the river, her progress was observed by a raven perched on a large stone. The bird’s black eye flashed, and a light wind touched the back of Maria’s neck. She knelt by the water’s edge. Beneath the rippling current, dark weeds fluttered over hundreds of small stones. One of these caught her eye, as orange and brilliant as a sunset. She reached out for it. The cold water was bracing against her skin, the small rock brittle in her fingers. Even in her loose grip, the “stone” began to break apart. Standing, Maria held it up to the light.
            

            
                Imperfectly round, the stone’s rust-tinted contours were carved with such fine detail that Maria could have spent the rest of her life staring at them.
            

            
                Taste, they told her.
            

            
                The stone was slippery with river water. Loose bits were already flaking off to congeal against her skin. Maria put the stone in her mouth and chewed. The flavour was shocking, at once metallic and rotten, like an old piece of fruit that had been doused in blood.
            

            
                The wind took the ends of her hair, sent them trailing over her shoulders. Sunlight glanced on the river’s skin. The raven darted in the sky. Maria exhaled, calmly watching as the present moment rolled on and on into infinity.
            

            
                Later she learned that many other such rocks were discovered in the mines. The miners called the substance powder, and in time it became quite valuable, but Maria regarded the whole business as a ludicrous waste of time. Why bother digging for something when you could fish it out of the river? Maybe it was just that the miners didn’t know about it, though the orange stones were always perfectly clear to her.
            

            
                It was through powder that Maria was able to conceive of her abilities as a gift, and in time to turn that gift into a practice. Asking questions of the world, she learned to interpret its answers. Her parents were to die (first her father, of a heart attack that everyone but him had seen coming, and then her mother, of suffocation, Maria thought, even if the doctors called it pneumonia.) She would see no money from the sale of their house. Whatever income it generated was to be siphoned off by an unscrupulous lawyer. Her remaining family, a pair of distant cousins who lived in the capital and whom she had never met, would offer no help. Maria was to be alone.
            

            
                Powder granted her perception, but it offered no relief to her restless mind. She continued to spend a great deal of her time drunk. The coldest nights she spent at a local shelter, but those were experiences she would rather not recall. Most often she resided in an alley off 3rd Bridge. It wasn’t warm, but there was some protection from the rain and snow, and the brick walls were full of cracks. From these she asked many questions, and some of the answers she revealed to others.
            

            
                She informed a passing girl, no more than 16 years old, that the girl was pregnant, and that her boyfriend would not stand by her, but that she should on no account panic, since her family loved her, and would never abandon her. All this the girl absorbed with her back turned, at first walking away, and then running. As a result the police were summoned, though no charges were laid.
            

            
                Once, on an errand of her own, she came across a runaway. The little girl was terrified, lost in a part of town she had no business being in. In the child’s small palm, Maria saw a forking: left on her own, the girl’s path stretched to a grim future. Staying with her parents was little better, but at least with them she had a chance. Taking the girl’s head in her hands, Maria spoke the words that sent her home.
            

            
                Later she helped a man she met at a shelter to locate his estranged son. He was living at a certain address in the capital, but the man was not to call or arrive unannounced. Instead, Maria told him, he should leave a note on his son’
                s door, an invitation to meet at a neutral location, such as a park or cafe. Following this advice led to a reconciliation of sorts, and the grateful man began to spread the word about the homeless woman who could see the future in crumbling brick.
            

            
                Despite her gift, other people, even those she worked to help, remained incomprehensible to her. At times she would seek out physical contact, but these were short, and often brutish affairs that did little to satiate the urges that had inspired them. More common were the unwanted advances or outright assaults that she avoided by following the patterns in broken glass or a stretch of peeling paint.
            

            
                For her help she might accept payment in the form of food or other small, useful items, but never of money. She knew that to do so would be to invite disaster; her gift may have been practical, but it was by no means natural. Profiting from it would be a profound mistake. Instead, she used what she learned to heal what could be healed, and to make whole what could be mended. Among the homeless her name was spoken with the hushed reverence usually reserved for royalty or saints. She was different, they said, and saw what others could not. Only Maria knew how badly they’d misjudged her. Everything she saw was already in place. In the most fundamental ways, in all the ways that mattered, she was just like them. Another imperfect person living in a broken world.
            

            
                She aged. Time flowed around her in a swift current, and inside it she saw her features erode, her flesh at first toughen, and then sag on her bones. Her wiry hair grayed, growing increasingly tangled. Her joints ached, and a bent spine tormented her.
            

            
                The town aged with her. Work at the mines dried up as production shifted overseas. Northside crumbled at its edges, and the homeless population swelled. The alleys around 3rd Bridge filled with tents and cardboard dwellings and the complaints of local businesses grew louder. A program to “beautify” the downtown core gave police the authority to forcibly remove anyone caught sleeping outside. There was a general exodus to the capital.
            

            
                Maria was one of the last to leave. The fractured windshield of a parked police car told her it was time. A young officer glared at her from behind the glass, waving her off with an impatient brush of his hand. Maria nodded, cracking a deferential smile. Later that night she climbed aboard a freight train and watched as the lights of the only home she’d ever known receded into the distance. In the capital her strange celebrity would continue to grow. Sought out by the curious and the hopeful alike, and eventually by the authorities, no one reached her unless she willed it. For herself, Maria knew she would find no peace in the city, only wider cracks, and deeper wounds. All of this she saw coming, consoled by the knowledge that no matter how dark it might be, at least the future did not change.
            

            
                —
            

            
                We spent the morning surveying in the entertainment district along the east bank. In the afternoon we crossed back over the canal. Restaurant and entertainment towers dominated the water’s edge, but past them the west bank was drab and working-class, its roads lined with apartment blocks and second-rate offices. It was also the only way into the Narrows.
            

            
                Accessed by an arterial road about a block and a half from the bridge, the Narrows were a snarled collection of laneways and alleys. Through a combination of government incompetence and local opposition, the area had been left untouched by development. The Narrows’ twisting passages verged on the claustrophobic, offering just enough room for two people to pass one another without brushing against the walls. The buildings were a ramshackle corruption of corrugated sheet metal, exposed brick and whatever else was on hand. Power cables snaked along walls and sagged overhead like knotted hair. Cats stalked the shadows, and the gutters ran with foul-smelling water.
            

            
                It was also a great place for a drink. Every laneway housed dozens of bars, most no larger than a walk-in closet. Inside, there might be space for a group of four to drink comfortably, or a dozen to cram into a sweating mass, and the prices ensured there was always more than enough business. It was next to one of these bars that I met the seer.
            

            
                She was squatting by the door, head bent low over the pavement. A smoky tangle of hair covered her arched shoulders. Long-limbed and thin, she mumbled to herself, swaying a little as she passed back and forth on the balls of her feet. Before I had a chance to speak, she turned to me. Her face was as wrinkled as a dry apple. An upwards glance wrenched a gasp from my throat; ringed in yellow, the woman’s calf-brown eyes were clear enough to pierce the heart. 
            

            
                “You took your time getting here,” she said, in a voice that trembled on the edge of breaking. “As if anything before this mattered.”
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” I answered automatically.
            

            
                “Been waiting all day, but you were too busy playing with your lens I expect.”
            

            
                As I floundered through a response, Matt inserted himself between us.
            

            
                “It’s good to meet you,” he said brightly. “We’re conducting a survey – ”
            

            
                The old woman raised a hand, silencing him.
            

            
                “Yes, your survey. The Institute. I know all this. Told me weeks ago. But it’s not you I talk to. It’s her.”
            

            
                A yellowed fingernail was directed at me.
            

            
                “Come here and learn something.”
            

            
                She shifted a little to make room. A strong odor of cheap liquor and sweat rose from her body. Her clothes were badly stained, and something dark and sticky was lodged in her hair at the crown of her head. She was older by far than anyone else we’d met on the street. Older than it seemed a woman living outside had any right to be.
            

            
                A shaft of pure light descended between the segmented rooftops to fall at the woman’s feet. Inside that square of light was a deep hole. Utterly black, the hole stood in hard contrast to the brilliant, cracking pavement. As I watched, the woman thrust her right hand in to the wrist. With the index finger of the other hand she traced one of the cracks that stemmed from the hole, confidently following as it branched and forked to a conclusion. All of this she did without looking down. Her eyes never left my own, and this close, I could see the flesh that housed them was puffy and inflamed. Her right eye might have been infected; a whitish discharge leaking from its tear duct coursed along a seam in the woman’s brown skin.
            

            
                “You’re working to record us,” she said, as her finger blindly traced the crack in the pavement. She hadn’t meant it as a question, but I nodded anyway, still finding it difficult to locate my voice.
            

            
                “You’ll find some of us here in the Narrows. More are waiting at the canal’s mouth.”
            

            
                “I’m not going that far south,” I managed. She brushed the words away with an impatient motion of her hand.
            

            
                “Yes you are. That’s where you’ll find them. The lost ones.”
            

            
                The old woman was nodding, no longer looking at me. A series of low, meaningless syllables burbled from her lips. Hunched forward, she examined the crumbling edge of the hole. Inside it, her hand was swallowed, invisible. I was aware of Matt hovering at my side, hands on his camera. He must have been itching to get a shot of the two of us, but to his credit he controlled himself.
            

            
                “I’ve been tracing your line,” the woman announced. She tapped at one of the cracks with her free hand. “You see, this is when we meet, just now, and then there’s a forking. It goes its own way, and so do you. We all follow our course. Everyone does. The cracks are where life flows as it leaves us drop by drop.”
            

            
                “Intense,” Matt breathed. I shot him a silencing glare.
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” I said, turning back to the woman. “I don’t understand.”
            

            
                As she scowled, the lines in her forehead dug trenches.
            

            
                “Who said you had to understand? Think I have time to explain it? I’m not getting younger. Just look. Look right here.”
            

            
                She pointed to the intersection of two cracks.
            

            
                “One is you. The other is a man. He’ll offer you a choice between time and money. Choose the money.”
            

            
                “What money?”
            

            
                An exasperated growl escaped her.
            

            
                “The money doesn’t matter. Finding them does.”
            

            
                “Finding who?”
            

            
                “Told you already. The lost ones. This world is ugly, right? Full of cracks and holes. Some people fall in, that’s all. They get lost, swallowed right out of time. Nothing new in that. Happens every day. But these ones, you have a chance to find.”
            

            
                “I don’t understand,” I said again, lamely. “If there are people in trouble and you know where they are, just tell us and we’ll do our best to help.”
            

            
                The old woman sighed. Her breath was full of alcohol, but there was something else, a metallic edge mingled with the sharp aroma of rotting citrus.
            

            
                “I don’t know where they are. I just know that you’ll find them. Feel the difference? Look for something red. Twice it will be in your eyes, but only once you’ll see it. Look back to catch it, not forward. But I’m not worried about you. You’re a seer too, no?”
            

            
                She poked at the camera hanging from my neck, and laughed.
            

            
                “Now you’ll want to get along.”
            

            
                As a passing cloud covered the sun, the square of pavement went dim. No longer looking at me, the old woman pulled her hand from the hole. I was dismissed. On unsteady legs I rose and walked to the end of the alley. Matt followed. For a second I glanced back. The old woman was still bent over the ground. Her lips were moving as she went on tracing lines in the pavement.
            

            
                Once we turned the corner Matt released a tight, explosive laugh.
            

            
                “Holy shit!” he exclaimed, a wide grin stretched across his boyish face. “That was Maria! The seer! I mean, it had to be, right?”
            

            
                “She was the seer,” I agreed. My insides were a tight mess. Luminous vibrations buzzed in the air around me. It seemed best to play things as cool as possible.
            

            
                “We’ve still got a lot of ground to cover,” I found myself saying.
            

            
                “Come on!” Matt insisted. “We’re not going to talk about what just happened?”
            

            
                “No, we’re not. And you’re not. Let’s just get back to work alright?”
            

            
                He shook his head, but he complied. At least for the first ten minutes. Then he brought it all up again, and again a little while after that, until finally I realized it was a lost cause. I kept my responses as noncommittal as I could. The fact was I didn’t know what to say. I’d just had my future told by the seer. How was I supposed to react? Rather than attempting to explain it, I focused on the job at hand. It was the same with my mother; when things got bad between us I turned to my camera and went for a walk. The streets were my constant. They gave so much, and demanded so little. It was everything else that was hard.
            

            
                For the remainder of the afternoon I pushed us, poking into the narrowest alleys and darkest corners. Several times I insisted on retracing our steps just in case we’d missed someone. As we worked, my mind kept wandering back to the seer. I half-expected to find her around the next corner, squatting on the balls of her feet and working over some crack or imperfection in the ground. But she was gone. Either that, or she moved in our wake, following just behind as we made our twisting progress through the streets. It was hours before I finally admitted that we’d done enough. Visibly exhausted, Matt nevertheless offered to walk me home.
            

            
                “I think I’ll stick around,” I said. “I could use a drink.”
            

            
                “I’ll come with you,” he replied quickly.
            

            
                “I’d rather be on my own.”
            

            
                The disappointment showed in his face, but I’d long since given up sugarcoating things for the sake of a male ego. There was nothing personal about it. Matt was alright. Another time, it might have been good to talk shop with him over a beer. I just didn’t have the energy. I was wrung out, and I needed room to digest everything that had happened. Wishing him luck, I headed back in the direction of the closest bar. Before I’d reached the end of the block my cell rang. A shiver went through me as I pressed the phone to my ear.
            

            
                “Yeah?”
            

            
                “Hello, am I speaking to Alina Saj-Sajah–”
            

            
                “Sajjadi,” I corrected him. It was the trainer from the Institute. I’d stopped walking. In my gut, something like a knot was tightening.
            

            
                “Hi Alina, sorry to bother you. We have a favour to ask.”
            

            
                “Yes?”
            

            
                “I’m afraid there’s been an issue with one of our other recruits. I’m told there was a minor altercation involving a homeless man and, well, the long and the short of it is this particular recruit will no longer be participating in the survey.”
            

            
                “Alright,” I said. “What’s the favour?”
            

            
                The nervous laugh that slithered from the phone caused my toes to curl.
            

            
                “Well, all of this means that our survey of Zone 11 is unfinished. I thought you and your partner might want to earn a little extra by finishing things up for us there tomorrow. Of course, if you’d rather not, I completely understand. We’ll find someone else.”
            

            
                I saw again the old woman’s eyes as she looked at me. A choice between money and time, she’d said.
            

            
                “It’s not a problem,” I managed. “Remind me again about Zone 11?”
            

            
                “Old Port,” the trainer said. “The mouth of the canal. I’m told the east bank is accounted for, so just focus your survey on the west.”
            

            
                It took me a second to locate my voice.
            

            
                “Leave it to us then.”
            

            
                The man thanked me profusely. I hung up, and for a moment I debated going after Matt. There was a reason we’d been assigned partners, and Old Port was no place for a casual stroll. Still, it was me the seer had spoken to, not Matt. I wanted to see things through on my own, and there was no way I was leaving it until the morning. Mind made up, I crossed the street and hailed the nearest cab.
            

            
                “Old Port,” I instructed the driver. He was a big man, and the muscles in his neck strained as he twisted to get a look at me.
            

            
                “What are you going down there for?”
            

            
                I raised an eyebrow, and my camera.
            

            
                “Work,” I answered dryly.
            

            
                The man shrugged.
            

            
                “You’re the boss,” he said, pulling away from the curb. I fixed my eyes on the streets through the window. As the driver continued southward, the buildings slowly aged. Apartment complexes gave way to warehouses and industrial sites. The sidewalks emptied of people, and by the time the cab approached the mouth of the canal we were the only car on the road.
            

            
                Old Port was abandoned. As the floods had worsened year after year, it was finally cheaper just to pack everything up than repair the levees. Now, the area was little more than a swamp. Deserted factories and gutted shipyards rusted in up to a meter of water. Migrating birds stopped there on the journey south, and in the summer, mosquitoes bred in their millions; a soggy haven for gulls and illegal dumping, it was exactly the kind of place a person might go to disappear. 
            

            
                The cab driver brought me as far as the entrance to an old service road. 
            

            
                “You’re sure you’re alright down here?” he asked. 
            

            
                “I’m fine,” I insisted, getting out of the cab. The man shook his head, but he took my money, and I watched as the car performed a u-turn and disappeared around a corner. The air was scented with brine and a hint of rancid oil. Nothing moved; the omnipresent crash and hum of the city was gone. I was alone.
            

            
                Across the road was the parking lot of an old sugar factory. Wrenched from its hinges, the factory’s gate lay in a twisted heap on the concrete. It seemed as good a place as any to start. 
            

            
                Past the fence, the downward slope of the parking lot created a wide basin of pooled water. Clouds were drifting over the glassy surface. My limbs were heavy, and the muscles in my neck ached. I was exactly where Maria had placed me. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind about who or what she was; you spend enough time in the capital, you’re bound to hear stories about the seer. As far as anyone knew, the woman was never wrong. However cryptic she might be, the things that Maria saw happened. I pictured her face as I walked, the lines etched at the corner of each brilliant eye. Looking back, it all seemed like something from a dream. 
            

            
                The sun hung low in the sky, and my shadow stretched like a narrow finger across the water. Each step caused a silent blossom of silt to bloom at my feet. Now and then a minnow darted in the murk. In the distance, a pair of gulls stood watch on what remained of a rusting crane. Out of long habit, I had my camera pressed to my eye. I shot everything, but aside from a few rough encampments set up in a row of shipping crates, there was no sign of habitation.
            

            
                The back end of the factory was demolished, and much of the ceiling had caved in. Low hills of crumbling brick and metal pipes jutted from the water. Needing a break, I climbed to the top of the tallest pile and stretched my legs over the rubble. Water ran from my boots to darken the bricks around my feet. By that point, a low wind had picked up. Tattered plastic bags caught in the surrounding fence whipped and crackled like static.
            

            
                Idly, I swatted at a mosquito buzzing next to my ear. With my camera in my lap, I spent some time going back through the photos. There were dozens of high-contrast shots of the factory and its reflection on the water; several close-ups of the cracks that split its concrete walls; a bright slash of red. I frowned. Peering closer, I realized that the colour belonged to a skirt, and from beneath it extended a single bare, brown leg.
            

            
                I scrolled back. By the third photo I could make out the girl’s face.
            

            
                She was young – no more than 8 or 9 years old. Her hair was cut short, but gracelessly, as if hacked blindly with a dull pair of scissors. She was framed in the shadow of some kind of gap or doorway. The shot’s angle made it hard to tell. I zoomed in. At the highest level of magnification, the girl’s expression became clear. She was terrified.
            

            
                How had I missed her? She was no more than a few pixels, her red dress just another part of the background noise, but even so I should have caught her. In a rush, Maria’s words came back to me: look back to catch it, not forward. All at once I scrambled down the pile of bricks and back into the water. Within seconds my jeans were soaked. The camera banged and crashed against my chest. Now and then I paused to cross-reference my location with the pictures I’d taken. Even still, it proved extremely difficult to find the place. The closer I got, the more the factory’s walls aligned at angles that made no sense. From time to time I somehow lost sight of the building itself, a pain like a barbed thorn growing behind my eyes. At last, close to giving up, I turned to find a black hole cut in the center of a crumbling wall.
            

            
                It was like a piece had been ripped out of the world. The perspective was all wrong, the distance between my body and the gap in the wall shifting at random. Suddenly I found myself staring down something like a short tunnel. Inside was the girl in the red dress. She was huddled with a group of others. There were maybe ten of them, men and women, young and old alike. Some were asleep. An old man was cradling a child in his arms. There was no floor beneath them, no walls. I was looking at a group of people surrounded by emptiness. In a hoarse shout, I called out to them. The girl in the red dress looked up. As I strained to reach inside the hole, there was a rush of air and the murmur of a hundred whispered voices. The girl lifted her arm; her small, hot hand curled around my fingers. With a hard pull, I wrenched her into the light.
            

            
                The detective scratches at the back of his ear.
            

            
                “That’s it huh?” he asks. “You stumbled on them just like that?”
            

            
                “That’s it.”
            

            
                “Myself, I would have chalked all this up to bullshit, but that Institute of yours doesn’t waste time. Got a call from one of their scientists around an hour ago. He’s confirmed your story. Calls that hole you found a ‘pocket universe.’ Something like a sinkhole, he said. The technical details escape me, but the long and the short of it is, those people were as good as lost. Then you happened to show up.”
            

            
                “Believe me, I don’t understand it any more than you do.”
            

            
                Pushing a deep breath through his nostrils, the detective leans back.
            

            
                “Oh, that part’s easy enough to believe.”
            

            
                Over his shoulder, the woman who’d been crying is looking at me. She has her legs pulled up on the edge of the chair, her arms wrapped around her bony knees. Tracks of black mascara stain her cheeks. The detective tosses his tablet onto the desk.
            

            
                “There’s only one problem,” he says. “I’ve been through your camera. There is no ‘girl in a red dress.’”
            

            
                My forehead tightens.
            

            
                “What do you mean?”
            

            
                “Lots of shots of the factory. Some water and clouds. Very artistic. But no red dress. No little girl. So why don’t you tell me how you really found them? It was the seer, wasn’t it? She’s the one who helped you.”
            

            
                In my lap, my hands are balling into fists.
            

            
                “I’m telling you the truth.”
            

            
                “Some of these people have been missing for years. Shit, most don’t even know what year it is. Apparently time in that hole flows differently than it does up here.”
            

            
                “What else do you want me to say?”
            

            
                “Look, if there is an elderly psychic out there living on the streets, we’d like to bring her in. There are a lot of people higher up on the food chain than myself who’d like a chance to talk with her. And it’d be good for her too. Give her a place to stay at least, a warm bed to sleep in.” 
            

            
                “You want to help her out, is that it?”
            

            
                “Would that be so bad?”
            

            
                “If only everyone on the streets was a psychic. We’d have this homeless situation cleared up in no time.” 
            

            
                The detective doesn’t respond. The shabby police station has the grainy cast of under-exposed film, and I’m sick of having to look at it. Pressing my palms into the edge of the desk, I haul myself upright.
            

            
                “I’m tired,” I say. “It’s been a long day. You want to ask me something else, you know where to find me.”
            

            
                The detective chews on this awhile. At length he nods, and enters something in the tablet.
            

            
                “Alright. We’ll be in touch. You can claim your things at the front.”
            

            
                I can feel his eyes on me as I pick my way through the rows of cluttered desks. The woman in the back flashes a tight smile.
            

            
                “Cops, right?” I say.
            

            
                She laughs. The sound is like a gun going off. I can still hear it from the lobby. Someone yells for her to shut up, but the woman goes right on laughing.
            

            
                In the lobby, I sign at a tall desk to retrieve my camera. Just as the detective said, there are no shots of the girl in the red dress, but that doesn’t mean anything. For all I know, the pictures were deleted. Evidence goes missing all the time. Doesn’t change the fact that I brought a young girl out of the dark. Her and all the others. They’re here now, as surely as I am. Not that I have any clue how it happened. One second I was reaching into a hole in the world, pulling out one person after another, and the next I was standing in front of the crumbling wall of an old factory, the girl in the red dress clinging to my waist. The hole was gone, or at least I couldn’t see it, and neither could anyone else. Most of them were dazed, bewildered, shading their eyes from the sun. They kept asking me what happened. I didn’t know what to tell them, and by the time the police arrived I’d given up trying to explain. I was too tired to think straight, and I must have let slip to the officer who took my statement that it was the seer who helped me find them. I watched as one of the other officers draped a blanket around the girl’s shoulders and led her away. It was the last I saw of her. I have no idea where she is now, whether she has any family to return to. No one bothered to tell me.
            

            
                I push through the heavy doors and out of the station. It’s late, but the streets are still crowded. A line of cars is stalled at the intersection. I pass an old woman huddled at the mouth of an alley. Her gray hair is matted, and one small hand is busy sweeping the dust from the pavement.
            

            
                “Maria?” I ask, but the eyes that look up at me are blue. The woman raises her hand.
            

            
                “Spare change?”
            

            
                I rummage around in my empty pockets.
            

            
                “Sorry.”
            

            
                She has already forgotten me. In the lamplight, the woman’s slight body casts a heavy shadow on the wall. It stands there like a hole in the brick, and it’s all I can do not to picture her falling.
            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                05.  Masks
            

            
                The mushrooms were almost weightless. In my palm I held three stems and two mid-sized caps. The colour of dead skin, here and there veins of soft, powdery blue were interwoven through the stalks. Somehow, they appeared to be waiting on me, so I threw them into my mouth and chewed. My face tightened as a cloying, earthy taste spread along my tongue and into the back of my throat. I went on chewing until nothing was left but a pulpy mass. Swallowing, the muscles in my jaw relaxed. Adam was laughing at me.
            

            
                “Don’t throw up on the floor alright?”
            

            
                I nodded, reaching for my water.
            

            
                “It’s not just the taste,” I said, sucking back on a few loose bits that had gotten stuck to my teeth. “It’s the fear.”
            

            
                “Yes!” Mark chimed in. “There is fear. Popping those things, it’s like – here we go!”
            

            
                “Fear of losing control.”
            

            
                Mark shot a finger at me. He was seated on the couch with one arm draped behind his head. He looked very comfortable there, as if the room was an outgrowth of his body.
            

            
                “Exactly,” he said. “You might lose control. But let’s say you do. Where does it go?”
            

            
                “Just because you lose something doesn’t mean it’s gone anywhere.”
            

            
                Mark seemed to consider that. I laughed, unsure myself whether or not the statement had any value. It was a game, stringing words together to see how they clicked. We all talked that way.
            

            
                I took another drink of water. It felt very pleasant going down, and soon I felt something working at the base of my spine. The edges of my thoughts grew loose. Like running ink, one bled into the next. Mark’s living room, that odd collection of mismatched furniture and vintage art he’d either bought at garage sales or rescued from the street, took on a new gravity. Observing the change, my chair threatened to consume me, and I stood up and went into the kitchen.
            

            
                Over the moldering stack of dishes I noticed a single drop of water hanging from the mouth of the faucet. The transparent bead caught the light and warped it. Gently the drop elongated, until at last it hung by an almost invisible thread. My heart reacted badly to this, and I turned away rather than watch it fall. A stone landed on my shoulder, squeezing me: Mark’s hand, and his broad face, wide open.
            

            
                “What is it?” he asked.
            

            
                “I kind of got lost for a minute.”
            

            
                “It’s just the kitchen.”
            

            
                “That’s enough sometimes, you know?”
            

            
                He laughed. The sound warmed me. Mark had a generous laugh. It’s the thing about him I miss the most.
            

            
                “I managed to get it,” I told him. He raised an eyebrow, and I nodded, reaching for the bag I’d kept in reserve in my back pocket. Recognizing this for what it was, Mark steered me back in the direction of the living room. I threw the bag on the table. The light of the overhead lamp was hard, the orange contents of the bag almost painfully bright. The couch reached up to take me. Adam was already examining the powder.
            

            
                “Where’d you get this?”
            

            
                “Some miner friend of Ashley’s.”
            

            
                “Straight from underground,” Adam muttered.
            

            
                “So how do we take it?” Mark asked.
            

            
                I retrieved the bag from Adam and dumped the powder into his glass. It did not dissolve in the water, but sort of hung there, suspended. It was some time before it began to settle.
            

            
                “Little orange galaxy huh?” Adam remarked. He took the glass and drank half the contents. Confusion swept over his face.
            

            
                “It tastes…”
            

            
                He never finished the thought. Mark polished off what remained of the water and nodded to himself, twice. There was still a lot of the stuff left at the bottom of the glass, like a layer of rust-coloured silt. I dipped my index finger into this, and dragged the wet sludge onto my waiting tongue. It tasted of rotten metal, a razor’s edge of overripe fruit, exactly as Ash had said.
            

            
                It felt good to do it from the same glass. It felt right, synching our intentions.
            

            
                “You guys up for a walk?”
            

            
                There was a general assent, and a migration from the living room to the hallway. We put on our boots and our jackets without speaking, and cleared the hall and the stairwell single file. Mark’s shoulder sent the front door banging open. The night rushed up to embrace us. The pavement in front of Mark’s apartment was a vast, orange-lit expanse, dappled with tree shadow. The street was ours, and Mark walked in the lead, his head upturned, sky-gazing. He was making his way to the campus. Adam cast a reassuring shadow at my right.
            

            
                “How’s it supposed to hit?” he asked. I’d asked Ash the same.
            

            
                “She said it won’t. Unless it’s a feeling of being watched.”
            

            
                “Puts eyes on you, huh?”
            

            
                “Apparently, but she couldn’t say whose.”
            

            
                “That’s some responsibility.”
            

            
                “Yeah?”
            

            
                “To be worth watching.”
            

            
                I could care less. It wasn’t up to me or any of us to justify our existence, unless it was in our own eyes. I should take the stuff and sit in a room in the dark and see how that would go over, whether anyone would bother watching then.
            

            
                “Man tripping in a room,” I said. Adam looked at me.
            

            
                “The title of a painting.”
            

            
                “Never heard of it,” he mumbled.
            

            
                Mark was waiting for us under the waving arms of a towering maple. He had his back to the trunk, his gaze skyward. We all craned our necks. The branches moved, crumbling from one point to another, an earth-toned shimmering of dying leaves. One or two dropped from the branches and enacted their long, lilting fall to earth. Adam drifted off, and in due course we followed him. When we reached the campus I left Mark and crossed the deserted road. It was very bright in the glare of the street lamp. My shadow went ahead of me, its shape carved from the pavement. To my right was the brick façade of the Earth Sciences building. There was a doorway in the near wall, which led to a circular courtyard. In the middle of this space a small forest had been planted. Bronze plaques engraved with the names of genus and species were situated in front of certain trees. Other plaques were lost in the undergrowth; I doubted anyone had tended to the place in years.
            

            
                A path of loam bisected the canopy. Glancing in any direction revealed glimpses of the building’s walls through the trees. At the end of the path was a bench, and sitting on this was a cardboard box.
            

            
                I walked toward it. The soft earth absorbed the sound of my feet. Nothing moved. Reaching down, I lifted the box’s lid.
            

            
                Cradled in packing foam was a face. I shook my head, blinking; it was an ovoid block of wood with two holes for eyes. Stunned, it took me several seconds to assign the thing a name: an iteration mask, I realized, obviously old, and by the look of it, authentic. I had seen pictures of these in high school. They were used across the greater sea, worn by those who’d been touched by the unrevealed god: ascetics, sages, prophets. It was an otherworldly object, a treasure, and unlike anything I had ever encountered before.
            

            
                A presence edged the space at my left. I looked at Mark. His face mirrored my confusion. I watched his brow working.
            

            
                “A mask,” he said.
            

            
                His shoulder twitched, and a worm of panic moved in my gut; I reached for the mask before he could take it. Little white puffs of packing material came with it, dropping noiselessly to the ground. In my hands the mask was like a hole ripped out of the world.
            

            
                “There’s two more.”
            

            
                I looked at Mark. Adam was with him, and their arms were in the box. In an instant they were both masked. Mark’s face was now a black square with tubes to signify his eyes, while Adam’s was off-white and fat-lipped. Laughter rang in the courtyard. It came from the masks.
            

            
                It seemed the air had thickened. The sound of my breath was very loud in my ears. Later I understood that I was wearing the mask.
            

            
                No matter how many times I look back on it, I’ve never been able to recall the moment when I put the thing on. The sequence of events grew hazy. We started out in one place, but by the time I realized we were there, the setting had already changed. When we entered a restaurant near 4th Bridge, starving, all frantic motion and disjointed voices, I was carrying the mask in my hand. Adam and Mark were still masked, their new faces hard-edged in the fluorescent light.
            

            
                “I know one thing,” came a voice that might have been Adam’s. “You never find masks!”
            

            
                Though many other details have been lost over the years, those words have remained, far more powerful than they have any right to be. Even now I can still hear them.
            

            
                That night I couldn’t sleep. The share house I lived in was rarely quiet, and I lay in bed and relentlessly tracked the progress of someone busying themselves in the kitchen – opening and closing cupboards, running the tap. Nervousness sat on my chest without fully making itself known; I experienced it as a shortness of breath. Dry air filled my nostrils. I rolled on the confines of the mattress, too wired for sleep and too exhausted for anything else.
            

            
                I had set the mask on a chair by the window, and throughout the night I glanced at its backlit shadow. When the eye-holes encircled the blue light of dawn, I decided it was better to suffer upright than continue to do so in bed, and I removed myself to the shower. The reflection in the bathroom mirror was that of a stranger, blank-eyed and weary. We regarded each other for a moment, and then parted in silence.
            

            
                When I returned to my room, it was a mild shock to find the mask there waiting for me. For some reason, I’d half expected it to be gone. The light that entered through the eye holes had transformed to muted gray. The sky beyond the window threatened snow.
            

            
                Sick of my own thoughts, I put on some clothes and went down the hall to Adam’s room. It was unlikely he was awake, but I knocked anyway.
            

            
                “Yeah?” he called. His voice had a muffled quality, as if reaching me through a sheet of glass. I opened the door. He sat in a chair facing me, still wearing the mask. Smiling lips underscored a benign expression. I sat down on the floor with my back to his bed frame.
            

            
                “Can’t sleep either?” I asked.
            

            
                “Sleep?”
            

            
                There was something off about his voice, a sonorous, lyrical quality I’d never heard in it before. I thought it must have been because he was speaking through a mouth hole, but looking closer I saw that his mask had no holes of any kind; instead, the surface ballooned in convex bulbs, offering only the suggestion of eyes. He’d been walking blind all night, and sitting in his room the same way.
            

            
                “You been up all night?”
            

            
                The mask tilted. Adam’s fingers moved over the fabric of his pants at his knees.
            

            
                “All night?”
            

            
                He must still have been high. I closed my eyes. The house was blessedly quiet, and I drifted into an uneven sleep. Some time later I jerked awake. I was alone. The light from the window was full, and there was an awful pain in my neck, as if a metal rod or pin had been surgically inserted there. Rubbing the muscles with one hand, I stood up. Through the window I caught sight of Adam, still masked, out on the lawn in front of the share house. He sort of turned, or lifted his head in my direction. I waved at him, forgetting that he couldn’t see me.
            

            
                I decided to go down to collect him. He shouldn’t be out there on his own, and we could probably both use something to eat. In the hall I threw on my jacket and boots before stepping onto the porch. The yard was empty. I walked a little way from the house, but there was no sign of Adam. The streets were barren. Wind stirred in clusters of leaves that hung like shredded flesh from the trees. I had the sensation I was being watched, but when I turned around no one was there.
            

            
                I called Mark to ask if he’d heard anything from Adam.
            

            
                “Not since last night.” His voice was hoarse. There was a pained edge to it, as if he was holding himself back from crying.
            

            
                “You alright?” I asked.
            

            
                “I’m fine.”
            

            
                “You up for some coffee?”
            

            
                “Sure,” he replied. Hanging up, I started down the street. Mark lived only a few blocks away, but the route seemed unusually long. As I trudged the short distance I felt uncomfortably aware of my own movements. I had to keep reminding myself that no one was watching.
            

            
                When I reached Mark’s building, I found him waiting at the door. He looked even worse than he’d sounded on the phone. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin drawn and pale. Stubble covered the lower part of his face. He swallowed and nodded rather than speaking, and held the door open by way of welcome. We climbed the decaying stairwell in silence. His room was at the end of a hallway painted the colour of an open palm.
            

            
                He slouched on the edge of his mattress, absently reaching for a cigarette. He’d supposedly quit, but I refrained from commenting. Once he got the thing lit, the smoke made a single, uninterrupted line to the ceiling. By now, the silence had grown into something monolithic. Breaking it took an enormous effort of will.
            

            
                “I take it you didn’t put any coffee on,” I said. I’d meant it as a joke, but Mark shook his head sadly.
            

            
                “I had it by the door,” he answered. “It demanded to be moved.”
            

            
                “The coffee pot?”
            

            
                He looked at me then.
            

            
                “I mean, it didn’t speak, you understand? But I knew what it meant.”
            

            
                “I’m sorry, what are we talking about again?”
            

            
                “The mask. The mask! What else? I thought I was dreaming at first, because I was dreaming. That was obvious. Everything was loose and watery, the way it is when you dream. You know.”
            

            
                “Sure. Dreams aren’t real. I hear you.”
            

            
                He ignored the sarcasm, nodding and dragging from his cigarette, which he then examined from both ends, as if expecting to find something written there. At length he set it down in an ashtray.
            

            
                “This dream was different. Something else was in there with me.”
            

            
                “Something else.”
            

            
                “Something was in the dream with me. I think it was the mask. Or something housed in the mask. But whatever it was, it did not want to be here, that’s all I can say.”
            

            
                “Fair enough. So where is it now?”
            

            
                “I threw it out.”
            

            
                “In the middle of the night?”
            

            
                “Yes. Or no. It might have been light out already. I don’t know.”
            

            
                “You need to sleep.”
            

            
                Some life returned to his face; there was the suggestion of a smile. Talking seemed to be helping him.
            

            
                “I sound insane right?”
            

            
                “You don’t sound good.”
            

            
                “Why did we have to add powder on top of everything else?”
            

            
                I didn’t respond. He knew the answer as well as I did. We wanted to know what would happen. We were young, and hungry for experience. Any kind would do, as long as it brought us out of ourselves. The two of us sat in silence awhile.
            

            
                “You know,” I said at length. “That mask is probably worth something.”
            

            
                “You want it, you can have it.”
            

            
                “At least we should look into it right? Get it appraised. But in the meantime, food. You up for some breakfast?”
            

            
                He shook his head.
            

            
                “I should probably try to sleep,” he replied. “Like you said.”
            

            
                “Alright. I’ll call you later.”
            

            
                I got up and offered a hand. He slapped it absently. I left him sitting on the edge of the bed, his eyes gazing at a point on the floor. In the hall, there was a slight buzzing in the air, as if the building’s electrical system was malfunctioning. A prickling sensation crawled along the back of my neck as I went. I was happy to shut the door behind me.
            

            
                Outside, I rounded the corner and rooted through the trash bins in the alley. The black mask was there, resting on a plastic shopping bag. It looked undamaged. I slung it under my arm and went home.
            

            
                That night a voice pulled me from a dreamless sleep. It spoke no words, or at least none that I could understand. A muttered incantation or chant, it stopped as I hauled myself upright. A dark mass occupied the space at the foot of my bed. In front of it were the two masks, illuminated in the orange haze from the street lamp outside my window. The masks had been set together at the base of the far wall, about a meter apart.
            

            
                As I watched, the shadow in my room began to move. A pale crescent revealed itself. Lamp-washed, the turning face was lifeless. It was Adam, or at least it was a man wearing Adam’s mask. I had a hard time reconciling the precision of his movements with those of my friend. I had to remind myself that I was not looking at a stranger.
            

            
                “What’s going on man?”
            

            
                There was no response. He uncoiled himself from the floor. His lidless eyes appeared to stare at me. Then, without speaking, he blindly gathered up the other masks and left the room.
            

            
                I thought about calling him back, but I was too tired. Sleep came on me like a wave. The next day Adam and the masks were gone.
            

            
                I tried calling him, but he never picked up. In the end, the brief encounter at the end of my bed was the last I ever saw of him; within a month his phone was disconnected. In the end I managed to get in touch with his parents. His mother claimed that Adam had moved back home. He was doing fine, she said, but as far as I know he never returned to school. Mark and I wondered if he’d suffered some kind of breakdown. It seemed the likeliest explanation.
            

            
                A part of me was angry that he’d stolen the masks. The three of us had found them together, and I couldn’t help seeing it as a betrayal. Adam’s family was well-off, and he didn’t need the money. Something must have happened to him that night, some essential piece warped or dislodged by the powder we’d taken. I clung firmly to the fact of the drugs. It was safer than admitting that everything had started when we put on the masks.
            

            
                Using the university library, I did a little research on the subject, but it quickly became obvious that the pantheon of the unrevealed god was vast. There are thousands of iterations, many of which have no name, and there is no definitive catalogue of the masks. New cults and interpretations of the god-head frequently blossom on the low continent, and just as quickly wither away. It took some work just to track down the masks that Mark and I had claimed. Apparently they were within the top 500 or so most common iterations, embodied in many towns and villages during regular festival plays. My mask was Adec, ‘inwardly turned’, while Mark’s was Manor, ‘questioning gaze.’ Details were scant. All the experts seemed able to agree on was that translation was notoriously difficult. Depending on local tradition, an iteration’s meaning might change, as well as its function.
            

            
                Identifying Adam’s mask proved even more challenging. I must have skimmed through every book and article in the school’s library looking for it. At last I reached out to a professor in the capital who specialized in the religion. She agreed to meet with me, and the following week I took a train into the city.
            

            
                Her office was a ratty little closet on the 10th floor of the humanities department. She was younger than I expected, in her early thirties, with tattoos like stains of blue ink along the index fingers of both hands. After some brief small talk, I asked her about the mask.
            

            
                “I hope you’ll forgive me if I’m being rude,” she said. “But it’s not everyday I get contacted for research purposes. Can I ask why you’re so interested?”
            

            
                “A friend traveled to the low continent,” I lied. “He showed me some pictures of a festival. It looked amazing, and I got stuck on one of the masks. Anything you know would be helpful.”
            

            
                “The masks are fascinating,” she agreed. Bending down, she began to rummage through a storage box on the shelf behind her. She set a poorly bound book on the desk in front of me. It appeared self-published, with only the title, ‘Iteration Masks of the Low Continent’, printed on the front.
            

            
                “This isn’t a complete list of course, but it’s better than most.”
            

            
                I began flipping through the book. Each page included a number of masks with their names and a short description of their significance. The quality of the printing was bad, and all the images were in grayscale, each with the grainy resolution of repeated photocopies. After a few minutes browsing, I hit on a mask that might have been Adam’
                s.
            

            
                “I think it’s this one,” I said, pointing. The professor raised an eyebrow.
            

            
                “Pardet, an ‘uncoupling of time’,” she read aloud. “Your friend was very lucky to see this. I never have. There was a Pardet mask in the capital museum’s collection, but that was way before my time.”
            

            
                “What happened to it?”
            

            
                “Reported stolen years ago. That type of thing does happen I’m afraid.”
            

            
                There didn’t seem to be anything further to say, so I thanked the professor and left. With nothing else to do, I went home. Over time, the resentment I’d been carrying towards Adam began to fade. I focused on my classes. Sometimes I saw Mark. We talked, but without much enthusiasm. We were like actors playing the roles of ourselves, and I think we were both relieved when the other made up some excuse to leave. Eventually we stopped getting together. Around a year later I heard Adam had been arrested on some vaguely drug-related offense. Mark is the manager of a bike store now. I haven’t spoken to either of them in years.
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                06.  An Agent
            

            
                A sliver of darkness shows between the dead man’s lips. As the agent peers into his mouth, she imagines the feverish activity at work inside him. Autolysis will already be underway, the cells of the man’s body self-digesting. He has been reduced to a slab of meat, host to the blind proliferation of countless bacteria. In the normal course of things, the heat produced by their appetite would warm him. Expanding gases would swell his body like a balloon; organs liquefying, at last nothing but his bones and the three metal fillings in his teeth would remain. For nothing to be wasted is natural, and compared to what actually awaits the corpse, it would also be a kind of mercy.
            

            
                The agent releases a breath. She is seated on a high stool next to an operating table. The hard lights of the autopsy bay leach what little colour remains in the dead man’s skin. Around his neck, deep bruises mark where he was strangled. The flesh at his right temple is torn, the bone beneath it crushed.
            

            
                Wanted in connection with a major breach, the man was a lab technician at one of the Institute’s research facilities. The official cause of death is traumatic brain injury suffered during an altercation with the agent’s partner. Absent from the report is the fact of his missing hand; just past the right wrist, the dead man’s arm ends in a level stump. The agent watches as her partner raises the shortened forearm to the light.
            

            
                “Does that look strange to you?” she asks him. Bloodshot eyes glance up; her partner lost his goggles in whatever “altercation” resulted in the technician’s death. He is a large man, and bringing in a compromised lab rat should not have constituted a problem. Still, the agent received a call around midnight to collect a body at the canal. Her partner joined her later, minus his goggles and struggling with a noticeable limp. The fact that he’d killed the man is not in itself a problem; the technician’s death was an inevitability, and any information they need can be gleaned from his corpse, but there is no question her partner has made a mess of things. The police were already at the scene by the time the agent arrived, and the press. The attention didn’t bother the Institute, but the wasted hours did, and the paperwork; in the end, gaining access to the body required a call from the director’s office. Her partner is under the impression that their superiors will overlook the incident as long as the breach is sealed. For her part, the agent is less certain, and later she’ll have to decide how far she’s willing to defend him. The man has always been volatile.
            

            
                “Looks like a stump,” he says. His voice is flat. A nasty bruise covers the back of his broad scalp, and his lower lip is split. It’s hard to believe that a slightly built lab tech did all that. Not that it makes any difference how he came by his injuries. All that matters now is the breach.
            

            
                “What are you seeing?” he asks.
            

            
                “Pretty much what you’d expect.”
            

            
                The goggles worn by the agent render the body in exquisite detail. She can pinpoint each of the man’s pores and every blade of stubble on his cheeks. Winter blue eyes are interwoven with hints of copper, and the skin of his lips is chapped and broken. The goggles also reveal the truth of his right arm: extending from the wrist, a vague outline of the man’s missing hand remains. Even through enhanced optics, this is a difficult fact to process. The agent finds her eyes continually slipping away to rest on the metal operating table, or the sheet that covers the man’s midsection. The mind rejects a vacuum, and the dead man’s arm ends in nothingness. From the “stump”, empty veins worm their way along his upper arm and into his shoulder. Even now they are lengthening, pushing ever deeper into the man’s lifeless tissue. Worms of emptiness, fingers of void. Soon they will consume him. He will not be allowed even the rude dignity of decomposition. He’ll simply be gone, erased from existence.
            

            
                “Hand me a pair of c-17s,” the agent says.
            

            
                Opening his case, her partner removes a length of black cord similar to an AV cable. At one extreme, the cable splits into a pair of needle-sharp prongs. The agent slots the opposite side into a jack in her goggles. Carefully, she positions one of the prongs against the technician’s severed hand, observing the soft depression in the man’s skin before the instant of puncture. As the cold metal slips inside, a tremor passes through the agent; there is no resistance, no sense that the needle is penetrating flesh. The man’s arm might as well be a sack of air.
            

            
                Repeating the procedure with the second prong, she nods to her partner. From the same case the big man takes a vial of amber liquid. Undoing the stopper, he squeezes several drops onto the dead man’s stump. The pale skin bubbles and hisses. Several fat, translucent blisters form, and an oily film begins to congeal around the puncture points.
            

            
                Institute technicians are vetted, having to pass a rigorous background check and regular psychiatric evaluations. Even so, the one lying on the table took it into his head to steal an experimental compound. The security footage is incontrovertible: the man simply walked out of his lab with a sample. That the Institute’s safeguards failed so completely is itself suspicious. She has no proof, but the agent is convinced her superiors know more than they’re letting on. Regardless, the damage has been done. At around six PM the previous evening, the Institute’s monitoring equipment sounded an alarm. Somewhere, a breach had been ripped in the world.
            

            
                The dead technician is the key to finding it; the emptiness at work in his arm is like the mouth of a winding tunnel, and at its far end lies the breach. Now that the man’s body has been recovered, they have everything they need to trace its location.
            

            
                Taking a long, controlled breath, the agent flicks a switch on her goggles.
            

            
                A spasm shakes her body; her limbs go rigid, and the muscles in her jaw clench. For a moment she appears in danger of falling from the chair. Her chest rises and falls in shallow syncopation. Beads of sweat sprout on her shaved head. Like a crazed pianist, her fingers stab frantically at the air. Passing along the hollow tunnel in the man’s arm, at last she sees the breach. It forms a rough hole, its edges livid with crackling energy. Caught inside it is a broken figure, a man with a line cut from his face.
            

            
                Some of the tension leaves the agent’s body. She should have known. Releasing a ragged sigh, she unplugs the cable and hands it back to her partner with a shaking hand.
            

            
                “You found it?” the big man asks her.
            

            
                With both hands she swipes the perspiration from her brow. Everything around her appears faded, the dead man’s skin as gray as a stretch of rain-washed pavement.
            

            
                “Yes,” she replies. “And there’s an outsider.”
            

            
                Her partner raises an eyebrow, but the agent doesn’t trust herself to say more. She is angry. None of this should have been allowed to happen. Security should have stopped the technician before he ever left the lab. She’s missing something, and the agent doesn’t like being kept in the dark.
            

            
                “An outsider,” her partner mutters. “Figures. This day just keeps getting better.”
            

            
                He is already at work removing the prongs. The amber liquid has caused them to stick in what remains of dead man’s tissue. It takes a hard, wrenching tug to rip them free.
            

            
                The human eye, for all its sophistication, perceives a narrow band of reality. Sometimes the agent thinks this is by design. By contrast, her goggles are merciless in their precision. She looks again at the technician, and faced with the emptiness where his right hand should be, her mind rebels, struggling to fill it with words that make sense: a gap, a hole. It is not those things. The end of the dead man’s arm is an impossibility. His hand has been cut, not from his body, but out of the fabric of space and time. That part of him simply does not exist. It never did. If the agent were to go back and examine the records she would find no trace of it. A lack in every childhood picture, every video, all the way back to the womb.
            

            
                But the missing hand is only evidence, not the crime; somewhere a wound has been gouged in the world. There is a breach in the natural order, and she has a sense for the thing now. It pulls at her. The feeling is so strong she could lead the way with her eyes closed.
            

            
                Her partner has finished packing up their equipment.
            

            
                “Let’s get out of here,” he says. “This place is depressing.”
            

            
                She hadn’t always been an agent. As far as she knew, no one had “always” worked for the Institute. Everyone came from somewhere. She’d started out as a cop.
            

            
                She spent her first year on the force writing parking tickets and taking verbal abuse in the old town. One of the few perks of the job was a cafe she discovered not far from the Wine-Seller’s Bridge. The place was a literal hole in the wall, a window at the foot of one of the district’s many entertainment towers where coffee was served out of paper cups. The owner, a tall, easy-going man named Shen, had set up a few tables and chairs on the street where people could relax and watch the flow of foot traffic. More often than not, the agent started and ended her shifts there, at first sitting at a table but more and more often leaning against the mould-spotted concrete next to the window and talking with Shen.
            

            
                She found herself looking forward to those conversations; the man spoke well, in a soft, lightly accented voice, and seemed just as comfortable sharing a joke as a companionable silence. His tanned forearms resting on the counter, he leaned into the street with a light smile in his eyes. He had a way of making her feel welcome, as if his day had only just started the moment she arrived. Although she could tell he was interested, he never pressed the issue. Eventually she got tired of waiting, and asked him out herself. On their first date they met for coffee. Despite the irony, it was very pleasant to sit at the same table and look into his face and have him look back into hers. She couldn’t remember what they spoke about; it seemed they spent the whole afternoon laughing. When he touched her hand, a piece she hadn’t known was loose clicked into place inside her. They were married the following year.
            

            
                Everyone came from somewhere. She had been a traffic cop, and married once. She still wears the ring. She is toying with it now, working the slim, golden band around the meat of her finger. Her partner is behind the wheel of the car. Through the agent’s goggles, the big man appears hard-edged and waxy. His standard-issue jacket is a black continent of synthetic folds. She can not get over the sight of his uncovered eyes. They look almost unreal, two glass beads set beneath his heavy brow.
            

            
                “You’re staring,” he tells her.
            

            
                “You know when there’s a bad car accident, and you can’t look away?”
            

            
                “Yeah?”
            

            
                “Some forms of ugliness are fascinating.”
            

            
                The man barks a laugh. A wedge of orange light from a passing street lamp sweeps over his face. Before joining the agency he drove a garbage truck. Everyone came from somewhere.
            

            
                “You need me to turn or anything you let me know.”
            

            
                The agent shakes her head.
            

            
                “Later. It’s not much more than a straight shot up the Avenue of Parades,” she says. The closer they get, the stronger her sense of the breach becomes. Everything is slightly warped: the car and the buildings lining the road, her partner’s bulk, even her own body. Since her dive into the technician’s hollow arm, it’s like the world’s center of gravity has shifted. All she has to do now is follow the pull, as easy as tracking water downstream.
            

            
                “You think that outsider’s responsible?”
            

            
                She shrugs.
            

            
                “Who knows? Probably. As if the world doesn’t have enough holes in it already, they’ve got to go around ripping new ones.”
            

            
                “Maybe they’re trying to get out.”
            

            
                She glances at her partner. His hands are massive on the wheel. Unbidden, an image forms of the bruises around the technician’s neck.
            

            
                “You know, I never asked you,” she says.
            

            
                “That’s probably for the best.”
            

            
                “What happened back at the canal?”
            

            
                A heartbeat passes until his reply.
            

            
                “The tech resisted arrest,” he says.
            

            
                “We don’t have the authority to carry out arrests.”
            

            
                He looks at her then.
            

            
                “Are you serious?”
            

            
                “The Institute uses the term detainment.”
            

            
                “Same difference.”
            

            
                “Just don’t let the bosses hear you talking about arrests.”
            

            
                “How are they supposed to hear me? I’m never in the office. Too busy detaining people.”
            

            
                “Funny. You’re funny, you know that?”
            

            
                “That’s what my ex-wife used to say.”
            

            
                “Didn’t know you were married.”
            

            
                The big man shrugs.
            

            
                “A minor detail.”
            

            
                On the day the agent’s husband died, the government announced the existence of parallel realities. The two of them were watching the news together, hands clasped on the kitchen table, trying to make sense of it all. Then suddenly Shen was falling from the chair. She can still see him on the floor of their kitchen, still hear the dry voice of the announcer proclaiming the dawn of a new era in human understanding. She was on her knees, cradling her husband’s head in her arms. It was an aneurysm that took him. The doctors explained this to her later, and she did her best to understand, but it’s such a small thing, an aneurysm. An engorged blood vessel hanging in the brain like an overripe berry. It popped, and her husband died.
            

            
                “There are no minor details,” she says.
            

            
                After his death she spent a week moving from one room in her apartment to another. She would sit down in a chair and take out her phone to scroll through the news feeds, skimming headlines about cracks in the world and the visitors who were said to be pouring through them, and when she looked up it would be dark. She existed on toast and overcooked noodles. She was forever leaving the water boiling too long on the stove, allowing it to bubble and froth over the lip of the pot for minutes on end. The whitish stains that remained on the cooking surface looked strangely familiar, like maps to locations she’d visited in dreams.
            

            
                She attended a lone session with a work-mandated therapist. That he insisted on talking about her husband made her laugh. Didn’t he know they had bigger problems now? Their world was moth-eaten, as patchy as a frayed blanket, and through the gaps countless other worlds were showing. They were not alone, not anymore. Things had changed for good. The therapist was young, fresh out of school, and he told her she could probably use a vacation. It was the only thing he said that made any sense to her. The following day she handed in her resignation.
            

            
                Abandoning her lease, she gave up or sold almost everything inside the apartment. What she couldn’t bear to part with (an antique dresser she and Shen had won at auction in a joke bid and which they couldn’t really afford, a coffee mug he’d given her as a present early on in their relationship, his wedding ring) she packed up and put into storage.
            

            
                She had no intention of leaving the capital, let alone the country. She wanted to disappear, and there was no better place to do that than in the city she called home. The first night she spent in one of the famous and expensive hotels in front of the central station. She poured a bath and stayed in the water until her fingers pruned. When she could no longer stand it, she got out of the tub and walked dripping to the window. Outside, the city sprawled like a sleeping animal. She pressed her face against the glass. Tears filled her eyes; the lights in the high rises cut as sharp as claws.
            

            
                The next night she took a room in a share house. Located in an old, residential district around Acoma station, the place was not easy to find, even with a set of printed directions. The streets had a way of veering at odd, and often incongruous angles, and she soon found herself walking without any clear sense of where she was headed. The roads themselves were narrow, the houses and apartment blocks separated from one another by tall, concrete walls. Most of these were covered with creeping hydrangeas, the clustered blossoms stained orange by towering lamp posts. Passing cars forced her to press against a wall or insinuate herself into the foliage. When at last she arrived at the address, she felt drained, as if those thirty minutes from the station had been stretched over the span of an entire night.
            

            
                In front of her was an iron gate. She could only just make out a narrow courtyard between the bars. She pressed the button in the center of a small speaker, but was buzzed in without having to give her name. The courtyard housed several trees and a small pond overgrown with weeds. The air was touched by the moist scent of blooming algae.
            

            
                The single-storey house stretched almost the entire length of the property. An old-fashioned, tiled roof hung low over the entryway. As she approached, the front door slid open with a wooden clack. A narrow figure stood backlit in the door frame.
            

            
                “You must be the new one,” said a woman’s voice. A slim hand was extended. The woman’s skin was dark, and her nose was pierced by a small, silver ring. Her head was recently shaved, her skull beautifully, almost perfectly round.
            

            
                “I’m Beatrice,” the woman said. The two shook hands.
            

            
                “Merit.”
            

            
                “Welcome Merit.”
            

            
                Beatrice bent to take her bag. She hefted it easily, swinging it over one muscled shoulder. She offered Merit an appraising look.
            

            
                “You pack light,” she said. “Not planning on being with us long?”
            

            
                “I’m not sure.”
            

            
                Beatrice nodded. She stepped back to allow Merit into the house.
            

            
                “Shoes,” she instructed. Merit obeyed, removing her boots and placing them neatly in the pile by the doorway. Beatrice led the way along a short hall. The polished floorboards creaked beneath their feet.
            

            
                “So Merit,” the woman asked. “What do you do?”
            

            
                “I just quit. You?”
            

            
                The other woman raised a sculpted eyebrow.
            

            
                “I’m a research assistant at the Institute,” she said. “This is the kitchen.”
            

            
                She waved at a cramped space with a stove and a high window. From the sink came the sound of steady dripping. The two women passed through a second sliding door and into a common room dominated by several low couches. Sprawled across one of these, another young woman, not much older than a girl, was watching TV. She wore shorts and a tank top. Her blonde hair was piled in a loose bun on the top of her head. She glanced at them both but said nothing.
            

            
                “That’s Sadie,” Beatrice explained. “She’s delightful, but you’ll come to the same conclusion on your own I’m sure.”
            

            
                Merit said hello, and the young woman managed a half-hearted grunt. She was watching the news with the volume off. Images of protesters were intercut with a pair of talking heads in flashy suits. The caption at the bottom of the screen read “Parallel universes linked to disappearances.” Merit quickly looked away.
            

            
                “There are seven of us now, including yourself,” Beatrice was saying. “All women, as you know. Well, two girls, technically. Ally and Marsh are in their senior year of high school. Twins. They’re kind of like our mascots. You’ll meet them. We’re all good people here, I think. At the moment things are more or less stable. Everyone’s been here at least six months. There are periods when there’s more coming and going. We’ll see how things go with you. Whether you’re a keeper or not.”
            

            
                She laughed at her own joke. Merit ventured a smile.
            

            
                “We share kitchen duty,” Beatrice went on. “Some of us have similar schedules and like to eat together, and you’re welcome to join us if that works for you.”
            

            
                They were continuing on into the house. Merit’s legs felt heavy. One hall gave way to another. All of them looked more or less the same: narrow, wooden, off-centered.
            

            
                “Your room isn’t the best, to be honest,” Beatrice said. “I’ve got the nicest one, hands down. Perks of being here the longest. If yours isn’t to your liking, you can put in a request and eventually you’ll be able to take one of the others.”
            

            
                She handed Merit the key to a wooden door at the end of the hall. The room was a modest and cheerless affair. A window above the bed let in a little light. There was a small closet and a plain, wooden desk.
            

            
                “It’s perfect,” Merit said. Beatrice deposited her bag onto the bed.
            

            
                “We’re having a drink in the common room,” she said. “Just opened up a fresh carton of rice liquor. Join us if you’re up for it. Come soon though, or Sadie will finish it.”
            

            
                Alone in her room, Merit exhaled. She thought she might stay in this house awhile.
            

            
                Leaving the Avenue of Parades, the agents take the south exit to the highway. From behind, a pack of bikers speeds past, their headlights cutting red trails through the darkness. Merit follows with her eyes until the last bike disappears around a corner, wishing she was half as free as them, or as young.
                
            

            
                Her partner is scowling. She instructs him to turn at the next intersection.
            

            
                They make it as far as the second set of lights. Before them is an unbroken line of traffic, and a crowd of people clogs the oncoming lanes. In the distance, Merit can just make out two inky columns of rolling smoke. Protests like this are all too common. Releasing a tight breath, her partner slams his palms against the wheel. Already several other cars have pulled up behind them. They aren’t going anywhere.
            

            
                “What do you think they’re burning?” the big man asks.
            

            
                “Cars,” Merit replies.
            

            
                “It’s always cars. Lack of imagination. Why not garbage? Or money? That’d be making a statement.”
            

            
                “Cars are easier.”
            

            
                There is a dull bang as a hand slaps their windshield. On either side of the car, protesters continue to amble past. Some carry placards with various and conflicting political messages, the most common of which is simply a black circle scrawled in ink. A number of teenagers sweep by, their faces stained with geometric designs. One of them pauses to empty a bottle of wine over the windshield. Thin streaks of dark liquid stream over the glass. Cursing, Merit’s partner puts on the wipers.
            

            
                “Waste of good booze,” he growls.
            

            
                “They can afford it,” she says. “Most of these kids are from the suburbs.”
            

            
                Her partner grunts.
            

            
                “Don’t they know we’re the good guys?”
            

            
                “They’re scared. None of them understand the work we do. If they did, they’d be terrified.”
            

            
                “Ever try explaining this gig to a date?”
            

            
                “No.”
            

            
                “Ever try dating?”
            

            
                “I’m sorry, are we on personal terms now?”
            

            
                The big man shrugs.
            

            
                “Women like talking.”
            

            
                “I don’t.”
            

            
                “Fine. Let’s keep things professional. In my professional opinion we’re going nowhere, and that breach out there isn’t getting any smaller, correct?”
            

            
                Merit releases a breath.
            

            
                “See if you can pull into that alley,” she instructs.
            

            
                Her partner glances over his shoulder and begins inching the car from the stalled line of traffic and into the crowd. More blows fall on the hood, and the doors, their opaque windows. Angry shouts are directed at them. A bottle is hurled, only to bounce harmlessly from the bullet-proof glass next to Merit’s head. The crowd recognizes the Institute’s car. They are all standard issue, and easy enough to spot. Never shy about its operations, the Institute is a convenient target for people’s resentment. Merit understands. There are holes in the world, and millions of other realities bumping up against the one they call home. That knowledge is a trauma that might never fully heal. Meanwhile, the government is proving useless. Unemployment is on the rise. Everywhere things are falling apart, but somehow the Institute for Applied Research keeps on getting richer. There was a time when Merit might have been out throwing bottles herself. As a cop, she never could have imagined she’d wind up working for the place. That had been Beatrice’s idea.
            

            
                The two of them were together in the common room, methodically going through another carton of rice liquor. The news was talking again about people from alternate worlds. Outsiders, the authorities were calling them. It seemed they were invisible, or at least impossible to see with the naked eye. There was some evidence to support the claim that they were psychic. The only thing anyone seemed sure of was that they were here. This had been confirmed both by the government as well as the Institute. Merit watched in numbed horror as the newscasters sat in their studio and debated the issue as if it was normal, just another piece of news like a robbery or celebrity overdose.
            

            
                “You know,” she said. “When I was on the force I thought I might eventually be able to do some good. I wasn’t trying to change the world or anything. I’m not naive, but I thought maybe I could make some kind of difference. Now? What difference does anything make? You’ve got people barging in from parallel universes and I’m going to go out there to write a speeding ticket? It’s a joke.”
            

            
                “You’re worried about the outsiders?” Beatrice asked. She was looking at Merit from the far end of the couch.
            

            
                “The whole thing is insane. Invisible people walking around, and we’re all just supposed to get on with our lives.”
            

            
                “So what do you want to do about it?”
            

            
                Merit shrugged, reaching again for the cup on the table. The liquor was very smooth. She was far enough along for things to have grown relaxed, the joints that held her thoughts together sagging nicely.
            

            
                “Nothing. We can’t do anything.”
            

            
                Beatrice leaned back. Her large hands were wrapped protectively around a coffee mug.
            

            
                “What if you could?”
            

            
                Merit’s eyes were closed. Her legs felt very good stretched across the floor.
            

            
                “It doesn’t matter I guess.”
            

            
                “No,” Beatrice said. Her voice had hardened. She set the mug down on the table. “This is the first time I’ve heard you talk with any kind of emotion. You know we’re hiring right?”
            

            
                Frowning, Merit sat up. She glanced over at her friend.
            

            
                “At the Institute?”
            

            
                “Why not?” Beatrice replied. “You’ve suffered a loss, but there’s taking time to heal and then there’s whatever it is you’re doing. You need to get out of the house, get out of your own head.”
            

            
                Merit finished what was left in her glass, enjoying the warm sharpness as the alcohol passed along her throat. She sank back against the couch.
            

            
                “I don’t know the first thing about research,” she said.
            

            
                “I’m not talking about research. They’re opening a new division. An agency.”
            

            
                “What kind of agency?”
            

            
                “Investigative.”
            

            
                Merit rubbed her eyes as she allowed the thought to wash over her.
            

            
                “And what are they going to investigate?”
            

            
                Beatrice waved a hand in the direction of the television.
            

            
                “That,” she said. Merit shook her head and laughed.
            

            
                “A bunch of academics versus the outsider invasion. What’s the Institute going to do, write a paper on them?”
            

            
                Beatrice shrugged.
            

            
                “You might be surprised. Just promise you’ll think about it.”
            

            
                The sudden weight of her friend’s voice was jarring; Merit hadn’t realized they were talking seriously.
            

            
                “Alright,” she replied. “I’ll think about it.”
            

            
                The news had moved on from the outsiders to coverage of the recent municipal election. Merit pretended to pay attention. She knew her friend was right; she was wallowing. Since her husband’s death everything seemed coated in plastic. Nothing touched her. As she poured herself another glass of alcohol, the light from the TV fell on her hands and the skin of her legs and she couldn’t believe these things belonged to her. She felt broken, used up. She downed the glass and pulled herself from the couch.
            

            
                “I’m going to turn in,” she said. Beatrice offered a rote assent. The hallway that led to Merit’s bedroom was dark. Her bare feet were silent on the wooden floor. When she reached her room she faltered; the emptiness that waited inside was palpable. She could taste it from the hall. It had a peculiar, rubbery quality that she spent a moment turning over in her mouth. Exhaling, she opened the door.
            

            
                The dim light made the objects in the room appear like props or replicas. Sitting down at the desk, she opened her laptop and observed her hands on the keyboard; the screen’s blue gleam grazed each finger and flared at the edge of her nails. She was aware that she’d logged onto the Institute’s website. Her right hand guided the mouse. A finger clicked a tab. There was a call for applications “regardless of professional background or level of experience.” She was prompted to take part in a questionnaire.
            

            
                The first questions were standard: where had she worked and gone to school, what kind of challenges had she overcome in her career? But soon the tone began to change, and the questions took the form of short narratives or parables. “A demon creeps into your bedroom during the night. You have been sleeping peacefully but now you are awake. The demon offers you three choices, to live forever, to die in this moment, or never to have been born.” Merit leaned towards the screen; as she clicked on the second option, a cleft of excitement opened in her chest. In spite of herself, she was interested. By the time she finished, the room’s darkness had softened. Pale light seeped into the room from the window above the bed. Dawn was approaching. At last lying down, Merit pictured a demon entering from under the door. Her final conscious thought was to wonder what it might ask her.
            

            
                Only a few hours later, she awoke refreshed. The skin along her arm was creased with marks left by the twisted blanket, but it was her skin, her arm; they belonged to her, and were a part of her body. In the shower she luxuriated in the press of the steaming water. Afterwards she made herself a large breakfast with the leftovers in the fridge. Just as she finished, her phone rang.
            

            
                “Hello?” she answered.
            

            
                “Good morning,” came a voice. Soft and lilting, it was difficult to determine whether it belonged to a man or a woman. “I am calling on behalf of the Institute for Applied Research. We have received your application. Would this be a convenient time to schedule an interview?”
            

            
                The address she was given belonged to a mid-sized office building about a block from Turner station. The lobby was deserted, with only a small sign by the elevators to indicate the correct floor. The elevator’s interior was shabby, the mirrored walls spotted with oily fingerprints. When the doors opened again, Merit stifled a gasp. The hallway in front of her might have been cut from another building. A warm light spread from softly illuminated walls. The floor was transparent, and under Merit’s feet a narrow band of water flowed between hundreds of moss-covered stones. As if waiting in welcome, two people stood in front of the door.
            

            
                One was a man in his middle twenties. His charcoal suit was immaculately tailored. He wore no tie, but sported the pink blossom of some exotic species of flower at his lapel. The contours of his brown head shone with reflected light. Next to him stood a woman only slightly taller than a child. Like the man, her head was shaved to the scalp, but her dress was so plain it recalled the uniform of a religious order. She reached out to take Merit’s hand. Eyes closed, brow knit with intense concentration, the woman pressed her tiny thumb into the center of Merit’s palm. A slow smile crept onto her face as she opened her clear, gray eyes.
            

            
                “Welcome to the Institute,” the man said. “My name is Marcus.”
            

            
                Merit nodded. She could feel her grasp on the situation slipping away.
            

            
                “Thank you,” she said. “To be honest, I was a little surprised to receive a call.”
            

            
                The small woman’s smile widened. She shook her head brightly. Letting go of Merit’s hand, her slim fingers skipped in a complicated series of signs.
            

            
                “The director would like to express her happiness regarding your decision to apply. Based on our initial assessment, you appear to be an ideal candidate. I may also add that the people we contacted at your former workplace all spoke highly of you. As does our own Beatrice.”
            

            
                Merit frowned. She knew the interview was likely to be unusual. Beatrice had warned her that the Institute had its own way of doing things, but she hadn’t mentioned anything about getting a call.
            

            
                “You talked with Beatrice?” she asked.
            

            
                “Of course. The director values the opinions of all our employees.”
            

            
                Merit looked again at the woman in front of her. Porcelain skin and childlike features made it difficult to guess her age, but she could have been no older than 40. She’d heard that the Institute’s director was young, and a mute, but had never expected to meet her, least of all during an initial interview.
            

            
                “It’s a pleasure,” she managed. The woman nodded, pressing a hand to her chest.
            

            
                “This way please,” the man said.
            

            
                They led the way along the hall. Merit focused on the woman’s back, the fragile descent of her neck into the mouth of her dress. At her right, the man called Marcus moved with the fluidity of a dancer. Merit’s shoes clacked against the plastic floor. The procession had the weight of ceremony. None of it made any sense. They had spoken to Beatrice about her, but when, and why should her roommate’s opinion matter? As for her former colleagues, Merit was surprised that any of them remembered her name. As a cop she’d been a nobody, and she was even less than that now, an unemployed widow with a budding alcohol problem. All things being equal, her application should have been rejected out of hand.
            

            
                “We understand your confusion,” the man said. Merit shivered; it was uncomfortable to know her feelings were so transparent.
            

            
                “I guess I was a little caught off guard,” she admitted.
            

            
                “Our interview process is unconventional,” the man replied. “But conscious minds reveal very little of their true intentions. The less prepared a candidate is in advance, the more accurate a profile we can compile. What’s more, the director believes in seeing things with her own eyes. If I may be permitted to add, her attention to detail is one of the foundations of the Institute’s success.”
            

            
                “I see,” Merit replied. She couldn’t think of anything else to say.
            

            
                They had stopped in front of a white door. Next to it, an electronic scanner was mounted on the wall. The woman placed a hand on Merit’s shoulder, her touch as light as a dusting of snow. The fingers of her free hand flashed rapidly. The man watched, and nodded.
            

            
                “We wish to learn more about you,” he said. “The real you. If you give your consent, we will begin.”
            

            
                "Alright then," Merit said, and the man pressed his hand to the scanner. Instantly, the white door slid open. The room beyond was no larger than a closet. There was a low bench, and in front of it what was clearly a two-way mirror. On the bench sat a band of metal with the look of a crown, or circlet. From its side, a pair of wires extended to a hub on the back wall. The flash of the director’s fingers drew Merit’s attention.
            

            
                “Please make yourself as comfortable as possible,” Marcus said. “Place the band around your head and try to relax. Rest assured that you are in very good hands. The encounter will not take long.”
            

            
                “Encounter?”
            

            
                “You’ll have to trust us,” the man said. The director nodded encouragement. Merit swallowed. Stepping into the room, she had a last impression of the woman’s clear eyes before the door swept shut. 
            

            
                Merit was left to contemplate her reflection in the mirror. She was dressed simply, in a black blouse and formal pants. Her wavy hair was held up by a series of pins at the back of her head. She thought she could have used a little less eye-shadow. Her expression was reasonably relaxed. Taking a breath, she sat down and examined the band. It seemed harmless enough, a simple ring of cool metal. Putting it on her head, she settled in to wait. For some time nothing happened. She looked again in the mirror, but at some point the room’s light must have dimmed. Heavy shadows now obscured her face, and she could no longer make out her own expression. Without warning, the hiss of venting gas issued from a point above her head. There was a scent of rotting fruit and rusting metal. Merit frowned, placing her hands on the bench.
            

            
                “Wait,” she said. “What are you – ”
            

            
                She could not locate herself in the mirror. She waved her hands in front of her eyes and saw nothing. The smell in the air lingered for a moment, and then faded. Merit’s back was slick with sweat. She stood up, reaching for the door. Her hand passed through empty air.
            

            
                Arms upraised, she stepped forward, expecting to come into contact with the wall. But there was no wall. The room had changed.
            

            
                “Hey!” she called. “I’m done with this! Let me out!”
            

            
                Her voice cut flatly through the empty air. She took one breath, and then another. She was aware that the room was undergoing another transition; it was not lighter exactly, but there was a sense of deepening space. A suggestion of movement fluttered behind her, soft as a breath of wind on the back of her neck. In the distance she began to make out a form, a hole or absence in the shape of a man. As it moved closer, she saw a dark head and shoulders, the line of a body, and she knew with a terrible certainty that this was her husband. A wracking breath was torn from her. She reached a hand towards him; her fingers met air. The shape of her husband was no closer. It wavered some distance ahead, vague and implacable. She knew that it would continue to do so for the rest of her life.
            

            
                Some time later the door was opened. The director stood in the brilliant hallway. She lifted a hand to wipe the tears from Merit’s face, smiling up at her in welcome.
            

            
                After her experience, Merit was led by the director to a kind of anteroom or lounge. A cup of steaming tea was set in front of her. It was a long time before she could locate her voice. Once she did, she found herself admitting things to this strange, silent woman that she had never told anyone else. She said that since her husband’s death she’d been walking on a plane of glass so thin and brittle it could break at any moment. She didn’t think she was special; it was the same for everyone else. Just under the surface stretched a limitless darkness. They were all one step away from falling.
            

            
                The director laid her hand on Merit’s knee, her eyes shining with understanding. Just then, the door opened, and Marcus entered the room.
            

            
                “Thank you,” he said simply. The flower was missing from his lapel. He looked tired, as if he’d spent a long and sleepless night. Merit began to wonder how much time had passed since she’d arrived in this building.
            

            
                “Could you,” Merit began. Her mouth was dry. She took a sip of the tea and started again. “Did you see what I saw?”
            

            
                The director waved the question away with a short motion of her hand. She flashed a sign to Marcus.
            

            
                “It’s better to say that your feelings were clear,” Marcus told her. “I know that sounds vague. It’s hard to take everything in, all at once. Just know that the agency we are hoping to build here will be unlike any other. Our world is under siege. It is broken, and the border cannot hold. Confronted by parallel worlds, we no longer have the luxury of believing in our own uniqueness. Combating such truths will require the utmost strength of mind. We believe you possess that strength. If you agree, we would be happy to welcome you to the Institute.”
            

            
                The director was watching her. Marcus’s wide, strong hands were folded in his lap.
            

            
                “What do you say Merit? Will you help us?”
            

            
                In that moment, a calm descended on her. Of course their world was broken. Anyone could see that. Outside, cracks were lurking like dark smudges in the corner of an eye. They had always been there. Even with everything that came after, all the things she’d seen and done in the name of the Institute, she had no regrets. There was no other choice she could have made.
            


            
                She can feel the breach intensely now. Its pull is almost physical, an invisible hand tugging at the threads of her mind. Her partner brings the car around the side of an apartment building. Switching off the engine, he takes the case from the back seat. As they exit the car, a slight gasp is wrenched from Merit’s throat; the pull of the breach is overwhelming. She steadies herself with a hand on the car's hood, and forces herself to breathe.
            

            
                “You alright?”
            

            
                It is her partner’s voice. The agent shakes her head.
            

            
                “Come on,” she says.
            

            
                She enters the mouth of an alley. A single fluorescent bulb bathes the brick walls in yellow light, its reflection slithering over the folds in her jacket. Behind the building is a small parking lot. In the distance, the night sky is bruised with the rumour of distant flames. Captured rainwater pools in the cracked pavement. Beneath a rusting fire-escape, a black hole is cut from the wall, and inside it a twisted man lies huddled in shadow.
            

            
                “It’s here,” Merit announces. Her partner follows her gaze.
            

            
                “The breach?” he asks. He can see nothing without his goggles of course, but this close even he must be able to feel it.
            

            
                “Yes,” she answers. “And the outsider.”
            

            
                She removes her earpieces from a pocket in her jacket. Placing them securely, a slight whine gives way to the low crackle of static; she has the uncomfortable sensation that millions of tiny hairs have sprouted in her ears, but she can hear the outsider now, the ragged exhalation of his breath rising through the wash of static. He is still alive.
            

            
                Moving closer, what’s left of his body comes more fully into view. He is thin, with a shaved head and long limbs. From his chest stems one of the stairwell’s metal posts. Blood is seeping from the wound. The rest of his body is fused to the wall. Where his flesh meets brick, black veins crackle; behind him swirls the breach. This close, it is as if Merit is standing in the midst of a raging torrent. The breach grasps at her, urging her forward. If it was meant to be a portal, only half of the outsider has made it through. Whatever happened here, whatever he’d been trying to do, something has gone badly wrong.
            

            
                The outsider lifts his head. Light from the street lamp falls on the line cut from his face. A rich purple, it runs like an incision through his right eye from forehead to cheek. Ghost-like shapes are at play in its depths. Staring into that line, Merit is confronted again with how little she knows about the outsiders. Visitors who arrive without warning, invisible and undetectable save through an agent’s goggles, or the raw substance that powers their use. The same compound the dead technician was allowed to remove from his lab, a substance powerful enough to rip a hole in the world.
            

            
                The outsider blinks up at her. His eyes are glassy, his gaze unfocused.
            

            
                “What took you so long?” he manages. Through Merit’s earpieces, his voice rings oddly hollow, as if the man is speaking from the far end of a long hallway.
            

            
                “Traffic,” she says. The outsider’s laugh gives way to a fit of bloody coughing.
            

            
                “That’s good,” he replies, once he’s regained control of his voice. “I like that. Been waiting all night for that line.”
            

            
                “Your friend from the lab is dead,” Merit tells him. The outsider is shaking his head.
            

            
                “Not my friend. He’s the reason I’m here. He ruined everything, sticking his hand in where it didn’t belong.”
            

            
                “What happened?”
            

            
                The outsider spits a wad of dark blood onto the pavement.
            

            
                “Trying to get out,” he mutters. “Just trying to get out.”
            

            
                “But you couldn’t do it on your own, could you?”
            

            
                He shakes his head.
            

            
                “You needed a catalyst. It was the substance, yes? You used the technician to get it. Why did he help you?”
            

            
                The outsider glances at her.
            

            
                “He wanted out too.”
            

            
                “Well, who can blame him?" Merit says. "We all want out, but not all of us are stupid enough to try ripping a hole in the world.”
            

            
                “I only told him what’s coming. Your world is ending. Bit by bit. Little by little. Soon it will be gone.”
            

            
                “So what else is new?” the agent mutters.
            

            
                “What’s he saying?” her partner asks
            

            
                “Nothing important."
            

            
                Focusing her attention on the breach, Merit adjusts a setting on her goggles. Data flashes across her augmented display, all of it bad. Even now the hole is widening. First it will take the outsider, and then the building behind him. It is a hideous thing, a growing, ravenous void. Left unchecked, it will eventually swallow them all. She turns to the outsider.
            

            
                “This breach has to be sealed, and there’s no time to get you out of it,” she says. A softness has entered her voice. She reaches out to wipe the blood from the outsider’s chin.
            

            
                “Sure,” the outsider answers. “Better that way. Not looking forward to winding up as one of your lab rats.”
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” Merit continues. “I take no pleasure in this.”
            

            
                The outsider is nodding.
            

            
                “Just doing your job,” he says thickly. “Like the technician did his job, getting that stuff out of the lab for me. They let him go. You know that? They just let him go. They wanted this to happen.”
            

            
                “Who wanted it?” Merit presses.
            

            
                “Your boss. Who else?”
            

            
                “Why?”
            

            
                “You tell me. Maybe she wanted to see what would happen.”
            

            
                Merit is silent. The outsider is probably right. All of this has the feel of an experiment gone wrong. So what if someone died? In the end, that’s just another set of data. You can’t expect to fix the world without breaking a few tools along the way.
            

            
                “I’ll need the vial,” she announces finally.
            

            
                “How much?” her partner asks.
            

            
                “All of it.”
            

            
                The big man opens the case and hands her the same container of liquid they used back at the morgue. Carefully, Merit unscrews the cap. The outsider watches her. Merit cannot say what emotion is at play in the man’s eyes as she upends the vial and pours its rust-tinted contents into the breach around his body. It might be relief.
            

            
                The outsider releases a gasp of pain, struggling against the metal rod that pierces his chest. His mouth opens, but whatever he was about to say is drowned in a wet gurgle. Behind him, brick grinds against brick like twin rows of gnawing teeth. The breach begins to close, and a hot wind pours out of the alley; voices murmur at the edge of hearing. With a sickening pop, the outsider’s body is severed from the wall. Merit stands up. She shivers inside her jacket. They have sealed the breach. The wall is whole. Removing her goggles, she tosses them to her partner.
            

            
                “Here,” she says. “I’ve seen enough.”
            

            
                The big man adjusts the strap and settles the lenses over his eyes. He kneels down to examine what is left of the outsider. His expression doesn’t change. Merit supposes he’s dealt with worse. He looks at her.
            

            
                “I’ll call it in,” he says. “Research will be itching to get their hands on him.”
            

            
                Merit doesn’t respond. She is thinking of her husband. She looks out at the night with the eyes of her body. In the distance, smoke from a burning car cuts a black swath from the sky. The hole in her chest is no deeper than before.
            

            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                07.  The Canary
            

            
                posted 11:17 AM by @sadieslens
            


            
                A week ago I received an email from a former employee at the Institute for Applied Research. He told me he had information about an experimental and potentially dangerous procedure taking place in the capital. More shocking than the allegation was the fact that he was making it; Institute personnel all sign non-disclosure agreements, and beyond that, the place has a reputation for inspiring fanatical, almost cult-like loyalty in its people. James is different. Regardless of the consequences, he wants this story told.
            

            
                Currently living in the northern mines, he seems happy when I suggest holding the interview at his local in Northside. Born in the district, he is blessed with all its social graces, and he makes sure to introduce me around. “This is Sadie,” he says. “She’s a writer. She’s doing a story on the Institute.” Not once does he say I’m doing a story on him. He’s either modest, or hoping that his part in the story is over. Either way, he sits with his back to the wall, and several times throughout the interview I catch him scanning the crowd over my shoulder. Despite his show of confidence, it’s clear something has him spooked. Given everything I’ve learned about the Institute over the years, I’d say he has every right to be paranoid.
            

            
                The following interview has been edited for clarity.
            

            
                –
            

            
                JAMES: So, welcome to Northside.
            

            
                SADIE: Thanks. It’s actually my second time. I did a profile on a couple of the local DJs last year.
            

            
                J: I’ll have to read that. A few of the guys I went to high school with are in the scene now. 
            

            
                S: Tell me about growing up here.
            

            
                J: Besides straddling the poverty line? [He laughs.] It was alright. None of us had much, but there were some good times. Things are different now. The district’s changing. Gentrification and all that. More artists than miners, these days.
            

            
                S: How about your parents?
            

            
                J: My mom died when I was young. My dad’s a miner. Both grandfathers too. Growing up in the tenements, that’s just how it was. Everyone knew someone who worked in the mines, and most of us figured we’d wind up there ourselves. Once I called it a family tradition. I must have been about thirteen. Dad didn’t like that much. Said he wasn’t breaking his back in the pit so I could follow him down. Told me to focus on school. He tried to turn it into a joke, but I could tell he was serious. 
            

            
                S: You went to college in the capital.
            

            
                J: On scholarship. Can you believe that? Dad wore a tie to the graduation. After he got a couple beers in him I heard him bragging to a few of his buddies that at least his kid had gotten a real education. Maybe to him that meant I’d already made it. I don’t know what he pictured for me. Some white-collar job in an office, maybe an admin role with the government. As far as he’s concerned, working in the mines is punishment for having grown up ignorant. Dad’s felt exploited all his life. He wanted something more for me.
            

            
                S: I imagine he was proud when you took a job at the Institute.
            

            
                J: Well, he said it beat mining. It was a long time before I told him what I really did there.
            

            
                S: Since you left the organization you’ve been pretty vocal about what you experienced, posting on social media, even contacting a number of other news outlets trying to get your story out there.
            

            
                J: You’re the only one who called back.
            

            
                S: Working independently has its advantages. For one thing, I’m free to choose the stories that interest me, but I’m curious as to why you want this one told. Aren’t you worried about a response from the Institute?
            

            
                J: Like a call from their lawyers? I don’t mind talking to them, or in front of a judge. Doubt the Institute is interested in that kind of attention. It’s easier for them just to deny everything. Paint me as some kind of head-case.
            

            
                S: I was thinking more about a response from their agents. I’ve been writing about the organization for a couple of years now, and in my experience they do not play around when it comes to intellectual property.
            

            
                J: What they’re doing is dangerous. People have a right to know about it. If the Institute wants to shut me up, they know where to find me.
            

            
                S: Then let’s start with the experiment. What was your role?
            

            
                J: I was part of a team that worked inside people’s dreams.
            

            
                S: You say that so matter-of-factly.
            

            
                J: It was matter-of-fact. They sent us inside a subject’s dreaming mind and had us poke around for anything unusual. If we saw something, we tagged it. The technicians collected the data and sent the subjects packing. The next day we came
            

            
                in for a debriefing, and a few days later they called us back to do it all over again.
            

            
                S: What constitutes ‘unusual’ in a dream?
            

            
                J: You’d know it pretty quick. Even when they’re twisted, dreams have their own logic. But then sometimes there was something else, like a feeling, or a presence. That’s what they had us looking for.
            

            
            
                S: I wonder if you’d walk me through the process.
            

            
            
                J: Every shift started the same way. They had us clock in at security and then change into a sterile suit and boots. We all had our own changing room. They did their best to keep us apart. I never met any of the other taggers.
            

            
            
                S: That’s what they called you, ‘taggers’?
            

            
            
                J: That’s how I thought of it. Never really got a formal job title.
            

            
            
                S: How did you get involved in something like that?
            

            
            
                J: They were calling for participants in an experiment, and I needed the cash. I thought of it as a one time thing, but through sheer luck I wound up with a job. Anyone can be a subject, but not many are cut out for tagging. Turns out my brain is wired a little differently than most. No surprises there, I guess. My dad would tell you the same thing, but from him it wouldn't be a compliment. Anyway, the technicians at the Institute seemed pretty excited about it. They put me through a short training session, and I got started the following week.
            

            
            
                S: You weren’t worried about the experimental nature of the work? Potential side effects?
            

            
            
                J: I can’t say it was always smooth sailing. But you know how it is. A lot of jobs are dangerous. Just ask my dad. Even today, cave-ins aren’t unheard of in the mines. A lot of guys are buried down in the pit. Some just disappear. Compared to that, tagging wasn’t so bad. I guess if things hadn’t gone the way they did I’d still be working there.
            

            
            
                S: So when did things start to change?
            

            
            
                J: The day they assigned me that new technician. Those guys are on a regular rotation, and none of them worked with us for long. They all wore standard white jumpsuits and gloves. Surgical masks too, and that was the first thing I noticed when he came in. He wasn’t wearing his mask. It was the first time I’d seen a technician’s face. He had dark skin and eyes, and a bit of an accent, but it was the lack of a mask that stood out. Other than that, he seemed capable enough. He led the way to the procedural bay and we got started.
            

            
            
                S: Could you describe the bay?
            

            
            
                J: It was wide, with mirrored walls. They probably had someone watching on the far side of the glass. Inside, there was a bank of computers and electrical equipment, two surgical tables with matching swing lamps. Suspended from the ceiling was the hub.
            

            
            
                S: By hub, do you mean something like a computer network?
            

            
            
                J: No. The hub was the port. The way into another person’s dreams. It looked more like a slab of meat than a piece of technology, and it was huge. Stretched all the way across the ceiling. A few cables dangled from its side, and every so often they let off a spray of mist to keep the surface moist. Once I heard a couple techs talking about how they’d grown it in a vat.
            

            
            
                S: Some kind of biotech.
            

            
            
                J: I guess so. No one ever took the time to explain it to me. My job was just to get up on the table and make myself comfortable. They took care of the rest. 
            

            
            
                S: What did that entail?
            

            
            
                J: There was the usual whine when the system warmed up. Sometimes it took awhile, and lying there I sometimes got to thinking about my dad. You know the Tanning Corporation, the company that owns the mines? They put on a show of worker safety, but like I said before, accidents happen. My dad would throw himself in front of a truck before admitting he was scared, but I could see it in him sometimes. When he left for work in the morning, there was always a chance he wasn’t coming back. Lying under the hub, waiting to dive into a subject’s dream, I was almost jealous of him. Death at least makes sense. If something goes wrong when you’re hooked up to a subject, it’s a whole different class of problem. Learned that the hard way.
            

            
            
                S: And who was the subject, in this case?
            

            
            
                J: A woman. They always seemed to pair me with a woman. The techs had it timed so the subjects were sedated and entering REM as they wheeled them in. This girl was tall, maybe 25 or 26, and pretty enough it seemed like she should have been able to find a better gig. Maybe she was up to her eyeballs in debt. Who knows? You want to get a feel for the state of the economy, take a look at the number of people signing up to get experimented on.
            

            
            
                S: And you said you entered her dream via the hub?
            

            
            
                J: Through the cables, yeah. Once the girl was in position, the techs got to work attaching the end of a cable to her forehead. Then it was my turn to get hooked up. The cables were made of some rubbery, synthetic stuff. Felt like having a tentacle pressed to your head. When the tech was satisfied, he looked at me and I gave him the go ahead. He pressed a button on his tablet and I dove in.
            

            
                S: I’m a little hazy on that point. I wonder if you could describe the process.
            

            
                J: Well, a room is supposed to have four walls, right? It’s got a floor and ceiling. Six interlocking surfaces, that’s a room. In a dive, all of that sort of detaches. The joints come undone, the floor and ceiling are the same thing, the walls line up, and meanwhile you’re nothing. You’re nowhere. A pair of eyes watching the angles flatten.
            

            
                S: It sounds intense.
            

            
                J: There was definitely a rush. A lurching in the gut. It was something like a backwards fall. Everything sort of rushes away and when you get it back you’re somewhere else. I came to on a beach. No sand, just a strip of volcanic rock. Waves beating against the shore. A little ways off was the subject. She was squatting by the water, dressed in a black hoodie and jeans. I walked over to see what she was looking at.
            

            
                There was a pinkish blob under the water. It was maybe the size of a kid’s fist, and covered in hairs or little veins. Didn’t look like any animal I’d ever seen. Something about it just felt wrong. You asked about unusual? This thing was it. You have to keep in mind that in a dive, the subject is everything. They’re literally all around you. In this dream, she was the girl in the hoodie, sure, but she was also the beach and the ocean and everything else. It was her dream. She made it, so it was all made of her. You follow me?
            

            
                S: I think so.
            

            
                J: But this thing in the water was different. It wasn’t a part of the subject. Felt that as soon as I laid eyes on it. It came from outside, and the girl was just as confused as I was.
            

            
                S: This is the type of thing the Institute had you looking for?
            

            
                J: That’s right. They wanted everything unusual tagged. The process isn’t exactly hard, but like I said, not many people are built for it. In my case, I could look at something in a subject’s dream, and if I concentrated hard enough it would pass into the hub. The worst part was that I could feel it going down. Like swallowing a half-chewed bite of steak, a lump of data working its way down my throat.
            

            
                S: And when you tagged something, it was cut out of the dream?
            

            
                J: No, tagging is more a means of processing a dream object. ‘Cataloguing its signature’, the techs said. The actual object stays put. I’d tagged dozens of things by that point, some of them pretty weird, but I could tell right away the one in the water was different. It was worse somehow, nastier. The meat was rancid maybe, and it took a while to swallow. Another weird thing was I could have sworn the girl was waiting on me to finish.
            

            
                S: Was she?
            

            
                J: I’m not sure. The subjects weren’t supposed to be aware of us. Taggers are ‘observational principles rather than participants’, at least according to the techs.
            

            
                S: None of the subjects ever noticed you?
            

            
                J: This one did, eventually. But at that point she was more interested in the thing in the water. She reached out to grab it, and as soon as she did, all its hairs or veins or whatever sort of shivered. I could see its body rising and falling in her hand, like it was breathing. Then she put it behind her ear.
            

            
                S: What?
            

            
                J: Like a piece of jewelry. And the thing seemed pretty happy about it. Once the girl got it in place, all its veins started spreading out, working their way through her hair, and the whole time the girl just stood there.
            

            
                S: She didn’t react?
            

            
                J: Stone faced. Meanwhile, the lump of whatever it was just went on making itself comfortable behind her ear. When it was finished, the girl got up and started down the beach. I followed a little ways behind her.
            

            
                One thing you should know is that not everyone dreams the same way. Some dreams are bright, all the colours popping. There are dreams so loud you can’t hear yourself think. This girl’s dream was grey, and almost silent. I could barely make out the sound of the waves. Not that I needed to hear anything, especially. It’s not like she was a talker. She kept up a good pace, headed for a low hill in the distance. We were almost on top of it before I understood what I was looking at. The ‘hill’ turned out to be a beached whale. It had been there awhile too. Rotting skin, deep cuts in its sides with the blubber spilling out. It was ugly.
            

            
                S: Strange.
            

            
                J: You see a lot of strange things in people’s dreams. But the whale was only the start of it. By then, a group of men were headed our way. I counted 11 of them, all dressed like monks. At least they were wearing robes. Long robes with the hoods up so we couldn’t get a look at their faces. And they were carrying torches. The subject just stood and waited for them. Like I said – twisted but logical. The men were there to burn the whale. That girl knew it, and so did I. She’d put the torches in their hands, dressed them up in robes. But there was something else too, that presence again, the same thing I'd felt with the creature behind her ear. Except it was stronger now, much stronger. I couldn’t see it, couldn’t have told you what it was, but I knew something was wrong. Maybe the subject felt it too. She had her arms wrapped around her chest and her mouth clamped shut. She was scared.
            

            
                S: She sensed something from outside the dream?
            

            
                J: Maybe. The Institute was working on a theory that the dreaming mind might act something like a membrane. Meaning our dreams are permeable. The techs running the training session kindly explained that word to me, ‘permeable,’ ignorant Northsider that I am. I’d rather they told me what they expected to pass through. Think about it – if your dreams are a membrane, what’s on the other side?
            

            
            
                James signals our waitress for another beer. I’ve barely touched my own. Coming here, I’d resolved to take everything at face value. Through the course of my work, I’ve spoken to any number of employees at the Institute about what goes on at the organization, but James was the first who was willing to go on record. The question is, how much of this story am I prepared to believe? As he continues, I can feel my thoughts growing looser. I’m drifting along in his current. Our waitress has been by our table three times already, checking up on our drinks. Maybe she’s just enthusiastic about customer service. Or is she trying to listen in on our conversation? If the dream world is a membrane, how different is waking life? Paranoia is a virus, and I may already be getting sick.
            

            
            
                S: I’m curious about what you think the Institute was hoping to accomplish by all this. 
            

            
            
                J: No idea. Could be they were hunting something. Maybe they built the hub and wanted to see what it could do. No one ever bothered to explain it to me. Why would they? It was all above my pay grade.
            

            
            
                S: Did you tag the men in hoods?
            

            
            
                J: No. They were just dream constructs. Standard stuff. The two of us watched as the men made a semi-circle around the whale and lowered their torches. They had the thing down too, like they’d been practicing for weeks. Airtight choreography, 11 torches lowered at the exact same moment. There was a hiss as the flames met the whale’s skin. Pretty soon they had a blaze going. A huge column of smoke went up and drifted over the water. Beside me, the subject was shaking her head. She was in a bad way by then. You could almost taste her fear. But my eyes were glued to that thing behind her ear. Its veins were getting longer, working their way over every inch of the girl’s head.
            

            
            
                Next thing I knew a huge chunk of skin was falling off the whale. Its ribs were showing now, and you could see all the way into its chest. Right down to the heart. The organ was massive, with veins as thick as my arm, and it was beating. The whale was definitely dead, but its heart kept on pumping. Looked a lot like that thing behind the girl’s ear to be honest. Bloody, and covered in veins, pumping away inside a burning whale. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Not until the girl started screaming.
            

            
            
                He shakes his head. Like most Northsiders I’ve met, James is a natural storyteller. They’re raised on stories here. Go to any bar in the district and you’re sure to hear a few. Narrative is bound up in the fabric of the place, and I'm sure that a part of James has been enjoying this. But now he stops. After a nervous glance around the room, he takes a rough swallow of beer and wipes his lips with the back of his hand. He is not looking at me. Even when he gets started again, he seems a long way off.
            

            
            
                J: Her screams were hard to take. Maybe it was just that everything else had been so quiet to that point, but now the sound was coming from everywhere. It wasn't just the girl. It was the beach, the water... Her screaming shook the dream, and at the same time the creature behind her ear was beating against her skull. Pounding in time with the whale’s heart. The girl dropped to her knees, tearing at the veins in her hair. The men in robes just stood and watched her. I thought her skull was about to crack open. I didn’t have time to think. I reached for the thing in her hair.
            

            
            
                They’d warned us. The techs, over and over again. Warned us about direct contact with a subject. It was supposed to be dangerous, and worse for the techs since it tainted their data. But her screams must have rattled me. I couldn’t leave her like that. I put one hand on her shoulder and with the other I grabbed the creature and pulled. The veins just twisted tighter, and then I realized the girl was looking at me. She could see me.
            

            
            
                Her mouth twisted, almost like she wanted to say something. Blood was pouring from her ear. Her eyes were begging me to help. I kept pulling, and when I finally managed to tear the thing off, she collapsed like she’d had her strings cut. The thing in my hand was still moving. Its veins were around my wrist. There was a sharp pain, and just as the dream crashed I felt it burrow inside me.
            

            
            
                S: Inside you?
            

            
            
                J: Under my skin, and when I came to on the table my arm was still throbbing. The pain was like fire. I stared at the arm, ran my fingers over it, but it didn't look any different. No one else seemed bothered either. My tech was busy at the computers. The other two were unhooking the subject. They wheeled her from the room before I could get a good look at her. I thought her eyes were open.
            

            
            
                It wasn’t the first nightmare I’d tagged. It was a bad one, and there was the pain in my arm, but I told myself it was fine. The hub was still hanging there. The room hadn’t changed, even if there was a weird taste in my mouth. Some bad blend of metal and rotting fruit. I forced myself to sit up. Eventually, the tech got around to unhooking me. He asked me about the dive. That was strange too. Debriefings were done with research, never the techs. Most of them treated me like another piece of equipment. I told him it was fine, and once I was sure my legs wouldn’t give out underneath me, I got off the table and left.
            

            
            
                S: Go back to the pain in your arm. Was that kind of thing normal?
            

            
            
                J: It wasn’t exactly surprising. Sometimes there were residuals after a dive. A feeling like being watched, or the colours in a room might be off. Brighter. Some hallucinations. The techs said it was nothing to worry about. It wasn’t until I got on the train that things went bad.
            

            
            
                S: Describe ‘bad’.
            

            
            
                J: The train was packed. I was crammed in there between a few businessmen and a mother and her kid. It was hot in the car, and I was sweating. My throat was dry. I had to hold onto one of the ceiling straps to keep upright, and the pain in my arm was getting worse. That’s when I noticed the kid staring. She was maybe 7 or 8 years old. She kept tugging on her mother’s skirt, pointing at my arm. I looked up. A vein was bulging under my skin. A big one, fat as a worm. Seeing it, I jerked my arm back. The woman beside me gave a scream as I stepped on her foot.
            

            
            
                All I could think of was getting out of the train. An announcement came on saying we’d reached Coniston station. That was close enough. I pushed through the crowd at the doors and squatted on the platform with my back to the wall. I must have looked crazy, sitting there with my eyes screwed shut and my hand pressed to my arm. After a while the pain died down. Now it was more of an itch, like a bad mosquito bite. I forced myself to look. Something was definitely there, just under my wrist. A small bump, and I could have sworn it was moving. I balled my hand into a fist, stared across the tracks and counted to ten. When I looked again, the bump was smaller. I could almost pretend it was gone.
            

            
            
                I told myself it was just a residual. I’d never had one that bad, but what we were doing with the hub was experimental. Like you said, there were bound to be side effects. Besides, I’d touched a subject, and they warned me never to do that. It made sense for the residuals to be worse.
            

            
            
                S: You didn’t tell anyone about it?
            

            
            
                J: First thing I did when I went in the next morning. But the woman running the debrief didn’t seem worried. So what if there was a pain in my forearm? Residuals came in all shapes and sizes. Except that this one didn't go away. It got worse. By the time evening rolled around, I must have popped a half dozen pain killers. Not that they helped much. To take my mind off it, I wrapped a wet towel around my arm and started drinking. I was halfway through a bottle of whiskey when someone knocked on the door. It was the tech from my last session. He must have gotten my address from the Institute’s records. He seemed upset, so I let him in.
            

            
            
                S: I take it Institute technicians weren't in the habit of making house calls.
            

            
            
                J: It was a first. He didn’t waste much time on small talk either. Said I was in danger. Apparently, the guy had been working for the Institute for years. Born on the low continent, he volunteered early on for their dream research. Dreams are a big thing where he came from. Something to do with the religion. Never had much time for religion myself, but now I’m not so sure. At least this guy knew enough to pay attention, which is more than anyone else can say. He told me there was something off about the data from my last dive. The techs monitored our heart rate and body temperature, and they checked our weight after every dive. According to him, I was around a hundred grams heavier after the dive than before I’d gone in.
            

            
            
                That was enough for me. I showed him my arm. The bump was there, just under the skin. If anything, it was bigger than before. The tech looked like he wanted to be sick. He said I must have brought something back.
            

            
            
                S: Back from the subject’s dream?
            

            
            
                J: That’s right.
            

            
            
                S: Is that possible?
            

            
            
                J: I wasn’t going to argue with him. Not with this thing in my arm throbbing like it had a pulse. Whatever it was, wherever it came from, I wanted it gone. I had the technician help me cut it out.
            

            
            
                S: You did it yourself?
            

            
            
                He lifts the sleeve of his shirt. Running from his wrist almost to the elbow is a ragged scar. I have seen this before; James sent me the photo before we met, but a picture is one thing, and seeing it with my own eyes is something else. I can feel my mouth going dry.
            

            
            
                S: The tech warned me not to go to a hospital. The Institute is plugged into every database in the city. As soon as they heard I was admitted they’d send someone around to collect me. Like you said, Institute security is no joke, and I didn’t much like the thought of having them poking around inside me. Not that I was thinking too straight by that point anyway. I told the tech to grab an old box cutter from the closet. One of those plastic knives with the disposable blades. Been sitting there ever since I moved. The tech and I did the thing together in the bathtub. He had me get in while he got a bucket and some towels ready. You saw yourself what we dug out.
            

            
            
                In his initial email, James sent me four pictures. One was of the scar. The second was a close-up of his bloody arm. The wound was fresh, the skin held back by another pair of hands. These must have belonged to the technician. Bulging from the incision was something that looked like a mollusk or sea cucumber, its back covered in thin spines, or hairs, all of which had burrowed deeply into the flesh.
            

            
            
                The third shot was centered on a bucket. Resting in a puddle of blood at the bottom was the thing they cut from James’ arm. The thing he claims to have seen lying under the waves in another person’s dream. An alien thing, twisted and misshapen.
            

            
            
                The last photo was again of James’ arm. Inside the wound were dozens of what looked like tiny soap bubbles. These were eggs, he tells me. Whatever they’d cut from his arm had laid them there.
            

            
            
                S: I can’t imagine going through something like that.
            

            
            
                J: It wasn’t pretty, but we washed the eggs out and cleaned the wound as best we could. The technician bandaged me up and now that it was done we figured we could risk a hospital. Besides the wound, the doctor who sewed me up didn’t notice anything unusual. He did some tests, ran a few x-rays. Everything came back negative. He assumed I’d tried to kill myself, and put me on suicide watch. When I got out, the tech was long gone, and someone had been through my apartment. The bathroom was spotless. No trace of blood or any eggs or the thing we cut out of my arm. It was like it never happened. Institute security maybe, coming round to collect their property. I guess the technician could have called them in, but I doubt it.
            

            
            
                S: How can you be sure?
            

            
            
                J: I’m not sure of anything, but why would he bother showing up at my apartment on his own? If he wanted to, he could have brought the agents with him. I don’t think he trusted them any more than I did. The higher ups don’t care about religion. Dreams might have been sacred to the tech, but to the Institute they’re just another exploitable resource.
            

            
            
                S: Has anyone from the Institute tried to contact you?
            

            
                J: I got a letter from a lawyer informing me I was in breach of contract. They mentioned ‘inappropriate interaction with a subject.’ I took that to mean I was done.
            

            
            
                S: They never sent anyone around, never called you in for an examination?
            

            
            
                J: Not officially. They must have gotten everything they wanted back at my apartment. I guess it’s possible they've got someone watching. Wouldn't put it past them, some undercover agent taking a good long look to make sure I don’t show up with any more scars.
            

            
            
                S: What did your father say when you told him all this?
            

            
            
                J: He doesn’t believe me. Not about the scar, or the thing we pulled out of my arm. None of it. As far as he’s concerned, I got my head screwed up in some clinical trial. He’s angry. Said he couldn’t believe I’d worked that hard in school just to turn myself into a canary.
            

            
            
                S: A canary?
            

            
            
                J: Like in the mines. The old timers used to bring birds down with them to test if the air was toxic. That’s how my dad sees me now. As a canary back from the mines.
            

            
                –
            

            
            
                When James contacted me looking to tell his story I did a little digging. The Institute confirmed he’d participated in an experimental procedure, but refused to tell me anything about it, citing confidentiality agreements. I spoke with a professor of neuroscience at Capital University, and he rejected out of hand the possibility of the technology James described. According to him, not even the Institute for Applied Research has the means to build something like the hub.
            

            
            
                I also had the pictures James sent me analyzed. There was no sign of digital tampering, but that doesn’t preclude the possibility that they were faked. Then there is the matter of James’ family; his mother was diagnosed with severe depression and hospitalized on several occasions for self-harm. Using a kitchen knife, she took her own life when James was 11 years old.
            

            
            
                They have a saying in Northside: ‘It’s always better the second time around.’ What they mean is that to tell a thing, to turn it into a story, is to give it life. Since my interview with James, I haven’t been sleeping well. I lie awake for hours, staring at the ceiling. I think of James or someone very much like him lying under the hub, waiting to dive. I picture the subject on the opposite table, a young woman with money problems who wouldn’t think twice about signing over her privacy and the contents of her dreams to a corporation. I picture the thing James ripped out of his arm, and the eggs he described, those little pustules of life he brought back from another world. As a writer, it wasn’t until I started covering the Institute that people took me seriously. In some sense, I owe my career to the place. The Institute is a massive entity, and its tentacles extend into every facet of our lives. From government legislation to consumer goods, its influence is undeniable. Could that influence one day extend as far as our dreams? When it comes down to it, maybe the reason I’m not sleeping well is because I’m afraid. Afraid of what I could encounter in my own dreams, and all the things that might be waiting to follow me home.
            

            
            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                08.  The Night Blossom
            

            
                Her mother was shouting again. In the gap between the door and the wall, the girl could see her father sitting on the bed. He would say nothing, she knew. Not at first. He’d sit there as her mother’s voice climbed higher and louder, waiting until it turned into a thing like sharpened glass. Then he would break. He always did, sooner or later, and his hands were already shaking.
            

            
                The girl backed away from the door, but there was nowhere for her to go. The small apartment was a prison cell, and her mother’s voice filled every inch of it. Fear tightened around the girl’s throat like a leather strap. She could hardly breathe. She turned, her eyes screwed shut, and when she opened them again she was at the front door. All at once, her mother's voice shattered and fell silent; from the bedroom came a sound like a caged animal, a low, threatening growl. The girl's hand was on the door handle. In the next breath she was out of the apartment.
            

            
                The light in the hall stung her eyes. Blinking through tears, she watched her feet padding over the brown carpet. Panic coursed through her. Any moment now her father would burst from the door, heavy-limbed and panting, and the girl would be dragged back inside. Back to face him, and his hands, and her mother’s cutting wail.
            

            
                The ding of the elevator shocked her; she could not remember pressing the button. Knuckling her eyes, she slipped inside and touched the button with the tip of a finger. She stood in one corner, counting the beeps from her floor to the ground. When the doors finally opened, she rushed into the lobby. The guard behind the desk raised his head as she passed, and spoke to her, but she didn’t stop. Slamming herself against the revolving door, she stumbled into the street.
            

            
                The humid air embraced her. With one shuddering breath she took in the streaming night. Cars passed, and a horn sounded. The pitted sidewalk reeled beneath her. Reaching the corner, she darted across the street, half-blinded by a high pair of headlights.
            

            
                For a moment she paused in the shadow of a shuttered storefront, her shoulders tight against the muted glass. She could see her apartment building on the far side of the road, stretching into the sky like a dark fortress. Its concrete walls were scarred and chipped, and every window was a sickly eye. She had always hated living there. Turning away from the building, she told herself she was never coming back.
            

            
                Her steps fell quickly, but she didn’t run. She had no destination in mind, no plan. All she wanted was to get away from them, to be free of her mother’s voice and her father’s brittle anger. Out of habit, she stuck to the main road as it curved to the left and downward, at last entering a shaded, residential street. A row of trees was planted next to the sidewalk, and somewhere a dog was barking. In several windows the girl could see the flickering, silver light of television sets at play in the houses. Dreamily, she pictured what it would be like to live in a house like one of these. In her mind’s eye she sat watching television together with a new mother and father, but that was as far as imagination could take her; the television’s screen was a fall of static, and the faces of her parents were blank.
            

            
                She continued on to the park. This was how she thought of the place, but in fact it was little more than an overlooked stretch of grass with a chain-link fence to block it from the ravine. One corner of the fence had been torn open, forming a hole just big enough for a child to pass through.
            

            
                The girl often came this way after school. There was a footpath beside the stream that ran the length of the ravine. The girl enjoyed the feel of the soft earth under her feet, and the damp scent of soil and concrete that hovered over the embankment at the water’s edge. During the day it was a peaceful, friendly place, alive with the sound of birds. This was the first time she had ever been there at night. 
            

            
                She was careful to stay on the path. Forested slopes loomed above her, and the black strip of sky was frayed by swaying branches. From the shadows a chorus of nocturnal insects produced its creaking song. In the distance a branch snapped; was someone there, moving between the trees? The girl quickened her pace.
            

            
                She was only 9 years old. Adrenaline had pushed her this far, but now she began to sense the scope of what she’d done. Was she really going to run away? Where would she go? Anxiety coiled in her like a snake. She had been living with the feeling for as long as she could remember. It was a part of her now, wound up with her insides, as dense and immovable as an organ.
            

            
                The line between her thoughts and the world grew porous. As fear worked its singular alchemy, tree branches were transformed into grasping hands, and the wind was a sighing call. Even the slow gurgling of the stream had become sour and menacing. The girl’s arms were wrapped around her chest, and her gaze swung from one side of the path to the other. A sudden blast of laughter caused her to scream.
            

            
                It had been a man’s laugh, loud, and shockingly close. With it came another voice, also male. Both were laughing now. They were almost on top of her. Thoughtlessly, the girl tore into the trees. Roots tangled her feet; leaves and twigs tore at her exposed skin. She had her hands raised, to protect her eyes. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Stumbling forward, the voices grew distant. Who had they belonged to? It had never occurred to her that she might meet others on the path. But the men had been so close; their breath had scalded, and the back of her neck was still hot. Blindly, she continued on, legs straining against the rising incline.
            

            
                Under the tall cone of a fir tree she paused for a moment. Sweat covered her exposed skin and her heart was pounding in her chest. Slumping to the ground, she strained for any sign of pursuit. Nothing moved. No voice called out behind her. The girl looked around. Luminous green shapes floated in the darkness – fireflies, she realized; lazily she reached for one, but just as she closed her hand the light winked out, and her fist balled around air. Nearby, a cricket was chirping. The girl’s fear began to cool, and her head was heavy on her neck.
            

            
                Later she opened her eyes. In front of her, an orange light was flickering. She frowned, rubbing the numbness of sleep from her face. Another firefly? But as her eyes adjusted, she saw that the light was some distance away. Obscured by the movement of branches, it recalled the burning of a small fire. Rising to her feet, the girl set out toward it. As she did, the ground leveled off, and the trees began to give way. Emerging into a clearing, she was confronted by a wall of stones.
            

            
                Moss-covered and crumbling, the wall looked impossibly old, as if it had survived on the edge of the trees for centuries. From just beyond came the light. The welcoming glow was like a lamp calling her back to a home the girl had never known. In a daze, she scrambled over the wall and dropped onto a grassy basin.
            

            
                In the center of this place, encircled by the wall of stones, was a glowing flower.
            

            
                The girl thought of it with this word, as a ‘flower’, but it was unlike any flower she had ever seen. Its long stalk was ringed by a trio of leaves like strands of woven lace. Light sat in the blossom: pressed together as tightly as hands clasped in prayer, the flower’s petals were shining. The girl held her breath as she approached. Her feet were silent in the soft grass. No wind stirred the trees beyond the wall. The flower was as still as blown glass.
            

            
                “Pretty thing, isn’t it?”
            

            
                The girl started back. Next to the wall sat a huddled shadow. As it rose, the shape of a woman resolved itself in the soft light of the blossom.
            

            
                She was not young. Her nose was flat, and her eyes deep-set beneath a forehead creased by heavy lines. The woman wore a ragged shawl, and as she smiled, she revealed a mouth of yellowing teeth. A heavy odor came from her, of sweat and unwashed clothes and a sharp, stale reek of alcohol that caused the girl’s nose to wrinkle. The woman laughed.
            

            
                “Prettier than me,” she said. “And better smelling too. Go on.”
            

            
                She nodded to the blossom. The girl hesitated; her mother had warned her never to talk to strangers, but despite her appearance and the smell, there was something in the woman’s manner that put the girl at ease. Leaning forward to inhale, a rich scent of honey clung to the blossom; the girl had never smelled anything so sweet.
            

            
                “What’s it called?” she asked. The woman sniffed.
            

            
                “How should I know?” she replied sharply. “You think I know something like that?”
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” the girl mumbled, the edge in the woman’s voice causing her to flinch. Grumbling, the woman adjusted the edge of her shawl.
            

            
                “What are you doing here?” she asked, more gently this time.
            

            
                “I’m running away,” the girl said. The words emerged in a whisper. The woman nodded her head.
            

            
                “It’s nice to run,” she said. “The hard part is stopping in the right place, but it’s no accident you’re here. Not many accidents in this world, and anyway you’re here now, so you’d better learn something. Can’t tell you the flower’s name, but names aren’t so important. That’s the first lesson.”
            

            
                The woman spoke in a rush. Her words gathered speed as she went along, each one stumbling over the last. As she struggled to keep up, the girl felt her head growing lighter. The flower's light had the weight of a fading dream.
            

            
                “Now,” the woman went on. “What’s special about this flower? Look carefully.”
            

            
                “It’s glowing,” the girl answered. The woman rolled her eyes.
            

            
                “The colour! What colour is it?”
            

            
                “It’s orange,” the girl said, and knew instantly that she’d been wrong; the blossom was not orange. It was closer to the colour of flame, or the rust on the side of her father’s car. Or was it like the time she’d tried looking at the sun, and the bright circle it had left in her eyes, even after she snapped them shut? The longer the girl stared at the flower, the less certain she became. She had no name for the colour. It was something entirely new.
            

            
                “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I’ve never seen it before.”
            

            
                The woman was nodding.
            

            
                “Good. Then that’s your second lesson. If you don’t know, you don’t know. No sense acting like you do.”
            

            
                Carefully, the woman arranged her legs beneath her. She knelt next to the blossom. Frowning, the lines next to her eyes and in her forehead deepened into trenches.
            

            
                “You’re lucky,” she said to the girl. “Come back tomorrow and I’ll be gone, and this flower too. You’d be lucky just to find the wall, let alone cross it.”
            

            
                The girl blinked.
            

            
                “Where would it go?”
            

            
                The woman shrugged. With a sharp sniff, she drew her hand along her jaw.
            

            
                “Elsewhere. Not everything stays put. There are holes out there, you know. Things have a way of slipping through. But enough of all that. Why are you here?”
            

            
                The girl was looking at her feet.
            

            
                “I told you,” she said. “I wanted to run away.”
            

            
                The woman croaked a laugh.
            

            
                “That’s not saying anything. Running away? From what? Where to? Never told me why, did you? Now be honest.”
            

            
                The girl swallowed.
            

            
                “My parents,” she admitted.
            

            
                “So it’s like that,” the woman muttered. “Alright then. Hold up your hand to the light.”
            

            
                The girl obeyed. The woman leaned closer. Eyes narrowing, she stared into the girl’s palm. A low string of words emerged from her cracking lips. The girl couldn’t follow them, but she kept her hand raised; she felt rooted in place, held fast to the soft earth. A gust of wind passed through the trees, and a few wayward stars were shining in the muddy sky. The woman looked up.
            

            
                “You’ll need to go back,” she announced, releasing a strong, musty sigh. “I’m sorry, but there’s no other way."
            

            
                For a moment the girl was silent.
            

            
                "I don't want to go back," she said.
            

            
                “Yes?" the woman asked. "You think people always get what they want? There’s a path for each of us, stretching on ahead, all the way to the end. The blind can’t see it, and only fools try to fight it. Smart girls like you would do best to follow."
            

            
                "But I'm afraid."
            

            
                The woman nodded. She chewed on her lower lip as if considering what the girl had said.
            

            
                "I can help you, but you’ll have to pay. That’s the last lesson. There’s always a price. Remember that. Everything has its price. Now watch."
            

            
                As the woman spoke, the moon’s heavy disc cleared the line of trees. A pale, silver light flooded the clearing, and a shiver passed through the flower. One by one its petals began to unfurl, their strange light commingling with that of the moon. Along the delicate skin, the girl could make out a slow dance of ghostly shapes. Transfixed, she watched as the woman reached for the blossom. With artful delicacy, she pared a petal from the stem, but like the stubborn embers of a smouldering fire, its light refused to die.
            

            
                “Take it,” the old woman said. The girl reached out. The petal was finer than the wing of an insect, softer than a breath of air.
            

            
                “Tear it,” the old woman instructed, and once again the girl obeyed; she hardly had to pull before the petal was ripped in two. The old woman placed her hands on top of the girl’s. The touch of her skin was surprisingly soft.
            

            
                “Don’t be afraid,” she said, but the girl was not afraid. Her eyes were full of light. Between her fingers, the torn segments of the petal continued to glow. With great care, the old woman raised the girl’s hands.
            

            
                “Open your mouth.”
            

            
                The girl did so. The touch of the broken petal on her tongue was as sour as an overripe fruit, and as bitter as blood. She could feel its heat spreading along her throat. The old woman placed her hands on the side of the girl’s head. She spoke a word, and the girl swallowed.
            

            
                Her mother found her in an empty parking lot, several kilometers from the ravine. The girl was standing under a fluorescent lamp, her neck tilted back, eyes turned to the light.
            

            
                Her clothes were dirty, and leaves clung to her wild hair. From across the empty lot, her mother shouted, calling her by name, but the girl didn’t move. Even as her mother clutched her, running her hands over her daughter’s arms, still the girl refused to turn from the light. It was reflected in her eyes, two orange circles, perfectly formed.
            

            
                Her mother took her by the shoulders, and a tremor went through the girl’s body. Then, as if waking from a dream, she looked up.
            

            
                In front of her was a thin woman, with dark hair like her own. Her face was twisted in anger, and her fingers bit sharply into the flesh of the girl’s arms. Seeing her, no worry stirred in the girl’s chest. Breath passed freely through her throat. The night was absolutely still.
            

            
                The girl opened her mouth to speak. She wanted to tell her mother to let go, but the words wouldn’t come. Straining with effort, she tried again, and once more she failed to make a sound. Slowly, she exhaled in silence. She smiled as she reached up to wipe a tear from her mother’s eye. She understood then that her voice was gone. It was a fair price to pay, and as her mother led the way home, for the first time in her life the girl went without fear.
            

            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                09.  His Father’s Iteration
            


            
                The artery, the great canal that cleaves a line across the western half of the capital, is older than the city. Historically, the wealth of the inner territories was wheat, but the meandering course of the river had always made shipping difficult, and the canal was conceived as a more efficient means of transporting the harvest to the sea. It was built cheaply, blasted and hauled out of the ground by migrant workers. During the construction, several rough camps were established at the canal’s head, and a marketplace, and for years people lived and died alongside the lengthening pit of earth.
            

            
                The conditions were hard. Some workers were housed in rough shelters of felled timber, but many others endured the biting cold of winter under a thin layer of tent canvas. The summer months were little better, as the warm weather brought with it swarms of insects, and disease. The job itself was back-breaking. Building techniques were crude, and accidents common, but if an explosion or rockslide claimed the life of one man, or a dozen, there were always willing replacements; the outlying farms had no shortage of second sons, and the promise of a paying job cast a wide net throughout the provinces. Work continued, and the dead were hastily buried under the canal or along its banks. No graves were erected. Their only memorial is the line of black water they helped to carve between the river and the sea.
            

            
                By the time the project was completed, the camp at the head of the canal had grown into a small village. The workers called the place Harelle, which in their dialect meant a hearth, or the seat of a flame. The project’s managers and financiers sneered at the muddy streets and ramshackle houses of Harelle, but as the grain barges that plied the canal sent money flowing inland from the sea, potential was glimpsed in development. Overnight, the authorities deemed the village an illegal encampment, and those residents who would not agree to a settlement had their meagre possessions seized, and watched as fire was set to their homes. On the cleared earth, warehouses sprouted, and later factories of red brick with slender, smoke-blackened chimneys. Paved roads appeared, and one by one the tenements of the poor were replaced by well-built homes and stately offices.
            

            
                In time, the governing seat was moved to the newly incorporated city, and people began referring to the place as the capital. As the first rail lines were laid and the shipping trade diminished, bridges were constructed to span the canal. The area around the Wine Seller’s bridge, a tangle of theaters and drinking halls and open-air markets, formed the capital’s bustling heart. Where once there had been smoke and the din of industry, now the light of crimson lanterns painted the canal, and laughter rang out over the silent water.
            

            
                The city was a sprawling, omnivorous thing. First the surrounding forests were lost, and then the fields of wheat, as one by one housing projects swallowed the countryside. Much of the growth was fueled by a second wave of immigration; on the low continent, cyclical famines and the civil unrest they inspired had led to an influx of migrants from across the greater sea. Along with their labour, these people brought with them their religion, language, and cuisine. Of the three, their gods and their sharp, musical accent were tolerated, but the food was greedily welcomed. The most popular dish was a bowl of fried noodles dropped without ceremony into a hearty broth, the stock of which was a closely guarded secret, but amounted to little more than pork bone and salt. A few enterprising cooks began operating small, floating restaurants in skiffs moored along the canal’s banks. These proved to be incredibly popular, and within the span of a few years the space between the Wine Seller’s bridge and the Avenue of Parades was crammed with skiffs docked keel to stern.
            

            
                While it was true that the capital had been built by immigrants, none had arrived from so foreign a culture. The people of the low continent, with their pantheon of gods and obscure traditions, were viewed as backwards, and unwilling to assimilate. Increasingly, there was talk of restricting their numbers. The city was full, went the common complaint; it belonged to those who had built it. Compounding the issue was the discovery that the universe itself was porous. There were fissures in the fabric of things, dark holes and jagged cracks, and on the far side lay any number of parallel realities. Intruders from at least one of these were already filtering in, trespassers from another world. This revelation was like the final blow of a hammer against a stubborn rock; the government fractured, markets crashed, and the murmurs of a discontented population flared into an angry nativist movement. Its leaders demanded the city closed. As their symbol, they adopted a black circle on a white field, representing the sealed border, a wall that would not break. Cyclical protests, many of them violent, erupted across the city. Thus far, the artery had been spared the worst of the demonstrations, and from the vantage point of a dining skiff on the great canal, looking out over the water with a steaming bowl of soup in hand, such troubles could appear very far away.
            

            
                In one such skiff sat a young cook. His name was Kel, and he had been serving food on the canal since he was old enough to help his father prep the stock. Now a tall youth with dark hair and long limbs, he picked at his teeth with a sliver of wood as he watched his younger brother Gani sleep. Just beyond the makeshift kitchen, the boy was curled in a nest of blankets. Worry creased his narrow forehead, and from time to time an arm twitched as he struggled against his dreams.
            

            
                Once more Kel experienced a pang of guilt that his brother was growing up this way; he knew firsthand that the deck of a dining skiff made for an uncomfortable bed. Kel longed to be able to send his brother home, but the restaurant did its best business between sunset and midnight, and there was no money to pay anyone to watch him. Not that Gani particularly needed watching – the boy was an uncommonly heavy sleeper. Not even the noise and commotion of the great canal could wake him. Once he’d spent the night alongside a party of drunken businessmen, only rolling onto his side and dragging a blanket over his head as a heated argument broke out and the skiff was sent bucking and bobbing in the resulting shoving match. Even so, Kel wasn’t about to leave an 11 year old alone in an empty apartment. Gani was his responsibility. He was the only family the boy had left in the world.
            

            
                The familiar dip and bounce of the skiff pulled Kel from his reverie; a large man in a suit was lowering himself from the ladder and into the boat. Floundering somewhat, unsteady on his feet and offering a broad, apologetic smile, the man at last managed to sit down on the bench nearest Kel. He had broad, fleshy shoulders, and when he leaned forward, his prominent gut rested like a barrel between his thighs. Sweat was beaded on his brow, and the blush of alcohol showed in his cheeks. He beamed at Kel, taking in the skiff and its small kitchen with wide, kindly eyes.
            

            
                “Welcome,” Kel told him.
            

            
                “Thank you,” the man answered, a little breathlessly.
            

            
                “What can I get you?”
            

            
                “A bowl,” the man replied. “Large. And a beer? I guess I could have another.”
            

            
                He rubbed two meaty hands together, sniffing loudly as Kel retrieved a mug and a beer from the small fridge in the prow. Placing the cap against the gunwale, Kel popped it from the bottle with one short, swift smack of his palm. He tilted the mug and poured, sending the golden liquid frothing up the side of the glass. With both hands he passed the mug to the customer and set to frying the noodles. From over his shoulder he asked if the man wanted vegetarian or beef. The customer was finishing a long swallow of beer. He belched loudly.
            

            
                “Beef,” he replied. Kel nodded. He placed several thinly sliced strips of pink meat into the bowl, along with the noodles and ladleful of steaming, amber broth. Garnishing this with basil and a few split chilies, he passed it to the customer. The big man raised the bowl before drinking, thanking Kel in the traditional manner. The gesture caused Kel to lower his eyes; he did not want the customer to notice his disdain. It had become something of a trend for the people here to ape the ways of the low continent, believing that doing so was proof of an open mind, but to Kel a gesture without meaning was hollow, the lowest form of flattery.
            

            
                From his nest in the stern, the boy muttered and turned in his sleep. The customer glanced up from his soup.
            

            
                “Who’s that?” he asked. Kel scanned the question for sarcasm, though the man’s tone seemed plain enough.
            

            
                “My brother,” he replied. “Gani.”
            

            
                “How old is he?”
            

            
                “He is 11 years old,” said Kel.
            

            
                “My son Adam is 9.”
            

            
                Kel nodded. Although he prided himself on his hospitality, it only extended so far. In exchange for enduring the slights and small indignities that came with serving a nightly procession of drunks and tourists, he strove to keep something for himself. Behind his welcoming smile, he kept his true face hidden, but now the mood between the two men had lightened. Together they shared a companionable silence. The customer worked on his food with clear enjoyment. When he finished the beer, Kel took the mug and with a soft gesture inquired if the man wanted another. The customer assented, and watched in appreciation as Kel re-enacted the same ritualized pop and pour. The bench creaked as the big man leaned back in satisfaction. He was admiring the wooden mask that was lashed to a pole at the back of the skiff. Ovoid, with open eye-slits and protruding lips, a crack ran through the mask’s wide forehead. As if standing guard over the boat, its mild expression hovered in the space above the sleeping boy.
            

            
                “An iteration mask,” the big man said, stating the obvious. Kel’s face darkened somewhat; he was used to fielding questions about the mask. The religion of the low continent was not well understood here. People knew of the iterations, and the massive festival plays that took place in the towns and villages each year, but to the rational mind of the capital, the masks appeared quaint, mere props in an elaborate game of dress up. But the costumer continued:
            

            
                “Irdan?” he asked, and Kel looked at him in surprise. The guess had been a shrewd one.
            

            
                “Barran,” he replied. “But yes, a secondary iteration of Arden. You have studied the masks?”
            

            
                The big man shrugged and smiled. He was simply, childishly pleased.
            

            
                “I find your religion fascinating,” he said.
            

            
                “It was my father’s religion,” Kel answered. “I keep the mask to remember him.”
            

            
                “He’s gone in then?”
            

            
                Kel’s eyes widened; very few people here used the correct translation when speaking of death. Most preferred the common expression “passed on”, but for true believers like Kel’s father, death was seen as a leap, a dive headfirst into the vast ocean of being.
            

            
                “More than a year ago,” Kel said, and for a moment his emotion slipped its leash; his voice trembled, and he looked away. Out of respect, the big man turned his gaze southward. Past the Salt Seller’s bridge a column of smoke was rising.
            

            
                “Another protest,” the customer muttered. There was honest remorse in his voice. Kel turned to him.
            

            
                “Not everyone here is like you,” he said.
            

            
                They were quiet awhile. Gani stirred again, and together the two men watched the boy in the stern. When the customer at last took his leave and Kel cleared away the dishes, he found the man had left a generous tip. Briefly, he raised the money in both hands, and then he folded the bills into his pocket.
            

            
                The next day, Kel roused his brother for school. He had prepared a breakfast of rice porridge, Gani’s favourite, but the boy only picked at his food. Sleep clung to his eyes and squatted in his slight body. He sat with hunched shoulders, relying on the table to prop himself up. Kel sipped his tea, amused at the way his brother pushed the spoon around in his rapidly cooling porridge. Kel had been like that when he was young, rarely waking with an appetite, and then all at once overtaken by a great and ravenous hunger before noon. He was sure Gani was the same.
            

            
                “Something on your mind?” Kel asked him. His brother shook his head, and then all in a rush, he spoke up:
            

            
                “Dad was in my dream,” he said. The admission appeared to startle him. He pushed the bowl of porridge away in frustration. Kel struggled to keep the doubt from showing in his face.
            

            
                “Did he speak with you?” he asked.
            

            
                His brother’s nod caused several thick strands of hair to fall into his eyes.
            

            
                “Tell me about it,” Kel prodded.
            

            
                “You don’t believe in dreams,” Gani muttered.
            

            
                “I believe you had a dream, and hearing about it will be more interesting than watching you play with your food.”
            

            
                That prompted a smile.
            

            
                “It was nighttime,” his brother said. “In the dream I mean. The lights and billboards were all lit up, but there was no one on the canal. The streets were empty and so were all the skiffs. I was alone. It was really quiet. I could see some smoke coming from our skiff though, and dad standing at the stove.”
            

            
                “Was he trying to cook?”
            

            
                Kel kept his tone purposefully light, but it was clear his brother was serious. The dream must have been one of those that in their language was called hassab, one that seems realer than life. Gani shook his head.
            

            
                “He was just standing. He looked like he was thinking hard, his brow all scrunched together. I didn’t want to bother him.”
            

            
                “That was one of his favourite expressions.”
            

            
                Gani laughed.
            

            
                “You’re right. But he was happy to see me.”
            

            
                “Of course. It’s been more than a year.”
            

            
                The boy was warming to the subject now. He dragged the bowl back across the table and took a large spoonful of porridge into his mouth. Swallowing, he continued: 
            

            
                “He asked if we were going to temple, so I lied and said yes. Maybe he knew I was lying, because he asked if I remembered the name of his iteration. It’s Barran, I told him. But he sighed and said that wasn’t a good answer.”
            

            
                “Couldn’t have been dad then,” Kel cut in. “He carved the mask himself. It’s definitely Barran. He used to bore me to tears with that story.”
            

            
                “He never told it to me,” Gani said.
            

            
                “Never?”
            

            
                Kel was genuinely surprised. Their father had been an enthusiastic storyteller, and the tale of the mask had been one of his favourites.
            

            
                “Never. I’d remember. I loved hearing his stories.”
            

            
                “What else did he say?”
            

            
                “He said we were sleeping. He meant you and me. We’re forgetting what’s important, he said. Barran is just a sound to us now. Dad wanted me to tell him what the name means. It’s something like ‘waiting’ isn’t it?”
            

            
                “Almost. They translate it as ‘long patience.’”
            

            
                “Well he said I should remind you about it. Said it was time for us to wake up. So I woke up.”
            

            
                Kel said nothing. In a small voice, the boy went on:
            

            
                “You think it was really him?”
            

            
                Kel avoided his brother’s eyes. Dreams were sacred to their people, offering a window into countless other worlds, including the realm of the dead. At times, a deceased loved one might cross the border into the sleeping minds of those they’d left behind. To Kel, who had lost both his mother and father, the thought was less comforting than painful. He despised his parents’ religion for the way in which it preyed on people’s fears, offering nothing but sweet-sounding platitudes and false hope. Modern science may have proven the existence of other worlds, but none were like those he’d heard about as a boy; a person’s dreams were nothing more than images dredged up by their unconscious minds. Thinking otherwise was like choosing to believe in children’s stories. Kel stood up and removed the bowl of porridge from the table. He walked across the small kitchen to the sink.
            

            
                “An interesting dream,” was all he said.
            

            
                “I guess,” the boy admitted. “But when I got up this morning I couldn’t find the mask.”
            

            
                “What do you mean?”
            

            
                “It wasn’t here.”
            

            
                A wave of anxiety passed through Kel; he was already moving from the kitchen and into the hall. The hook where their father’s mask should be was empty. He hadn’t brought it home. He closed his eyes, and forced himself to count three long, controlled breaths. He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten it. He’d been tired after work, and Gani had fussed and complained when Kel woke him, but it wasn’t an excuse. He had to do better than this.
            

            
                “I must have left it on the skiff,” he said, returning to the kitchen. His brother looked worried.
            

            
                “Won’t someone take it?”
            

            
                “It’ll be alright,” Kel assured him, doing his best to keep his voice level. “Now come on. It’s time for school.”
            

            
                Reluctantly, Gani pushed himself up from the table.
            

            
                “It was good to see dad though,” he said, thoughtlessly, as a person throws away an empty packet after eating the contents, but the words struck his brother like stones.
            

            
                –
            

            
                Their father Gess had been a carver. On the low continent that title held a special significance. While cheap replicas of the most popular iterations could be found at any market, only a true carver was qualified to fashion the masks used in festival plays. What’s more, he had been called to the work in a dream. To the people of the low continent, there was great significance in that, but little mystery. Such things were known to happen, and it was not uncommon for someone to claim they’d received advice about their affairs from this or that iteration of the godhead. Most of these stories were only a way of showing off, and not many people took them seriously, but Kel’s father was a believer. As far as he was concerned, Barran of the long patience really had crossed the border into his dream. He loved to tell the story to his son, and each time he did so his words were more polished, and the details sharper, until at last Kel could see it all in his mind’s eye, as clear and vivid as if he’d dreamed it himself.
            

            
                “When I was as young as you are now, I lived in a village on the edge of a forest,” his father always began. “Camphor trees and teak, and tall bushes full of flowers. Birds called out in a thousand voices, and marching ants crawled along the vines like soldiers on parade. Monkeys with small, silly faces peered out of the shadows. There were a hundred different paths, and none of them ran straight. If you weren’t careful, you might get lost in there, and never find your way out. Our parents warned us not to go too far into the trees without an adult, but I wasn’t worried. I knew that I was dreaming, and that knowledge is special. It acts like a talisman, shielding us from harm.
            

            
                “I was dressed in an old pair of shorts. Chalk powder covered my legs and arms and chest. I couldn’t see my face of course, but when I touched my cheeks the tips of my fingers came away white and powdery and I knew I must have looked as pale as the old moon. I was done up like a player in one of our festivals, but without the mask of course. I was much too young to wear the face of an iteration of the unrevealed god. Boys had to wait until their 13th birthday before they could begin life as a player. I’d heard the training was hard, with hours and hours spent practicing the ritual poses and mastering the voice of each iteration, and I was a lazy boy, like you. I didn’t want to spend my days sweating in the temple grounds. I was much more interested in games, and exploring the woods, and being a nuisance to my mother and father. Like most boys, I was too busy to realize that I was asleep. It took a dream to wake me up.
            

            
                “As I walked, the birds grew quiet. A slight wind disturbed the heavy branches. In front of me was a huge banyan tree, the biggest I’d ever seen. It towered overhead, a wise old grandfather of a tree, with a wide trunk of climbing pillars. I thought I could see someone there, a face half-hidden by the trunk, but as I walked closer I understood that it was a mask, not a person. Round, with raised lips and slit eyes, and a crack that ran through the forehead. I couldn’t have said which iteration it belonged to, but the mask was certainly well-carved, and looked expensive. By rights, it should have been mounted on the wall of some distant temple, but there it was, hanging on a tree in our forest. Thinking I’d found a prize, I took it in my hands and pulled, but no matter how hard I strained, the mask wouldn’t budge. It was as if it had grown straight out of the wood. Frustrated, I was about to leave when it opened its mouth and spoke.
            

            
                “‘You shouldn’t give up so easily,’ it said. The voice was deep, and seemed to come from a long way off. I was so startled I almost fell to the ground.
            

            
                “‘Who are you?’ I demanded rudely, too surprised to remember my manners.
            

            
                “‘They call me Barran,’ the mask said. ‘And if you’re so determined, you could always use the knife.’
            

            
                “‘What knife?’ I asked, but sure enough, now there was a knife wedged between a hollow in the trunk. It was a carver’s knife, very much like the one hanging in old Amal’s workshop back in the village. The blade was short and sharp, and the handle was made of polished bone. I picked it up, surprised by how light it was, how smoothly the handle slid into my hand.
            

            
                “‘Now go ahead,’ Barran instructed. ‘Don’t worry. You won’t hurt me.’
            

            
                “Taking a deep breath, I did as I was told, first working the knife along the mask's upper edge. I went slowly, not quite believing that it didn’t hurt. Bits of bark and flecks of wood fell to the ground, but the mask didn’t complain, and the work wasn’t nearly as hard as I thought it’d be. Banyan wood is tough, but the knife went through it like wet clay. In no time at all the mask popped right off the tree. It seemed to smile at me as I held it up to the light.
            

            
                “‘Well done,’ it said. ‘But life is long. Far too long to carry such heavy weights. You’ll have to make a choice.’ I was holding the mask in my left hand, and the knife in my right. Even as the mask spoke, I could already feel the weight beginning to strain my arms. Suddenly, both objects were as heavy as stones. It seemed impossible to keep hold of them both. I had no choice but to let one go. The question was which? I was a foolish, headstrong boy, but even I understood the importance of what was happening. Every action in a hassab, every choice we make, has its echo in the world. I had to be careful.
            

            
                “My first thought was of the mask. I was fascinated by it. What boy wouldn’t be? For one thing, it could talk! I imagined what it would be like to put it on and take the mask’s deep, beautiful voice for my own. The knife was well-made, but it was just a common carver’s knife after all. The longer I looked at it, the more certain I became it really was the one I’d seen hanging in Amal’s shop. Why bother choosing a knife that I could see anytime I wanted back home? That was my thinking, but my hands felt otherwise. The knife was a perfect fit. Its handle was smooth in my palm, and very cool. In contrast, the wood of the mask was rough and grating to the touch. I longed to choose both, but just as Barran had said, the weight was far too much. My arms were ready to pop from their sockets, and still I couldn’t choose. Then I remembered something my grandmother had said.
            

            
                “It was late summer, the yearly festival play was on its way to our village, and together we’d gone to the market to buy food for the feast. The harvest had been good that year, and the farmers’ carts were piled high with plump vegetables and gleaming fruit. Everything looked delicious, but my grandmother wouldn’t buy just anything. She took her time, carefully poking and prodding each piece of fruit with her short, stubby thumbs. When she noticed my impatience, a smile split her wrinkled face. ‘Eyes can play tricks,” she said. ‘But the hands never lie.’
            

            
                “It’s a strange thing, to remember your life in a dream. You start to wonder if it truly happened at all. Had I really gone with my grandmother to the market that day? Was the fruit there truly so bright and colourful? Or was it all just another part of the dream? But real or not, my grandmother’s words rang out in my mind – the hands never lie, she said, or I dreamed her saying as much, and tightening my grip on the knife’s smooth handle, I dropped the mask to the ground. I thought Barran would be angry, but the mask only grinned at me from the forest floor.
            

            
                “A good choice,” the iteration said. “Though one day you may find the knife grows too heavy at last.”
            

            
                “Even as it spoke, the mask was already sinking into the ground. Moss and fallen leaves curled around its edges, and within moments it was lost. I looked at the knife, hefting its weight in my palm. I was smiling, and that smile followed me back from the dream. I knew I had been lucky. To have spoken to an iteration of the unrevealed god! To this day I can’t say why Barran chose me. Some men go their whole lives without ever being visited, and in my case it happened only once. But I will never forget our meeting, or the lesson I learned. When it’s time to choose, trust your hands to guide you.”
            

            
                Gess never tired of telling this story. Alongside his marriage and the birth of his sons, this dream comprised one of the principal events in his life. Kel had heard it so often that he could have quoted the tale from memory. Before this dream, his father told him, he had been sleeping. Now he was awake, and the following day he went to see the carver Amal.
            

            
                The old man’s workshop was little more than a dusty shed. On the back wall, along with a few other tools and a pair of half-finished masks, was a knife very much like the one Gess had held in his dream. There was the handle of polished bone, and the same short, gleaming blade. He was almost certain it was the same one, but he had to know for sure, and to do that he needed to feel its weight in his hand.
            

            
                “I’m sorry,” he said. “But could I hold that knife please?”
            

            
                Amal was taken aback; a carver’s tools were not exactly sacred, but neither were they toys.
            

            
                “Why?” the old man asked in his thin, reedy voice.
            

            
                “I had a dream,” Gess said.
            

            
                “Tell me,” the carver instructed.
            

            
                Falteringly, guided at first by the old man’s questions, Gess related the story. Amal had been carving masks and other religious objects for over 50 years. He was a man of deep faith, and it was clear to him what the dream intended. Only a fool would ignore so clear a sign. Rising on his creaking bones, he took the knife from the wall and passed it to the boy. As Gess hefted it in his palm, a slow smile crept onto his face. It felt just as he remembered.
            

            
                “It suits you,” Amal admitted.
            

            
                “Could I try it please?” Gess asked.
            

            
                Amal took a spare block of wood from a shelf and handed it to him. He watched as Gess began to pare away the edges. The boy’s movement was stumbling, his hands uncertain, but Amal could see the raw talent hiding there.
            

            
                “Would you like to learn how to use it?” the old man asked. For a moment, Gess’ expression was puzzled. He had the look of one who can no longer tell whether or not he is awake.
            

            
                “Yes,” the boy said at last. “I would like that very much.”
            

            
                For five years Gess studied with the carver. It was not an easy apprenticeship. Amal was a willing teacher, but there was little sympathy in him, or patience for mistakes. Though not even on the worst days, when his young charge had broken a blade or cracked a mask on the verge of completion did the old man regret his decision. Anyone could see the boy had skill. He worked with intense concentration, and he had a gift for discovering the hidden lines and contours in a piece of wood. When his apprenticeship came to an end, Gess chose as his masterpiece Barran of the long patience. He spent a week on the mask, lavishing the wood with care, and smoothing its surface with linseed and other fragrant oils. Last of all he carved the thin crack into its forehead. Taking the finished piece in his hands, a strange sensation came over him. There was no doubt it was the same mask he’d once held in a dream. With his own skill he had brought it across the border, and though he could expect to receive a good price for such fine work, he knew he would never sell it. This was his iteration, the one closest to his heart.
            

            
                His apprenticeship ended, Gess now worked alongside Amal as a partner, and as the years passed he assumed more and more responsibility for the shop. The old man knew he was coming to the end of his own usefulness as a carver; arthritis had claimed his hands, and his eyes were growing too weak for the fine detail the work demanded. He was content to sell the flat and his business to Gess, and looked forward to spending his retirement in peace and quiet, working on nothing more demanding than the occasional child’s toy. The knife with the handle of bone he presented as a gift.
            

            
                This arrangement pleased Amal’s patrons; Gess produced strong work, and players as far off as the district capital proudly donned his masks on festival days. He was a man now, a respected carver with a shop of his own, and after receiving the blessing of his parents, he took a little money and hired the services of a matchmaker.
            

            
                A suitable girl was found in one of the neighbouring villages. Her name was Asta, and she was three years older than Gess. She had grown up on a farm, the third of seven children. Her small frame was robust and rather muscular, and long days under the sun had darkened her almond-coloured skin. Just beneath her right eye, a short scar like a crescent moon adorned her cheek. Gess never learned how she’d received it; he understood that her childhood had not been a happy one, but there was always a certain mystery about Asta. She held her own counsel, and seemed reluctant to speak of her past in anything but the most general terms. A heavy sleeper, she nonetheless rolled anxiously in their bed, muttering in her low, quiet voice as she wrestled with her dreams. Gess loved her even for her secrets, and the way in which she approached each day with steady determination. He saw her as possessing that rarest of gifts, the ability to live in the present moment, and he did his best to learn from her. At temple, he never failed to include the matchmaker in his prayers. As with his profession, Gess knew he had been lucky in his marriage, and the thought made him nervous; too much fortune in one person’s hands invited danger.
            

            
                But for a time he could ignore such worries. Within the first year of their marriage, Asta gave birth to a strong, healthy son, and both she and Gess looked forward to welcoming many more children into their lives. Soon however, this first pregnancy, unplanned and carried to term without incident, began to seem like the sweet memory of a fading dream; though they tried everything the local doctor could recommend, no more children arrived. Then came a miracle: eight years after Kel’s birth, Asta announced that she was pregnant again. Even in his joy, Gess could feel his old fears beginning to stir; once more he had been blessed, and surely now the turn was coming.
            

            
                When the time came, the village midwife was summoned, and Kel was sent to a neighbor’s home. Seated on the woven carpet next to his wife, Gess gripped her hand and looked on as the sweat poured forth and the muscles in her neck strained like tightened cords. He could do nothing for her, nothing at all; he was no more than a spectator, and as he prayed for his wife and the child she carried, he prayed also for the patience to endure his own uselessness.
            

            
                The sun was rising by the time the baby arrived, and when Gess saw that his second son was perfect, and whole, he knew with a terrible certainty that they had reached the limit of fortune’s generosity. The midwife looked at him. The bleeding had not stopped. Within an hour of their son’s birth Asta was gone.
            

            
                In the silence that followed her passage, Gess held his infant son in his arms and stared at the mask hanging on the wall. He studied its outline, the raised lips and slit eyes, the crack that ran like a scar along the width of its forehead. Once he had spoken with that same mask in a dream. Now he saw only a block of wood. 
            

            
                A movement at the door caused him to turn. Kel was standing in the entryway. The boy’s face was ashen, his body trembling. Gess wanted to stand up, to go to him, but he could not move. He was rooted in place, and the words he longed to speak withered on his tongue.
            

            
                After his wife’s death, Gess hoped to retreat into his work, but though his skill remained, the passion had fled from his hands; one after another he abandoned a piece half-finished. Worse, the rains in the year of Gani’s birth were unusually heavy. The river swelled, and floods swallowed the fields. In the village, people stood in their doorways and stared out at the torrent of muddy water with listless dread; the harvest was ruined now. Famine was inevitable. Those who could afford to packed their things and left, and those who couldn’t sat and watched the rain and scraped what bare comfort they could from the knowledge that things had always been this way. Death arose from birth, and famine followed plenty. They held onto their children, and did their best to stifle fear.
            

            
                Gess was one of those who had the means to leave. Many of his former patrons had already abandoned the low continent altogether, fleeing with their families across the greater sea. There was work to be found there, they said, and famine was unknown. Still, the thought of moving frightened Gess. Carving was all he knew. He’d measured his days in the slow passage of a blade over wood, and weighed his own worth against the beauty of his work. What was he if not a carver? He could imagine no other life, but what difference did that make? His sons were all that mattered, their lives, and their safety. He would not stand and wait for their bellies to balloon in the famine, watching like a dull animal as the flesh vanished from their bones. Kel and Gani must live, and for that they had to leave.
            

            
                He located a moneylender willing to buy the shop. The man offered less than half of what it was worth, but Gess was in no position to argue. He sold everything, including Amal’s knife. As he handed it over, he thought again of the words he’d once heard in a dream: life is long, and the knife had grown too heavy at last.
            

            
                The proper amount was paid to a clerk in the district office, and emigration papers were procured for himself and his sons. Gess had expected Kel to complain about the move, but the boy put up no fight at all. From his mother, he’d learned to keep his own counsel, grappling with his problems in his own way, and on his own time. Since her death, Kel had moved through his days in a heavy fog; the village of his birth, or a far off city across the distant sea, it made no difference to him. Gani too seemed content, and passed much of the voyage calmly sleeping in his father’s arms.
            

            
                In the capital, Gess rented a room in a house owned by one of his former patrons. The place was poorly built, and the windows rattled mightily in the slightest wind, but there was a roof, and four walls, and the kitchen was stocked with food. In general, Gess found the move less difficult than he’d feared. Masks could be bought in the local shops on festival days, and several nearby restaurants served a fair approximation of their home country’s cuisine. The players at the temple might not have been as fluid in their movements as the ones he remembered, or their masks as richly carved, but they knew the poses, and what they lacked in artistry they made up for in emotion; in this city they were all exiles, and there was a certain strength in that, a commitment to hold fast to the things that mattered.
            

            
                He had no trouble finding work. The capital was awash with jobs, and it was true that no one starved, even if the work, like much of the food, was bland and uninspiring. Gess started out at a cleaning service, tidying offices and scrubbing toilets in the massive towers of concrete and glass that dominated the city’s financial district. Despite the menial work, he found that he enjoyed the quiet of the buildings at night, the long, lonely hours surrounded by empty desks and muted computers, the glittering lights at play beyond the windows. What he took issue with was the pay; the city was shockingly expensive, and Gess could barely keep up with the rent demanded for a single room. Several of his friends from temple were making a decent living as cooks, and he thought he might do better if he joined them. At the very least he assumed his training as a carver would be of some use in the kitchen, but the same hands that had brought blocks of wood to vivid life proved clumsy and dull when handling food. Quickly Gess realized that he’d never amount to much as a chef, but the strange people who lived in this city couldn’t tell good food from bad, and once he had achieved a minimum level of competency, he took out a loan and paid the holding fee for a skiff on the great canal.
            

            
                If the loan had been a gamble, it proved to be a good one; business on the canal was steady, and soon Gess was earning enough to move out on his own. He found an apartment not far from Acoma station, and once he had unpacked and his children were settled in their room, he watched them for a time from the hallway. Gani, by now a sturdy boy of three, squealed with delight as his big brother lifted him from the floor and plopped him onto the bed. His innocent, childish laughter was infectious, and soon even Kel was smiling. Gess left them to play, and went to rinse off the day’s sweat in the shower. For a long time he stood beneath the water, leaning with his palms pressed flat to the tiles. His chest heaved as a sob was torn from him, the blind flood of his grief arriving at last in the certainty that he had carried his sons to safety.
            

            
                –
            

            
                For Kel’s part, their new life in the capital was not so easy. He longed for the home they’d left behind, the soft morning light that entered his room through the window, and the aroma of freshly pared wood in his father’s shop. He found the new city harsh, and its people unforgiving; with his dark skin and foreign tongue he was an outcast at school, and he could not stop thinking of his mother. Her absence was like a hole pierced in his heart, and all the time it was bleeding.
            

            
                In the end, it was the canal that saved him. Night after night he sat in the prow of his father’s skiff and stared at the lights that coloured the face of the water. He breathed deep on the scent of grilling meat and the tang of diced onions as his father’s knife flashed on the cutting board. Like his brother, Kel learned to fall asleep on the skiff, lulled by the soft lapping of the water against the wooden hull. In time, he even made a few friends among the children whose parents worked the canal. Its banks were their playground, forming the backdrop for raucous games of tag and hide-and-seek, and later for those first, fumbling intimacies shared in secret in the shaded alleys. The canal alone felt like home to him, its lights cutting through the haze he’d been stranded in since his mother’s death. On the water, he could almost believe that they were safe; and then, in his final year of high school, Kel’s father fell ill.
            

            
                It started with a cough. Gess tried to pass it off as a persistent cold, but by winter he was bringing up blood. Tests were run, and specialists consulted. Kel watched as his father’s body, always so spare and thin, grew skeletal. He could not remember the first time he heard someone utter the word cancer. By the time he fully understood what was happening, his father was gone.
            

            
                They held the funeral at the local temple. The service was well-attended, and the players and his father’s old patrons and friends urged Kel to call on them for anything he might need. He and his brother were not alone, these kind, well-meaning people assured him; they were a part of a community, and would not be abandoned. Kel thanked them politely for their words, and just as politely withdrew. He had no time for his father’s religion. Had prayer saved his mother, or stopped the rains from falling? Maybe Barran really had crossed the border into their father’s dream, but if so, what had it accomplished except to fill his head with pride, allowing him to believe he’d been lucky, that he was special? Gess was never special. He was like everyone else, just as Kel was now, alone in the only world that mattered, the one in which landlords demanded rent and bills must be paid on time. In his 19th year Kel found himself responsible for his own life and the life of his brother. He could count on no one else.
            

            
                He had but one skill to sell; the time he’d spent on the skiff alongside his father had been his own apprenticeship. By now, cooking came naturally to him, and if he was being honest with himself he would have admitted that he was neither suited for nor interested in any other work. Still, he wanted more for Gani. His brother should have something better to look forward to than ladling soup and pouring drinks. Kel pictured Gani in a suit and tie, maybe working in one of the same offices their father had spent so many nights cleaning. Kel looked forward to the day when he could welcome Gani as he did his other customers, the two of them sharing a beer together on the skiff they’d slept in as boys.
            

            
                Then there was the matter of Gani’s dreams. It was uncanny, the amount of detail the boy could recall, the vividness of the worlds he visited at night. If they had been at home on the low continent Gani might already be apprenticed at a temple, and Kel knew he should be trying harder to expose him to their traditions. There was just so much else that had to be done; it was all Kel could do to keep his own head above water. He could work, and he could keep his brother alive. He had no energy for more, and this shamed him. What would their father think, if he could see them now? What would their mother say? Kel didn’t know, and his wounded heart ached as he realized he could not even remember the sound of her voice.
            

            
                Hearing about Gani’s dream had only renewed Kel’s sense of shame. The feeling lingered as he cleared their breakfast and dropped his brother off at school. He should have shown more interest in the dream, asked more questions about their father while urging the boy to focus on the details. Even if Kel himself was not a believer, that Gani dreamed so vividly was a blessing; Kel’s own dreams were nothing more than fragments from his daily life, anxious pieces in an ill-fitting puzzle. For the hundredth time he promised himself that he would do better, but first he had to get back to the skiff. He had been a fool to leave the mask. If anything happened to it, Gani would be heartbroken.
            

            
                Exiting the station, Kel sensed immediately that there was something wrong. The streets were too empty, and the air was laced with an acrid whiff of smoke. Bits of garbage and scraps of paper were scattered across the road. In the distance, a police siren wailed. At the head of the block Kel could make out the rough shape of a crowd gathered at the bridge. People surged along the water’s edge. Even from this distance the black circle was visible on the placards they carried. It was the same circle that Kel had seen scrawled on doors and shop windows in his neighbourhood, and on posters around the city, the symbol of the nativist protesters. They had descended on the canal at last.
            

            
                Instinctively, Kel darted into an alley. His pulse quickened, and everything took on the lucid, too-real quality of a dream. As much as possible he kept off the main streets. His skin and his foreign eyes would make him a target for the protesters. Almost everyone who lived and worked in the district would be a target. He longed to melt into the shadows. 
            

            
                As he approached the canal, the smoke grew thicker. The road was lined with grocer’s shops, fruit and vegetable stands with piles of bright produce on display. People came running from the opposite direction, away from the water. A man twice his age bumped into Kel, and the shock of the impact caused him to knock into one of the crates of fruit. A few oranges fell to the ground; a brown-skinned woman kicked one into the gutter. She was carrying a baby in her arms. Her dark eyes were wide with fear.
            

            
                There was a loud crash, and the brittle cascade of tinkling glass as a shop window was shattered. A cheer went up from the crowd. More and more locals streamed past in the opposite direction. They were being pushed out. The protesters were driving them forward like cattle. Kel pressed himself to the side of a wall. On the road ahead, two cars had been set ablaze. Twin columns of oily smoke rose into the sky. Kel watched as a bottle was hurled by a protester, the orange tongue of flame at its mouth curling as it arced through the air. For an instant, fire sputtered as the bottle smashed into the pavement.
            

            
                Kel’s mind was racing. They hate us, he thought. We never should have come here, but where else could we go? Who would have us? There was no answer. He was sweating, and his breath was hot in his throat. His eyes darted from one object to another, the rusting pipe affixed to a wall, the cracking pavement, a flattened packing box. The water was just ahead, and his skiff.
            

            
                There was a staccato burst of running feet. A teenage boy tore across the intersection. With a sharp jerk and cry he was sent sprawling to the ground; something had hit him in the back of the neck. Kel rushed forward to lift him. The boy felt incredibly light, and his skin was slick with sweat. He thanked Kel in their own language, and then he was gone. Kel turned back to the canal. His skiff was only a few meters away. Somehow, the mask was still there, lashed to the pole in the stern. At the same time, he noticed two men in black scrambling down the ladder and into the skiff. Their pale faces twisted in laughter as one of them reached for the mask. Kel was already running. He leaped from the bank, diving into the boat and crashing into the closest of the two men. The air exploded from his lungs. Staggering, the boat rocking wildly, Kel struggled to his feet.
            

            
                “The fuck you come from?” a voice snarled. Kel steadied himself. The protestor in front of him was very young; younger than Kel, just a boy, his thin face marked with acne scars. Lank, yellow hair hung over his ears. There was a wild light in his eyes. In one hand he held the mask.
            

            
                “Give me that,” Kel said, panting.
            

            
                “Why?” the boy sneered. “This your skiff?”
            

            
                The other, the one Kel had knocked down, was back on his feet.
            

            
                “Almost killed me,” he said. “Fuckin canal rat.”
            

            
                “You want this?”
            

            
                The first boy was beckoning with the mask. The ends of his fingers were dirty; grease marks stained the wood. Without thinking, Kel lunged forward, hurling his weight into the boy’s midsection. There was a grunt, and both landed together in a heap near the wooden bench. The boat rocked and tipped. The boy he’d pinioned beneath him was fighting back. Kel had his hands on the mask; he tore it free, clutching it to his chest. A blow fell like a rock dropped on his back; someone was kicking him. Kel tried to move, and another blow caught the side of his head. His ears were ringing; he tasted blood. Curling into a ball on the deck, he held fast to the mask. Its wood was rough against his palm.
            

            
                Kicks rained down on him, curses. Kel had his eyes shut. He couldn’t breathe. Light swam in his eyes. All at once there was a sharp pop like a cork loosed from the throat of a bottle, and a reek and hiss of smoke all around him. The blows stopped falling.
            

            
                “Cops!” one of the boys shouted. Kel raised himself to his knees. The two boys were already climbing the ladder, disappearing into the scattering crowd. Kel knelt on the deck, surrounded by trailing wisps of tear gas. Through the billowing smoke and the water streaming from his eyes he watched police swarm on the bank above him. In their helmets and black armor they looked like insects. Someone yelled for him to get his hands up. He obeyed, and raised his father's mask.
            

            
                Gani was seated in the kitchen. Light from the window stretched over the table as far as his arms. His teeth were sharp against his bottom lip. He was very hungry; he had been waiting for several hours, and his brother was never late.
            

            
                From the hallway came the sound of the door being unlocked and slowly opened. Gani rushed from the kitchen. At the sight of his brother, he cried out: Kel stood in the entryway with his shoulder pressed to the wall. There was blood on his shirt, and a wide cut on the side of his head. His lower lip was split, the skin around his right eye scraped and inflamed. In his right hand he carried the mask.
            

            
                “What happened?” Gani asked; his own voice sounded strange to him. His heart was racing.
            

            
                “A protest,” his brother answered. 
            

            
                “You’re hurt.”
            

            
                “Here,” Kel said.
            

            
                He held out the mask. Taking it from him, Gani was aware of his brother’s sigh, as if in giving it up Kel had parted with a great weight.
            

            
                “It’s alright Gani,” he was saying. “I’m fine.”
            

            
                The boy didn’t know where to look. He pressed the mask to his chest and did his best to hold back his tears.
            

            
                “But who did this to you?”
            

            
                “No one,” Kel said. “Two boys. It doesn’t matter.”
            

            
                With difficulty he lowered himself and began to undo his shoes. When he was finished, he rose, and touched his brother’s shoulder.
            

            
                “Come on,” he said. “You must be starving. Let’s go to the kitchen.”
            

            
                “I’m not hungry,” Gani answered, sniffling.
            

            
                “Sure you are.”
            

            
                Kel’s voice was soft as he led his brother along the hall.
            

            
                “You said you never heard dad’s story right? The one about this mask? I’ll tell you as I cook.”
            

            
                Gani was crying openly now. His nose was running. With his eyes clamped shut he felt his brother’s arms enfold him. The mask was crushed between their bodies. Kel leaned back and looked at him. There was a smile on his broken lips. He had the look of someone who has awakened from a long and difficult dream.
            

            
                “Did you know?” he began. “When he was as young as you are now, dad lived in a village on the edge of a forest.”
            

            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                10.  Northside
            

            
                The bus shudders over the cracks and potholes in the road as it makes its way north. All the windows are rattling in their panes, but the one next to her is so bad she’s half afraid it might break. To ease the sound she presses her forehead to the glass; through the hollows of their own reflection, her eyes track the passage of streetlights and beyond them a shambling line of brick houses. She and a fat man in a skull cap seated in the front are the only passengers. Every second block or so, the man glances back at her with a confused look on his face, as if continually surprised to find her there. Like she’s some kind of ghost. She chose to meet his eyes once, but regrets it now. It only seems to have piqued his curiosity.
            

            
                She does her best to ignore him; the window glass is cool against her head and the rice alcohol she drank earlier is sitting nicely. Her thoughts slip forward to the show: Capreol and Marmoset, two totally different sounds on the same bill. The contrast will be interesting, Capreol’s aggressive, pop-art anthems offset by the dark and glitchy beats Marmoset is better known for. She’s not sure she would have scheduled them together, but no one asked her, and there’s no question both DJs are talented. Besides, the venue alone is worth the trip, and it’s possible some of her friends might show up. Stella maybe, or Adam. More and more often she’s found herself going out on her own, and she’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss her people. There is a pang of longing when she thinks back to the ritualized preparations at Stella’s place, music pounding on the battered sound system, the buzz of shared anticipation. Now it’s all different. Stella’s current boyfriend doesn’t dance, and Adam is getting weird, muttering to himself when he thinks no one’s paying attention, laughing at his own bad jokes. Nothing lasts forever, no shared scene or moment. People change, or their priorities do. They fade in and out of each other’s lives, and anyway it’s not like she’ll be alone. Music forges its own community, and with the right spark, the dance floor can become a cauldron.
            

            
                Speaking of: she removes a plastic vial from her pocket and unscrews the lid. Tapping the end, what’s left of the orange powder slithers into the divot formed by the bones at the base of her thumb. She lowers her nose and inhales with a single, powerful snort, bringing her head back with it, releasing an explosive breath. The sound causes the fat man to start upright, his mouth gaping. Smiling, she wipes at the orange grains that cling to her nostril and lower lip.
            

            
                “What’s the matter?” she asks, more forcefully than she meant to. “You wanted some?”
            

            
                Her high voice rings out in the near-empty bus, but the man is already looking away, eyes on his mud-spattered boots. His face is soft, uncomprehending. He might not be all there, and she regrets her outburst now, being hard on him.
            

            
                Sniffing, she rubs the back of her hand. The powder is tangy in her nose, sharp as the edge of a blade. She’s been doing too much of the stuff lately. It’s not supposed to be addictive, or at least she’s never heard of anyone with a powder habit, but it’s not like there’s a wealth of information on the subject. She knows what everyone else knows: powder was discovered right here in Northside, a rich, thick vein of high strangeness buried almost two kilometers under the ground. No one had any idea what it was, not the company that owns the mines, or the specialists they called in from the Institute to study it. A drug cut out of the earth, it can be eaten, or snorted, inhaled in a cloud of smoke if laced in a joint. For all she knows, you can inject the stuff. She examines the few fine grains left on the side of her hand. Their colour is similar to the back of an eyelid pointed at the sun. The urge arrives to lick the skin clean, a dark and primal desire, like a sudden longing to jump when standing next to a ledge. Whatever it is, nothing else hits her the way that powder does. Nothing else is so honest.
            

            
                There is no rush, bumping it. No spike of adrenaline. There is always the same tangy, citrusy smell. A scent like iron-rich blood, and an opening in the nasal cavities. It isn’t like cocaine. Not like ketamine either, no wild ego trip or disassociation, only a heightened sensitivity to place and time: she is aware of the bus, and the windows rattling, and the back of the ratty, threadbare headrest in front of her. There is her own body, her thin hands pressing down on the flesh of her thighs. The feel of the denim under her fingers, the breath entering her nose and passing into her lungs. Her heartbeat.
            

            
                All of this, and something else: an airy, psychic tingling at the back of her neck. A sense of being watched, as if a pair of eyes are hovering right behind her, staring into her thoughts. That had been hard at first, but by now she’s used to it, the awareness of someone (or something) watching. She only hopes she’s making it worth their while; that was Adam’s joke – if someone was bothering to tune in, the least they could do was put on a show. Granted, a girl sitting on a bus can’t be very entertaining, but she’ll turn up once the music starts. She always does, and the venue all but guarantees a trip. The best thing about powder is that the doors it throws open actually exist.
            

            
                As the bus grinds to a halt she lifts her head from the glass. Through her reflected profile she glimpses the people standing at the curb, waiting to board. Norfolk Street, the end of the line. The bus will make a U-turn here, heading back south. Past Norfolk you take a cab or you go by foot. There are no bus routes to the tenements.
            

            
                Grabbing her bag, she edges out of the seat and pushes hard on the rear doors. The fat man doesn’t budge. It’s possible that he missed his stop a while back, or maybe he’s happy enough riding around all night. Definitely not all there, She shouldn’t have snapped at him like that, but it’s too late to do anything about it now, and she makes an effort to shake off the regret. Stepping outside, she inhales a lungful of frigid air and swirling diesel fumes. The group at the curb has formed a line, and together they press forward as the doors at the front of the bus swing open. She watches as the fat man smiles up at the new arrivals in welcome, as if he’d been waiting for them. Like they were all old friends.
            

            
                She crosses the road and heads north. At the end of the block is the Eft & Dragon – the first bar in Northside, or the last, depending on which way you’re coming. An old miner's pub, the Eft has recently been overrun by college kids and tourists out for a taste of the district’s nightlife. Most weekends it’s bursting at the seams, a sprawling, dilapidated old house known for cheap drinks and fried food, and these days for playing host to a brisk secondary trade in powder.
            

            
                In one of the big, bay windows on the ground floor is a circular neon sign, a blue dragon rounding on a pink, lizard-like thing. Someone once told her this was meant to be an eft, a juvenile newt; its coloured light meets that of the dragon in a purplish haze along the layer of snow that lines the windowsill. The bouncer, a thick man in a bomber jacket, is perched on a stool by the door. He nods as she approaches, and greets her, an ample breath of stream erupting from his mouth. The synthetic fabric of his jacket creaks as he opens the door to let her in.
            

            
                Instantly overheated, she shrugs free of her jacket and makes her way through the crowd to the bar. Some bass-heavy dub is playing on the room’s ancient speakers, and along with the hum of conversation and the occasional burst of drunken laughter, the aural soup is so thick she can hardly make out her own voice as she orders a glass of rice alcohol. The bartender, a tall man with a wiry neck and arms like cables, cocks one long, perfectly formed ear in her direction. She is transfixed; she can’t remember ever having seen an ear so beautiful. Another advantage of powder: everything is better defined, more truly itself. Her hands on the sticky surface of the bar look like sculpted clay. She gathers herself, and tries again.
            

            
                “A glass of Tatakam!” she says, using the brand name this time, and her ears must be getting used to it now because the words are suddenly clear to her and the bartender is nodding like he understands. She watches as he opens a bottle and fills a glass almost to its lip. They do not overcharge at the Eft, and they don’t skimp. She worries that will change once word leaks out far enough, but for now things are done just the way they were when the place catered exclusively to miners and retirees.
            

            
                The bartender with the perfect ears sets the glass in front of her, some of the clear liquid slopping over the edge and onto the counter. She pays him, leaving a large tip, and gulps down a mouthful without tasting it. The noise in the room crashes all around her. The powder is working hard and she can feel the eyes boring into the back of her head. What are they seeing? What can she show them? She attempts another drink, this time rolling the alcohol around on her tongue. It’s dry, and more than passable. Stepping away from the bar, she cradles the glass against her chest as she threads her way to the back stairwell. The carpet that lines the stairs has been worn through by generations of rough feet; the wallpaper is cream-coloured, with a stacked urn motif in powder blue, and hanging overhead is a faux-crystal chandelier. Drinking at the Eft is like crashing a party at the home of some aging widow.
            

            
                She finds the second floor just as crowded. A waitress carrying a tray of empty glasses picks her way through the narrow gaps between the tables. In the back, a few semi-circular booths are situated in the recesses formed behind a series of long, shallow arches in the wall. Occupying one of these are C and J, and with them is a man with a line cut out of his face.
            

            
                An outsider. 
            

            
                The realization arrives without much shock. Of course. What else could he be? A thin man with a shaved head, and utterly unremarkable except for the line that runs like an incision through his right eye from forehead to cheek. One hand clasping a bottle of beer, the outsider gazes at the table in front of him as if at a written message. She wonders what he’s seeing; they’re all supposedly psychic, more or less. She’s been using powder long enough to have met a few of them, most often in Northside. The district is crawling with powder users, and it’s only thanks to the drug that the outsider is perceptible at all. Without it, the man with the line cut out of his face wouldn’t exist, at least not to her, and that is still something she struggles to wrap her head around. She met one once at a party, way back when she first started taking the drug, who admitted the situation messed with him too.
            

            
                “I mean it's messed up, you know?” he said. “I'm invisible, sure, but it’s worse than that. There's something totally out of sync between us. It's like I'm only half here.”
            

            
                “So how do you eat?” she asked. It was the first thing that came to mind.
            

            
                “No issues with the food,” he replied. “Or the water. No problems breathing, for that matter. I mean, I'm obviously here. I'm sitting on this couch aren't I? The cushions react to my weight. It's you I'm out of sync with. Your consciousness, maybe? No one has any sense of me at all. This conversation we’re having? Half these people aren’t even aware of it. They can’t hear me, and touching doesn’t do any good. Trust me, I've tried. They wouldn't even feel it. Not unless they’re taking powder. All of which kind of narrows the dating pool, you know?”
            

            
                She’d laughed, and so did he, but on reflection it sounded awful. When she asked why he came in the first place, he said it wasn’t by choice. He’d just fallen in. That was what they all said, that they’d fallen into the world through its cracks. It kind of went against the whole psychic theory, but she believed him. Powder reveals things as they are, and her world is full of holes. She’s known that for a long time. Even without the drug, it should be obvious to anyone with half a brain. Things are falling apart. The government is useless, and the environment is a trash fire. She asked the outsider how much time they had left, but he told her not to worry, there were still a couple decades before shit really started to hit the fan, at least on her continent. So there’s that. The world might be ending, but only a little at a time. The outsiders are here, even if they’re invisible, even if they are “out of phase.” Ignoring that fact, or trying to deny it, is useless; by definition, what’s real must be the truth. Parallel universes, psychic party guests – at the very least, the outsiders make the end times more interesting.
            

            
                “Hey!”
            

            
                A deep, booming voice drags her back to the bar. Above the crowd, J is waving at her; a powerful man with the frame of a third-string football player, he somehow manages to move with a delicacy she finds endearing. Smiling, she crosses the room to their table. C raises his eyes. A lot of the men in Northside go by their initials, and she has never learned his proper name, or J’s, but whereas J is all heavy muscle and rounded lines, C is half a foot shorter than his partner, and leaner. A swirl of mismatching tattoos extends along his right arm from his wrist to the edge of a gray t-shirt. Both he and J are local products, born and raised in the tenements. She has been buying drugs from them for the better part of a year.
            

            
                They make room at the table and she finds herself sitting next to the outsider. She shakes his hand; the skin of his palm is cool, and very dry. She stares at the sliver the line has cut from his face. Behind it, she can just make out a curling drift of what might be purple-tinted smoke. She’s seen the lines up close before, cut in other faces, but there’s no getting used to something like that. She smiles, to cover her embarrassment.
            

            
                “I’m Ashley,” she tells him. “Ash.”
            

            
                “Call me Auld,” says the outsider.
            

            
                “Auld’s been helping us out lately,” C informs her.
            

            
                “He’s kind of our guardian angel,” 
                J adds.
            

            
                “That right?” she asks. “Sounds like a full-time job. These two must need a lot of hand-holding.”
            

            
                “You have no idea.”
            

            
                There is a smile at play in the corner of the outsider’s mouth. His voice has an odd, hollow quality, as if it’s been pre-recorded and dubbed back into the conversation.
            

            
                “So what is it?” Ash directs the question at C. “Problems with the cops?”
            

            
                C shakes his head.
            

            
                “No cops. They’ve ramped up security at the mines, but we can work around that. There’s always someone willing to shove a few bags of the stuff down their pants. It’s the Institute. They’re jealous of our business. They’re buying up mining rights, trying to keep all the powder to themselves. Auld’s been helping us steer clear of any trouble.”
            

            
                J has taken out a package of loose tobacco and is busy rolling a collection of cigarettes on the table. His big fingers move with quick assurance, and soon he is handing one to Ash and lighting it for her. Technically, she quit more than a year ago, but while in Northside she makes allowances. She leans back, luxuriating in the burn of the smoke in her lungs. The outsider is finishing off the last of his beer.
            

            
                “So what’s in it for you?” she asks him. He turns to her. The space behind his line recedes into an empty darkness. It has a way of drawing the eyes, and it takes an effort of will to look away.
            

            
                “I believe in the free market,” he says. “The thought of an Institute monopoly makes me anxious.”
            

            
                “Another dedicated capitalist.”
            

            
                “Actually,” says C. “We prefer to think of it as a public service.”
            

            
                “Yeah? How do you figure that?”
            

            
                “It’s bad out there right? I mean, we know that, but not everyone knows how fucked up things really are. There are actual holes in the world. We are literally sitting at a table with a guy from another universe. These seem like pertinent facts.”
            

            
                “We’re pro-knowledge,” J chimes in.
            

            
                “Can’t solve a problem if you don’t know it exists right?”
            

            
                “You’re calling me a problem?” Auld asks, clearly enjoying himself.
            

            
                “You? You’re a great guy,” C assures him. “I’m speaking in generalities. Besides, it’s for your benefit too.”
            

            
                “That’s right.” J is nodding as he licks the edge on a rolling paper. “Even I would get bored talking to us all day.”
            

            
                “Every vial sold expands your social horizons,” C says.
            

            
                “Very kind.”
            

            
                “We’re humanitarians,” J intones. He grins as he twists tight the end of the finished cigarette. “You’re human right?”
            

            
                “Don’t I look human?”
            

            
                “Other than the line cut out of your face?”
            

            
                “A minor detail.”
            

            
                “It’s disconcerting.”
            

            
                “Disconcerting huh?”
            

            
                “That’s the right word for it.”
            

            
                “Just think of it like a tattoo.”
            

            
                “A tattoo cut out of your face.”
            

            
                He is laughing. As Ash sips her drink, their banter washes over her, two drug dealers and a man from a parallel world. She is less than three kilometers from her workplace, and only a few hours ago she’d been writing copy for a client. She can still hear the drone of the air conditioning system in her office, and the slick, plastic clacking of the keyboard in the cubicle opposite her own. The sliver of reality comprised by her 9 to 5 is too fine, and too confining. Some days it comes at her like a noose around her neck, time ticking by in increments, each second bringing her closer to the end. She comes north to remind herself that she exists. Swallowing the last of the alcohol, she sets the empty glass down in front of her.
            

            
                “I hate to interrupt,” she says. “But can we move on to the drug dealing now?”
                
            

            
                J laughs. He tips his beer in her direction.
            

            
                “Right,” C mutters. “Down to business.”
            

            
                From the bag at his feet he retrieves a small vial and passes it to her across the table. She reciprocates with a loose wad of bills.
            

            
                “You mind?” she asks.
            

            
                “Be our guest,” C tells her.
            

            
                She is already unscrewing the vial’s lid. Tilting her head back, she tips some of the powder into her mouth. The taste is as intense as it is familiar: the same rotten fruit and rusting razor. She has her eyes pressed shut, and when she opens them again the space around the outsider’s line is shimmering with refracted light. She takes one breath, and then another. At the back of her head, the presence of disembodied eyes is like a warming glow.
            

            
                “Well,” she says, standing. “It’s been real.”
            

            
                “You’re leaving us?” C asks.
            

            
                “Stick around awhile,” J urges.
            

            
                “As pleasant as that sounds, I want to get there while there’s still room on the dance floor. Need to express myself through movement.”
            

            
                “Are you serious?”
            

            
                “It’s called sarcasm. But I do want to dance.”
            

            
                C grunts.
            

            
                “It was good to meet you,” Auld tells her.
            

            
                “Likewise. And don’t let them get to you. They grew up in Northside. We can’t expect much.”
            

            
                “Exactly,” J says. “We’re a product of our environment.”
            

            
                “The schools here are a disgrace,” C adds.
            

            
                “So that explains it,” Auld mutters.
            

            
                “Right,” Ash interjects before they can really get going again. “I’ll be seeing you boys.”
            

            
                She waves as she turns and makes her way across the room. There is a tingling sensation at the back of her neck that could be the powder or maybe just the three of them at the table, watching her leave. The stairs pass in a blur, and the faces crowded around the bar form a flesh-toned mosaic. She is pulling her arms through the sleeves of her coat as she forces the front door open with her shoulder. The bouncer is no longer on his stool, and the road is empty. The cold air feels very good against her skin.
            

            
                Like powder, Northside is unrelentingly honest. The street in front of her might have been lifted from the set of a mediocre dystopia: cracking pavement, shuttered store-fronts. Slush the colour of car-exhaust piled in the gutters. It’s different down south, where the well-tended lawns and designer boutiques serve to paper over some of the decay, and people wear their smiles like masks. Sometimes when she is in the office cooking up new ways to track customer engagement and boost brand recognition she loses the thread of herself so badly she has to dig the ends of her nails into the meat of her palm just to remind herself to breathe. Being in Northside is equally bracing; C is probably right that people need to be made aware of the cracks and the outsiders, but to her they aren’t a problem to be solved. The broken bits are where things get interesting, and that is where she’s headed now, to a party in a basement, and a hole in the world.
            

            
                The bar is called Lower Cavern, or maybe Lower Tavern, it’s impossible to tell – the lettering on the wooden sign above the door is badly weathered, and maybe the name was always meant to be ambiguous. Like a lot of the bars in Northside, the Cavern was built inside a converted house with a sloping, shingled roof. A little bronze bell above the door jangles as she enters. The space is narrow, with a wooden counter along the left hand wall and a few tables in the back. The opposite wall is covered in picture frames. There are dozens of them, of varying sizes and styles, from ornate pieces with gilded edges to the generic plastic type that come packaged with stock photos of grinning families. But there are no photos of families or anything else. All the frames stand empty, housing nothing except the wall’s crumbling brick.
            

            
                The bartender glances up at her from a tablet on the counter. The screen’s blue glare paints the underside of his ragged beard. The place is empty, but the pulse and thrum of bass shudders so hard through the floorboards that the glasses and bottles are rattling on their shelves.
            

            
                “Capreol up already?” she asks. The bartender shakes his head.
            

            
                “He canceled. It’s some new kid.”
            

            
                “Any good?”
            

            
                “Given what I can make out through the floor, I’d say she’s alright.”
            

            
                Over the past year, the Cavern has become the go-to spot for diehards in the local electronic scene. All of the best acts out of Northside play here, and several from the capital. The lineups are not always stellar – if you make a point of showcasing young talent, you’ve got to expect a few duds, but every once in a while the Cavern unearths a gem. Capreol is one of those, and Marmoset is well on his way. Ash isn’t surprised by the cancellation – the venue is small, and Capreol in particular might have outgrown it. She doesn’t mind the change. The music is only part of the reason she chooses to spend her nights here.
            

            
                Passing the bar, she descends a cramped flight of stairs at the back of the room. The shadows in the basement are thick; light seeps from a few candles stuck in wine bottles, while an overhead projector directs a beam of wavering colour onto the stage. A few dozen people are moving on the floor, with maybe the same number gathered by a second bar or seated on benches along the walls. She spots a few faces she knows, as well as the distinctive line of an outsider in the crowd. Up front, the girl working the decks is young, maybe 17 or 18, with a wide face and dark skin. Her eyes are ringed with silver makeup, and beneath a white, oversized t-shirt her thin frame bobs with in time with the beat.
            

            
                From the foot of the stairs Ash takes it all in, the bar and the candles, the young DJ on the stage. Through the concrete floor, strands of orange light snake like the cracks in a broken window. A thin mist hangs in the air, faint as the dying gleam of a fire. These details, like the outsider in the back, are only visible to her because of the powder she’s taken; among the town’s users, the Cavern is famous. The bar sits directly on a fissure, a crack in reality. The light bleeding through belongs to another world.
            

            
                Ash folds her jacket into a bundle and sets it down on a bench in the corner. She pulls her hair back and stretches her arms above her head. She starts to dance.
            

            
                The music pounding from the speakers is aggressive. Echoes of pop songs from twenty years ago are thread between the beats, along with disjointed voices that might be cut from episodes of old TV or simply messages left on the girl’s phone. Commonplace things. Fragments of daily life. It has that distinctive Northside sound: dark, and a little lonely. The girl’s talent is definitely raw, but give her a couple years and she’ll be there, right where Capreol and Marmoset are now. Ash smiles, her arms passing through the orange mist, the light of the projector cutting the ends of her fingers. From her back pocket she removes the vial of powder and tips a good quarter of it into her mouth. The fruit rots on the back of her tongue. The razor slices her gums. The dance floor is suddenly full.
            

            
                Half-empty figures move through the air. Backlit, illuminated from strange angles, at times a face will appear, an eye or pale stretch of cheek, the edge of pink and parting lips, and then it will be gone. People are flickering in and out of her world and the cracks under her feet blaze like veins of molten lava. The space is full with bodies in cross-section, dancing with less than a full complement of limbs, or with far too many: a girl’s outstretched arms multiplied like the icon of an exotic god, two heads flung forward from the same neck; a leg emerges from nowhere, followed by a lithe male body, as if from behind an invisible door. Parallel dancers in a parallel bar, moving over the cracks in an identical floor. At the Cavern, parties take place in two universes at once.
            

            
                Like Ash, the others have all come here to dance, but they are spectral figures, wavering. She releases a gasp as the heat of someone’s body passes through her, a second heart beating inside her chest. On the dance floor, over the cracks in their respective worlds, bodies run together like streams of spilled ink. Their energy merges, and their consciousness: can you feel me like I feel you? That’s why you came here, isn’t it? The thought arrives from outside, from the mind of a person in another universe. Ash raises her arms into the air. She keeps dancing.
            

            
                On the stage, there are now two DJs, the girl and a ghostly man almost twice her size, their bodies intertwining, arms flowing into and between one another as they move across the decks. Somewhere, someone is laughing. The crowd seethes in a great wave. A woman passes through Ash, and then a man, and for a brief instant they are one. Sweat is running along her back. She can feel the press of eyes on her, watching. How’s this for a show? She can’t tell if the thought is her own; she knows that the world is broken. None of them have much time left. Still, the night is young, and the music is good, and what else is there, in the end?
            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                11.  A Host
            

            
                They say hosting is a young man’s game. Clients are paying for a fantasy, and it’s one that only youth can provide. Smooth skin, a lithe body, and that first, sweet blush of mahood; no one wants their drinks served by some tired old fart, with his belly hanging over his belt and a combed-over bald patch. That said, experience counts for something too, and brains. Landing a client for the evening is one thing. Providing that special spark that will have them coming back night after night, willing to become a patron? That’s something else. Wit, humour, the awareness not only of what a client wants, but needs to hear: a good host is part waiter, part therapist, and all entertainer. But just try explaining that to the young. Boys walk into a club fresh out of high school and they think they know everything. Not that I blame them. I was the same when I was their age.
            

            
                At 18 I had more clients than I had time. Even my regulars had to wait. On Friday and Saturday nights they’d literally be fighting over the chance to drink with me. Back then, it didn’t take much to hook them - just the soft edge of a smile, and a well-placed touch on the back of a wrist. I was beautiful, or that’s what they told me, and foolish enough to believe in pretty words. It never occurred to me that my best quality might simply be that I was new. Novelty counts for a lot in a host, and by the time my shine had worn off, it was too late; the next young thing had arrived and suddenly I wasn’t such a big draw anymore. It wasn’t long before I was relegated to entertaining bachelorette parties and the occasional old drunk.
            

            
                For some hosts, that’s where it ends. The smart ones get into the game knowing that even the best of us has a shelf-life, and once they hit their expiration date they’re ready to pack up and move on. No hard feelings, and no regrets. Then there are those so saddled by debt that they’ve simply run out of options. For a naive boy with a wallet full of maxed-out credit cards, hosting is his only legitimate means of staying afloat. What comes next doesn’t bear thinking about. There’s no shortage of broken dreams in the world. We’re all just a step away from the gutter, and hosting has a way of breeding cynics. In the end, that’s probably what made Seb so special. Despite it all, he never lost his innocence.
            

            
                We worked together at a club called Shining Prince. It was located on the East Strip alongside dozens of other places with equally unfortunate names. The door was flanked by a pair of statues: two shirtless, muscular men with their arms upraised, each supporting an illuminated globe. Our portraits were on prominent display by the entrance. These were meant to give potential clients a sense of the calibre of men they could expect to meet inside, but they also served as a kind of ranking system. Hosting is an intensely competitive world. Cram a number young, egocentric men into the same space, all of them dependent on commission and tips for their earnings and there’s bound to be in-fighting. The truth is, most of us were back-stabbing little schemers who wouldn’t think twice about poaching a client. The portraits were the club’s way of letting everyone know how we were doing: the bigger the picture, and the higher its place on the wall, the better the host. Which is to say, the highest earner. As our fortunes ebbed and flowed, so too did the arrangement of our portraits. One week you’d see yourself up in a glossy 5×10 on the second rung, and the next thing you knew you’d been reduced to a thumbnail. It was all very childish, but we took the rankings seriously. Everyone that is, except for Seb. He alone, secure in his position at the top of the pyramid, could ignore such petty gamesmanship. In all my time at the club, his portrait never moved. For all intents and purposes, he was the Shining Prince.
            

            
                The picture itself was a close-up, his face framed by twin locks of perfectly articulated hair. Shot in three-quarters profile, Seb’s dark eyes were downcast, his upturned lashes casting elegant shadows on high cheekbones. His skin was caramel brown, a fact which shocked me the first time I saw it; there were a few smaller places on the Strip that featured hosts from the low continent, banking on a sense of exoticism to entice a certain clientele, but it was almost unheard of for the top earner at a club like the Prince. The truly surprising thing was that in Seb’s case, his heritage was neither a handicap nor a novelty. It was simply a fact, and one that he wore well, as he wore all things well. In the portrait, his expression was serene. There was a softening of the muscles at his lips, and a certain cast to his sculpted brows that suggested a man at peace with the world. He could have passed for a sage or holy man, but if so, he was a saint with a dark past, or a heavenly streak in bed. From its gilded frame, his picture seemed to be inviting you to share the night with him, to enjoy a moment pared delicately from the fruit of life.
            

            
                You couldn’t tell from this picture (they were all criminally airbrushed and floodlit), but it was an open secret that Seb was well into his forties. Some whispered that the truth was even worse: the big Five Oh fast approaching, his best years come and gone. Of course, none of us ever said anything to his face, and even when we talked behind his back it was usually with awe rather than malice. Seb was the only reason Shining Prince was on the map. Even in our jealousy, fantasizing about what it would be like to live the way he did, reeling in the best patrons and the big tips and presents that came with them, we loved Seb, and begrudged him nothing, not even his place atop the rankings. That said, it was a cool form of love, an abstraction; for all our admiration, I don’t think any of us really knew him. Unfailingly polite, he nevertheless remained at a distance. A man from a bygone era, moving as if behind a sheet of transparent glass.
            

            
                One morning he surprised me by asking if I wanted to stick around for a private drink. Our shifts had just ended, and most of the other hosts had already left. Obviously, I leapt at the chance; as I said, Seb was a legend, and we all did our best to suck up to him, not that anyone’s attempts to curry favour ever amounted to much. Still, I was ambitious, and more than a little proud of my looks. I sensed an opportunity, and before sitting down with him I excused myself to the bathroom to freshen up and check my hair. It had been a long night, but I found the reflection in the mirror not without its charm. Adopting my best smile, I joined Seb in one of the booths near the front window.
            

            
                In the interim he’d produced a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Despite my objections, he insisted on pouring, and there was genuine pleasure in watching him work; through the window, the clear edge of dawn sparkled in the fall of amber liquid. I was sure Seb had chosen the angle to achieve this specific effect, and when he was finished he set the bottle down and raised his glass to me.
            

            
                “To your health,” he said, and from anyone else this tired phrase would have sounded trite, or even sarcastic, but from him it read as absolutely sincere. I murmured some banal response, and took a sip. I’ve never been a fan of whiskey, but I can recognize quality when I taste it. The bottle was from Seb’s private stock, and it was probably worth more than I could make in a busy night’s worth of tips.
            

            
                “This is excellent,” I admitted. “But it might be wasted on me.”
            

            
                He laughed.
            

            
                “Not to worry. The sales rep at the distillery is a friend. Every year for my birthday he sends a bottle. By now I’ve got more of them tucked away behind the bar than I care to admit.”
            

            
                It was very skillfully done; to have acknowledged the gap in our ages and swept away any fears I might have had about repayment in a single response. Everything about him was casual and collected. The way he leaned against the booth, lightly toying with his glass as he spoke, it was as if we’d been sharing drinks together for years. The distance I’d always perceived between us was gone: suddenly Seb was as open as he was generous. Although I could tell he enjoyed looking at me, it was also clear that seduction was the furthest thing from his mind. Somehow, I found that I wasn’t in the least disappointed.
            

            
                The light from the window edged his profile as he turned for a moment to gaze out at the street. He brushed a loose strand of hair from his face, the movement as graceful as that of a dancer’s. He was everything a host should be, and more. I began to wonder why he’d bother wasting his time on a kid like me. If his motives weren’t sexual, what was I doing there?
            

            
                “I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to speak before now,” he said, as if reading the doubt in my mind. “I try to make a point of getting to know all the younger hosts. How are you finding the place?”
            

            
                So that was it. I supposed the rumours I’d heard about his stake in the club were true. Perhaps I’d passed my probation, and could think of this as a kind of informal review. I decided to be honest with him.
            

            
                “I’m glad to be here,” I told him. “But I think some of our regulars are getting bored with me.”
            

            
                “It’s hard in the beginning,” he replied. “It can be an unforgiving game. Don’t take it too personally. You should enjoy this time, before things get too serious.”
            

            
                “Revel in your youth?”
            

            
                He laughed again; the sound was rich, and entirely without affectation.
            

            
                “You’re right. We old timers can be arrogant, can’t we? Looking back at everything through a rosy haze of nostalgia. It’s ridiculous, of course.”
            

            
                “I can’t imagine you ever struggled with popularity.”
            

            
                I said this without thinking, and watched as Seb inclined his head.
            

            
                “Well,” he said, for a moment examining the back of his hand. “You might be surprised.”
            

            
                A stone dropped in my stomach. I was mortified. Of course it hadn’t been easy for him. Being from the low continent, it was a minor miracle that he’d succeeded at all, and in the years since it wasn’t as if racism or bigotry had suddenly disappeared. I stuttered an apology, but Seb forestalled me with a brief wave. The warmth of his smile did something to relieve my embarrassment.
            

            
                “I’ve been blessed to know good people,” he assured me. “None of us succeeds alone, though even in the hard times, we managed to have a lot of fun. Back when I got started, most of the clubs along the Strip were just opening up. The competition was fierce, but there was also a real sense of camaraderie. It felt like we were all in it together, carving a place for ourselves out of the world, or at least that’s how it seemed to me. Call me naive, but I’ve always believed in human nature.”
            

            
                If this was a performance review, it was a remarkably casual one. Seb seemed to have no clear agenda, and his rich voice was easy enough to get lost in. Set at ease, I made a point of observing him as we spoke. Up close, it was possible to glimpse his age. A few fine wrinkles stood out next to his eyes, and his hair had lost some of its lustre. No longer strictly beautiful, he was still a handsome man, and immaculate in his dress. Some of the older hosts are forever updating their wardrobes, but Seb’s look was timeless: a well-cut suit, and a tailored shirt so white it almost shone. On his wrist was a precision timepiece, not flashy by any means, but obviously expensive. The gift of a well-connected patron, a man high up in the government, or so I’d been told. Watching him from across the table, it was hard to believe that Seb had been up all night entertaining. He could have stepped out of the pages of a magazine.
            

            
                It’s hard to describe what that first drink meant to me. I am an only child, and I never had many close male friends at school. To that point, most of the older men I’d known had only been interested in my body. Seb took an hour out of his day and showed me something different. For the first time in months I allowed myself to relax.
            

            
                Even so, I assumed that would be the end of it. After doing his bit as a manager, it was only natural that Seb would withdraw, returning to that rarefied air he occupied at the pinnacle of our little world. To my surprise, he made a habit of inviting me out at least once a week. On one of these occasions, emboldened by drink, I asked why he bothered with me. He simply replied that I made him laugh. I’d never been called funny before, but I wasn’t about to argue. More than anything, I was grateful for the chance to get to know him.
            

            
                Sometimes we stayed on at the club, though more often than not we took turns swigging from a bottle of wine, walking along the canal in the first hour after dawn. On those bright mornings we spoke about everything and nothing. Not one to offer unsolicited advice, Seb nevertheless answered any question I thought to ask. He taught me a lot, maybe more than he knew, but the relationship was never one of master and disciple; even if he’d wanted to take me under his wing, I would have made a terrible student. We had fun together, and although neither of us ever acted on it, the obvious attraction we felt added a delicate spice. In short, we grew close, and I knew our bond was an established thing when he began to share his drugs.
            

            
                We were all using, of course. Pills, coke, finely rolled joints laced with all manner of interesting things. Hosts keep late hours, and the work itself is draining. No matter how sweet the client, when it comes down to it they’re all leeches, paying for your energy as well as your time. These are men and women who put in long hours themselves, and when they arrive at a club they expect to be taken care of, and entertained. A host’s first duty is to uplift: through the judicious application of alcohol and sheer force of will, we work to pull a client out of themselves, to help them for an hour, or for a night, to forget their troubles. All that takes its toll on a person, so it was no great shock to learn about Seb’s habit. The only strange thing was his choice of drug.
            

            
                “Have you ever tried rind?” he asked me. We were in the dressing room, putting the last touches on our hair and makeup before the start of a shift. We’d been discussing our vices, none of which were very interesting, and I thought he was trying to impress me.
            

            
                “Never heard of it,” I told him. He raised one sculpted eyebrow in mock amazement.
            

            
                “So you’re saying I might know something you don’t?”
            

            
                “I imagine that as a man gets on in years he picks up a few things.”
            

            
                “The wisdom of age. Observe.”
            

            
                He removed a plastic vial from the inside pocket of his blazer. Unscrewing the lid, he tapped a small, orange mound onto the back of his hand and moved close enough to allow me a better look. A million fine grains rested on his skin, as brilliant as cut stones beneath the vanity lights. I have to describe the colour as orange, knowing full well that it isn’t the right word. Rind was unlike anything I’d ever seen.
            

            
                “What is it?”
            

            
                “Uptown they're calling it powder,” Seb answered. “It’s some kind of mineral. At least I think that's what it is. Anyway, they’re digging it out of the ground. A client of mine who works for the Tanning Corporation introduced me to it. In most things, I’m all for tradition, but this is a lovely drug.”
            

            
                He raised his hand and inhaled. The little orange mountain was instantly sucked into his nose, and when it was gone he passed me the vial. As I tapped out a bump of my own, Seb dabbed the tip of his finger on his tongue and began picking the few remaining grains from his skin. I blocked one nostril and snorted.
            

            
                The scent was overwhelming: rotten, as the liquid that pools in the bottom of a garbage can is rotten, but thread through with the purity of metal, freshly cut steel, sparks sent flying by a buzzsaw. I waited for something to happen, some change or alteration in my perception, but there was nothing. No release, no wild spike of adrenaline. The room carried on as before. Seb was leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his slim chest, smiling.
            

            
                “You’ll feel it shortly,” he told me. “And it gets better the more you use.”
            

            
                “Feel what?”
            

            
                “The eyes,” he said, indicating the back of his head. “Right here. It’s like being watched. Rind is the perfect drug for hosting. Taking this is like having a spotlight aimed at you. Helps me feel I’m worth looking at.”
            

            
                My brow tightened; I was honestly confused.
            

            
                “You need to be reminded?”
            

            
                His smile changed then, and he looked at me with something like gratitude.
            

            
                “I hope you like it,” he said simply. “There aren’t any side effects, or at least nothing like a hangover, and I’m tired of taking it on my own. As with anything else, it’s better to have company.”
            

            
                I returned the vial to him. On his way out, he gently squeezed my shoulder; it was a friendly gesture, a confirmation that the exchange had meant something to him. But there was a sadness in it too. In all our conversations, Seb had never talked about his love life or family, and I’d never seen him go home with a client. If he’d wanted, he could have had his choice of men, but maybe all that was behind him. I sighed, wishing he’d been carrying pills, or amphetamines, anything other than that rotten, ineffectual stuff. Something to have lightened the mood. It must be terrible getting old, I thought. Not even their drugs are any fun.
            

            
                But as I finished up in front of the mirror, turning and tilting my head to examine my reflection, a creeping sensation overtook me. It was nothing dramatic really, only a few hairs standing on the back of my neck, and a prickling along my spine. The intimation that I was no longer alone.
            

            
                Turning, the room was as empty as it had appeared in the mirror. Still, the feeling persisted. Someone, somewhere, was definitely watching. It wasn’t unpleasant. A part of me even enjoyed the sensation. It was like Seb had said: I was at the center of something. Not a star exactly, but someone worth watching.
            

            
                That night I did very well in tips, and the hours drifted by like swift moving clouds. When I had a spare moment I pulled Seb aside and thanked him for the rind. He clasped my arm, and smiled.
            

            
                “I thought you’d like it.”
            

            
                “Introduce me to your contact sometime,” I said, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He took another vial from his pocket and pressed it into my palm.
            

            
                “I have more than enough,” he insisted. “Another perk of the job.”
            

            
                I thanked him again, sincerely, and from that night on I began taking rind regularly. Seb supplied me with as much as I needed, and he never asked for anything in return. That alone should have given me pause. Even at that age I was old enough to know that every gift has its cost.
            

            
                The Prince did the bulk of its business on the weekend. Come Monday evening, things slowed down. Cocktails were nursed, and conversations drawn out. If you were lucky enough to land a client or a party on a weekday, you made sure to milk it. On one such night, I was standing at the bar. Half the booths in the club were empty, and several other hosts were there killing time along with me. Naturally, Seb was working. He had a small party in his usual booth, a group of lawyers by the look of them. I recognized the principle as one of Seb’s regulars. Balding and bloated, the man was holding forth on some topic or other, laughing loudly and pushing drinks on his friends. It was an easy enough gig for Seb. Some clients are just happy to have you as a part of their audience.
            

            
                A loud snort came from down the bar.
            

            
                “At least our golden boy is having fun.”
            

            
                That was Billy. He was fairly new at the Prince, though apparently he’d been working on the Strip for years. In his early 20s, he had a long fall of brown, shoulder-length hair and a smile as thin as a blade. We didn’t get along.
            

            
                “Making money is fun Billy,” I said. “You should try it some time.”
            

            
                He laughed shortly.
            

            
                “That’s right,” he answered. “I forgot who I was talking to. Seb’s little protege.”
            

            
                I rolled my eyes, unwilling to be drawn into anything with him. Instead, I took the vial of rind from my jacket. The action was deliberate; I wanted Billy to know how little I cared about his opinion. Tapping a bump onto the back of my hand, I bent down and inhaled. The rancid, metallic odor shot into the back of my skull. Billy eyed me, his smile sharpening.
            

            
                “You take too much of that shit you’ll wind up like him.” He nodded in Seb’s direction.
            

            
                “Beloved and successful?”
            

            
                “He talks to himself, you know. I’ve seen him do it. It’s sad really, what age and drugs can do to a person. Messy combination.”
            

            
                “Oh Billy,” I said. “How did someone as pretty as you wind up so bitter?”
            

            
                He laughed again. A group of female clients arrived at the door, and Billy winked at me as he escorted them to a booth. The exchange left a bad taste in my mouth, most of all because I knew Billy had a point: Seb did talk to himself. More than once I’d found him seated in front of the mirror in the changing room, deep in the middle of a one-sided conversation. He’d claimed the drug had no side effects, but how sure could he be? It’s not like there was a wealth of information on the subject. In my lowest moments I wondered if the only reason he’d adopted me was to have someone to use with. Sucking on my teeth, I glanced at Seb’s booth.
            

            
                Like a wavering tumour of light, the air next to him was ballooning; a cold needle-point pierced my forehead, and heavy drops of water sprouted at my eyes. More worried about my makeup than the sudden pain, I tilted my head back and dabbed at the tears with the tip of my finger. When my vision cleared I dared a look back. Seated at Seb’s left was another man.
            

            
                I'd never seen him before, but I'd known he was there. Frowning, I struggled to wrap my mind around the contradiction: the man had been there all night, and had only just appeared. He had one arm draped along the top of the booth, his hand upraised, fingers idly playing with a lock of Seb’s hair. Around him, the light continued to waver. From where I stood, the man was in profile. It was hard to place his age, but he couldn’t have been much more than 40. Dressed simply in a blazer and slacks, he had closely shaven hair and wide shoulders. Then he looked at me, his full face coming into view.
            

            
                I released a breath: from forehead to cheek and straight through his right eye, a line had been cut out of the man’s head. A thin line, violet-hued, and inside it something was moving.
            

            
                “An outsider.”
            

            
                I said the words out loud. A few of the hosts gathered at the bar looked at me. Across the room, Seb’s clients were laughing, all of them pink-faced and tipsy. They appeared not to notice the outsider seated in their midst. As I watched, the man with the line cut out of his face turned to whisper something into Seb’s ear. Slowly, he extricated himself from the booth. No one but Seb watched him leave. Casually, the man crossed the room.
            

            
                He spoke to me. At least, I saw his mouth moving, and I was aware of the sound of his voice. It was lower than I’d expected, and hollow, as if he was speaking to me from the opposite end of a phone line. The effect was jarring, so much so that I completely failed to register what he’d said.
            

            
                “I’m sorry?”
            

            
                The outsider smiled kindly. Inside his line, a wave pulled back from some distant, unfathomable shore.
            

            
                “Let’s find somewhere we can speak more privately.”
            

            
                The words arrived in my ears in an odd tumble; struggling to fit them together, I followed him in a daze. Like a plucked string, the air around the man’s body continued to vibrate. He took a seat at the end of the bar and looked at me. The line in his face was magnetic. It was all I could do not to be dragged in. The outsider was speaking again.
            

            
                “Are you mixing?” he asked.
            

            
                “Mixing?”
            

            
                “You can see me, and you can hear me, so you must be taking rind. Do you take it straight, or are you mixing it with something?”
            

            
                I blinked again, terribly aware of the heat that had risen in my face; I was standing in front of a man from another world. Everyone knew about the outsiders, even if most of us had never seen one. It had all been scientifically verified, or that’s what they kept repeating in the news: visitors from parallel worlds living right under our noses. Supposedly, they were invisible. To see one, you needed the kind of advanced tech they only doled out to Institute agents or the police. Or, as it turned out, copious amounts of rind. I guess I'd always known there was a chance I'd cross paths with one, but that an outsider should wind up there, in a club on the Strip? There was an outrageous glamour to the idea, and to top it off, this particular invisible man had been sitting with Seb, playing with his hair, as casual as any lover. I did my best to relax, telling myself that whatever else he might be, the outsider was still a guest in my club. The best thing to do would be to treat him as one.
            

            
                “Straight,” I croaked. Clearing my throat, I went on. “I didn’t know you could mix it.”
            

            
                The outsider was nodding.
            

            
                “Rind pairs with anything. Booze, weed. Something harder. They say every combination has its own effects.”
            

            
                I was still having a hard time following him; I had to concentrate on each word, my ears straining to separate one syllable from the next.
            

            
                “You’ll have to educate me sometime,” I managed. “I guess Seb knows all about it. He might have informed me, but he keeps things close to the vest, doesn’t he? I mean I assume you’re aware of his quirks, given the way you two were sitting together. You know Seb, obviously.”
            

            
                I was babbling. A basic rule of hosting is to listen more than you talk. Deep down, everyone longs to be heard. With a delicate question or an appreciative murmur, a good host can draw out even the most reticent client, and there I was running my mouth off in front of an outsider. But the man seemed to be enjoying it. He laughed, and placed a hand on my wrist.
            

            
                “You’re funny,” he said. “No wonder Seb likes you. He told me you were funny.”
            

            
                I managed to exhale. The outsider’s hand felt incredibly light. When he removed it, the place where he’d touched my skin tingled slightly, as if under an electric current.
            

            
                “Would you care for a drink?” I asked him. “It’s not every day we get a guest from another world.”
            

            
                “Another universe,” the man replied. “Same world, more or less. And I’d love a drink. Bit of a bore to sit with Seb while he works, no matter how nice the view.”
            

            
                I slipped around the bar. It felt good to move, and to be doing something as familiar as preparing a drink. Slowly, my initial shock began to ease.
            

            
                “What can I get you?”
            

            
                “Surprise me,” the outsider said.
            

            
                He was looking at Seb. As I threw together a cocktail of whiskey and cherry bitters, Seb flashed a smile. Offering some polite excuse to his guests, he made his way toward us.
            

            
                “I was beginning to wonder when you’d hit your saturation point,” he said to me. I cocked my head to one side, still struggling to keep up.
            

            
                “How’s that?”
            

            
                “Saturated with rind. The necessary amount seems to be different for everyone. I’m glad the two of you are finally on the same page, so to speak. I’ve been looking forward to introducing you.”
            

            
                He spoke sincerely, as he always did. The words were genuine and heartfelt, as if my meeting the outsider had been his only desire. I knew the type of unforced charm Seb was capable of, and still I found myself touched by his consideration. I handed the cocktail to the invisible man, who by now had one arm around Seb’s shoulders.
            

            
                “Cheers,” he said, raising the glass.
            

            
                “This is Emery,” Seb informed me, leaning into the outsider’s embrace. They looked completely natural together, or they would have, if I could have ignored the line cut out of the man’s head. Seb murmured something too low for me to hear, causing Emery to smile. Again, it was all perfectly charming. They seemed very much in love.
            

            
                “It’s a pleasure,” I said.
            

            
                “Would you do me the favour of keeping this one company for awhile?” Seb asked. “At least until I can wrap up with my guests, and then, if you’d like, perhaps we can all enjoy something to eat together.”
            

            
                “I’d be delighted,” I told him. Emery practically beamed.
            

            
                “Do you always talk like this when you’re together? I thought it was just an act for your clients.”
            

            
                “Well, the world can be a hard place, don’t you think?” remarked Seb. “Our words are one of the few things we can control. Why not put a little effort into making them beautiful?”
            

            
                The outsider kissed him.
            

            
                “Fantastic,” he said.
            

            
                Grinning at me, Seb returned to the booth. Emery watched him with an appreciative eye. He sighed lightly, taking a sip of his drink.
            

            
                “I didn’t know what to expect when I came here,” he said. “But it definitely wasn’t him.”
            

            
                “Would you mind,” I started, unsure of how to continue. As a host, I knew very well not to get too personal too quickly. Beginnings are fragile things, and a light touch is often the safest bet, but my curiosity had gotten the better of me. “Would you mind if I ask how you came to be here?”
            

            
                “I took the red line from Appin Station,” Emery said, his face set, but I could see he was playing with me.
            

            
                “They say there are holes between the worlds. Or between our universes, if you like.”
            

            
                He nodded.
            

            
                “More than you’d expect. Keep taking your rind and you’re bound to stumble across one or two. This world is like a strip of torn fabric. Some of us simply fall in the gaps. I chose to jump.”
            

            
                He finished what was left of his drink and set the glass down on the counter.
            

            
                “For a long time I thought I’d made a mistake. No one knows what to expect, crossing over, but I never thought it’d be like this. Always standing on the outside looking in. Present and absent at once. And then I met him.”
            

            
                Seb wasn’t looking at us. He was busy with his guests, refilling the lawyer’s glass with wine. The outsider turned to me.
            

            
                “You think your boss would mind if we took a walk?” he asked.
            

            
                “Is that what he calls himself when I’m not around? My boss?”
            

            
                The outsider laughed.
            

            
                “He never calls himself anything other than a host. At first I thought it was false modesty, but now I’m not so sure.”
            

            
                “It’s sometimes hard to tell with him,” I said. “Come on. Let’s stretch our legs.”
            

            
                I led the way out of the club. I couldn’t help but be aware of the outsider behind me, and the soft prickle of apprehension at play on the back of my neck. I remembered the feeling I’d had the first time I took rind, the nagging sense that I hadn’t been alone. Had Emery been in the room with me then, existing just on the edge of perception? Or was it only some kind of premonition? I didn’t know. The question itself might have been meaningless. This was the world as it was, broken and full of holes, and I was a part of it. So was the outsider, in his own way. Stepping out into the humid night, none of it felt real to me, and yet everything was just as it had always been: the glow from the illuminated bulbs held aloft by the statues at the door, the cracked pavement and the bags of trash humped at the curb. The Strip wasn’t busy, but there were still a number of gawking tourists and the inevitable hosts on their way to or from a private engagement. The touts were out in force, attempting to entice the passersby with wild claims of the beauty and elegance that awaited inside each club, with their own bright smiles, with lies. At my side, the outsider took it all in, his hands in his pockets, a half smile playing around his mouth.
            

            
                “Are there host clubs where you come from?” I asked him.
            

            
                “I suppose beauty is a commodity in any universe,” he replied. “But not like this. The Strip is a celebration of a certain ideal. Masculinity as art. It’s invigorating.”
            

            
                “Well, Seb is certainly an artist. I’m not so sure about the rest of us. We’re all such children, playing our little games, constantly scrambling to get ahead. It’s exhausting.”
            

            
                “I’m sure it is. Giving is taxing work, making room for another person, sublimating yourself to meet their needs. Even if you are compensated, hosting is a generous profession.”
            

            
                “I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”
            

            
                By that time we’d reached the canal. The outsider placed his hands on the rail and peered down into the water. The ink-black surface rippled with streaks of reflected light.
            

            
                “How long have you and Seb been seeing one another?” I asked him.
            

            
                “A little more than a year now,” he answered. His eyes were still on the canal. He seemed preoccupied, and I decided to change the subject.
            

            
                “He’s from the low continent isn’t he?”
            

            
                “His parents were. He was born here.”
            

            
                “Seb doesn’t talk much about himself. At least not with me.”
            

            
                “There’s been a lot of sadness in his life,” the outsider said, and then he turned to me. “His father ran out when Seb was a kid. He’s never said so outright, but I get the sense that his mother didn’t take it well. Then again, how are you supposed to take it? But in her case it was bad. She got into drugs, or maybe it was simply alcohol. Seb wasn’t really clear on that point. Substance abuse, he called it, always so careful with his words. Then there’s the fact that he’s the wrong colour, and gay. He hides the scars well, but I don’t think he’s ever felt at home. Which is probably what makes him such a good host. Being unwelcome himself, he understands what welcome means.”
            

            
                “I’m sorry.” It was all I could think of to say.
            

            
                “I’m only telling you this so that it will make some kind of sense.”
            

            
                “So what will make sense?” I asked, but the outsider was no longer looking at me. Once more he was in profile, the line in his face hidden from sight. He could have been anyone, just another middle-aged man on his way back from a night out on the Strip. He raised a hand, and as he did so his expression softened; Seb was crossing the road.
            

            
                “Sorry to keep you waiting!” he sang, and leaned in to kiss the outsider.
            

            
                My expression froze: in that kiss, it seemed to me that the soft flesh of their lips melted into a single, unbroken mass. I opened my mouth; just then Seb took a step back. The two men were separate once more. Inside the outsider’s line, a violet ocean was churning.
            

            
                “Are you hungry?” Seb asked me. “I’m ravenous.”
            

            
                I was still shaken by what I’d just seen, or thought I'd seen, but if Seb noticed my discomfort, he chose to ignore it. Instead he put his arm around me and led the way up the block. In what seemed like no time at all, we’d reached the Wine Seller’s bridge. From the dining skiffs moored along the canal’s banks, smoke came billowing, and with it the scent of grilling meat. Inspired by the scene, Seb launched into a story of how he and a few other young hosts had rented a skiff for a private party, years ago, making a mess of the food and laying waste to bottle after bottle of wine. Then, once they were all ruinously drunk, the skiff’s real owner had shown up in a rage; it turned out the man they’d “rented” from was his competitor. The young hosts fled, laughing and tripping over themselves, followed by the curses of the cook.
            

            
                It was an amusing story. Well told, as Seb’s stories always were, but I knew him well enough to know that his heart wasn’t in it. For all his apparent cheerfulness, he was holding something back. I wished the two of us had been alone. There were so many things I wanted to ask him, foremost among them why he’d felt the need to keep his relationship with Emery a secret. I knew I was young, and that I had nothing to offer him in the way of advice, but at least I could have listened. It hurt that he’d kept this from me, and spoke to the gap that still existed between us. He would always be the elder, the more experienced, the most secure in his position, both financially and socially; he could afford to have secrets.
            

            
                Or was there more to it than that? Nothing about his interaction with Emery suggested he might have been embarrassed by the relationship. Could it have been fear then? Fear that I wouldn’t understand, or that I might reject the outsider? It was hard to imagine Seb being afraid of anything. He was always so in control, so quick to navigate any current, but perhaps that was it: here was a situation he couldn’t control, one in which his considerable social gifts would make no difference. He was in love with a man who existed on the far side of an invisible wall.
            

            
                After that first night, the outsider became something of a fixture at the club. By the time I arrived for work Emery would already be there, sitting in a booth in the back with his head in a book, or else talking quietly with Seb. Of course I was jealous. I’d grown used to having Seb to myself, and I’ve never been one to share. To me, it seemed as if a cloud had passed over the sun. Half the light was swallowed, and my life was that much duller as a result.
            

            
                Rationally, I could overlook this. For one thing, the man was an outsider. It was a strange sensation, to talk with someone and to know that all of their experiences had taken place in another world. If our interactions were mundane, sitting and sharing a drink as I would have with anyone else, the line cut from his face made it impossible to take Emery for granted. His very presence spoke of a journey that I could never comprehend, a startling leap into the unknown, the abandonment not only of his home, but of an entire universe. He was a brave man, and I discovered that even in my jealousy there was room for admiration.
            

            
                He was easy enough to get along with. Infinitely curious, he peppered me with questions, and I did my best to answer them as honestly as I could. He wondered if it caused problems that the Prince catered to women as well as men. Given my own sexuality, how did I manage the expectations of my female clients? Wouldn’t a bisexual host have a certain advantage over one who was “simply” gay or straight? And how often did patronage relationships become genuinely sexual? He listened to everything I had to say, nodding along even as I fumbled through another half-baked response. If he was trying to get on my good side, he knew what he was doing. Nothing stokes a young man’s ego quite like asking him for an opinion.
            

            
                Then there was the fact that Seb was happy. Every host knows what it means to wear a smile as a mask, but the way Seb looked at the outsider was no act. He was truly in love. Who was I to judge him, or to stand in his way? Seb had always been generous with me, and now the time had come to pay him back. I could only assume that this is what he had been aiming for all along. By introducing me to rind, he’d succeeded in making his relationship visible. If he needed me there as a kind of witness, I could stomach playing the third wheel. If only I’d known how little time I had left with them both.
            

            
                It was only a few months after I first learned about Emery that it all changed for good. The three of us had decided to spend a night on the canal. Seb was in high spirits, and he insisted on treating us to a meal. From the bank, we descended the ladder to the deck of a dining skiff. Seb seemed to know the cook, a young man with brown skin and somber eyes. The fried noodles and grilled beef he prepared were excellent, and for once Seb even permitted himself to drink a beer. As we ate, I watched the lights of the billboards and entertainment towers at play on the water’s surface. The night air was as warm as a blanket, and the soft creaking of the wooden skiff could have lulled me to sleep. It was a lovely meal, and when we were finished, Seb left the young cook a generous tip. Limbs heavy, I followed Seb and Emery up the ladder and onto the bank. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed.
            

            
                “Thank you for dinner,” I said. “But I think I’ll head home. I’m sure the two of you would like some time alone.”
            

            
                “Not at all,” Emery replied.
            

            
                “Stay,” Seb insisted.
            

            
                Naturally, I gave in; I was powerless against him. Seb was the best and most complete man I’d ever known, and even now the thought of him is like a ray of light or a knife in the chest and all I can think is how lucky I was to have known him when he was still truly himself.
            

            
                He took out a vial of rind and passed it around. Within a few minutes the vial was empty. I’d never taken such a large hit at one time, and I wondered how much Seb had been doing over the months, how large a dosage was required to be with an outsider full time.
            

            
                As we walked, the line cut out of Emery’s face grew livid, its colour streaming whenever he moved. Trails of purple light blurred his nose and cheek, and passed like a momentary stain over his tall forehead. Seb walked with his arm draped around the outsider’s shoulders. Rind coursing through my system, I let the two of them go ahead. As if in a dream, I watched their bodies bleed together, the flesh fusing where the skin met. Remembering the kiss they’d shared on the night Emery and I had first met, a shudder passed through me.
            

            
                “What’s going on Seb?” I asked. My voice was shaking, but I already knew the answer. Seb’s arm had flattened atop Emery’s shoulders. Together they turned to face me. Seb kissed the line in the outsider’s face, and for one heartbeat, his mouth sank into the outsider’s skull, swallowed by the purple light. Pulling away, he smiled.
            

            
                “I wanted to thank you for indulging me as you have. It must have been incredibly dull spending so much time with an old man like me.”
            

            
                “Shut up Seb,” I said.
            

            
                “No, I know I can be hopelessly dramatic at times, but this is how I feel. And we needed you here. Both of us. We thought someone should be here, to see it.”
            

            
                “To see what?”
            

            
                There was a sweetness in Seb’s expression as he answered.
            

            
                “Emery can’t stay like this forever, trapped between two worlds.”
            

            
                The outsider wouldn’t meet my eyes; he gazed at the pavement, the line of his body wavering, leaking into Seb.
            

            
                There was a sudden rush of anger, and I rounded on Emery, on what was left of him.
            

            
                “It’s not right,” I spat. “You can’t ask this of him. It’s too much.”
            

            
                “He didn’t ask,” Seb went on. His voice was soft, and he spoke as if explaining things to a child. “I offered to act as a host. What else has my life been for, if not this?”
            

            
                He was still smiling. He touched the other man’s hand, and their fingers melted, along with their wrists. Their arms now formed an unbroken line.
            

            
                “Don’t do this,” I pleaded, but it was like begging the tide not to rise. I was already too late. As their bodies continued to merge, the two men stood before me like conjoined twins.
            

            
                “You’ve been a good friend,” Seb said. His voice was strained, and beads of sweat were standing on his brow. I could hardly bear to look at him. He leaned into the outsider, and the two men brought their remaining hands together. As their fingers fused, I could only watch as light rushed like a violet stream from the outsider’s line. What was left of him slipped inside my friend’s body. There was no noise, no dramatic surge in the light, only a single gasp torn from Seb’s throat. He shuddered, and sank to his knees. I rushed to help him up; his hand was cool against the flat of my palm. Cut from forehead to cheek, a dull line like an old scar showed on his face. When he looked at me, he did so with strange eyes.
            

            
                “I’m here,” he said in a voice that was both like and unlike his own. “I’m home.”
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        
            
                
                
            

            
                12.  The Director’s Voice
            

            
                The same dream again: in the chain link fence a hole is gaping. Crouching down, the girl makes her body as small as she can. The cut ends of the fence frighten her, a ring of tines like so many sharpened teeth. She does not want to be here, not again, crawling through this hole and into the ravine beyond. That she knows it is a dream provides no comfort. Why should it? An awareness of death has spared no one from dying. She has no choice but to pass through.
            

            
                In the dream she is still a girl, but it is her adult mind that watches as she exits the hole and rises to her feet. Slowly, she begins to pick her way through the underbrush. The slope is heavily forested, the uneven ground a morass of snaking roots. From behind comes the dry crack of a snapping twig: the girl freezes, heart fluttering in her narrow chest. Has someone followed her through the hole? There is no sound but the whisper of branches. With a groaning effort she wills her younger self to go on. Serrated leaves, half glimpsed, slip over her exposed skin. Raising her arms in front of her face, she forces one foot in front of the other. After a time, she emerges from the trees. In front of her is the wall.
            

            
                Rising perhaps a foot above the girl’s head, its rough, interlocking stones are spotted with clinging moss. Once through the hole, all paths lead here. The architecture of the dream is like a labyrinth with a single heart. Over the years she has grown resigned to it, always seeking the quickest way, the most efficient. She no longer wastes time fighting. Past the hole, direction loses all meaning. Whether clambering down to the foot of the ravine or ascending the far slope, in the end she must arrive at the wall. There is no way around it, just as there is no avoiding what awaits on the far side. Swallowing her fear, once more the girl hauls herself up and over the stones.
            

            
                A clearing is spread before her, the soft expanse of grass bathed in an orange glow. In the center of this place there is a flower, and its petals are the source of the light. Three glowing petals, as long as fingers and as flat as knives, droop from a delicate stalk. Stepping closer, the girl can just make out the hole: it rests between the petals, a dark abyss that pierces the flower’s stalk and extends all the way down to its roots. She can feel it lying underground, a series of hollow, grasping veins boring ever deeper and farther into the earth. The hole pulls at the girl. It calls to her in silence. Reluctantly, her feet slip forward. Inch by inch, she is dragged into the emptiness at the flower’s heart, dragged down into darkness. She opens her mouth to scream just as a hand drops on her shoulder, pulling her back from the edge.
            

            
                “Light!” says a voice. Instantly the room appears: her bed with its blinding white sheets, the desk and lamp in the far corner, the porcelain cup of water on the nightstand. She is sitting up, gasping for breath. The hand is still there, squeezing her shoulder. She looks at the man who shares her bed, a man in the prime of his life, long-limbed and muscular, with skin the colour of polished teak, and a brow lined with worry.
            

            
                “The dream again,” he says. The blankets are twisted around his naked legs. The touch of his hand on her skin is uncomfortably hot; a flick of her eyes in its direction, and he removes it. She disentangles herself from the sheets. Rising, she takes the cup of water and downs it in a series of slow, methodical gulps. The floor is cool under her feet, its evenness disorienting; she had half-expected to encounter the ravine’s steep slope, or a gnarled confusion of roots. There is a layer of sweat on her back, and her heart is still racing.
            

            
                The man watches her cross the room. A single, towering window spans the entirety of the south wall. Standing before it, the woman looks out at the dreaming city. She is framed by a sea of high-rises, the overcast sky like an arcing, ugly bruise.
            

            
                He can read the tension in her body, the shallow rise and fall of her shoulders as she struggles to control her breathing. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, the man goes to her, making sure to keep a respectful distance; he knows she doesn’t like to be touched after a nightmare. The hand he’d placed on her shoulder earlier had been an instinctive reaction, her tortured breathing and twitching limbs pulling him from sleep. Now she needs time to return, to reorient herself in their shared reality. He examines her reflection in the glass, the bright, slim contour of her body against the skyline. Her hands are moving in a complicated series of signs. The man exhales.
            

            
                “You mean to go ahead with it,” he says.
            

            
                As the woman’s hands and her fingers continue to dance, her expression softens.
                
            

            
                “I know,” he answers. “The world is broken.”
            

            
                She has said the same thing many times. They are living in a broken world. At least, that is the word he uses to translate the particular cut and fall of her right hand over the palm of her left, fingers rigid, thumb tucked. Even for him, the woman’s signing is complex; another interpretation might be cracked, or possibly sick, as if their world were a thing of glass or an infected organism. He is aware of the holes cut in the fabric of their universe, the visitors from parallel worlds who have arrived in untold numbers, invisible and untamed. Outsiders, people call them, and they are nothing compared to what has followed: dark creatures dredged out of dreams, parasites feasting on the flesh of their hosts. He has seen such things with his own eyes. His work will not permit him to look away.
            

            
                “I know how bad it is,” he goes on. “I just wish there was another way.”
            

            
                The woman turns to him. Her body is small, not much larger than that of a child, and her head reaches only up as far as his chest. As the director of the Institute for Applied Research, she is arguably the most powerful individual in the capital. In this room, tormented by dreams she has never thought to share with him, she becomes something else. Less than that perhaps, and more. Once again, she signs a response.
            

            
                The man sighs.
            

            
                “All right,” he says. “Let’s go back to bed.”
            

            
                Taking his hand, the director leads him there.
            

            
                “There are threads between individuals, strands linking one life to another. Some of these have names: family, obligation, love. Others, though anonymous, are no less powerful. All of us are caught in a great net of interactions, and even the most tenuous connection may have a profound effect on the whole. In the face of such truth, it is tempting to believe we are granted some measure of control. That is an illusion. Does water set out to flow downhill? Do spiders plan the patterns in their webs?
            

            
                - Excerpt from the director’s preface to The Psychology of Fate
            

            
                When she was 9 years old, the girl ran away from home.
            

            
                Her parents were fighting again. She stood in the hall and listened to the sound of their violence and knew that sooner or later it would fall on her. She made no decision; she simply ran, first from the apartment, and then out of the building. She had no direction in mind, no place to go. She fled into the street.
            

            
                Hours later, her mother discovered her in an empty parking lot. Head tilted back, the girl stood in the orange pool of light at the foot of a street lamp. Dirt covered her small body, and a few damp leaves clung to her hair. She seemed to be in shock. Roughly, her mother held her, demanding to know what had happened. At last a tremor passed through the girl. Though her lips were moving, no sound emerged. Confusion swept over her face. Tears welling in her eyes, she tried again. Mouth stretched in a wide O, the muscles in her neck straining, she attempted to cry out. But there was nothing. No sigh or exclamation escaped her. She could not even produce a moan. It was as if the spring of her voice had run dry.
            

            
                She told this story to her translator soon after they began sleeping together. Most of it he already knew. The director of the Institute for Applied Research is a public figure, and in her case, as a mute and as a woman, the attention was magnified. Celebrated both for her scientific achievements as well as her successes in business, the broad strokes of the director's life were well-documented, but the details she revealed only to him, to the man they called her voice. She warned him not to assume this meant her version was the truth. No one ever lies so completely as they do to themselves.
            

            
                As a girl, she refused to articulate what had happened. Her parents’ increasingly desperate questions went unanswered. She would not even draw a likeness of what she’d experienced. Whatever took place on the night she ran away remained buried in the past. A thorough examination confirmed there was no physical cause for her condition: her vocal chords were undamaged, and she had suffered no significant trauma to the head. There was no evidence of assault, sexual or otherwise. The attending physician recommended a therapist, but the girl’s parents could not afford the cost. Feebly, they placed their faith in time to heal her. Instead, the girl’s silence worked its own strange magic. In the months that followed, her parents’ arguments grew less frequent, and her father’s temper cooled. Long days passed in the small apartment with no one saying a word. For better and worse, the threads that bound the three of them together began to unravel. More and more often, the girl was left on her own.
            

            
                She had always been clever, but now it was as if a fog had lifted from her mind. Learning to sign came easily, and the lack of a voice did not prevent her from performing well in school. In some respects that only made things harder; utterly silent and exceptionally bright, the other children labeled her a freak. Swallowing her anger as well as her pride, the girl approached her adolescence with the grim resolve of a prisoner.
            

            
                Release came in the form of a scholarship to Capital University, but even there she kept to the margins of student life. Though its corridors and lecture halls brimmed with the golden offspring of the city’s elite, she did her best to avoid them, preferring the company of those who walked a sharper road: the survivors of abuse and the disabled; the queer, the racialized, the outcast. In their shared otherness, she found community. These were her peers, if not exactly her equals. Intellectually, she knew that not even her professors could match her. This was no arrogance on her part. She simply saw the world more clearly than they did. In gaps she drew connections, and where others believed in solid ground, she knew the void. In less than three years she completed a double major in physics and philosophy. By the time she was 26, she had earned her PhD. Targeted early on by the Institute’s head-hunters, she signed a contract of employment the day after her graduation.
            

            
                She excelled at whatever work she was given. Her name appeared on a steady stream of published articles. Grants were raised, patents applied for. Her silence was no longer a major limitation; with a smile or well-placed touch, she made herself known to those around her. The quality of her mind spoke for itself, and the Institute’s frequent testing only served to quantify what her colleagues already knew: as well as being a genius, she had blossomed into a natural leader. At 34, she was named the youngest director in the organization’s history.
            

            
                By almost any measure, her life was a success. She had money, and status, and the authority to pursue whatever intellectual pursuit she found most meaningful. None of this mattered. At night, she was torn from sleep by silent screams. Sweat covered, she lay prone in the overheated prison of her bed. Inside her, the shadow of her childhood lurked like a slumbering beast, and from time to time as it stirred, all the old wounds threatened to open. She could still hear her mother’s cutting voice, still feel the pounding of her father’s fist against her bedroom door. With utter clarity, she saw the black heart of the flower. Its pull was unrelenting, and some days it was all she could do not to fall.
            

            
                The depth of her mind and the sharpness of her intellect were as much a curse as a gift. She understood all too well that she was broken. Like a malignant organ, trauma is stitched within the body. It can never be excised, not completely, but she thought its influence might at least be dampened.
            

            
                As a first step, she undertook a regulated program of antidepressants and psychiatric analysis. In session, she held nothing back. Dormant emotions sparked and frothed in the frantic movement of her arms and fingers. Foremost was the deep well of rage she possessed towards her father, and the abuse she’d suffered at his hands. More surprising was the anger she still had for her mother. She resented the woman for her failure to leave, for setting her father off in the first place, for her weakness. It was disturbing to see these feelings made manifest, but if this represented a sort of breakthrough, the director soon understood that nothing essential had changed. Her voice was still missing. She was no closer to being free: climbing over one wall, she was confronted by the next. There was no choice but to expand the limits of her approach.
            

            
                She became a participant in the Institute’s ongoing experiments with hallucinogens. Overriding the objections of some of her more conservative colleagues, regular micro doses of dimethyltryptamine were administered at 2 milligram / kilo of body weight. She ordered a massive sensory deprivation tank constructed, the water precisely calibrated to match her body temperature. The ceiling of the tank consisted of a state-of-the-art LED display, and a radical psychologist and former video artist was contracted to produce a series of images designed to stimulate certain pressure points in the director's psyche. A threshold dose of LSD was administered twice a month. She spent hours floating in the tank, staring at the screen and observing the reflections in her internal mirror; locks were discovered, and keys fashioned or fused into existence. There was self; there was non-self. The universe was a plane of translucent colour on the surface of an ever-expanding bubble. At the same time it was as rutted and pock-marked as a fading stretch of pavement. Over time, she grew aware of the cracks in her world, the yawning pits. How could anyone hope to remain whole in such a place? It was not her fault that she was broken. It was no one’s fault. She went far on these chemical journeys. It was never far enough.
            

            
                The director next turned her focus to her body; applying a holistic program to her cellular health, she ingested supplements such as DHA+, acetyl-L-carnitine, and enriched magnesium. An hour of each afternoon she spent with a personal trainer from the low continent. Together, they drilled advanced prana-muscular techniques optimized through statistical analysis. Micro-processors were subdermally implanted in key muscle groups, and A.I. was utilized to construct a working model of her kinetic functions. An experimental enzyme was administered through the use of eye-drops in an effort to promote neuroplastic regeneration. She did not smoke. She didn’t drink. As well as she was able, she tuned her body like a machine.
            

            
                Sex was a necessary and enjoyable element in this process. The muscular control she developed in her training enabled a heightened level of pleasure, both for herself, as well as her partners. Chemical experimentation produced orgasms so powerful they seemed to pierce the center of her consciousness. Fusing her body with another (or several others, she was not limited by any sense of societal taboo) she felt herself suspended in reality. Climaxing, a beam of clear light shot from a point between her legs to the utmost limits of her nervous system, but even then, open-mouthed and writhing, she was silent. She could not even manage a sigh, and long after the act was finished, lying naked next to the somnolent flesh of her partners, she remained awake, examining the contours of her own emptiness.
            

            
                Throughout it all she continued to dream. Night after night she approached the wall of stones. In an endless loop, she was confronted by the flower and dragged ever closer to the hole in its heart. At the same time, the cracks in her world grew wider; as the government wavered, outsiders poured in. Protests erupted across the capital. Meanwhile the environment was left to rot. The oceans continued to rise; mass die-outs occurred. Like everyone else, the director found herself trapped in a dying world.
            

            
                Regardless, she would tolerate no disruption in the quality of her work. Under her leadership the Institute experienced the longest sustained period of growth since its founding. But for all her achievements, what had she accomplished? Some balance in her life, and a financial windfall for the Institute’s shareholders. No matter how far she went, in the end she was bound by her own limitations. The mind cannot outrun itself, and a broken world will never fully heal. In her weakest moments, she toyed with giving up. Then came the discovery of powder.
            

            
                The miners who stumbled across the vein had no idea what they’d found, and the so-called experts summoned by the university were equally lost. A series of ever more complex tests produced more questions than answers. Carbon dating proved useless. Apparently existing in a liminal state, the substance was neither organic nor mineral. Orange, the miners called it, but it was not orange: a substance without a name; a mind-altering chemical; a bridge, or gateway, between realities. The director recognized it immediately. Its colour was the same as the light that filled her dreams. In powder, she now possessed the means to pass beyond limits.
            

            
                Our world is not unique. There are others, very much like this one, existing just beyond our perception. Parallel realities, infinite universes. They are not far away. They are here, now, occupying the very same space and time as our own. As astounding as this may be, it is not all: the borders are not secure. Institute technicians have already confirmed the arrival of visitors from at least one other world. As the realization of such truths enters the public consciousness, we can expect to encounter any number of destabilizing effects. Bonds that have proven stable for centuries will loosen, and political and social unrest will be the inevitable result. Dealing with the fallout will require a tremendous commitment of material and logistical resources, which the Institute for Applied Research is in a prime position to supply. I’ve come before you today to offer our help. 
            

            
                - Excerpt from the director’s address to the governing seat
            

            
                The press conference is running long. Again, the translator checks his watch: already a quarter after nine. He was scheduled to meet the reporter fifteen minutes ago. Behind the podium, William Tanning, head of the Tanning Corporation, is still blathering away about production capacity at the mines. An audible sigh escapes the translator.
            

            
                “It’s alright sir. We’ve got things under control here.”
            

            
                This whispered to him from the attending PR rep. The translator searches his memory for the man’s name, and comes up with Stevens. Hired less than a year ago, he is a graduate from Capital University; young, slightly too eager to please, but competent enough. The translator places a hand on the back of the man’s broad shoulder.
            

            
                “Thank you Stevens.”
            

            
                Smoothly, he circles around the gathered members of the media. He has already spotted the reporter at the edge of the crowd. A woman in her mid to late 20s, not tall, with straight blonde hair shaved close to the sides of a narrow head. She stands a little apart from her colleagues, speaking into a phone. Taking notes no doubt, recording her “impressions.”
            

            
                In preparation for today’s meeting, the translator has read everything this woman has ever written, all the way back to her days working on the student paper at her local high school. A solipsistic writer with the bad habit of incorporating herself into her work, recently she has garnered a kind of muted celebrity through a series of exposés on the Institute. “Sadie’s Lens” - the translator snorts under his breath. It’s a bad joke. He has no idea why the director insisted on grooming an independent blogger when any number of major news outlets would have worked just as well. There is so much about the director he will never understand. For everyone else, this is all business as usual, a simple news conference. Only the translator knows what’s truly at stake, and the knowledge is like a swallowed thorn. In any case, it is his job to project an aura of calm. The director’s voice must never waver.
            

            
                Affixing his most professional smile, he approaches the woman.
            

            
                “On behalf of the Institute, please allow me to apologize for the delay.”
            

            
                The reporter smiles back at him.
            

            
                “It’s not a problem,” she says. “You must be Marcus.”
            

            
                The man raises an eyebrow. His name does not appear on any official Institute publication. Inevitably, he is referred to by his title of translator. Following the same grueling schedule as the director, it has been a very long time since anyone outside of his immediate circle has used his name.
            

            
                “I see you’ve done your homework.”
            

            
                The woman shrugs. Her eyes have already shifted back to the scene in front of them. At the podium, Tanning is finally wrapping up his speech.
            

            
                “The Institute’s unparalleled technical expertise, coupled with three generations of practical experience at the Tanning Corporation, will ensure a bright future for the northern mines, as well as our community. Once again, I would like to express my personal gratitude to the director for facilitating this partnership. Thank you.”
            

            
                Flashes spark from cameras; hands are raised, and words spray from the crowd. Head lowered, the graying man retreats from the podium. In his place, the Institute’s beaming PR rep steps forward to begin taking questions.
            

            
                Next to the translator, the reporter swipes a note into her cellphone.
            

            
                “Partnership is an optimistic term for such a one-sided deal,” she says.
            

            
                “By all accounts, Tanning is an optimist,” the translator replies.
            

            
                “Seems more like a capitulation to me.”
            

            
                “How so?”
            

            
                “Powder is a valuable commodity, and as far as anyone can tell, Tanning’s mines are the only proven source. Now, for the first time in his family’s history, he’s sold extraction rights to an outside organization?”
            

            
                “He owed the director a favour,” the translator says. “Tanning’s son found himself in a little trouble, and we were in a position to help.”
            

            
                Now it is the reporter’s turn to register surprise. The man’s smile loosens by several degrees.
            

            
                “Did you expect us to obfuscate? The director believes in transparency. That’s why you’re here, after all. Come, she’s waiting for you.”
            

            
                With a short gesture, he indicates the way. The lobby is massive, its towering ceiling and curving series of windows allowing for a great deal of natural light. The iridescent walls recall mother of pearl, while the floor is composed of interlocking panels of semi-translucent plastic. Beneath them, the building’s plumbing is faintly visible, as well as its electrical wiring. Transparency; the reporter enters the word into her phone. To her left, a pair of lovely female attendants rise from behind a reception desk. They nod to the translator, twin sets of lips softly curling. Demure, the reporter swipes, and affected. Here is one face of the Institute; its darker side is well-hidden. There is no visible evidence of security, no patrolling agent. Even the surveillance cameras have been concealed. From the corner of her eye, the reporter studies the translator. His suit is immaculate, a brass pin embossed with the Institute’s logo at his lapel. He moves with measured, purposeful strides, but despite his studied calm, she is aware of an unmistakable tension around his eyes.
            

            
                “I understand you’ve been working closely with the director for several years now,” she says.
            

            
                “Three years next month.”
            

            
                “Her work ethic is legendary. Do you ever find yourself struggling to keep up?”
            

            
                “All the time,” the man says.
            

            
                “It must be tiring.”
            

            
                “I find it rewarding.”
            

            
                “Is it alright that I’m asking you questions?”
            

            
                “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”
            

            
                “One more then. Your official title is translator, but popularly you’re known as the director’s voice. I’ve always wondered how that term struck you.”
            

            
                He glances at her.
            

            
                “The director expresses herself through signing, and in her written work. It would be more accurate to think of me as a glorified mouthpiece.”
            

            
                They have arrived at the head of a narrow corridor. There is no sign of an exit, no stairwell or door, only a simple, electronic keypad placed at chest height. As the translator presses his thumb to the pad, a section of the wall glides noiselessly forward. Behind is a small partition, large enough for two or three people to stand comfortably.
            

            
                “After you,” the translator instructs.
            

            
                Frowning, the reporter steps inside. If this is an elevator, it has no control panel, nor any display to indicate the floor. The translator’s entry causes the wall to slip cleanly into place. The man stands to one side, hands clasped before him, eyes on his polished shoes. The reporter clears her throat; concentrating, she strains to detect any sense of motion, but they might as well be standing in a closet. For a moment, she closes her eyes.
            

            
                She is still amazed that this is happening. When the call came from the Institute, she assumed it would be from their legal team. For more than a year now, she has been investigating the organization, dragging whatever she could into the light. Even she was surprised by the scale of what she found: clandestine business deals, bizarre experimentation, interviews with traumatized former subjects. She has always believed that her work made her a target, but now she isn’t so sure. Say what you will about the director, the woman has never been careless. Doubt runs like a fissure in the mind, and the more the reporter considers the implausibility of her present situation, the wider it grows. Coming here, she was prepared to be used. There’s nothing remarkable about a corporation piggybacking on the supposed authenticity of an outsider’s voice. But is that really all the director is hoping for? Until now, the reporter has remained at a distance, interviewing others, recording their stories. Now she is inside of a story of her own, and she has no idea how it will end.
            

            
                All at once she grows aware of the smell of flowers.
            

            
                “This way please.”
            

            
                Her eyes snap open: the translator is standing to one side of the door. Behind him stretches some sort of industrial complex, a sprawling, concrete enclosure of metal pipes and narrow walkways. Dozens of masked, white-suited technicians scurry between banks of blinking machines. The flowers’ sweet aroma hangs heavy in the air, and more faintly, an iron tang of blood.
            

            
                “Where are we?”
            

            
                It is all she can think of to say. The translator has removed a pair of surgical masks from a dispenser on the wall. Without a word, he places one behind his ears, and hands her the other. In a kind of daze, the reporter covers the lower half of her face. Her finger is already swiping a series of notes into her cellphone: flowers, technicians, masks. A sound reminiscent of the hum of an insect hive surrounds them; muted conversations; the clap and scuffle of boots on concrete. The translator steps briskly forward, and the reporter does her best to keep up.
            

            
                “This building acts as our head office, but as you can see it also houses one of our main research facilities,” the translator informs her. “We are about a hundred meters below ground.”
            

            
                Perhaps muffled by his mask, the man’s voice is strangely altered. It sounds stilted somehow, less composed. He could almost be a different person, but the beautifully tailored suit is identical, and his body is unchanged. Of course it is the same man; it’s only that the reporter is disoriented, struggling to process the abrupt change in setting.
            

            
                “I thought the interview would take place in a boardroom, or the director’s office,” the reporter says.
            

            
                “I don’t believe we said anything about an interview. It’s best not to assume anything where the director is concerned. She wants you here as a witness.”
            

            
                The reporter’s brow tightens.
            

            
                “A witness to what?”
            

            
                “The director will explain everything.”
            

            
                By now they have reached the midpoint of the complex. In front of them is a hemispherical dome, its design vaguely reminiscent of a greenhouse. Orange light filters softly through the plastic tenting. The reporter thinks of it as plastic, but up close she realizes that the material’s texture is closer to skin. A circular orifice - a door? - stands to their right, and a keypad. Again, Marcus presses his thumb to the sensor. A series of interlocking panels silently unfurl. Beyond is another circular door. The reporter stumbles to land on the word: an airlock. They have entered an airlock, but one seemingly carved from the flesh of an animal. To their right is a rack of hanging goggles. Calmly, the translator removes a set and places them over his eyes. With a flick of his hand, he indicates that the reporter should do the same. Thick rubber clings and scrapes along the side of her head as she drags the lenses down. Looking up, she is suddenly aware of hundreds of orange particles wafting through the air.
            

            
                “Is that pollen?” she asks, but the translator ignores her.
            

            
                “Hold still,” he instructs. “This next part might sting a little.”
            

            
                A violent eruption of hissing air enfolds her. Her hair whips across the top of her head, and every inch of exposed skin tingles as if under an electric current. She does not dare inhale. Abruptly, the hissing ceases. The opposite lock is unsealing. The translator makes enough room for the reporter to step forward; as she passes beneath the dome, the breath is torn from her throat.
            

            
                Before her is a wall of hanging flowers, three-petaled and glowing. Orange as flame, she thinks, or orange like the glare of a street lamp. And then: caught in the midst of the bouquet, the severed torso of a man. Bare-chested, a series of wires extend from puncture points on both sides of his shaved skull. A breathing apparatus covers his mouth and nose. His eyes are closed, his arms stretched wide, his hands enveloped in blossoms. A purple line cuts the right side of his face from forehead to cheek. He hangs suspended by heavy cables. Oil-black, they slip through the flowers to the pollen-dusted floor. Even through her mask, the reeking perfume of rust and blood fills the reporter’
                s nostrils.
            

            
                Belatedly, she grows aware of the woman standing at the base of the wall. Next to her is a complicated apparatus, an operating table equipped with a computer terminal and several cables of its own. Robed in white, head shaved to the scalp, the woman is not much larger than a child. She wears no mask or goggles. Her expression is serene. One porcelain hand is raised in welcome.
            

            
                Taking powder, there is no high, no rush. It has healed nothing in me, and will not return my voice. It only makes clear what should have been apparent all along: everything is broken. I know now that my goal was never to repair myself. I was only looking for a way out.
            

            
                - Entry in the director’s personal journal
            

            
                The director watches as her translator ushers the reporter inside the dome, one guiding hand resting lightly on the young woman’s shoulder. Over the constant hum of machinery, she cannot hear the man’s whispered voice, but she knows how it must sound: soothing and direct, the perfect foil for such a surreal environment. How must it be for the girl, now that she has finally arrived? The reporter was primed for this moment, her investigations quietly aided, her notoriety fostered by the Institute itself. It must have seemed a great stroke of luck when the girl’s former roommates found work with the organization, one as an agent, and the other as a research coordinator. Over the years, both have proven willing sources. Or did the reporter not believe in luck? In any case, up to this point, she has seen only what she was permitted to see, learned what the director wished her to know. Now the time has come to pull back the veil.
            

            
                Like a weaver tugging at strings, the director’s hands begin to move.
            

            
                “What do you see?”
            

            
                The translator’s words cut like a whip; the reporter blinks, one unsteady hand rising to her jaw.
            

            
                “I -,” she starts. “I don’t understand.”
            

            
                “Tell me what you see in front of you.”
            

            
                It is the man who speaks, but there is no doubt that these are the director’s words. The translator’s face has gone blank, and the change the reporter had noted in his voice is even more pronounced. Higher pitched, it is almost lilting. Just as he said, in the end he is only a mouthpiece. The reporter’s eyes dart quickly to the naked torso hanging in the flowers. She stares at the line cut from the man’s skull.
            

            
                “An outsider,” she says, her voice wavering.
            

            
                The hint of a smile plays on the director’s unpainted lips. Her hands are flashing signals.
            

            
                “A visitor from another universe,” comes the voice of the translator.
            

            
                “He’s alive?” It emerges as a question, but already the reporter is nodding. “I can see him breathing.”
            

            
                “Technically alive. Our equipment maintains his heart rate and lower motor functions. What remains of his mind is drifting, lost inside an endless dream. He will never regain consciousness.”
            

            
                “A dream?”
            

            
                The reporter frowns; she finds her heart is racing. One thought replaces the next with a jerking, mechanical heave. She should be recording this, writing it down. She reaches into her pocket for her phone.
            

            
                “Please refrain from using your device.”
            

            
                Again, the command cuts deep. The reporter stands frozen as the director approaches her. A finely-wrought hand is extended; instinctively, the reporter offers her own. The director’s skin is cool, almost lifeless. She turns the reporter’s hand, and presses the tip of a thumb into the center of her upraised palm. Eyes closed, the director’s face tenses in concentration. The reporter releases a breath she had not been aware of holding. Gentle as an outgoing tide, her shock begins to fade. Once more, the director signals her translator.
            

            
                “What do you dream of Sadie?” the man asks in the director’s stead.
            

            
                The pollen in the air is like a wash of static. Its vacillation is hypnotic, and the reporter can feel herself sinking. She shakes her head, trying to clear it. Her dreams are anxious, uncomfortable, crowded by mirrors and odd premonitions.
            

            
                “I try not to,” she mutters. As the director’s hands flash, the translator speaks:
            

            
                “A shame. The dreamer is receptive in ways that a conscious mind is not. In dreams, that fiction we spin by living, the myth of the self, begins to unravel. The boundaries grow thin. Thoughts filter in from the outside, new ideas mingling with those we naively believe are our own. My dreams have followed me into this very room. The flowers you see growing here are exceedingly rare. I first encountered one on the night I lost my voice, and have been dreaming of them ever since.”
            

            
                The reporter lifts and turns her hand; weightless and immaterial, grains of the shining pollen begin to accumulate on her open palm.
            

            
                “What are they?” she asks.
            

            
                “The flowers do not have a name,” the director replies through her translator. “At least, there is no name that I’ve ever heard. Across the greater sea, the plant grows in only one location, a certain cave on the edge of the desert. The sap has hallucinogenic properties, and low continent mystics have made use of it for centuries. But the blossoms are far more potent, and achieving bloom in such quantities requires an incredible amount of fertilizer.”
            

            
                “Fertilizer,” the reporter echoes. “You mean powder.”
            

            
                The woman nods.
            

            
                “So that explains the deal with Tanning. You needed a guaranteed supply.”
            

            
                The director’s smile brightens.
            

            
                “You see the threads intertwining? Good. I have spent years tending to this garden. The process itself took on some of the properties of a dream, full of its own twisting, fragmentary logic. Now that the flowers are finally in bloom, I hardly know what to feel. It is a very curious thing, to see one’s dreams made manifest.”
            

            
                The reporter brushes a loose strand of hair from her forehead. In her pocket, one thumb is busy working over the surface of her phone. Threads intertwining, she thinks, and dreams. Through the translator, the director goes on:
            

            
                “Have you ever wondered how the outsiders arrive here?”
            

            
                Again, the reporter glances at the hanging man. Inevitably, her eyes are drawn by the line that runs like a fine chasm from forehead to cheek. There is, she now sees, a tube extending from the tip of that line. Flesh-toned, the tube rises along the outsider’s forehead to disappear into the flowers. Its sudden appearance is unsettling. Has it been there the whole time? The reporter can no longer trust her memory.
            

            
                “Most outsiders claim they fall in,” she answers, still staring at the line. Inside its limitless depth there is the barest suggestion of movement. Calm waves breaking across an endless sea.
            

            
                “That’s right,” the director says. “Like a dream, our world is porous, but when the outsiders slip in through the cracks, they do so incompletely. They are not fully here. Some part remains behind, stretching back like a fine thread to their own universe. An outsider’s line is the mouth of a tunnel that follows that thread. The work you see here, this garden and all the equipment we have developed through tending it, everything was done in an effort to enter that tunnel. To pass from our side to theirs.”
            

            
                The reporter takes one step toward the wall. In the strange light of the flowers, what remains of the outsider’s body is cast in exquisite detail, less a thing of flesh and blood than the hyper-realistic model of a man.
            

            
                “So that’s what this is,” she remarks bitterly. “Another experiment. You brought me here to watch some guinea pig travel to another dimension.”
            

            
                Some strength has returned to her voice. She can feel the old habits reasserting themselves, the rhythm of call and response. She will not allow herself to be overawed. Once again, the director smiles.
            

            
                “I brought you here to watch me do so.”
            

            
                Pronouncing this, the translator’s voice catches; the reporter rounds on him, but the mask and goggles prevent her from reading his face. Only the tension in his body betrays his emotion. He’s terrified, the reporter realizes.
            

            
                “Why?”
            

            
                The director moves to stand before her translator. Lightly, she places a hand on his chest. The man will not look at her. For a moment, a gust of emotion threatens to crumble the director’s composure. Then she is turning to the reporter, and once again her hands begin to speak:
            

            
                “Picture a locked room. There are no doors or any windows. What is there inside? It could be anything or nothing. From the outside, there is only potential, an oscillation between one and zero. Now imagine a hole is drilled into one of the walls. Through this hole, light enters the room, illuminating its contents. Suddenly there are things: a bed, a desk, a cup of water. Did they exist before the light revealed them to us? In an instant, potential is given form. Such is consciousness; our perception of ourselves, and of the world, is the light that illumines existence. For a thing to be, it must be perceived.”
            

            
                An ache has appeared behind the reporter’s eyes. Her hand twitches with the urge to write. A locked room,  she thinks, and perception.
            

            
                “It’s a nice metaphor,” she manages. “But it doesn’t answer my question.”
            

            
                “Nothing exists in a vacuum. The object necessitates its subject. So it is with what we call our universe. We have all been living in the locked room. A thing does not perceive itself in isolation. Until the arrival of the outsiders, all of us were mere potential. It took their gaze to make us real.”
            

            
                “But that doesn’t make any sense. Reports of the outsiders only began cropping up in the last few years.”
            

            
                The director’s shoulders rise in the barest shrug. She steps away from the translator. 
            

            
                “It’s possible the outsiders have always been with us, falling in over the centuries, unseen and unheard, wandering like lonely ghosts. If so, it was only the discovery of powder that revealed them, just as it revealed the state of our world. Or perhaps we merely misunderstand the nature of time. An effect may precede its cause. But to return to our metaphor, holes have been punched in a wall. Inside the room, light falls on a collection of useless objects. The plaster is cracking, the paint chipped. Water drips from a sagging ceiling. Mould has sprouted in the room’s damp corners. Regardless of how or when the outsiders arrived, this is where we find ourselves, trapped in a rotting room. How can anything flourish here? Is it any wonder so many of us are broken?” 
            

            
                The director spreads her hands. She has positioned herself next to the apparatus at the foot of the wall. The glow from the flowers paints her narrow face.
            

            
                “It's all falling apart,” she goes on. “The rot is in the foundation. Every day brings us closer to the end. We can try to repair the cracks, fix the leaking pipes, wrap a bandage around the wound. It’s a humbling thing, to realize that your life’s work amounts to little more than maintenance. But in the end, no matter how many cracks are filled or holes papered over, the room will collapse around us. I want to offer people hope. I want to give them a way out.”
            

            
                A short laugh escapes the reporter. Absently, she tugs at the rubber strap biting into the sides of her head.
            

            
                “So the answer is travelling to another dimension? What makes you so sure your plan will work? Or that the other side is any better?”
            

            
                The director raises her eyes.  
            

            
                “I can’t know,” she says through her translator. “All I can do is jump, and I will not ask anyone else to do it for me. Even if this trial is successful, it will not be my body that crosses. Through the outsider's dream, only my consciousness will make the leap. In time, perhaps, we will perfect the technique. Then we will all have a choice to make, whether to stay or to go, but this is my life’s work, and my responsibility.”
            

            
                The reporter jabs a finger in the direction of the hanging man.
            

            
                “And did he get a say in any of this? You get his consent before you cut him in half and strung him up on a wall?”
            

            
                The director turns to the outsider. In the woman’s soft expression, the reporter recognizes something like pity.
            

            
                “His current state is not our doing,” the translator says on her behalf. “Think of the life the outsiders lead in our world, constantly out of phase, present and absent at once. This man dreamed of going home. To that end, he attempted to cut a hole in the world. He had to know that such an act could be dangerous. If only he’d come to us, we might have been able to help.”
            

            
                “Right,” the reporter mutters. “Because the Institute is famous for its generosity.” 
            

            
                For the first time, the director’s face darkens. An edge of frustration enters the complex movement of her hands. As her fingers dance, the translator’s words fall in rapid succession:
            

            
                “Our world is broken. You know this. You have only to look around to see it. The longer we wait, the wider the cracks grow. More than outsiders are coming. You’ve reported on some of it yourself, the dark things lurking in dreams, parasites and monsters. Has it all been a game to you? You recorded the words of your subjects, but were you listening? Look around. There are no solutions to the problems that beset us. The only way forward is out. Whatever awaits on the far side, we have no choice but to cross over. Object must become subject. I brought you here because we needed a witness. You do not have to agree, but you will watch. It is all you can do.”
            

            
                The director’s hands fall silent. Then, lifting the hem of her robe, she raises herself onto the apparatus and lies flat on the table. The translator goes to her. For a moment the director clasps his hand. 
            

            
                At last the translator turns. Reaching up, he removes a length of cable from the flowers. At its end is a strange, misshapen object made of the same organic material as the tenting that covers the dome. The director’s clear eyes shine with reflected light, two orange pools caught in a narrow face. Carefully, the translator places the end of the cable on her forehead, his fingers working to conform the skin-like substance to the contours of her skull, slowly connecting her to the outsider hanging in the blossoms. 
            

            
                Already the director can feel the waves of his dream lapping against the shore of her mind. Everything that was set in motion is now in place. She has left nothing to chance; arrangements have been made for the transition of power. The Institute is no better than anything else in this world, no less broken, but it has a function, and the director has done her best to make sure that it goes on functioning well. There is nothing left to give. The hole stands waiting. All that’s left is to pass through. 
            

            
                Raising her head, the director looks at the reporter. Her hand produces a simple sign:
            

            
                “Goodbye,” the translator says, as he flips a switch on the side of the apparatus.
            

            
                Searing light flares from the blossoms; air rushes past, like a great set of lungs exhaling. Hands raised to cover her eyes, the reporter cries out. Her feet slip over the concrete floor as she is pulled toward the wall of flowers. On the table, the director is losing focus. One by one, the bonds that hold her begin to uncouple. She is like a loose impression of a woman, a rough sketch done by an unsure hand. All around her is glaring, incandescent. A colour without a name.
            

            
                I must have returned to the surface with the translator, but I have no memory of our movement through the underground facility, or of taking the elevator back to the lobby. My mind was full with what I had witnessed, the director’s body shaking against the table, the cable attached to her head pulsing with strange energy. A final spasm passed through her. Her mouth gaped wide as her eyes emptied. She was gone.
            

            
                Through the glare of the blossoms I could just make out the outsider. Something moved inside his line, a shape like the shadow of a thought. I want to believe it was the director, that brilliant, broken mind making its way along the tunnel to another world. Could such a sacrifice be worth it? More than outsiders are coming, the director had said, and I believe her. There is always more to come. A more penetrating darkness. A more blinding light.
            

            
                They say the director’s voice was taken on the night she ran away. As I walked toward the station, I thought of her as a young girl, living in the apartment she shared with her parents. How must it have been for her to run? To burst into the night without direction or purpose? For one moment at least to be free? 
            

            
                I tried to imagine her as she was then, flickering through the darkened streets. Already new bonds are being forged around her, new constraints. Somewhere, a blossom stems from a crack in a wall. Three glowing petals fall from its stalk. The light catches the little girl’s eyes. In the center of the blossom there is a hole. The child stands before it, transfixed. She reaches out with a delicate hand. The hole widens in welcome. Slowly, her fingers are taken, and then her wrist. Her arm is swallowed next, and still she presses forward. She is not afraid. Whatever awaits on the far side can be no worse than what she leaves behind.
            

            
                Maybe our world is ending. I don’t have the knowledge or authority to say. But about one thing, the director was right. In our own way, we are all like her. Damaged people living in a broken world…
            

            
                The cursor blinks steadily against the white background. The reporter reads over what she has written, her face bathed in the light of the screen. She has no idea how to finish the piece. For now, she rises and walks to the window. The night has gone quiet, the evening’s protests passed on. Loose bits of trash, discarded placards and water bottles, lie scattered over the pavement. In the distance, three columns of black smoke rise above the line of houses. A lone helicopter prowls the bruised sky, its searchlight sweeping in shallow arcs. 
            

            
                Across the street, a dim figure enters the circle of light at the foot of the street lamp: an old woman, pushing a cart piled high with garbage bags. As if sensing the reporter’s gaze, the woman looks up. The reporter cannot make out her face. Then the woman is turning, passing into the shadow of a neighboring alley. Within seconds, she is gone.
            

            
                The reporter closes her eyes. She pictures a hole, its edges crackling with strange light. There has to be a way out, she thinks. A brief shudder passes through her, and she smiles.
            

            
                She has found the words to end on.
            

            
                
                    

                
            

        

    
        

        
            
                An Epilogue
            

            
                The site had been closed for more than a week. Heavy chains were wrapped around the bars of the gate and warning signs had been posted in three different languages. Gazing in from the sidewalk, a thin man stood with his forehead pressed to the fence. There was little enough for him to see. In the center of a wide pit stood the unfinished base of the crane. Here and there, metal struts were stacked in loose bales, and a backhoe sat abandoned in the far corner. The glare of fluorescent lights gave each object the look of a model or high definition rendering. The man glanced at the security camera mounted on a post by the gate. He gave a short, half shrug, and then he started to climb. 
            

            
                The chainlink bit the joints of his fingers and his boots made him clumsy as he scrambled to find his footing. At the top of the fence the jagged row of tines caught his jeans, and he winced as he slung his leg over the lip and dropped to the far side. Inhaling a lungful of dust from the exposed concrete, he waited for the sound of approaching feet or the bark of a guard dog. When it was clear that no one was coming, he stood up and walked to the edge of the dig. 
            

            
                The pit was massive, a wide basin of brown earth cleared to a depth of almost thirty meters. The ground at the foot of the crane was honeycombed by a foundation of heavy concrete, and here and there water had accumulated in shallow pools. In the far corner lay the hole.  
            

            
                For a moment the man looked without seeing. The hole was something like a gap or fissure that cut through a section of the wall and along the ground. Its surface was utterly, disorientingly, black. Without gradient, there was no way to gauge its depth. The man stared at a gateway; he was staring into nothing. 
            

            
                He had been on site when the hole appeared. Supervising the pouring of liquid cement, he was in a perfect position to witness the wall crumble. It began in a dry splintering of concrete. Then the crack was exposed, and a black vein ruptured the foundation. As it widened, there was a cascade of rubble and loose earth. A cloud of dust went up with the hole still visible beyond it, like a shadow glimpsed through a veil. 
            

            
                It was someone else who raised the alarm. The man had been too stunned to shout. Not twenty feet from where he stood the world was broken. He knew such things were possible. Everyone did. Holes might arrive at random and without warning, but they arrived all the same, swallowing a section of wall or stretch of pavement, or worse, opening up in the middle of a gathered crowd. That the world could crack at any time was a fact of life, but mediated by 24 hour newsfeeds and shot dispassionately from a distance, the holes had been reduced in the man’s imagination to something like a natural disaster, not so different from a hurricane or mudslide. Up close, he understood just how wrong he’d been. There was nothing natural about the hole. Its darkness was crushing, and it was not until a coworker seized him by the arm that he managed to tear his eyes away. As he retreated from the site along with the other workers, he did so knowing that the ground they walked on was little more than a shell. 
            

            
                That night he woke up from a dream he would never remember. Coated with sweat, the blanket crumpled into a tight knot in his fist, he stared at the ceiling and willed a crack to split the plaster. The hole widened, and the man raised his hand, as if hoping to caress its face. With a gasp he woke for a second time, and shut his eyes against the dark.
            

            
                Each night it was the same. He dreamed that he was awake and woke to find himself sleeping. After a week, it grew hard to tell the difference. So it might have been in a dream that the man chose to leave his apartment in search of a drink. The streets passed in a blur, and one by one the faces of the customers in the bar slipped together. The man drank steadily for more than an hour, and when he was finished, his feet took him back to the site. He told himself that he only wanted to see it again, to examine the hole without the rush of adrenaline and panic he’d felt when it opened. Besides, if he was dreaming, nothing he did would make any difference. 
            

            
                He descended the ramp of earth cut in one side of the dig. His eyes were full with the hole. Its jagged edges thread through the wall and along the ground in a series of black veins. Even from a distance, the man could feel it pulling at him. He went more quickly, careless of his steps, and stumbled once or twice along the way. He was hardly aware of the sweat pooling at the base of his spine or the passage of his breath through his mouth. On the floor of the dig he was forced to pick his way between the concrete foundations. He took one step towards the hole, and then another. He was very close now, and his hand, reaching out, seemed to belong to someone else; the hand of another man, extending from some other dream. With the tip of his index finger he touched the black skin. 
            

            
                Falling. 
            


            
                He thinks of it as falling. At least there is movement, the passage of his body through a void. He falls. There is nothing else to think. 
            

            
                He is blind when he wakes. Before him, a white plane gradually resolves into a city street. He finds himself standing on a bridge above a canal. Overhead, two hawks are reeling in a clear sky. A crowd of people moves on the bridge; dozens of them, men and women dressed as if for work. 
            

            
                The man wipes a wet palm across his eyes as he tries to stitch the events that led him here together. He had been in the pit, walking toward the hole. He recalls touching its surface, but only with his hand, with the tip of a finger, and now in the full light of day he is on a bridge in a part of town he’s never seen before. Or is it the same town? The area looks nothing like that of the dig. He considers the possibility that he is still dreaming.
            

            
                Not far away, a woman stands next to the railing. Dressed in a dark blazer and skirt, she is holding a cellphone to her ear. Her head is framed by the sky and the still water of the canal. 
            

            
                Attempting to speak, the man’s voice emerges in a harsh croak. The woman ignores him. Clearing his throat, he repeats his question, louder this time, but the woman refuses even to look up. There is an airy quality to the man’s thoughts, a breeze passing through the front of his head. He finds it difficult to concentrate. He is not quite sure that he is here, that it is now; again his mind returns to the pit, to the moment he touched the hole. Had it been in a dream or not? Anxiety welling in him, he thrusts himself forward, directly into the woman’s field of vision. He waves his hands in front of her face, shouting now, angry. The woman laughs into her cellphone. She looks right through him.  
                
            

            
                Wildly, the man approaches a group of businessmen. Stopping directly in their path, he watches as they split apart as if on cue. None of them so much as glance at him. He may as well be a thing, like a lamp post or hydrant. Less than that. They have no sense of him at all. 
            

            
                The man runs a trembling hand over his scalp. As he wipes the sweat from his brow, the tips of his fingers slip into a hole. 
            

            
                Twin needles pierce his vision; all at once, he is on his knees. Around him are the legs of commuters, black leather shoes and mud-spattered sneakers, heels clacking on pavement. Eyes watering, he wipes a line of saliva from his mouth. He observes himself reaching for his forehead again; in fact he is not reaching, but he will, very soon, and he can already see this happening. With the tip of a finger he will trace a line from a point above his eye to the center of his cheek. He does so now: there is a gap there, in his skin, a line like a chasm or fissure. He will see this later, reflected in the water of the canal. 
            

            
                Something has happened to time. It stretches in front of him in a long arc. With effort, the man gets to his feet. He thinks of this as now. No one reacts as he plunges into the crowd, not even as the man begins to shoulder his way forward, pushing into their bodies. At the end of the bridge he knows he will make his way along the road to a concrete stairwell. At its foot is the canal. There, he will bend over the surface of the water and stare at his reflection. From forehead to check, passing directly through his right eye, a line is cut from his face. 
            

            
                There is a pain associated with seeing it, so that he is forced to look away. On the far side of the canal a hole runs through the concrete embankment. Oil-black, its edges are strangely luminous, almost molten. It is an ugly thing, unnatural, and not five feet away a young mother is walking hand in hand with her daughter. Neither of them will give the hole a second glance. It is as invisible to them as he is. 
            

            
                He wills himself to wake up. 
            


            
                Months pass, a period in which the man with the line cut out of his face moves through the city like a ghost. Here and there he will come across other holes, in a wall or across the pavement, at times even hovering in mid-air, like a thin black scar across the sky. This world is just as broken as the one he came from, but no one here can see it. 
            

            
                Whether or not this is a dream makes no difference. He can’t get out. He has tried, and he will try again; approaching one or another of the holes in this world he will reach out to touch its skin. Before it had been so easy, but now it is like trying to force together a pair of magnets at matching poles: hand shaking with the strain, the tip of one finger will waver a hair’s breadth from the hole’s skin. He cannot reach it. Exhausted, he will lower his arm. 
            

            
                On the street behind him, two small girls are laughing. An elderly man stands in the doorway of one of the houses, a broom in his hand. The man with the line cut out of his face curses at him. The old man will pay no attention.  
            

            
                Something has happened to time. The man can no longer be certain of when he is. He knows that months have passed and are passing, and that he has already seen them pass. He exists at every point along the arc. Or his mind does: he remembers reaching out to the hole; he is reaching; he will reach. His hands are running over the back of his head. His eyes are shut. His breath will come in short, uneven bursts. 
            

            
                At one point on the arc he will walk into a grocery store. He paces the aisles, each shelf neatly stocked with products, at last arriving at a long counter of gleaming fruit. There, he will take an apple and bite down, and its juices will run over his chin; in this world he can touch and feel and eat. He laughs at that, like it’s a joke. At least to things he exists. None of the other customers look up from their shopping, even when the man upends a carton of oranges. No one watches as he kicks in the glass door of a refrigerator. The store’s manager will not shout at him to stop, or to leave. The man is not perceived. His boots make crunching noises on the shattered glass. 
            

            
                In time, he will meet others like himself. Outsiders, people call them, those who’ve fallen through the cracks. Strangers in a crowd, they will recognize themselves in the lines carved through the right side of their faces. They will speak, share information. There will be talk of a drug, powder, that allows them to be seen. These men with lines cut in their faces will joke, bitterly, about their reduced social prospects. More often than not, they prefer to be alone. It is painful to be reminded of everything that’s been lost. 
            

            
                Something has happened to time. The man cannot know for sure when he is. Everything was revealed in the moment he touched the line cut from his face. The arc of time stretches ahead of him; he is on his knees on the bridge; he is looking into the canal; he is trying to reach the hole. He sees everything he will do, each action, the words he will speak and those spoken to him. His head is dry with knowing. 
            

            
                At the far end of the arc he is standing in an alley with a man he will refer to as a technician. In front of them, thread through the crumbling brick, is a hole with edges the colour of fading sunlight. In the man’s hand is a bag of powder. He will use this to pass through. The grains of powder are fine against his fingertips. He knows what will happen because he has seen it. His story is already written; only what lies beyond the wall is blank. He savours the thought of a surprise. He will savour it. 
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