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			The Loom Tree

		
	
		

		
			Book I

		
	
		

		
			1

			V’s Tale

			I couldn’t tell her the truth—though she was my best friend, neighbor, sister from another mister—why in hell I’d crawled into the rotting hollow of this fallen sequoia that’s lain here in our grove of redwoods since we were kids. And considering its gruesomely gnarly roots, outstretched around a tunnel of emptied heartwood, it’s been here for generations long before us.

			Delia had even nicknamed it “good ole Vagina Den-ta-tas,” which she’d pronounce with a shake of her impressive tits. Despite this enticing name, we’d never been tempted to crawl into its depths. Fear of bugs mostly for her, and for me, an overactive imagination that always made me wonder if the trunk’s hollow could be a portal.

			As a kid I’d been afraid of my own reflection in the bathroom mirror at night, and my mom trained me to defer to the rational part of my mind, making it subdue my fanciful side when I needed to get shit done, like brushing my teeth and going to bed. “Don’t wander off into the elsewhere. Stay right here with me, my sweet V—,” she’d say. So I grew into a teen who got plenty of shit done, like my mom and my halmoni and all the women before us, by grounding myself in the here and now. As for my fanciful side, I had Delia Rosen.

			But while waiting for our friends so we could celebrate the last day of our sophomore year of high school, I was weirdly compelled to sketch the dead roots in my calculus graphing notebook—how they’d been wrenched from the earth, petrified in mid-writhing, preserving their memories in moss. We’d hadn’t hit our ceremonial gummies and peach soju yet, but the roots beckoned like tentacles awakened, shedding ancient soil and lichen particles. Maybe because I’d actually gotten so much shit done during finals—despite my nights of sweaty-fevered insomnia—I’d stuck my head in and crawled deeper than I would’ve ever dared before. Wood rot brushed my lips, splinters stabbed my chest, and the trunk regenerated its pulp, fattening its rings to welcome me home.

			“What the fuck, Pooh Bear!” Delia laughed, swinging her tote bag of bottles against my ass. “You looking for honey? Or did you pregame before the pregame?”

			“Pull me out by the ankles, please. Slowly.”

			“Feel like a Berkeley doula-midwife, birthing my best friend. What were you doing?”

			I lied, spitting mulch. “Was waiting for your tardy ass, sketching and twirling my pen, then somehow got it stuck in there.” I omitted that when she’d shown up, the sequoia had released me from its craggy jaws.

			“Hope you got it. I know how particular you are about your Sakura Gelly Rolls.”

			The roots puckered with bitchy insolence, luring me still. “I’ll get it next time.” I wasn’t talking about the pen, exactly.

			Delia eyed my sketch. “Super-tentacular! Been a while since I’ve seen you doodle.” She traced her fingertip over my inky lines.

			I stuffed the notebook into my bag, presented my empty palm. “Green gummy, please. Before the others come.”

			

			“You sure, Vivi? Aren’t you full of surprises this golden afternoon!”

			“Let’s not bore the others with my—girl scouting in the dead tree?”

			She nestled the gummy in my hand. I ate the bear to reverse cause and effect, flipping time to blame my hallucination on gummies stolen from Delia’s mom and peach soju from Halmoni’s stash.

			“No worries, my Rose Gold sister.” Delia grinned, her dimples deepening. “I’ll tell them in a way that’s not boring at all!”

			Her dad had called me Rose Gold years ago when I’d become an honorary Rosen, sister ally to his Rose Red against her redhead brood of three gangly brothers. Delia pointed out that my hair was chestnut brown, not blonde. I explained, “He means my skin.”

			Delia and her brothers reacted with shock and ewws. “That’s so racist, Dad, and weirdly too!” But I didn’t mind. When people described me as olive-skinned, I felt more tropicalia-exotique than my mom. When I was called white, I felt foreign in my family. My own mother and grandmother would annotate which of my features were Korean and which were Other. Fortunately, only physical traits were traced to my absentee musician dad, like my eyes that were green in the sunlight or my pointy chin that Mom said looked puckish on him, stubborn on me. Or maybe they didn’t want to jinx it by uttering which character weaknesses I’d gotten from the “feckless but charming white guy with moderate talent” whom Halmoni had never pressured Mom to marry. Eventually, I told Mom to stop dissecting my face and body as if I were Frankenstein’s monster. She apologized, but I still caught her eyeing me, worried and waiting, making notes but never sharing her lab-book conclusions.

			Of course, if Mom had heard Mr. Rosen call me Rose Yellow, she would’ve ripped his head off. Even without her there, he turned bright pink as he stammered apologies. I told him Rose Gold sounded pretty. But it was being dubbed a Rosen that I cherished most. I was an only kid of a single mom, herself a lone child of an abandoned immigrant mother. The Rosens never mentioned how it was obvious why I loved being amidst their family chaos, their expressive abundance and warmth, where I was tumbled into the whole.

			But grass-is-always-greener Delia preferred our “cozy cottage,” which depending on one’s income and age was called a pied-à-terre, carriage house, or accessory dwelling unit. Our landlord Muhammad, whom I called Momo as a kid, was a professor of Arabic and French lit who’d recite poetry to his plants and compost worms, and gift us with figs and gooseberries. He also set aside space for Halmoni to plant her perilla leaves and chili peppers. When he visited his mother and homeland, Halmoni would try to smuggle her jars of pickled leaves and peppers into his bags as a gift to the woman living so far from her son. Muhammad would gently explain again how “customs and checkpoints would not allow him to pass on her generosity.” Patting the cheek of the good son whose hair was silver like her own, Halmoni would say, “My people also, many checkpoints between us. Come back safe, no Hamhung chasa for you.” Mom loved to remind me how our neighborhood was so communal and village-like, so unlike the one she’d grown up in, as if she’d brought all these people together just for me. But Delia said this was typical old Berkeley—though “the former activists are a lot richer now, their kids insufferable because of it.”

			Having moved here from LA twelve years ago, my family exuded “a fascinatingly different aura,” according to Delia. She didn’t mean our Asianness but what she assumed was our Los Angeleno otherness—suspicious and aloof. She remembers meeting me with her parents to welcome us with lettuce and carrots from their garden, presented as a bouquet. I’d hidden behind my mom, who’d opened the door partway, unsure why so many white people were showing up with unwashed vegetables wrapped in newspaper.

			After a decade, my mom still didn’t open the door all the way when someone knocked, whereas I was often at Delia’s or in Muhammad’s garden or dropping off Halmoni’s herby chrysanthemum greens for our neighbors. Delia claimed to prefer our “powerful Korean womanly energies” to the old Berkeley hippie vibes that were getting “commodified beyond belief.” But what she was sensing was simply traditional Korean familial secrecy, nurtured resentments, and begrudging gratitude. Especially with Halmoni living with us ever since Mom caved and asked for help. After that single tearful phone call, my grandmother sold her dry-cleaning business down south and opened a new one up north. So yeah, our place was quieter with fewer bodies, but the unspoken was suffocating—generational, cultural, Korean-woman hormonal.

			Our friends arrived, joining us in our grove of Tilden redwoods. They were actually more Delia’s friends, from whichever elective—drama, band, birding—was her passion of the moment. Sergio was our longtime buddy and my crush, ever since he’d had a growth spurt, shaved off his shadow mustache, and regained his childhood Portuguese. The seven of us, dwarfed by the looming redwoods, toasted each other. We planned for a low-key celebration with whatever we’d pilfered from home or begged older siblings to buy. Then we’d toss our bikes into Delia’s mom’s truck, and Sergio as DD would drive us to the messier house party in the Hills. But as Delia recounted how she’d clawed me out of the dead tree using her nails and a bottle opener, I felt my face burn, and not from embarrassment.

			I thought the stress and adrenaline of finals were dissipating, my body succumbing to end-of-term/start-of-vacation sickness, when the immune system gave up holding it all together because I’d finally gotten all my shit done. But this was something else. I wanted to tear off my clothes and crawl into some dark cave, hiding from light, faces, voices. Even Sergio’s, asking why I was rubbing my back up and down against a tree like Baloo.

			Cutting things short, Sergio drove me home with Delia beside me, the others in the back, head-bopping to something very retro ’90s. “Go on without me,” I assured. “You especially, Dels. God, sounds like I’m dying of consumption, giving you permission to move on.”

			“I shan’t marry another, not while my beloved still hangs on by a thread!”

			“Love you, Dels, but please stop touching me. I’m hot and itchy all over. Can you tell my mom I had bad sushi or something?”

			While Delia hammered out details in case of interrogation, I leaned my head out the window as we coasted downhill, enjoying the cool ocean breeze and views of the bay. Sergio, slowing our descent, offered, “If you feel better later, gimme a call. I’ll come get you.” I smiled but didn’t look at him or reply with flirty encouragement because I could glimpse the city across the bay with the tops of buildings and bridges poking through the fog—a kingdom with castle spires and towers visible for a breath before the thickening mist shrouded it all again.

			“We really do get the best views from the outside, across borders and beyond,” I said.

			“That’s what my Jersey cousin says about Manhattan,” Sergio replied. “Maybe you should stay home though. You don’t sound like yourself—more like Delia.”

			“We can take a train underwater, emerge onto another shore! A whole other world out there, more than we can imagine, if we only knew how to get there.” Yeah, the little green bear in my gut was dancing a jig in my head.

			

			“Speaking of other worlds,” Delia interrupted. “You tell your mom yet?”

			“She’s so busy with work, hasn’t checked the school’s parent portal in months. I’ve got time to make my case. Present it in a way that—”

			“Deadline for forms were like last week, you told me.”

			“I forged her signature. My mom used to forge for Halmoni back in the day. Now she’s county clerk supervisor, top bitch bureaucrat at EDD. I’m betting that sometimes, papers need to be pushed this way and that, in reverse order or creatively to get—”

			“Please don’t say ‘get shit done.’ Sounds like you’ll tell your mom when your Lyft driver takes you to the airport. ‘Hey Mom, got into junior year abroad in Rennes, France, leaving you and my best friend behind. Here’s the invoice, toodles!’”

			“There’d be no invoice. Got a scholarship.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I thought single-mother/only-child duos were like—” She crossed her fingers and scrunched her face adorably.

			“Only if they’re white and fictional and live in Stars Hollow. I’m part white, and my mom still doesn’t know who her dad is. The other day, Halmoni said she and Mom got the ‘best seed’ from men who thankfully left them alone to raise their kids and control their own money. Then Mom said I had the sweetest relationship with her sperm donor. Not trying to be mean, just gross.”

			My dad had always been in my life like a fun uncle I saw occasionally when gigs brought him to the East Bay. Living with Mom and Halmoni and their intensity meant that having playdates with a drop-in dad was exactly the vacation I needed. We’d eat ice cream, go to concerts. But I was never allowed to join him for festivals or one of his tours. Not like he was a wannabe rocker anymore. He was a sound engineer for elder bands on revival tours. If Mom ever let me go, I’d be getting plenty of fiber and going to bed at a reasonable hour. But she watched me like a hawk, probably poisoned me somehow so I couldn’t even go to this party tonight.

			“Yeah, we’re real tight, a coven of witches,” I told Delia as she walked me to the front door, “especially now that Halmoni’s widow friends do Zumba in the living room. By the way, they found a widower to drive them around! So cute, with his Kangol hat and suspenders.”

			My mom accepted the bad-sushi lie, no need for Delia’s elaborate backstory. Mom waved to Sergio, shooting him a thumbs up, then smirked at the others trying not to bop their heads, looking sternly constipated instead. I waved goodbye as Delia skipped back to the truck. She pressed her fingertips to her lips and slapped the brand-new Hillary bumper stickers her mom had placed, above the fading Obamas and Cal Golden Bear decals. How could I leave that girl behind for an entire year, even if she promised to visit? Was that why I hadn’t told my mom yet?

			Not true, I knew, as the heat flared throughout my body. I could only have sleepovers at Delia’s because Mom could spy on me with binoculars. But their cabin in Tahoe or their summers in Maine—out of the question! Was it because Delia had three brothers? Because Mom didn’t trust the Rosens or anyone else—because she didn’t trust me?

			“You’re burning hot!” said my mom, her hand on my forehead. “Bullshit on the sushi—what were you guys up to in the woods? Why are you covered in dirt and—mulch?”

			“I tripped while hiking, no bigs. And we all shared like a single bottle of Corona. My friends are nerds, always been. I’m exhausted is all. Need to sleep for a week, recover from finals. Why don’t you go out? Maybe with Halmoni and the widows— Please, don’t touch me!”

			I shrugged her hand off my itchy-hot back. She winced, but I was too tired to reassure her it wasn’t like the other times I cringed from her touch, annoyed because she still treated me like a little kid. Treat me with respect, Mom, not cuddles and smothering, when what I want and need is for you to trust me, to let me explore the world farther than across the street at Delia’s.

			“You hungry, V—?” She followed me to my room. “You should eat before you go to bed, or I guess they say to starve a fever—but who are they exactly?” At my door, I ripped off the fuzzy cardigan that Delia said would make Sergio want to touch me, that had been loose enough to slip off my shoulder, revealing a slinky tank top underneath.

			“Can I take your temperature? When did this start?”

			I paused midway through peeling off my sweaty top. “Can I have some privacy?”

			“Have you been sleeping? Not enough or—too much?”

			I closed the door in her face with a groan Delia would be proud of, then opened my bedroom windows and lay naked with my white-noise fan pointed at my back.

			A while later, a knock on the door. “Got some Pedialyte and ice here, gazpacho and garlic bread from the deli. Leaving it at your door. Backing away slowly now.”

			“Pedialyte?!”

			“Less sugar, more electrolytes, that’s all! Your dad preferred it for hangovers—not that I’m accusing you. Just glad you’re home. Here if you need me. Halmoni will be back later, after her ballroom dance rehearsals.”

			Though desperately thirsty, I waited till I couldn’t hear her puttering outside my door. But even after chugging the bottle and melting ice on my forehead, I still felt beastly hot in both flesh and mind. I imagined myself in the reverberatory furnace we learned about in my metallurgy elective—thus enflamed, my anger refined and brightened into clarity.

			How could I ever tell you about junior year abroad when you never let me go to summer camp or wilderness week or enrichment sessions at nearby colleges? Just because you dropped out or flunked after one semester at that East Coast college, then came back home feeling like a failure, living with your mom, becoming a mom yourself—you think I shouldn’t leave home either to discover who I could be! You say everything changed when you had me and you had to get serious about life—but I can’t keep existing as your anchor or excuse or do-over or however else you see me. And whenever I try to explain how I feel, you compare yourself to Halmoni, saying, “At least you know who your dad is.” But that’s not what I’m talking about!

			You think you get points for not expecting me to be some “ideal Korean daughter.” But you’ve admitted that Halmoni didn’t expect that of you either. That you were the one to presume her shame of being a single mom in the Korean community, how maybe you projected this shame onto her and took it upon yourself too—so lonely for you both.

			But then you raised me with so much unspoken worry and watchfulness, never explaining why! Well, Mom, your mysterious anxieties have cast a fortress around me, not to protect me but to cut me off from the world and from parts of myself untested and unknown. I don’t want to feel afraid or doubt myself or blame and hate you. I feel your fear and anticipation instead, as if part of you wants me to break free—from you or something else? I wish you’d just spell it out!

			I couldn’t follow the tangled thread of my thoughts anymore. They spiraled and frayed off into broken fibers. I fell asleep, ice melting in my palms.

			My sleep was fractured by so many texts from Delia, musical alerts tugging me awake. Put my phone on silent, but it continued to flash with updates and photos. Shut it off but was awakened again by a filament of light twisted and curlicued above me, stretching across my ceiling. Continuous script in a language I couldn’t identify. I wrapped myself in my sheet, not because I felt exposed but because I was shivering.

			The gleaming script snaked to the floor and wriggled under my door—so I followed it into the dark hallway where multiple lines of text unspooled along the corridor, like parallel musical notation for many instruments, an orchestral score rippling through our home. My toe touched a shining word—it brightened, sending a chill through me, while setting off vibrations that I knew only I could hear. The strands crossed and twined, weaving in and out, down the hall past Halmoni’s room.

			My steps thrummed along the unreadable strings as I followed them through our kitchen to the double doors of my mother’s room at the end of the house. I entered what had once been a breakfast nook, the smallest room, which my mother took for herself. Also the airiest and most light-drenched because of glass patio doors she never curtained, which opened onto a deck and flower garden that was just hers, the moonlight flooding through onto her sleeping body.

			I tiptoed past my mom, whose face at rest looked like a stranger’s, no longer irritable or overwhelmed with worry. In moon-cast shadows, she looked younger, unfamiliar. This made the sneaking easier, made everything unreal, so I continued because it was only while dreaming that I could do impossible things, only in dreams I could act out my heart’s desire and get an answer.

			Following the gleaming strands, I knelt in front of her dresser, pulling out the bottom drawer to remove it from its frame. The threads were gathered in this hidden space beneath, twisted and piled atop a silver briefcase. It looked like the fire- and flood-proof document case my mom used for our passports, birth certificates, and financial records. Everything we needed to begin a new life elsewhere, she’d told me once. But that one was black, in the safe with family jewelry in Halmoni’s closet, beside our fire-evac go-bags and earthquake-survival kits. I’d never seen this silver case before. Despite being crafted of archival, apocalypse-resistant material, it couldn’t withstand illegible magic, as the filamented textual threads seeped inside. The light within glowed through the keyhole and around the code panel—unlocking both.

			

			Inside, a pastel rainbow diary with a unicorn on its cover—or was it an alicorn since it had wings? I only knew this because of Delia, always much more into My Little Pony. My mom was never a Lisa Frank girl, she’d told me when Delia got us matching T-shirts, so this sparkly diary couldn’t possibly be hers. But I opened it to find my mom’s handwriting—except that the lettering bloomed and branched all over, changing in size and intensity, whether bolded, shaded, or elaborately calligraphic. Bullet-pointed lines and dense passages of tiny words nestled among abstract doodles and botanical sketches. It looked like an artsy nature journal–meets–poetry zine, crossed with lecture notes for medieval astronomy and Victorian zoology. And most unlike her—faces were drawn here, staring back at me in pencil, charcoal, and ink.

			My mom has always left Post-it notes on the fridge or front door reminding me about tasks and appointments, adding encouraging platitudes but never a doodle, not even a heart or smiley face. On this page, however, lush fur was etched with blackest ink, detailing a bear’s head with eyes that gleamed dark and shining. A creature ferociously conjured but serving as a hood, with its pen-stroked pelt as cloak—draped over a naked woman kneeling in a cave.

			The image was fading, seeping into the fibers of the paper, and so were the words written in arcs over the woman. I caught a few before they disappeared: totems, clans, God of the Sky. And in Hangul—Bulsae and Ungnyeo. The first word was literally Fire Bird, but I couldn’t decipher the other. Except the part meaning “woman.”

			In the silver case, something else was glowing—a feather quill of downy brightness, a golden plume like a soft flame. I couldn’t look away, not even when my mom shouted. She grabbed my wrist, and in wrenching the feather from my hand, dragged the quill tip along the inside of my arm—engraving a line of seared, blistering flesh.

			

			When I woke the next day, I was in my own bed, my arm bandaged. My mother was asleep in the armchair she’d moved from the living room to my bedside. In between us on my nightstand was the unicorn diary opened to the first page—completely blank—no woman draped in a bear cloak kneeling inside a cave. No ink smudges or signs of erasure. But I turned the page and saw thousands of words that weren’t there last night, my mother’s handwriting in its usual neat lines, uniform and parallel. No drawings or faces or shape-shifting lettering that tucked secrets within rose-bloom spirals or unfurled like fern leaves extending to the edges.

			It was three in the afternoon, my phone still turned off, no doubt Delia had pounded on my door and been ignored.

			No indication that what I’d read—or dreamt?—had been ripped out or rubbed away. After leaving the first page blank, my mom had written something that began with—

		
	
		

		
			2

			My Dearest V—

			I’ve been waiting, not sure I’d need to explain, holding off till I knew for certain. If you’d turned out like your dad—nice, oblivious, unstoried—would I’ve hidden this from you forever?

			Once in a while, when I’d wonder or long for that vividness and hunger again—I’d glance through these pages only to see my words fading. I stopped checking years ago because it was too depressing to flip through a journal emptying of my memories.

			But last night, I glimpsed over your shoulder—faces and stories I’d left behind. Proof of my old magic. Maybe not mine anymore, since you were the one to awaken it. Are you drawing it out of me now, even as you sleep so deeply? When you were a baby, you’d laugh while dreaming, weeks before babbling, months before your first word—an arpeggio of sweet notes skipping up and down. I didn’t know if you were practicing or echoing. The first of countless times when I wanted to pry into your mind, desperate to know what you were thinking, feeling. I felt so frighteningly separate from you, blocked off, and lately more so than ever. But deeper links between us have now emerged, with consequences yet unknown.

			When you’d summoned my words to reappear, I wanted to grab my journal and magic back for myself. The ink began to fade, however, so I let go. When the feather flamed in your hand, I snatched it to protect you and ended up hurting you instead.

			This quill doesn’t burn me because it was once a part of me. What I’d glimpsed because of you has vanished again, but the ink is flowing and the feather lights my way back. So I’ll keep writing, V—, if you’ll keep reading. I hope you can understand my choices. Bear in mind, I was also a teenage girl once . . . though transfigured by an encounter in the woods with an enchanting and somewhat feral creature—another young woman, though also not, whose name was Faye.

			

			When I was sixteen, Halmoni sent me to a summer camp for Korean Americans. We were teenagers, and the counselors, college students. This wasn’t about nature or crafts. It was re-acculturation sponsored by the Koreatown Cultural Center, a last-ditch effort by immigrants to indoctrinate their kids with identity and ethnic pride before we all went off to college.

			Halmoni thought I was a loner because I was one of few Koreans at my mostly white Palos Verdes high school. I let her believe that was the reason, though truth was I was alienated by other SoCal suburban Asians. Mostly because we were poor, living on the edge of the school district in a tiny apartment. I was most often mocked by the Korean kids and judged by their mothers, actually, because Halmoni was unwed, pretty, and likely abandoned with an illegitimate me, because instead of being ashamed, she proudly managed a dry cleaners and bragged how I was at the top of my class.

			

			I’d resisted camp before, but Halmoni had saved up like she’d saved up for SAT hagwon, though I didn’t need that either. I couldn’t insult her by rejecting what she considered her motherly duty, so I endured the hagwon and I’d endure this one week in the woods for her too. That’s how I ended up in the San Bernadino mountains in the summer of ’97, with three dozen Korean Americans from Greater Los Angeles.

			A school bus took us from the Cultural Center to the mountains. The South Bay and Orange Country girls were lithe, tanned, with sun-streaked hair, exchanging tips on how to get on MTV Beach House. Behind me, a trio I dubbed “the K-town Boyz” who lived downtown. They all wore baggy denim shorts that hovered mid-calf, with billowing white tees, silver chains and stiff baseball caps perched like top hats. When we reached camp, BMWs were parked in the juniper shade. The Valley Koreans lived nearby, so their parents drove them. The girls emerged from their air-conditioned cars and greeted the girls off the bus, reunited from previous summers. They shrieked with happiness, swinging their long manes to catch the sunlight. All had classic Korean features—delicate, lovely, symmetrical. As a group—phenotypically harmonious.

			The K-town Boyz accused everyone of being wannabes, calling the OC and Valley Koreans Twinkies, with the girls wanting to be stuffed with extra white cream. But because the suburban boys were jocks, accusations were mumbled behind backs. I only overheard because I was invisible in the margins.

			But the Koreans who actually lived among white people of power were from Santa Monica and the Palisades, driven from mansion to mountain. That year there were three, all from Harvard-Westlake. The two boys were blandly handsome, but Audrey Lee was someone even I’d heard about. She had two older sisters who’d been runner-up Miss Californias, both now at Stanford Med. Everyone expected Audrey to surpass them by finally bringing home the crown as well as a Harvard degree. And like a true queen, she knew how to placate would-be rivals. As soon as she alighted, she approached the prettiest one. “There’s a hairstyle in this YM that’s perfect for you!” She complimented another’s Caboodle, then asked where she’d gotten her adorable baby barrettes. When someone like Audrey Lee was the Korean Californian feminine ideal, how could I fulfill any of these identities?

			The first bonfire night—as the setting sun glowed amber through the surrounding pines, the campers spread out in the outdoor amphitheater. Dusk was leached of its warmth, leaving us with ghostly blues. The counselors on stage presented camp rules through skits intended to be humorous. Next was the cultural element, as promised to our parents.

			Counselor Nayeon—leader of the Korean folk-dance troupe at UCLA—had counselors wear wooden Talchum masks. She explained how these were used in shamanic rituals that evolved into dances for celebration or satire, to mock the powerful and allow peasants to vent communally. The masks were varnished or painted in bright colors, representing archetypes—bride and crone, monk and goblin, nobleman and peasant.

			Nayeon danced beautifully, a few counselors revealed ballet childhoods, while the guys mostly did exaggerated harabeoji dancing. The masks gleamed in the firelight, shadows deepening within their carved grins. There was traditional choreography, but a few improvised with the Running Man or the Worm, breaking out into B-boy power moves. Still, the percussion, forest night and bonfire, and all of us being Korean, transformed the half-assery into something unsettling, exciting, even mystical.

			Then Counselor Thomas, unmasked and looking like a Korean Kyle MacLachlan, took over. After thanking Nayeon for the cultural portion of the evening, he announced, “I need to repeat the most important camp rule. No one leaves their cabin between lights out and dawn. Hold your piss till sunrise.” He answered the scatterings of “whatevs” with: “I’m gonna play it straight for those of you thinking this is just to keep you from visiting the girls, smoking a doobie, or whatnot.”

			A camper shouted: “There’s a prison for the criminally insane nearby! We heard this one already!”

			Thomas shone his flashlight in the heckler’s face. “That was a campfire tale—I’m teaching you history. What you don’t find in textbooks, that’s only whispered among the locals, confessed on deathbeds—or when yet another Asian disappears around these parts.

			“For decades, people have gone missing, no traces left behind, not a Stüssy cap or purple scrunchie.” He flashlighted these accessories in the audience. “All the missing were minorities. The cops said the victims probably didn’t know how to deal with bears and coyotes ’cause they weren’t from around here, weren’t local or native.

			“Now most of you should already know about Manzanar, but I’m guessing you don’t know that on the other side of these mountains, across the desert, was one of the largest camps for Japanese Americans. Built on Indigenous land. Colorado River Indian Reservation. Despite tribal council opposition, the US government forced them to accept this prison for American citizens on their land—a prison built by prisoners. At war’s end, the Native Americans never got the ‘rent money’ promised to them because the government deducted the cost of the ‘land improvement’—that is, the infrastructure and irrigation system built by the Japanese Americans.”

			“Fuckin’ A,” said Counselor Jeremy, tossing wood into the fire. “This ain’t our history. You think the Jap summer camp Kizuna is teaching their kids what their people did to ours?” He rolled back his shoulder muscles in his Billabong surfer tank.

			Thomas replied, “That’s what our parents teach us as yisei, the first gen to grow up here. But that’s their beef, our ancestors’. Here, we must form a broader identity. I’m talking about history that belongs to all of us, including the sansei kids at Kizuna. Local history matters too, how Torrance and Pasadena used to be sundown towns, how the Klan set up shop in Glendale.”

			“Shit, I thought Berkeley Koreans were the radicals.” Jeremy sucked his gapped teeth. “Look homie, your community cleanup after the riots and cross-racial whatever looked good on your college apps, but you’re from Santa Monica. You went to friggin’ Chadwick, bro. You didn’t grow up in a liquor store behind bulletproof glass like the rest of us.”

			Counselor Esther tilted her head so that her asymmetrical bob evenly skimmed both shoulders. “Give him a break. There are like six Asians in all of Princeton. It’s why they’re all rah-rah solidarity.”

			Thomas thrust his finger toward the woods. “The dangers out there can’t tell us apart because they don’t care to!”

			Nayeon, seated in the front, jumped to her feet. “But Thomas, the camp was a desert away and a long time ago!”

			“Well, I was about to say,” he replied, “not far from here, on the other side of this lake, are the remnants of a mysterious settlement. Shelters, outhouses, a kitchen. Half-hidden by rock formations. The National Park Service has restricted access, not explaining why. But one old woman told me that according to local legend, it was a communal hideout built by Japanese who’d escaped the roundups. Hid there together during the entire war—almost.

			“One night close to the war’s end,” said Thomas, eyeing the surrounding woods, “a posse of racist rednecks went out to raid the camp in order to ‘murder the Japs.’” He stepped off stage, approaching the bonfire. His voice quieter, menacing. “But our Asian brothers and sisters were ready. Maybe tipped off. Maybe waiting all this time, hungry for some American justice and cherry-pie vengeance. The redneck posse was killed. The Japanese Americans disappeared too. But listen up, campers. The racist ghosts are still out there, looking for payback! Very racist and pissed off. They haunt these woods and fucking hate there’re more Asians now from different countries they never heard of, who keep coming and taking! So if they see someone like you out there—”

			“Dude!” Esther yelled. “Dial it the fuck down!”

			“Actually, there was a clue. On nights a kid disappeared, the campers who stayed inside remember hearing music.” He pulled out a harmonica and played some blurry notes. Counselor Jeremy, through his gapped teeth, released a whistle of eerie, inhuman beauty. Then Counselor Vicky—first chair with Stanford Symphony Orchestra—came down the aisle from the back, her flute’s silver caressed by the firelight. Didn’t matter that the melody was “Pop Goes the Weasel,” because its sticky-slow tempo and familiarity wove us all together. The music crescendoed and the musicians paused, extending the silence till we all leaned forward, then counselors jumped out of the woods in their masks, running around, screaming in our faces: “POP! POP! POP!”

			Most of the campers laughed, a few cried, and the counselors high-fived Thomas. He smiled, keeping his eye on a mysterious figure remaining in the woods. I followed his gaze.

			Between trees, a woman stood, the only one still wearing a Talchum mask—bone-white like the bride’s but with carved wrinkles of laughter like the crone’s. A strange mix, especially with the jackal’s brightly painted grin. She wore a white lace baby-doll dress with red thigh-high boots. Her short black hair was shaggy and wispy. She pointed at me and crooked her finger while slinking back into the forest dark.

			Thomas and I shared a glance. He shrugged, so I did too in stupid echo. Embarrassed and confused, I rushed to the fire for s’mores. I swiped ingredients and retreated to a bench. A few counselors whipped out guitars. Thomas sat beside me, offering a metal skewer. I declined, then glanced back where I’d seen the masked girl in lace. I was grateful to be invisible if it meant I wouldn’t be made fun of, but the girl’s pointing at me almost felt like being anointed.

			“What’d you think of my presentation?” Thomas poked his fingertip with the skewer.

			“Is there really an abandoned hideout nearby?”

			“Yup. Remains of wooden structures, local rumors and legends swirled with historical truth. Made up the raid and the killings though. Needed to tell a ghost story and didn’t want any sad Japanese spirits wandering the forest. Racist redneck ghosts seemed more interesting.”

			“More plausible too.”

			“Noticed you paying attention. I like the smaller stories that run counter to the major histories. You’re Sharon, right? Esther told me you were keeping to yourself.”

			This was the most interaction I’d had that day. So I put a marshmallow in my mouth. Something pierced my arm, quick and sharp. Buzzing shredded past my ear. Thomas grabbed my elbow and examined my skin with an intensity that made me very still but also humming within.

			“Are you allergic?”

			“I don’t think—”

			He dug his fingernails into my flesh to pluck out the stinger. Then placed his warm mouth on my wound, sucked the venom and spat it out. I stared ahead, my awkwardness threatening self-combustion.

			“I’ll get the first aid kit. Don’t think we have any bee-allergy kids, but I should check your file anyway.”

			With chocolate melting between my fingers, I watched him whisper into Esther’s ear and noticed how he slipped his arm around her waist as they conferred. She looked at me with sympathy, then pecked him on the cheek to send him running toward the lodge.

			To my right, I heard laughter and recognized its tonal register and target. Audrey Lee wore a plaid miniskirt and a cropped mohair sweater that showed off her tanned, flat belly. She also wore the bride’s mask. White painted face with flat black discs as eyes—opaque, rounded with feigned innocence, their blankness probing, concealing. The meek red mouth unnerved me too. Painted small and dainty in order to silence the wearer, but curved to simper and be delighted.

			From within the mask, she proclaimed, “Most people assume only pretty girls are hunted by predators, but it’s actually the ugly ones who are most vulnerable because they’re alone, friendless. ’Cause no one would believe that a guy, especially a hot older guy, would want to touch them.” Hand on hip, she cocked her head to examine me with her painted eyes. “I’m betting Thomas made out with your arm ’cause it’s way less hideous than your face.”

			Counselor Esther ran up to rip the mask off Audrey Lee with a violence that made the girl stumble, then blink in the firelight. Nayeon sidled up to me with her teary doe eyes. “You forget what that girl said!” She turned to Audrey Lee. “That’s not what Talchum is for!”

			Audrey Lee protested. “I didn’t mean to say it, honest to god! I don’t even remember putting on that stupid mask!”

			Esther asked another counselor to take Audrey Lee. “Make her write down reflections or clean the toilets.” To herself, she muttered, “Same old shit from my time, just different hair.”

			“It wasn’t me talking! The mask was pulling these words, like, out of my mouth. I don’t need to be mean to be popular!”

			Esther told the campers to return to their cabins and think about the meaning of sisterhood. Nayeon was weeping, so I nudged her toward another camper she could comfort.

			Even as a reductive mean girl fulfilling her archetype, Audrey Lee was still the center of attention as the others debated or minimized, condemned or defended. Male counselors tried to “calm down” their female colleagues. Thus, I was able to slip away. The night forest seemed my best escape, even if teeming with redneck ghosts and hillbilly demons, even if they too echoed the same things I’d heard from my supposed own people all my life.

			You sure you’re full Korean? Why’s your nose so big?

			Your hair’s weird and puffy too, and you got man shoulders. Was your dad a GI who left your mom?

			My umma tells me not to marry a white guy ’cause that’s what they do, even if they’re not GIs. I thought halfies were pretty though, even if the white guy’s goofy looking.

			This was the restrained version. What I’d overhear in church pews was more like:

			If her dad was some white guy in Korea, then was her mom a wine-house lady?

			Your Korean’s so literal. Sool jeeb yeoja means whore, dummy.

			My umma uses body-selling yeoja for that word.

			No wonder your Korean sucks. Anyway, my umma says we should be good Christians and support her business because she has a kid and no husband, and it’s the best dry cleaners in the South Bay.

			Doesn’t your umma own that dry cleaners?

			Yeah, and she lets them live in the apartment above at discounted rent. Very Christian. My umma tells me to be nice, but why should I for some hooker’s kid who thinks she’s smarter just because she skipped a grade? God, what is she wearing? An old-woman blouse? Pleated chinos? Probably stole it from the unclaimed bin . . . and so on.

			As I moved away from camp, the trees grew dense, sticky with sap. The night hung heavy with stars, and because of tears ever-welling, their brightness smeared across the sky. Survive this week, then senior year. Nobody from school was here. Just one more year before I move away for college. Where was the opposite of here? Who was the opposite of me?

			A path revealed itself on an incline, embedded with juniper needles and skeletal leaves. An ascent promised discovery or at least a pretty view. I pretended the white pebbles catching the moonlight had been scattered just for me, like a trail of breadcrumbs. The peppery-minty scent of pine sharpened all around. The path widened into an invitation at the end of which stood a quiet miracle of a lone, leaf-shorn tree on the cliff’s edge. Sculptural, defiant, and aching with negative space—Martha Graham as its dryad spirit.

			From a thickly muscled branch hung a swing of wood plank and rope. And perched on this was a girl with short black hair, razor-cut and limned in moonlight. Her face as pale as her white dress, while yet another mask—this one of a fox with the same jackal’s grin—lay in her lap of snowy lace.

			“Finally, we’re alone,” she said, her lips gleaming candy-apple red. “Nigh impossible to get you away from those provincial brats, but now that you’re here we can get started, yes?”

			Her accent was unplaceably posh—somehow both mid-Atlantic and mid-Pacific and not of this time, more glamorous and nevermore, like voices on the silver screen.

			She waited for my response, smiling and focused on me. Another counselor, I suspected, pitying the outcast. But what kind of college unni? Not from a state school or an Ivy, but somewhere much more rarified than an ivory tower.

			“You sure I’m the one you want—to talk to?”

			“Apologies, after so many of these I sometimes forget my manners. I’m Faye—Baek Faye Xue. And you, Ghom Sharon, are indeed the one I’ve come for, but I’m not the one who wants, who chooses. I’m merely the messenger—or apple, lychee, pomegranate—from whichever tale variant you’re most familiar with.”

			I didn’t understand her, but I was entranced by how surprising and different she was. I stood still, afraid to say the wrong thing.

			She sighed, disappointed in me already, then began to swing, her shiny red boots flashing as she kicked, her legs hypnotic as a pendulum blade. But with each swing off the edge, she hung suspended over the ravine and my heart skipped a beat.

			

			“I don’t think you should—” I whispered. With each swinging arc, the rope groaned against the creaking branch. “That rope looks really old—”

			“This ain’t my first rodeo,” she replied.

			“Please—” I stepped forward, wanting to grab her off the swing, even if she was in cahoots with Audrey Lee and this was elaborate bullying through performance art. I gestured more forcefully for her to get down. She smiled as if tempting me to come closer, pointing her red boot at me. Was this some sick game to her, was something wrong with her?

			“It’s Faye, right?” I tried to keep my voice steady. “I want to go back to camp now, but I can’t find my way back alone. Can you come with me, please?”

			For a moment, her expression was no longer deviously playful, but dull and leaden. I’d bored her by not indulging, by being so boring myself. Or was she despairing for another reason? Then, tossing aside whatever had weighed on her, she smirked and jumped off the swing, landing before me, kicking up a dust cloud.

			“Let’s stay right here, Sharon. Promise not to swing anymore. Just wanna talk.”

			Taking my hand, she pulled me down to kneel with her in mirror image. I didn’t want to ask if she was okay, as it sounded patronizing, and who could patronize this girl? I wanted to know why she was on the swing and alone on the cliffside, why she wanted to talk to me. But neither of these seemed right conversationally, and I didn’t want to scare her off now that she was on solid ground with me. So I tried to find footing in the familiar.

			“Baek is a Korean surname,” I began, “but Faye Xue sounds Chinese?” We were at Camp Juniper after all.

			“My frizzy-haired dumpling, taxonomy’s for the insecure and unimaginative. Linnaeus should’ve stuck to plants instead of casting us as the ‘yellow race.’ Asiaticus luridus my ass, which is neither ‘sallow’ nor ‘stiff,’ but maybe ‘melancholic.’” She smirked. “Linden tree fucker.”

			

			I clapped my hand over my mouth to stifle my giggles. How did she make such a nerdy reference to a Swedish botanist sound so stylishly bitchy and righteous? Where’d she learn to do that? “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t mean to be—unimaginative.”

			She patted my hand, stroked it actually. “I also grew up on a tiny island of exiles, emigres and infiltrators. The more we looked alike, the farther we were from home, the more assiduously we sussed out categories, authenticity, and rank.”

			“That’s not what I was trying—”

			“Hush, I’ll play, to put you at ease.”

			She stretched out her legs, distracting me with her shiny boots that probably tasted like red licorice. Why was she here? So self-assured, she didn’t need a heritage camp to tell her who she was. A parent couldn’t force her here either. She must be a counselor, like Thomas and Nayeon with their pedagogical efforts—but Faye was beyond them too.

			“Most assume my narrative ancestry’s German, but some argue it can be traced further back to a famed Tang Dynasty beauty with a fatal predilection for lychees, a craving which her court rivals used to their murderous advantage. Unripe lychees are poisonous, you know, though I’ve only indulged in them as a liqueur in my cocktails.”

			She removed a silver flask from her thigh garter—or red leather holster? She took a swig, then offered me a taste. The silver was polished so bright, I could see my warped reflection in its curves. But I declined, looking away as she slid her flask back into place, smoothing her lace over it. If a camper, she must be from one of those artsy schools like Marlborough or Crossroads. That would explain her Chungking Expressionist punk-gamine style, and also why she was out here alone. Not a misfit like me, but still an outlier, more so than Audrey Lee, who now seemed so common and mundane.

			“Grandmistress,” Faye continued, “claims her story to be much older. Says that my family tale is a variant of hers that migrated East with enough mythemes preserved to make us tale-kin. I’ve done my homework though, thanks to our Archivist Zella, and there are variants galore, including an older Jewish North African tale featuring a fateful pomegranate instead of an apple.” She sighed and leaned back. Her slender arms propped her up in a languid pose, but her red fingernails clenched, digging into the dirt. “But some stories are more pervasive and recognizable, and that credits them as originators instead of mere conquerors, duì bù duì?”

			I nodded, though I only caught the gist about how myths spread around the world but only a few dominated, like the cultural imperialism we talked about in Ms. Gonzales’s AP English class. What was clearer, more deeply felt, was Faye’s grievous pride and bitter resignation, which struck me as much older, even compared to the college unnis.

			Actually, she reminded me of my own umma when she got moody, reflecting on her life. Fatalistic, old-school Asian style. Every statement punctuated with a cry or groan of “My fate!” Whether about losing car keys, bills past due, a shattered wine glass, or a letter from Korea that made her lock the bathroom door, weep, then scrub the tiles with an old toothbrush.

			“That’s my fairy-tale lineage anyhow, but I assume you’re being prosaic, as in passports.” Exhaling with ennui both worldly and otherworldly, Faye recited: “My wealthy Korean yangban father bet on the death of a dynasty and collaborated with the imperialists. Fled to Hong Kong, serving whatever power was most advantageous. He met my mother, orphan from the mainland, likely Eurasian, who taught in a French convent school with other products of war and missionaries, conquests of body and soul. But I am presently a student in another British colony. Former colony, that is. HK’s Handover is just around the bend, but it’s so dizzying to keep track of all these treaties and lease forms, n’est-ce pas?”

			I felt so bumble-fuck backwards. But she’d described the other campers as provincial brats, not me. And she claimed to want to get me away from them too. My glance fell on the mask. “Did you hear— Were you there—?”

			She jabbed her finger through the eyehole, then twirled the mask around and around. “Forget what that hussy said. Cheap manipulation. Targeted your insecurities, which are telegraphed a mile away. Don’t give her words any power with your belief, Sharon.”

			“Manipulate me into doing what? Makes no sense.”

			“I told you to forget it!” she snapped. “You know what that girl will be thinking about twenty years from now? How fucking fabulous her life is. She won’t remember you or this night, but you certainly will. There won’t be any justice, not for the likes of us.”

			“Justice? Did she also do something to you?” As much as I liked how Faye had grouped us together, I was more confused than ever, sensing she’d moved on from Audrey Lee. Faye’s spite was aimed elsewhere and I wanted to understand, so I could keep myself on her side.

			“To be frank,” she said, scrutinizing me, “I wasn’t certain the magic would work all the way out here. But you and I together—” She leaned forward with her hands on the ground, kittenish, feral. “Our nearness to each other is magic enough, or—” Her scent was jasmine and rain. “Maybe you’ve got another story in you, Ghom Sharon, one that Grandmistress doesn’t know about. Maybe our dear Zella is still trying her damnedest.” She chuckled a low, throaty laugh, then sat back on her lacy haunches.

			“You keep mentioning—” I stammered. “Are you talking about actual magic or showbiz magic? Shamanic? I don’t think Nayeon’s Talchum dance summoned anything real. Most of the counselors don’t seem that fluent in Korean—or rhythm. Do you mean magic mushrooms? I overheard the K-town Boyz saying the counselors bring drugs to the mountain and drink whatever they confiscate—it’s why they tell us to stay in our bunks.”

			“Not fungi, Sharon. Master Carver crafts with living wood gleaned from primordial roots. The mineral mask paint was concocted by Grandmistress. Maybe their magic worked so far from Alvsdahl because even hillbillies and immigrant teens know about the Childless Woodcarver and the Red-Mouthed Woman. Diu—who the hell knows—I’ve skipped readings because magical theorists can bloviate, lah? Even when not a Victorian frog professor. But I bet narrative power comes down to vulgar fame and popularity anyhow, even this far from Alvsdahl.”

			So that’s where she was from—Alvsdahl, that tiny East Coast college, as mythical and white as Camelot, Avalon, and Greenwich. The “Frog Professor” must be French, and the arts instructors apparently had medieval guild–inspired nicknames, pretentious and sinister. But I could never speak about my teachers with so much irreverent, jaded disdain like Faye did because I hadn’t grown up with money and status. She was worlds apart from me.

			“You must be a counselor if you’re from Alvsdahl, talking to me to make sure I’m okay after—”

			“My sweet char siu dork bun, I was sent here to lure you to Alvsdahl—to be one of us!”

			“You’re recruiting me? You’re like a student outreach ambassador?”

			“Fine, if that’s easier for you.” She took another swig from her thigh flask. Drinking in front of a minor didn’t seem very ambassadorial, but maybe it wasn’t a role she’d signed up for.

			“You’re so very young, Sharon. I missed out on wars and revolutions, but what disturbs me is how I can’t remember what I was feeling and wanting when young.”

			Wars and revolutions? I needed to brush up on my non-US history.

			“I’m not that young,” I replied, “only skipped one grade. I was a finalist in a national essay contest, and a judge weirdly called up my teacher, telling him to ‘hurry me along my path.’ I’ll be seventeen soon, a senior.” I crossed my legs like hers. “Are the others at Alvsdahl like you? Is it an East Coast thing?”

			

			Faye raised the mask to her face, tilting her head at a familiar angle. From deep in the woods behind me, I heard a woman’s voice, chilly and exacting.

			“Between the two of you, there should be enough magic. If not, use your other skills that have served us so well in generations past.”

			I whipped around but saw no one else. I asked, “Was that you? How are you doing that?”

			Faye stood tall, broadening her shoulders and walking to the cliff’s edge, her back to me. A pompous, gentlemanly voice whispered in my ear. “In the early twentieth century, crystal radios used a mineral called galena, a natural semiconductor, to extract radio signals, receiving music and voices transmitted from afar.”

			I walked away, but the voice followed. “It’ll be quite elementary to alchemize this mundane science with the Grandmistress’s mineralmancy and Master Carver’s artistry—”

			“Please stop. I don’t like this. And I really don’t understand what this has to do with college recruitment!”

			“Though Miss Faye has shown progress,” the voice continued, “we should rely on her other skills for hunting girls in the woods. Rather than spell-casting, her tongue is deadlier with truth-telling, its cunning and cruelty aimed straight for the heart.”

			“I said quit it!”

			Slowly, she turned, lowering her mask. In her own voice, she said, “Like a typical Sneewittchen, she berates herself for not shouting Nein! to the witch mother at the door, Nein! to the dwarves who make her their maid, and Nein! to the prince who climbs atop her. And thus the daughters of Sneewittchen may learn to use their voice in surprising ways, illusory or trickster, though still not ever speaking for themselves.” She walked towards me. “That’s her ancestral tale, not mine, but I’m the shiny red apple of my teacher’s eye.” She tossed the mask at my feet. “Fuck me, I’ve botched this like a drunken twat. Yet it feels amazing to blow up her plans in this tiny way.”

			

			“What’s botched?” I asked, afraid to know. “Am I botched?”

			“You seem like a nice girl, sweet and naïve like the girls in the fairy tales told these days. I didn’t intend to turncoat so easily despite all my— But you show so much yearning, unable to veil yourself—like sending a lamb to the slaughter.” She leaned close. Her breath smelled of sickly-sweet liqueur. “Stay away from Alvsdahl, even if they send someone else with promises you’ll realize your full potential, tap into bloodlines and legacy. It’s all for those already in power, those who use us for their maddening mirrors and impossible vengeful fantasies.”

			I didn’t understand, but her pain was palpable. I guessed she was buckling under the pressure of maintaining all that she was or needing to surpass it in order to win the approval of demanding mentors. But part of me bristled that she assumed I couldn’t handle it either.

			“I’m sorry, Faye, sounds like you’re having a tough time. Maybe you could transfer? Not that I know about that stuff. I can’t apply to a school like Alvsdahl anyway. Small liberal arts colleges don’t give out much financial aid.”

			“Oh, they’ll throw wads of cash at you. I could buy my own first-class ticket aboard any ship to anywhere, money didn’t matter. But I was flattered, as someone from my little island, to be invited to this school. I jumped at the chance of adventure. But you won’t survive! So please stay home, keep living your life as you do, keeping to yourself and the world you already know.”

			She grabbed my hands. Though she sounded caring, her words felt like curse and condemnation. I was shy and quiet, but I didn’t like being told what to do.

			“The last time I woke,” said Faye, looking past me, “I decided I was done. I’ll not gather any more girls for her. Even if—she can take my heart, she already has long ago. Because as the ditty goes: ‘My Heart Belongs to Mummy . . .’”

			Suddenly letting go, she dropped onto the ground, not bothering to pose with any elegance. I stepped back to catch my breath and massaged my hands to ease the pain of her grip. I suspected she was drunk or losing it but couldn’t leave her like this, especially not when she was humming something so unexpected and intimately familiar. She whisper-sang prettily but spat the refrain of “da-di-dah”s like curses, digging her nails into the earth.

			“I like Cole Porter too,” I said, uncertain how to deal with this girl’s wildly shifting moods but also selfishly thrilling at this little thing we had in common. “Last year, I was singing ‘My Heart Belongs to Daddy’ in the school hallway. My English teacher pulled me aside to explain the sexual innuendoes. By the way, Cole Porter said the secret to Broadway hits was making the tunes sound Jewish. But he was an Episcopalian WASP from Indiana. I don’t know which religion influenced his lyrics.”

			Faye stared at me as if I was the one not of this world.

			“No, really,” I insisted. “Apparently what makes his songs like ‘Night and Day’ and ‘Begin the Beguine’ sound Jewish are the surprising movements from major to minor, the longing and melancholy in the melody. I even bought a jazz CD with ‘Hava Nagila’ on it because I was curious. Very catchy.”

			She burst out laughing. “You’re so preciously bizarre!”

			I shrugged, sitting across from her, drawn in by her smile and how she looked at me. “My school’s jazz band plays his music. But they don’t go around singing, not even the glee kids. I’ve never heard another young person sing his music in the open like I do. Till now.”

			“Sharon, I’ve heard Cole himself play the piano. I’m not as young as you think. Which is why you should stay the fuck away from Alvsdahl. Only ghouls and vampires there—including me.” She held herself small, shivering or trembling? I scooched toward her, shuffling on my ass. My utter gracelessness made her look up, quirk an eyebrow.

			“I don’t know about the others at Alvsdahl,” I began, “but there’s no way you’re a ghoul or vampire. You’re so—” I gestured with finger-spread hands as if to span and weigh something enormous, because I couldn’t outright tell her she was vivid and vibrant, confounding and also bizarre, but divinely so. “You’re the opposite of a creature sucking life from others. You—” I alternated my hands forward and back to convey the charged exchange of electricity. “But also, Faye, in you I see—”

			She leaned closer. “What do you see in me?” She spoke with deep need, testing me but also hoping? Her hanging on my every word was irresistible—felt like power. And she created an urgent intimacy, like we only had this moment before everything vanished, including us. So I took a stab.

			“Seems like you want to tell me more,” I said, “yet you can’t? And somehow, it seems like you’re talking about fairy-tale characters being real and at your school? And Audrey Lee’s mask was magic, but not shamanic? Now that I’m saying all this out loud, you must be totally drunk and I’m the most gullible fucking person in the world.”

			“No, you’re telling me exactly what you feel and think, and it’s making you shine brighter than the moon.”

			On all fours, she prowled around me, as I chuckled nervously, confused. Then quick as a wildcat, Faye grabbed the back of my hair to expose my nape, and gasped. “The silver fur!” she cried. “Grandmistress told me your tale, but when I saw you, I couldn’t believe—”

			I was stunned. No one else had seen this or knew about it—the old straggly white pubes growing at the back of my neck since I was thirteen. The reason why I kept my frizzy-wavy hair long to hide it, despite my umma constantly yelling at me to braid it, tie it, hack it off because I looked like a meechin-nyun crazy woman. Or as she’s said more than once, “Who you trying to be—Yoko Ono?!” Then cackling at her own joke.

			Faye ran her fingers down my nape. I couldn’t move. No one had touched me there before. I’d always been so ashamed and weirded out about it. I could feel her fingertips along every silver hair, and my skin prickled like hackles rising, but not out of fear or threat. More an awakening—of like calling to like.

			“Why do you hide this, Sharon, ma chère? Your most exquisite and truest beauty.” She placed her hand on my shoulder, and before I knew it, she’d slid her palm around to above my chest, over my breastbone. “And this heat—it’s blazing!”

			Too fucking much. I pushed her off me.

			“Apologies,” she panted, smiling. “Call it a hunch or animal instinct, when I’m this close, I sense a mighty creature, sleeping for now, who might someday— Ooh, here’s a story I haven’t felt before.” She laughed, a soft purring. “So Camp Juniper has made good on its promises, tapping into our intertwined roots and ancestral memories. Speak of the devils—”

			Counselors Esther and Nayeon and others were shouting my name, frantically waving their flashlights, unraveling what had held Faye and me together.

			Faye stood and I almost grabbed her hand to make her stay with me. “I’m not sure, Sharon, if I do want to see you again or not.” She said this thoughtfully, not unkindly. “So I’ll leave you with this—I’ve enjoyed meeting you, and I haven’t during one of these in a very, very long while. I thought I had you pegged, but maybe not?”

			She positioned the mask over the back of her head and tied the red straps across her mouth between her teeth. She sauntered into the woods opposite where the counselors were coming from. The branches overhead sieved the moonlight, casting shadow stripes across her mask, transforming it into a grinning white tiger’s. Sashaying her little ass draped in lace, Faye disappeared into the night.

			When the counselors finally found me, alone, I told them I wanted to go home. I had important things to do. Korean MacLachlan worried what message that would send. Counselor Esther shot back, “She doesn’t want to be a message. She wants to fucking go home.” They promised my umma a full refund.

			During the car ride the next morning, Esther promised my life would get better once I left this SoCal suburban immigrant bubble. “College is way more fun and freer for Asian girls who aren’t into Hello Kitty or crushing on their youth pastor.”

			What about those who couldn’t afford Hello Kitty and definitely crushed on their camp counselor? Instead, I asked, “Was one of the counselors named Faye Baek, from Alvsdahl?”

			“Never heard of her, not one of us. Look, you’ll find your tribe eventually. Maybe at—”

			“What do you know about Alvsdahl?”

			Esther scoffed. “White trust-fund kids playing boho before Daddy buys them art galleries. Rich man’s Oberlin with half the talent. Though I hear they’re trying to build up their science and econ departments, like Bard. Trying to diversify. One thing that’s cool is that students can design their majors across disciplines. But it’s a pretentious kind of artsy, wannabe Oxford with one-on-one tutorials. Like a medieval guild, master and apprentice. More like master and servant. Ooh, pop in that Depeche Mode CD for me—track seven!”

			Esther dropped me off in the plaza parking lot, in front of the dry cleaners. My umma rushed out. She hugged me tight, muttering in Korean, “Children tease each other, that’s what they do. Are you hungry? Why is that unni leaving? She should eat too.” She frowned at the departing vehicle, then shifted her concern back to me. “Oh Sharon, you can’t be this sensitive in this world, throwing away such an opportunity. You can’t hide in your room forever. Why didn’t you take the gimbap? You could’ve shared with others, made new friends.” She didn’t care that her customers were glaring at us through the glass. “Someday you’ll understand the jeong that arises from sharing and enjoying your common heritage with your people, especially far from home.”

			

			In our apartment, I had the only real bedroom while my mother used the living room. She insisted because I was a student, because she had to stay up late working on alterations, because that’s the kind of umma she is. So after returning from my one night at camp, I dropped my bags and went to bed—and kept sleeping straight for the next three days and nights.

			Umma’s friends told her I must be tired after coming down the mountain, that I was growing, becoming a woman, that I needed a summer job to find meaning and purpose.

			Truth was, I was a Bear curled up in a cave, slowing my heart and blood to outlast the creature beside me, whom I couldn’t see but knew was my rival. We had both desired to be human, so the Son of the Sky had given us this test to see which of us could endure the longest. The other beast gave up after some days, longing for sun and the world outside, while I remained in the cave alone. After three weeks, I emerged a woman. I prayed beneath the silver birch for a mate and became wedded to the Son of the Sky, who’d come down to Earth to be human with me. I also desired to become a mother, so I gave birth to the first ruler of this land, and my descendants spread throughout as its first people.

			More than fever dream, this was reclaimed memory. The dankness of the cave, the chill and loneliness, endless dreaming within dreams of past and future. To endure sounds passive in English, but in Korean, often shouted at me by my umma—ccha-ma!—it was an act of forceful will, pushing the body and mind to withstand and overcome. Which is exactly what I did—ignoring the smell of my own shit and the crazed itching of my parasite-infested fur, while my animal muscle wasted away to hang off my bones. Then I shrugged all this weight off me—the patchy fur, scabby skin, and rotting flesh I’d chewed out of hunger and captive madness. I crawled out of this carcass and stepped out of the cave with a body whose strength and beauty I knew to be mine and rightfully earned, without need of another’s perception and approval. This woman’s body was mine to control, and I chose to unite with the Son of the Sky, to make him mine and create new life for a new people.

			While dreaming, I recognized the story as origin myth, learnt not from mother or book, but from blood and bone. When I awakened after my third night, I couldn’t tell my umma about it because she’d send me back to camp for more of this culturalization on a cellular level.

			In the years since, I’ve read about how the bear-woman myth of Ungnyeo was likely oral history, compressed with symbols for ease of retelling. The prevailing theory is that in the northern regions, the Bear clan vied for control with another tribe. The Bear totem was aligned with the earth, the womb, agriculture, while the other’s animal totem was associated with hunting. So the story passed down through millennia tells of how the Bear ousted this other clan by allying with those who migrated from the mountains—the Sky clan, with their advanced iron tools and weaponry—leading to the founding of Gojoseon, the first Korean kingdom.

			I woke after three days and nights, my mother so relieved—because I was well and because she’d gambled on waiting before taking me to the hospital. She’d had to factor in possible debt once again, weighing it against maternal worry and guilt. Meanwhile, I’d slumbered into the mythic past and found my determination to transform myself. I set a new course and destination I wouldn’t have considered before. I ate a hearty meal rich with mugwort and garlic, then took a bus to the library and got all the information I could find on Alvsdahl.
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			Senior year, I got into UCLA and Berkeley and the other UCs and Cal States that the Koreans from my school and Camp Juniper would surely attend. As for Alvsdahl, I got waitlisted, which enraged me more than expected, as if I’d been misled and betrayed. I was asked to write a supplementary essay to “make my dedication to Alvsdahl more forcefully personal.” Strange wording—must be a New England thing. I asked Ms. Gonzales if I should market myself as an immigrant sob story or redemption tale.

			“How about a blues ballad, murder ballad, or narco-corrido! Just be yourself. They want a real voice and soul to accompany the scores and GPA. But, chica, you don’t need red leaves, snow, and pea coats to feel like a college student. That’s just Fitzgerald and Whit Stillman—mythmaking by rich white dudes.”

			I was a pragmatic teen, rarely impulsive. This was the wildest thing I’d done—apply to an exclusive college far away because of a beguiling, possibly duplicitous encounter. Maybe Faye was only some bonkers wild child, throwing her hypnotic voice around, while I got loopy in nature on toxically charred marshmallows. There’d been a lot of shamanic drumming too. As for the silver hairs, she could’ve glimpsed them, spying on me while I observed everyone else.

			But I needed Faye to mean something, because then I could have meaning through her. As I revisited memories, I sometimes wondered if Faye was magic, and by extension—I was too. Crazy, but the only way to know . . .

			My umma left her seaside village to be a modern Seoul woman in the ’70s avant-garde scene, when President Park’s thugs were arresting long-haired musicians, political poets, and artists. From this scant knowledge of her past, I imagined that my father was Shin Joong-hyun, godfather of Korean psych folk-rock. He’d been imprisoned and tortured in a psych ward on trumped-up charges of weed, his music banned on the radio and in performances, but was released when the president was assassinated. So I imagined his freedom, return to music, and whirlwind romance with my umma. But she couldn’t stain me with her lover’s prison record, obviously, so she started a new life in the US.

			I crafted this paternity fairy tale because fantasies can’t get sued. Because if Umma chose secrecy, then I had my imagination to father me. Yet I would’ve never dared to indulge till I met Faye and heard how she’d spun her own life story.

			When I lay in bed recalling that night, however, I sensed that underneath Faye’s intoxicating theatricality, she couldn’t hide her sadness. Sometimes, when I remembered how she swung off the cliff, kicking higher—she seemed to be grieving, giving up, or asking for help? If not directed at me, then out into the ether?

			But writer’s block got in the way. Days passed, then weeks, months.

			

			Then one evening, while I was singing Gershwin’s “But Not for Me” and working on alterations for my mom, Ms. Gonzales phoned, saying she got a strange call from someone at Alvsdahl. Not admissions, but the Archives and Library Department.

			“A woman named Zella asked for the essay you wrote, that was finalist for a national contest? Your middle school doesn’t have a copy—do you?”

			“It was handwritten and turned into my teacher. He died a few years ago, I heard. But why would Alvsdahl care? I was like thirteen!”

			“Archivist lady said it pinged on her system years ago. They must track these things, though I’m hella surprised ’cause it’s not like you’re a North Korean gymnast. You know I love your writing, but it’s damn weird! It ain’t Westinghouse or even National Merit! Anyhow, the Archivist wants you to write a revised version for your supplementary. Your ‘retelling of it now.’ If you forgot the essay question, she told me to read this to you: ‘How do you envision yourself in your future? What kind of world do you want to live in?’ Guess they didn’t update it since Reagan. Specific prompt should help though. And it’s promising you’d get a follow-up through your recommender. So how’s about we put down that needle and thread—”

			“We’ve got an industrial sewing machine.”

			“Okay, Triangle Shirtwaist, get writing. I’ll tell them to fork over all their money, ’cause maybe these people have taste—somebody does, game recognize game. Here I thought you came to me unformed, that I nurtured your talents. Now I’m curious what your thirteen-year-old ass put down on paper—how does a little girl envision herself for her future?”

			I sat at my desk. How could I rewrite something I barely remembered? I glimpsed above at the shelf of childhood books I’d kept as sentimental faves. Books about white girls running across the American prairie, the Canadian maritime provinces, and the Yorkshire moors. I loved reading about these plucky white girls, preferring them to contemporary fictional peers. Ramona Quimby, despite being also a plucky white girl, was too grimly social-realist, especially with her mother’s financial anxieties. And reading about Asian American girls in my own time and place would’ve been stressful, too much of a mirror or a taunting reminder of all I lacked. Not that I had a lot to choose from. Moreover, I never read fantasy as a kid—I indulged, safely, in the impossibilities of me being white, historical, and a romantic heroine. Would reading about an Asian girl with powers have felt too mocking to my reality? I’d always been circumspect with my wishing. Even daydreaming felt dangerous, too sad to partake in. What was the point?

			But my sweet V—, when you were a kid, you always wanted magic to be real. I didn’t tell you my story in case you’d never experience it, and because I wanted you to hone your abilities to sense it more intimately, what’s diffuse but all around. I believed that developing this perception would protect you, help you to know yourself and be confident in who you are before gifts and talents, pressures and a changing body were forced on you, and in case bigger magic ever came your way and took you elsewhere.

			Know that it’s the smaller magic that connects you to yourself and others. Like on an early morning walk in the woods, when you find the first wild strawberries of the summer glinting through the grass, and you bead these along a reed that bends with the weight of their sun-warmed sweetness. Or you turn a corner in a bustling city and end up in an empty square with a lone street musician playing a song that allows you to finally cry the tears you’d been holding in for years. Or you read your favorite childhood book to your daughter, and she notices the same things you loved while also unveiling others that shift new meanings into place.

			But you, V—, your child’s mind was always more open to boundless possibilities of reality, laws of science or sensibility be damned. You thought mimes were wizards in striped shirts who could create walls and ropes with their hands. You thought if I moved your loft bed ladder to another spot in the middle of the night, you’d climb down into another dreamworld. You asked why peeling an egg revealed its “solidness,” while cracking it released its “goopiness.” You collected baby teeth, not just yours, to plant in Momo’s garden. You wanted to publish a newspaper written by the dead for the living, and you suspected that giant sunflowers were hiding sound speakers within their glittering, floreted faces. What music or gossip did you hear coming from deep down below in the earth?

			When I was a kid, I dreamt of tea and scones with marmalade next to a fireplace, making do with Nilla Wafers and Smucker’s jam, seated on the carpet next to the dust-caked wall heater. I fantasized about separate bedrooms for me and my umma, with window seats and vanity tables. I loaded you with books and movies with heroines who looked like you, providing you with the comforts and financial security I lacked growing up—yet you still wished for another reality.

			My reading reflected my desire to appear proper, respectable. So I read “classics,” but they were fantasies too, the kind approved by my school librarian. All these plucky white girls running across untamed nature and strict class divisions—what did I seek? Not escape, but role models, though none of my aspirational idols would do much better than me at my high school. They’d be called uppity, weird, moody, and mouthy. So, although it stuck out like a sparkly sore thumb, it also made sense that my childhood diary, with my future wishes for myself, was right here among the Austen, Eliot, and Brontës. But why hadn’t I ever noticed it before, this eyesore of a unicorny embarrassment? It’d been years since I opened it, had written only one entry, in reply to the question posed when I was thirteen:

			“How do you envision yourself in your future?”

			My answer had been “A hawk-like creature . . .”

			For my thirteenth birthday, my umma had given me a diary. On its cover—a unicorn with a rainbow sprouting from its ass. Do you even know me, Mother? At least she also got what I actually asked for—a gift certificate from Wet Seal. The girls at school were growing out of Limited Too. I had to plan for my future.

			I knew she’d chosen the diary for me to write my lofty aspirations within. Instead, I scribbled calculations estimating what I could buy, how to maximize outfits. A hundred dollars was a fortune and acknowledgement for all the alterations and counter work I’d helped with. I inscribed a teen’s advanced calculus—of brand-new fashion instead of  secondhands, discounted attempts at finally belonging (back when I still tried), multiplying possibilities of selves—all while keeping in mind both budget and expiration date and a body still undeveloped.

			My umma glimpsed over my shoulder at my money math. Her disappointment, like a wave, washed over our overlapping humiliations. “You only think about money?” she’d asked.

			“You only talk about money, telling me how much everything costs.”

			“I bought this for you to write your dreams and feelings.”

			“You mean my goals? Achievements?” I retreated into my room, not knowing how to deal with my shame, not knowing if I deserved to feel it. I didn’t know why I blew up at her, and neither did she. Tired after working and cooking, she let me storm off. I left her to clean up the kalbi and spicy crab she’d saved up to make for me, as well as the pink cake she got on sale at the plaza bakery. Then she played one of her old records, signaling that the living room was now hers for the night.

			Psychedelic folk rock, sappy about the beauty of Korea’s nature, with fuzzy guitars and choral sopranos and so much mountain and river imagery. Made me livid—how she’d go on about when she was young, moving to Seoul to study and work, spending all her free time going to galleries and concerts. What a time it was, after the war and rebuilding—when young men grew their hair long and girls wore miniskirts and together they explored new sounds and ideas. So much excitement for the future, before the dictator president, a former soldier and schoolteacher, put all that revolutionary fervor to an end. But I know what truly ended things for her. Why she had to leave her homeland and youth for a life of drudgery and what-ifs.

			When she played these old records, I knew where she wanted to return to, to make a different choice. The music angered me, all that wailing about mountains and clouds—how Siberian tigers were hunted out of Korea during Japanese rule, and how the endangered white-naped cranes could only thrive in the DMZ. How I wished I could be one of them, flying over this forbidden zone. Maybe that’s where the tigers could be reborn too. And other primal Korean creatures regretted, diminished and misunderstood.

			Umma, why did you get me a unicorn diary? Who do you think I am? Do I even know who I am? Then I remembered what my teacher had announced in the previous week. An essay contest with a cash prize. Didn’t think I had a chance, but all the expensive food in my gut, the music that my umma mistakenly believed was so private, and all these pastel pages better suited for a pretty blonde girl in a big house—made me want to leave my mark in this book, with claws.

			

			How did I envision myself? As a thing with feathers—and talons—and fur, because why not? I described this animal that wasn’t myth or beast or symbol, but simply alive. The animal did not envision itself as a civic leader or small business owner or homemaker. It did not seek to contribute to society or the world. It only hungered and sought its own survival, for a place to perch unbothered, to peer beyond the barbed wire fence and soldiers guarding no man’s land. In this in-between space and reality, this animal waited, not for the land to become whole and reunited, but for her own realm to widen and subsume the others. That’s what I felt anyhow, but I only had a thirteen-year-old’s vocabulary to describe all that I wanted for myself.

			The next day, I asked my teacher for the entry form and copied out what I’d written in my diary. He was surprised when I placed as finalist, then bragged to everyone saying he knew all along. Then he received a call from a judge, telling him I should be “hurried along my path.”

			My middle school teacher petitioned the principal for me to skip a grade. I wasn’t sure, but my umma’s pride was overbearing, so I entered a new class, lonelier than before, behind in the ways that really mattered as a teen.

			But later on, as a seventeen-year-old girl, I was hungrier, braver. Maybe these calls from outside knew more about my potential than I did. So I tore out what my child self had written, and on the newly exposed first page, I drafted a revised vision of my future, my supplementary retelling of self. I jotted down notes, unfurling myself on the page in a preparatory, generative writing process that Ms. Gonzales called “soul-storming” and “heart-mapping.”

			
				
					[image: Handwritten text overlaid atop a sketch of a birch tree, reading: I will become a Bear outdreaming the creature beside me— / Oil lamps flare into searing, revelatory brightness— / I will stitch wings to my back that I’ll steal from another’s story because power can be shared and transformed— / Creature hybridity, as animal myths and beastly tales are retold over and over, spliced together— / The Korean Tiger was hunted to near extinction, but maybe they prowl now in the zone between lands—demilitarized but not defanged? / Bodily piercings, to stab feathers and talons back into flesh— / Physical and psychic union with another’s body and soul, not hippie but cosmic— / A faceless figure unhooks themself from the stars to be with me—or maybe I am that celestial body? / Before the cave, in other stories and other lands, I was the bear in the sky traced by the stars— / But in memories older—who was I on Earth, gazing upwards? Who will I be next?]
				

			

			
	



			

			I fleshed out, word-processed, and mailed it. A week later, I got my acceptance along with a bountiful scholarship. But with two caveats—I had to send the original first draft, in whichever medium, even if in its earliest stages. As proof of originality or—?

			The second was a bigger deal, but my generous funding depended on it. Still, I didn’t know if I could actually do it—enroll as an incoming sophomore. The letter of conditional acceptance explained that my AP courses and GPA qualified me to bypass freshman year and begin sophomore tutorials that were interdisciplinary and adaptive to my interests and growth. My assigned advisor would design my first-term course load to catch me up to my peers, and assign me work-study duties that could potentially reveal and fortify my future major.

			I was terrified, but it’s possible to be frightened and brave at the same time. So along with my enrollment forms as a sophomore, I mailed in my sparkly unicorn diary. Didn’t feel right to tear out the pages, and wouldn’t this be better proof I was the original author? I didn’t care to have the diary returned, but I did wonder—where would it end up?
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			My umma gave me money for the winter clothes I’d need for the first time. She advised me to check what others wore before buying, telling me East Coast girls were more sophisticated because it was the oldest part of this very young country. I thanked her, and she waved it off.

			“You have been my partner.” This made me cry. “You have earned beside me. You are still earning through your scholarship. Your turn now to be a young woman enjoying herself, wearing pretty clothes. This is a good opportunity—to learn about people, saram gongbu—as important if not more than book study. But don’t take off your panties.”

			Yes, V—, Halmoni actually said this as parting speech. I’d never been kissed or on a date. I knew what she meant though—don’t make my same mistake.

			I thanked her for the clothes money, keeping secret how I’d already prepared a few pieces to debut my new self at Alvsdahl. I’d found a deconstructed preppy look in Seventeen and Sassy that I wanted to pull off, using kilts and A-lines, blouses and cardigans from our elder clientele who’d left clothes in the unclaimed bin for years. The girls who gossiped about me in church had inspired me. I also took a green velvet blazer that had hung in my umma’s closet forever. Never asked if it was hers, from someone she knew, or a client. She’d never worn it. I didn’t want an attached story anyway, so I took the blazer, altering it for my body, hoping she wouldn’t miss it.

			“Umma, you’ll finally have a room of your own. Glad I can give you that.”

			At Boston’s Logan Airport, I was getting my suitcases from baggage claim when I heard a whistled melody. Curious, compelled, I turned to see a tall white man, pulsing as he moved toward me—curly hair bouncing past his shoulders, skinny scarf swinging over unbuttoned shirt, and patchwork frock coat fanning around his knees. He was holding a sign with my name on it, and another’s—“Fitch Conomor.” Still whistling and strutting, the man became less ridiculous, more unsettling. I couldn’t tear my eyes away, especially from his coat. The patchwork, like a sample book of wallpaper and upholstery swatches all stitched together. Vines, paisley, florals in silks and brocades. Jewel colors and serpentine patterns.

			He introduced himself as Lantos, composer-in-residence at Alvsdahl and professor of woodwinds. “I’m the man with the van here to fetch ya, since you’re coming all by your lonesome. Gotta wait on one more, coming by puddle-jumper. Sounds good, Sherry?”

			“It’s Sharon. Didn’t expect anyone to pick me up. I’m not special, not a music major. Undecided actually.”

			“Well, Sharon my rose, you might have an ear for music. Depends on the right teacher, right combo, like a harmonic convergence.” He was one of those tall men who leaned down to talk to girls, seemingly ingratiating, more like looming. I was also leery of men who nicknamed girls they’d just met. Stepping back, I pointed to the sign, asking him about the other name.

			“He’s the music major, allegedly a prodigy. But brats growing up hearing family legends have an inflated sense of their talents. I’ll judge how much of the gift he’s actually inherited. Here he comes now.”

			The first thing I noticed about Fitch—indigo hair, slick and choppy in places, feathery in others, and stubble glinting cobalt. His dusky face was impish, not pretty, but intriguing with a blue-lashed gaze. He nodded, crooking a smile to be polite, then plucked a pen from behind his ear—what else was he hiding in all that tousled Yves Klein Blue? He took the sign from Lantos. As Fitch scribbled on it, I could glimpse, through his thin white tee, the peaks and shadows of his shoulder blades and shifts of muscle. How could a boy’s back be so expressive? The arch of his bent spine, narrow taper of his waist and hips in dark jeans, cuffed above faded Chuck Taylors.

			“There, now I’m ready.” He’d crossed out Conomor, written “Byrd-Sossamon” instead.

			“Groovy,” said Lantos. “You’ve taken your mother’s name. Fitting, with you back on her shores. Return of the Native son—prodigal, I mean. But dropping a name is far easier than shedding your father’s coloring, or denying the gift that comes with it.”

			Coloring? I was worried about how racist Alvsdahl might be, mostly because of Ms. Gonzales’s warnings and last-minute suggestion I could transfer if I didn’t like it. But I didn’t expect skin-color commentary so casual and antiquated.

			Fitch asked me, “Which family are you from?” Although the question seemed snobby in phrasing, his tone was surprisingly mournful, as if commiserating. But why?

			Lantos laid his large hand on my shoulder. I stiffened under his touch. “Sharon’s new. Just got off the waitlist. One of those long-dormant legacies.” He finally removed his hand to make a finger-snap gun at Fitch. “Finally got you, but you’ve known about us a beat longer.”

			Fitch, with duffel and wheeled trunk, moved to the exit. Lantos tossed the sign into the trash and hustled to take the lead. I walked last, wondering about my “long-dormant legacy.”

			Was I wanted only because of my unknown father? I didn’t read stories where the father suddenly appears, transforming the bastard into a princess, finally loved and whole. In the fantasies I felt safe to enjoy, a father’s identity was revealed after death, resulting in a small inheritance, even just a few thousand bucks. Getting a bump up the waitlist and financial aid was great, but I didn’t love getting in because I was related to someone who’d abandoned us.

			Before I could ask Lantos to explain, however, another guy joined our parade. He’d darted through the crowds with so much graceful agility, speed, and goofy energy. A human golden retriever wearing wind pants and puffer vest—sans shirt—zipped up to his dimpled chin. “Heard you whistling all the way from my gate.”

			Lantos sighed. “Enzo, I’m escorting new students only.”

			“Aw come on, sir. We’re all headed to the same campus. Promise I’ll behave. Plus, new girl here—fellow creature of the woods, smells like. We won’t get tangled up, promise.” He introduced himself as Enzo Lundgren from Minnesota. How exactly did I smell like a creature of the woods? Did I stink of BO after my flight?

			“I’m from an LA suburb.” I wanted to add that I’d only been camping for one night, but Enzo was ardently scanning the crowds for something or someone else.

			He raised his considerable height onto the balls of his feet, sticking his nose in the air. Strange, but also charming. “Hey Lantos, anyone else hear your whistle? A certain someone with a voice you can feel all deep, warm, and cozy in your chest? Heard he might be flying in today.”

			

			“I’m only here to pick up two, Enzo, not an entire litter of horny pups.”

			Enzo laughed, which dispelled a bit of Lantos’s creepiness. Who else was a horny pup, not I. As we passed by a taxi counter, my eyes lingered, but there was no way I could afford it. Navigating bus routes in a new state seemed daunting too.

			Disappointed but still bouncy, Enzo returned his attention to us, asking Fitch about himself. But Fitch didn’t hear through his headphones, didn’t shake his hand. Almost imperceptibly, Enzo bared a sharp canine. His pale blue eyes fringed in white-blonde reminded me of an arctic wolf’s. “What’s with that guy?” he asked, walking beside me. “From one of those old, storied Euro families? Doesn’t bother with us American cousin-mutts?”

			Leading us to the parking garage, Lantos answered, “Fitcher Conomor—excuse me, Byrd-Sossamon—is indeed from an old family. But Fitcher’s a mutt too—and a real American. Or should I say, pre-American?”

			Fitch slid off his headphones. “The joke Lantos is trying to make is that my mom’s Indigenous. That’s not the part of me the school’s interested in, of course. My dad’s family is from Brittany, from a long line of monstrous fuckers. My mom’s people are Aquinnah Wampanoag from the island of Noepe.”

			Lantos scoffed. “Like these kids would know what that is. He’s talking about Martha’s Vineyard, y’all. Fitch is from the Vineyard, don’t let him fool you with his tortured Injun act.”

			“Yeah, we’re the original townies,” Fitch said quietly. “Murdered by fucking tourists.”

			After we loaded the van, I slid into the front row next to the window. Fitch sat beside me. I wanted this to mean something, but he still didn’t talk, returning to his Discman, closing himself off as the CD spun in his lap. Enzo sat behind, stretching his limbs to fill the back row.

			

			From the driver’s seat, Lantos announced: “Enzo, I hear you’ve been hunting in Canada this summer, but let me remind you we’re in an acoustically intimate space. The unstoried will be on the road with us but not close enough to dampen our—individual vibes and modalities. Don’t worry, Sharon, you’ll understand soon enough. I want to remind the boys here—including Fitch, who’s not exactly a novice—to keep to themselves and behave.”

			“What about you, sir?” Fitch asked. “Will you also keep to yourself?”

			“Sure,” I mumbled. “I’ll climb into this white unmarked van, said the girl who’d never watched local news before.”

			Despite his headphones, Fitch laughed. Didn’t look at me but handed me papers from his bag. MapQuest with the route highlighted from airport to Alvsdahl. He plucked his pen from his hair and wrote in the corner: “I don’t like driver but he’ll get us to school. Keep this in case.”

			I appreciated it. Made me feel a little less kidnapped. But there was still a definite charged energy in the van, male and generational. As for individual vibes and modalities, was Lantos talking about hormones? Pheromones? What I sensed was a push-pull of forces, like standing in the ocean with the waves up to my waist, the tugging and shoving on my body as my feet sunk deeper into the sand. Maybe this was what was meant by magnetic personalities, being pulled into others’ orbits. I’d felt this with Faye, off-kilter and destabilized. But here it was compounded by three strangers, all male, all of us speeding along the highway together.

			Enzo tapped Fitch on the headphones. He reluctantly uncovered a single ear.

			“I remember who you are now,” said Enzo. “Heard about you from Ambrose. He’s a junior like me, but Lantos’s student. You said your dad’s from Brittany—is that in Britain?”

			“It’s in France.”

			“So you’re French?” asked Enzo.

			

			“Was born there, but I’m not one of them. Grew up in international boarding schools. Didn’t live with my dad or his people, and he’s dead now—may the fucker never rest in peace. That enough of an intro? You don’t need to tell me about Minnesota or the woods and what kind of girls you hunt, by the way. Now if you don’t mind—”

			“One, I do mind,” replied Enzo, “’cause there’s no reason to be rude. And two, I don’t hunt girls. Also, you really shouldn’t be talking about your elders like that.”

			“Yes,” added Lantos. “Your elders deserve and demand your respect. It’s they who’ve given you your talents.”

			“I do recognize and claim my musical elders, and I respect the hell out of them.”

			Lantos snorted with disdain. “You mean your musical influences. Kids these days—anyone with an amp thinks they’re the next—”

			“Link Wray,” said Fitch, “part-Shawnee rocker. His ’58 ‘Rumble’ was the only instrumental—no lyrics at all—to be banned by the radio, because censors thought it would incite teen gang violence. He invented the power chord, punctured his amp to distort his defiance, make it raw with a progression growling a true master’s arrival. Link paved the way for generations of future rockers, so they too could rumble the earth.” Fitch sought Lantos’s eyes in the rearview mirror, then smiled. “He is my elder.”

			“But not from your bloodline! Your power, Fitcher, is drawn from your true father, and I can help you refine, purify, and elevate the gift you’ve inherited.”

			His tone and word choice—I couldn’t stop from grimacing. As if he were talking about an Aryan-pedigree puppy mill.

			Lantos tapped the steering wheel in a syncopated rhythm. “When I visited you last summer on your mother’s island, you and I were able to communicate very well, under and along the music. But I was still able to sway you, induce you to harmonize with me, follow my lead. Have you been practicing since then?”

			

			Fitch lowered his gaze back to his Discman.

			“To sway others?” Lantos grinned, watching him through the mirror. “Or to keep from being swayed?” Fitch couldn’t hide his distress, despite his hunched-over pose. “Well, since your mother begged us to take you away,” Lantos crowed, “guess I already know my answer!”

			Silence in the van at last. I stopped following our route along the map. No longer gauged how best to roll out of the speeding car and not die. But as we took an exit off the highway, the road narrowed as forests sprouted on either side. There were fewer cars here, and my heightened awareness of the men around me returned.

			Lantos glanced at me through the rearview. He hummed, then sang in a language I didn’t recognize, while drumming his fingers. The van’s acoustics echoed his voice. His song made my limbs heavy as I was lulled by his music and the car’s motion. Was that an actual earworm crawling into my brain, or had the hurdy-gurdy man hotboxed his van? Enzo sighed, and I languidly turned to see him lean his shaggy blonde head against the window.

			Fitch elbowed me, telling me to stay awake. He was scowling, concentrating with great effort, like he was solving a tricky math problem, which made me giggle because he looked so serious while I was melting into the upholstery, with my heart and pulse matching Lantos’s rhythms, my feet tapping too, willing to follow him in lockstep to the ends of the Earth.

			“Don’t be so susceptible,” Fitch hissed. “You give in now, you won’t ever make it.” He scolded Lantos, “You shouldn’t be testing students who aren’t yours, who have no natural resistance or internal music of their own.”

			“I do too have music in my heart! I can sing the fucking Great American Songbook.” I felt this passionately, if woozily, but wasn’t sure if I’d said this out loud or only thought it intensely in Fitch’s direction, because I couldn’t distinguish anymore what of me was hidden, what was exposed. Then I couldn’t hear my inner voice either. It was muted under Lantos’s narcotizing one. Closing my eyes, I let go of the map, pages fluttering.

			Fitch shoved his headphones onto my head. The jaunty brass thunder of a John Philip Sousa march blasted me awake. Its strict tempo and bouncy jubilance obliterated all remnants of Lantos’s groovier sonic spell. The Sousa made me sit upright and feel vaguely patriotic, but it was too much. I removed the headphones. “Sorry, this makes me crave hot dogs and fireworks.”

			“How about Schoenberg? Anything that’ll keep you awake. Please, Sharon!”

			“I’m no danger!” cried Lantos cheerfully. “You all look so tired after your travels. I’m singing a lullaby so Sherry Baby can nap while I take her the rest of the way. And for you American mischlinge—” Did his voice change accents? “It may be worth exploring musical affinities with other tales, from other lands, ja? Could be that you will have more than one Master.”

			“Gimme the Schoenberg,” I said. Fitch flipped through his CD binder. “Don’t be so picky. I can’t judge because I don’t understand modernist music, ‘emancipation of discordance’ or whatever.”

			“‘Emancipation of dissonance,’” Fitch corrected, removing a CD. “Discordant means a mistake. Dissonance is intentional, chromatic, expansive. Sondheim uses it a lot, though he’s probably too young for you and the Fucking Great American Songbook.” He smiled teasingly.

			So I had said that out loud. This time he asked with blue furrowed brow and questioning eyes for permission to place his headphones on me. I nodded. He was so delicately respectful, as if setting a tiara on my head. He played his CD, skipping to a track he’d chosen for me.

			

			“Atonal, schmatonal,” said Lantos, reverting to his folk-rocker Americana accent, “is for overly clever boys who believe their intellect can suppress their baser instincts, their lusts and shames. I bet the girl prefers music she can dance to and echo in her body—like all children, villagers, and rats.”

			Enzo howled, thumping his chest with a fist to match Lantos’s still-tapping fingers. I raised the volume on Fitch’s Discman.

			Violin strings whined into the upper reaches, notes scattering like giant spiders, bass lines tilting the world on various axes. I felt unmoored, unable to focus my thoughts. I didn’t feel inside my body anymore as my mind tried to chase the music, find some kind of foothold and order, regimented dominance and hierarchy. But there was none—I was free-floating through the dissonance, above it all but also finding my own determined way through the soundscape.

			“I remember now,” I whispered, “what Duke Ellington said about his jazz compositions—”

			“Dissonance is the Black way of life in America,” Fitch quoted, “something apart, yet something integral.”

			We passed through picturesque towns, but their New England postcard beauty looked sinister with the accompanying Schoenberg, as if locusts might descend upon the brick houses and flower gardens, as if sinkholes might open underneath the town squares, swallowing villages and the rest of the world too. The music set my teeth on edge, but my heartbeat wasn’t aligning with Lantos’s rhythms anymore. I was on high alert, vigilant.

			Then all faded away, as we finally entered the town of Alvsdahl.
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			I removed the headphones to take in the surroundings. Lantos stopped humming. Fitch seemed more at ease. Enzo was awake too, opening his window to let in the sweet early-autumn air. All this despite the bristly edge to Alvsdahl’s prettiness with hidden teeth in its colonial red brick, polished lampposts, and stately elms—each tree gated by its own wrought-iron fence. In the window boxes, the flowers bloomed at exactly the same height.

			I knew from summer research that Alvsdahl boasted the record for most accused during the Salem witch trials. Supposedly, many found sanctuary in the woods. Eventually, an orphanage was established in the village, and later, when Alvsdahl became a town, a seminary. Over time, both institutions merged into a girls’ boarding school that evolved into a ladies’ college.

			During the world wars, the campus was used to train nurses. After World War II, a men’s college nearby bought the school, expanded it, supplanting its former memories and taking over its land. For the next few decades, women were not students or professors, only maids and cooks and the occasional language, horticulture, or dance instructor. In the late ’60s, Alvsdahl College became co-ed. Gender parity became the objective. In the ’90s, I was part of another kind of diversity recruitment. Multiculturalism was the term we used back then.

			We stopped at an intersection in front of the Town Hall with its white neoclassical columns. What drew my eye was the official town seal affixed above the entrance. Brightly painted, the seal depicted a bare-chested man wearing a feathered headdress. He pointed across the river toward the hills, with a fancy Englishman’s coat draped over his other arm.

			“They got all this,” Fitch told me, “for an old jacket and six pounds. Guy who signed the deal probably thought he was selling land-use rights. Owning a piece of earth in perpetuity didn’t translate back then. And why’s he holding that pouch with ‘£6’ painted on it? Who includes a receipt and proof of purchase on the town seal? Tacky as shit, even for a colonizer.”

			I tried to think of something college-clever to say, with words like chicanery and skullduggery. But I wasn’t sure how to pronounce these, and the latter was too suggestive of digging up skulls for museum display. Then I noticed that the Indigenous man painted on the town seal gave me a “wassup” head nod. Instead of pointing over the river and toward the hills, he gave the middle finger to all the people passing by on Main Street, drivers and pedestrians alike. “I must be totally losing it,” I mumbled.

			Fitch leaned close to look out my window. My personal space didn’t feel invaded so much as electrified.

			“Oh, that?” He laughed, drawing back and leaving me with aching emptiness. “Punk-ass Native humor. By the way, you got that I’m part Native, right? Should I play it louder for the dude in the back?” He grinned. “Sorry I keep banging on the water drum—mostly for him.” He chucked his chin at Lantos. “For me too, I guess.”

			“So I’m not hallucinating? The man in the seal is really giving everyone the bird?”

			

			“How do they even find kids like you?”

			“Are you really that different from me?”

			I sensed he was more like me than he cared to admit. Wary and nervous but also intrigued? Even if vocally resistant, when we entered Alvsdahl he also leaned forward, smiled at the man in the town seal, and drank in the air that tasted of nectar and potential.

			But for Lantos, Fitch masked all of this. “When are we getting there?” he asked. “Who’s going to make sure Sharon gets in safe—considering she’s so new?”

			“Aren’t you new too?” I asked. “I’m actually entering as a sophomore.”

			Fitch didn’t respond.

			“Sharon will be met by her house mother,” said Lantos. “I’ll drop her off first at her dorm. So you’ll have to show her to your locked rooms another time, Fitch, because there are others high up who are eager to meet you. Enzo, I’ll drop you off in the athletic fields next to the woods.”

			Enzo gave him a thumbs-up, while Fitch closed himself off again, inching away from me..

			Lantos drummed his fingers, and the lights turned green. He explained that Fitch was indeed new to Alvsdahl, but based on his musical prowess, compositional talents, and other family considerations, he was matriculating as a junior—devoting his time to independent studies and starting his thesis project, “while assisting me, his Master, with maintenance and expansion on my own masterwork,” he added.

			I was very intimidated. Fitch’s cheeks blushed pink. His hair darkened into a more mysterious blue.

			As we neared campus, trees on either side of us exploded with leaves, their canopies merging above, dappled with gold-shot hints of autumn. Verdant lawns unrolled, and the architecture transported me into my favorite period films. But my schoolgirl Anglophilia couldn’t explain why the hairs on my arms lifted, as did the silver strands at my nape. And how was it possible that the sun hit at a different angle here, hovering at that exact moment of a late-summer afternoon, soaked in honeyed longing?

			Lantos took winding roads, stopping at a cluster of four brick buildings facing each other around a quad. “There’s your dorm, Sharon. I’m sure you’ll meet the boys again eventually.”

			I returned Fitch’s headphones, wondering how to end on a note that would lead to more conversation next time. Felt too obvious to ask him about that Indigenous rocker whose instrumental music was radio-banned. But Fitch wasn’t acting like the too-cool-for-school music snob anymore. He was chewing on his  nails, agitated, hiding behind his hair. I glanced at Enzo, who was itching to get out and run around. Then at Lantos. What a relief I wasn’t a music major, but who’d be my advisor—or Master?

			The engine was running, so I simply thanked Fitch for his music. He nodded without looking at me. When I picked up the dropped MapQuest pages, he said, “Keep it. More practical than breadcrumbs.” Then in the margin, he scribbled with his hair pen: “‘Can’t We Be Friends,’ Mildred Bailey, Great Native American Songbook.” I recognized the jazz singer’s name and the song, but didn’t know the lyrics. Something to look forward to sleuthing, promising too.

			Enzo helped me with my suitcases. But the quad’s emptiness made me stay close to the van. He hopped back in, waiting for me to let go of the doors. I’d felt so confined and bombarded during the ride, but now was scared to leave them. The loneliness of the quad was overwhelming. No more buffeting by competing wills and forces of personalities. Felt as if I’d stepped ashore after a journey at sea and couldn’t stand on solid ground. Would’ve been easier if the quad was full of students sunbathing or playing ultimate frisbee. Where was everyone? Had they all settled in already, or were they plugging ahead at the library or forging friendships and romances, while I was a year ahead but much behind, yet again?

			“You’ll be fine,” Enzo encouraged. “You’ll find your path. They’re not all like that guy.” He gestured at Lantos. “Or him.” He pointed his nose at Fitch. “You’ve got a scent I can’t trace. Means you’ve got a story and talent different from the rest. I’m eager to find out, aren’t you?”

			Something grabbed my shoulder, whipped me around—Faye, with some guy behind her. Where had they come from—manifested by my anxiety, desire, need for guidance? Faye wore an ivory dressing gown hanging off her shoulders with red peonies painted along the hem. Under this, she wore a black satin slip. Most striking was her expression—fury? Horror? Disgust?

			“It is you! Recognized your wild mane from across campus. Heard rumors but— I told you not to come! Well, you’ve made your bed, so now you’ll have to lie in it with the rest of us.”

			I couldn’t speak, didn’t know how to arrange my face. Didn’t help that the guy with her was giving Fitch the sneer-over, while wearing an actual fucking ascot in peacock blue. His waistcoat and wide-legged trousers of yesteryear, along with his floppy dark blonde hair, gave him a debauched-aristo look. Of course that was the kind of person Faye would associate with, not me. I stared down at her slippers with their red marabou feathers and wished the ground would open and swallow me. I’d take a red feather with me as souvenir.

			“Hey, Ambrose!” Enzo jumped out of the van. Was this the person he was sniffing for at the airport? “Thought you said your flight would touch down at— How’d your summer go? Did you hang out around here or—”

			But Faye and Ambrose were already leaving. Enzo and I stood, acutely aware of the other’s embarrassment.

			“I got a scholarship with stipend,” I whispered. “I came for that reason, not because—”

			

			“Me too,” echoed Enzo. “Track scholarship.” He unzipped and zipped his puffer vest. “Don’t mind Faye and Ambrose. They’re an exclusive club of two—”

			“Like a couple?”

			“Nah, more like—partners in crime or annoying twins with their own language, though sometimes Faye treats Ambrose like her fashion accessory, security blanket, or chew toy. He doesn’t agree with me, but—maybe he can’t tell the difference anymore. Better than being someone’s pet, I guess. Or a secret—friend on occasion.” Enzo craned his head to watch Ambrose as he sauntered with Faye into the woods that hugged the northern side of the quad.

			Lantos whistled an irritated trill. Enzo patted me forcefully on the back, then jumped in. He offered, “Faye’s been recruiting for a while, probably bored. Ambrose complains she can be a real downer. We’ll find a way to have fun, you’ll see.” I wondered if Fitch would turn to wave. But the van took off the next moment, leaving me all alone in the quad. The surrounding dorms distanced themselves from me out of embarrassment.

			I reminded myself to breathe—Faye was just another girl. She’d led me along, paid me attention that was mesmerizing, for a while. But she wasn’t the destination or point of my journey, only a collision that set me on an unexpected trajectory leading me here. For this, I could be grateful. I was here now, my umma had her own room, and for a few years I could play at this other life—with room and board and spending allowance. Jackpot, really.

			But I should be wary too, as my umma always warned. Because not all loans are easily forgiven. A gift might be interest-free but come with other consequences and strings attached.

			I’d think about all that later though. For now, I wanted to take advantage of every moment because it was already autumn here, cooler and crisper, with the afternoon sunlight slanted at a low angle so that every blade of grass was limned with amber, shadows long and velvety luscious. So unlike the Cali sun that glared overhead, exposing every pimple and insecurity. I wasn’t used to all this green space and quiet. The great sea of lawn carved by intersecting paths made me feel geometrically grounded. Whether because of this symmetrical layout or the clear sky above, I also felt expansive. Was it the air, unseasoned by ocean salt and freeway smog? Here was the opposite of strip malls and parking lots and endless asphalt.

			Why did I feel hopeful, even after Faye’s humiliation? Empty quad, blank slate, fresh page—because Alvsdahl promised mysteries and possibilities so much bigger than her—a different me, for instance. And Fitch’s attentions, though inconsistent, still showed care. There were song lyrics to decipher, and the man in the town seal had been our shared hallucination.

			Then again, Fitch didn’t act like it was a hallucination. Well, I’d reason about that later. Because if I closed my eyes, I could still hear the ocean waves when the winds blew through the trees, rustling the leaf-heavy branches. A reminder of the world I left behind—and a beckoning to a new one unfurling all around me.
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			Without my knocking, the doors of North House opened, held by a petite Asian girl in an Alvsdahl Squash warm-up suit. Her hair was tied in a low pony, with glossy black bangs curled into a roll above owlish glasses. A beauty mark dotted the corner of her mouth like a saucy punctuation mark. “You’re Sharon Ghom,” she said, not as question. “Ms. Marie told me to meet you here, take you to the registrar’s and all that.”

			“I’m sorry—who are you, who’s Ms. Marie?”

			“I’m your roommate, Ruth Huang from Quincy, Mass.” She shook my hand with a grip unexpectedly strong. “Huang spelled with a u, not w. I’m Chinese, not—” She pointed at my face. “Korean? Couldn’t tell. Thought I knew the Korean surnames, all ten of ’em. Ms. Marie’s an RA but goes by ‘house mother’ from back when this was a ladies’ academy. The retrograde holdover is that our dorm is for women only. Don’t ask about linked hormonal cycles.”

			Ruth Huang took one of my suitcases, directing me to follow. In the entryway, the bottom half of the walls were wood-paneled, the upper half papered in cream and twisting vines. To the left was an ornately carved mahogany door leading to Ms. Marie’s apartment, according to Ruth.

			“With a house mother living next to the entrance like a bouncer,” she said, “you’d think there’d be midnight curfew, bed checks, hem checks, kicking out of gentlemen callers—but those were the olden days. Ms. Marie’s rarely home, usually in her garden, yet when you really need her, like emotionally, she’s right here for you. With pumpkin tarts and pashmina shawls.”

			Ruth cocked her head to the right. We passed a common room plush with sofas, leather armchairs, and reading lamps, as well as cushioned benches tucked along the wide windows facing the quad. Did she see me getting dropped off—and getting rejected by Faye?

			“Up four flights,” she announced. “Our other roommate is Petra van der Pahlen. Acts mousy though she’s blonde and gorgeous. So quiet I sometimes forgot I was living with her last year. It’s ’cause of you, a late admit, that we got the biggest corner suite.”

			She glanced behind as I followed upstairs. I was already huffing, so she took my other suitcase, leaving me with a carry-on, a backpack, and my burning shame.

			“Little surprising though,” she ventured carefully, “that they’d skip you a year even though you were waitlisted. Maybe it’s department-related?”

			I shrugged, not knowing if I should reveal the Archivist’s call. Might sound defensive, desperate to belong?

			Ruth filled my silence for me. “You benefit anyway with the timing. Freshmen have been here a week doing trust falls and icebreakers, learning how to do coin laundry. But you get to skip all that baby camp nonsense, while still sneaking in early before the circus that is move-in day for upperclassmen. I only get that privilege as a prefect. Is there a separate orientation for transfers and new sophomores? Do you have an advisor yet?”

			

			We had another two stories left to climb, but I already recognized who Ruth was. I knew girls like her in LA, was often assumed to be one of them—academically competitive and not caring to hide it, starchy and dull, only seeing others as impediments to top ranks and prizes.

			“I’ve been assigned an advisor,” I explained, “but don’t have an actual name yet. I’m supposed to meet someone at the library but don’t know if that’s related—”

			“Sounds like work-study, shelving. Alvsdahl’s been getting better with all kinds of diversity, like geographical and bringing in more lower-class—I mean, sorry—lower-income students. Good for you. I really respect that.”

			I wanted to ask Ruth if her work-study was being a sherpa, which I really respected too.

			We finally reached the top. “Since you missed freshman year,” she said, “I’ll give you a crash course on what we public-school suburban girls have learned. The preppies, Euros, and big-city kids come here a lot more experienced, but the rest of us had to write our own damn handbooks as we stumbled along rites of passage and trauma, passing down tips for survival.”

			The corridor was long, but the window at the end with its glimpse of the woods gave me something to focus on, through which to imagine flight, as Ruth continued her lecture.

			“Number one tip—actually, all my tips are number one ’cause I’m not sure what kind of Asian girl you are yet. But if you’re crossing campus late at night, take your rape whistle and pepper spray. If you’re going to a party, take your own booze with a screw cap. Don’t fall in love with your profs or TAs or let them screw you—interpret that as you will. Document verbal exchanges that make you uncomfortable or worse, but don’t expect admin to do anything. Collect your own evidence, including emails, so you can threaten or shame or add to the anonymous archives of lechy or racist profs. If you’re feeling depressed or anxious, keep it to a functional level, or present yourself as such, because the health center does not want to take responsibility for nutjobs and might send you home instead of giving you the meds you need to get through exams. And the whole ‘I don’t have an eating disorder, I just really like yogurt cups’ thing is a screaming red flag, especially in the first semester. Alvsdahl is a mini-Ivy, so we get the same perfectionist eldest-daughter types, and college is when they finally get to wear makeup and look hot and therefore worry about their sexual desirability. As a prefect, I’m supposed to— Never mind, you look healthy and not the type to care so much about your appearance.”

			Compared to Faye and the boys in the van, Ruth Huang with a u was easily knowable. Her crude pragmatism made me wonder if I’d completely misread the others. So I didn’t ask which family she was from or any of the mysterious things Faye or Fitch had asked me. Instead, I worried that others might lazily slot me in with Ruth. I wanted her to know, too, that I was different, despite appearances.

			“You seem like a normal Asian to me,” she said as we neared our room. “Not an OvercompensAsian. I came up with that, but doesn’t roll off the tongue. Came up with InDenialAsian too, but that sounds like fusion cuisine. Basically, this school prides itself on being a liberal arts college where independent scholars and creative souls can flourish. Not preprofessional or one of the real Ivies, where everyone’s mapped out career timelines. It’s considered gauche here to talk about what kind of job you’ll get, but not all of us are from the leisure class. And ever since they introduced the accelerated BA/MA track for engineering, neurosci, comp sci, and music conservatory—there’ve been a lot more Asians. Internationals from China and Korea too. But those of us who aren’t typical Alvsdahlian get shunted. The Yellow-Paralyzed are terrified of being lumped in with us. Same kids who avoided tennis and piano in high school, who show their uniqueness and personality through their hair—”

			

			“This is my natural hair, not a bad perm. I wouldn’t pay money for this.”

			“Of course your hair is natural. It would be surprising if you’d paid money for that.”

			“We don’t need to talk about my hair. Please, go on—Yellow-Paralyzed?”

			“My point is, I don’t think you’re one them! Ms. Marie told me they skipped you into second year, so you’re obviously not afraid to be ambitious. But the less flamboyant Asians don’t get credit for what they’re actually good at. I’ve been accused of playing violin like a robot, technically flawless but without artistry. Maybe if I had a face tattoo they’d hear me better, give me second chair, at least! Despite all this,” she groan-sighed, “I chose Alvsdahl because we get face time with profs, hands-on research opportunities, maybe even a chance to co-author papers or work at real labs over the summers. Oh, sorry, I never asked you about your major.”

			I deflected by asking about the other roommate.

			“Petra’s from the Baltics. Her ancestors ruled a principality that’s now defunct. She whines about ‘being in a land but not of it,’ of ‘looking the part but being found wanting.’ That’s how she talks, old-timey white-girl woe-is-me.”

			Though it was just us two, Ruth whispered, scandalized, “She hasn’t declared a major yet! Her classes are all over the map! Ultrasonic vocalizations in mice? Apparently, males can sing like birds in wooing females? Then ballroom dance, costume design—botany and horticulture! Maybe internationals come here to be academic dilletantes. Maybe going to college in ‘the States’ is like a long-ass summer camp for the minor nobility of Europe.”

			She opened our door, revealing a palatial common room that made me gasp, despite already being breathless from the four-story hike and Ruth’s information overload.

			Floor-to-ceiling windows draped with gauzy curtains of pale gold. Side tables with inlaid water lilies and dragonflies in various colored wood. Sofas in mossy green velvet, soft and deep enough to dream in. Lamps that shone like stained-glass flowers on stems of twisted brass.

			“Petra brought all this vintage stuff from home last year. I carried it up from storage. She mostly traveled over break, I think, didn’t want to go back home nor come with me to Quincy.”

			“Are all the rooms in this dorm so huge and beautiful?” I tried not to look grateful, like a street urchin brought in from the cold, as Ruth dropped my bags and kicked off her sneakers, shoving them with her toes under a metal shoe rack that looked so out of place here, but very familiar to me. I removed my shoes, wishing I was wearing nicer socks.

			“Well, it’s a corner suite, good natural lighting.” Ruth followed my gaze, looking around, reassessing the room. “Yeah, I guess it is much more spacious than the others. Bigger windows and somehow,” she murmured, her face growing more puzzled, “taller ceilings too? That doesn’t make sense, architecturally.” She shrugged, plopping into a wingback chair with embroidered upholstery and matching ottoman. “Maybe it used to belong to a professor or college dean or one of their crazy ex-wives, you know what I mean?”

			I smiled. “Bertha Mason, the first Mrs. Rochester?”

			“I don’t know who that is, but anyway, Petra’s antiques look much better here than in our old room. Don’t worry, our bedroom furniture is modern, dorm regulation, solid construction. I couldn’t imagine setting up my computer or printer on that escritoire or chowing down on pizza on the chaise longue. And my stereo would look silly between the art-nouveau lamps and the Victrola.”

			I recognized what she was saying from my Penguin Classics with the painted portraits of white women on it, which is how I knew “aquiline nose” and “daguerreotype.” But I didn’t have the courage to attempt pronunciation, though Ruth rattled off the words so casually. Maybe I wouldn’t be lumped in with her kind. Maybe I was alone here too.

			Ruth squinted toward the windows. Her voice became gentle, coaxing. “Oh hey, Petra, how long you been standing there? You really are stealthy like a ninja—or a ghost. Practically see-through—”
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			Pale and translucent as skim milk, dressed in beige chiffon that hung off her narrow shoulders and ruffled to the floor, Petra stood between two large windows and blended into the stripe of wall behind her. A breeze blew, setting aloft her ash-blonde hair, echoing the gauzy curtains on either side of her. She was diaphanous, glassine and fragile-seeming, but became more certain, solidifying, when she looked at me to say, “I’ve been waiting for you.” To Ruth, she added, “As prefect, you have many duties. I’ll take over for Sharon’s orientation.”

			“Thanks, I do want to prep for orchestra auditions.” Ruth asked Petra to take me to the registrar’s, then to the store, recommending a specific shower caddy and rubber slippers. “How about we all meet for dinner at six in the dining hall? Ms. Marie invited us for pumpkin tarts at her place afterward. Good to bond before everyone else moves in. Ms. Marie shies from crowds, prefers one-on-one visitations. She can handle the three of us though.”

			Petra gripped the curtains, her nails tearing through their delicate weave. “You mean her disastrous meddling, conditional promises, and misworded pronouncements that paralyze impressionable girls.”

			Ruth was shocked, grinning. “What happened to you over the summer? Did you attend an empowerment retreat like I’ve recommended?”

			“I’ve always felt this way but can only now find the words because there is a new girl here, whom we must keep away from that old woman desperate for amends. She only knows how to throw silk over ragged creatures, instead of teaching them to access their internal power. Her craft is evanescent, decorative, minuscule on par with birds, mice, and lentils. I need a true teacher to help me locate and cultivate my abilities.”

			“Well, she isn’t an academic advisor,” Ruth corrected. “From a different generation, sure, more maternal than the usual RA, but she’s not— She’s very That Girl/Mary Tyler Moore second-gen feminist—at least the hair and clothes?”

			“I’ve wasted too much time because of her! Never learnt from my own mother and couldn’t develop here either for lack of proper tutelage! With Sharon, however, I have a chance. But we must align ourselves with those who can give us power that lasts, not just make our dreams come true for a night, then abandon us to shatter. I’ll take Sharon to the registrar eventually, but I’ve another place to show her first. I promise to bring her back by midnight.”

			“Midnight? Just you two? But dinner and Ms. Marie— Is there a party you want to check out?” She added in whisper, “Without me?”

			“I detest parties and sweaty dancers in crowded spaces. Oh, Ruth, you are kind and solicitous, I’ll dine with you soon, but please, I need to speak with Sharon. We share an affinity and know someone in common.”

			“You two know someone in common?”

			I finally realized. “Someone from camp.”

			

			“Oh” was all Ruth said, nodding, turning away. Why did I feel like I was betraying her? What did I owe her anyway when we’d already betrayed each other by pegging the other as a “certain kind of Asian girl”? With Petra van der Pahlen though, I could be a blank slate. Then again, she also acted as if she knew where I belonged and with whom . . .

			Petra and I walked downstairs in silence. On the ground floor, she led me to the back doors, which opened onto not the quad but a path toward the woods.

			“I saw how Faye and Ambrose left you on the green. Did she also make you believe you’d be friends with her here?”

			“How—?”

			“I saw from my window. Faye draws us here, then is done with us. We’re only tasks to her.”

			“Was she an outreach ambassador for you too? What did she tell you to make you apply?”

			“I worried I was wanted only because of my mother. The others evinced their talents soon as they arrived, resulting in wondrous feats. Yet I am still waiting, living with Ruth Huang and the other mundanes in our dorm, trying to decipher what my story-given abilities might be. Faye and the others won’t speak to me, the Mistresses and Masters ignore me. But then I heard I’d be getting a new roommate. At first, I feared that you were like Ruth. But you’re like me, Sharon! I can feel it, can’t you! Come, let us speak privately. The woods will guard our most intimate tales.”

			“But I saw Faye and her asshole friend head for this same forest.”

			“I know where they go. I’m taking you elsewhere. To my refuge upon the shore.”

			Why did I trust her? Because when I nodded, she smiled and crinkled her nose, revealing a crooked tooth, becoming less ethereal and more endearing. Because her witnessing Faye’s rejection had been humiliating, but her confiding in me meant we were together in this. We were now two girls who’d been spurned while their spoiled sister went off on grand adventures, selfishly hinting at a castle of wonders but only showing us glimpses through a tarnished mirror. With Petra beside me, I could assume a different role in a shared story.

			The trees here were more autumnal. Papery white bark uncurled along slim trunks, their crowns of green-gold ombre quivered in the breeze. The low sun poured its last rays, syrupy, through the branches, so that we passed through alternating veils of light and shadow.

			I asked, “What did you mean by me being more like you than Ruth?”

			“Do you know your family story?” The hem of her dress caught on a bush, so I pulled it free, noticing for the first time that she was barefoot, with calloused heels and dirt-stained soles.

			“Single immigrant Korean mom. Dad died or abandoned us. Happened before I was born, so I don’t have huge feelings about it.”

			“I see. How about I tell you mine first, then you’ll understand.”

			She drew me off the path and through silvery lichen. Trekking through its lushness, my steps were uncertain. Didn’t know how deep my foot would sink into the spongy moss. I wondered how much Petra’s feet could feel through their calluses, if they made her reckless, impervious. She guided me over boulders, down a slope, across overlapping tree roots woven into the earth. Gnarled trees gave way to saplings, yielding to a lake where coppered sunlight struck off the water’s glass onto the shore we stood upon. An antique leather trunk was set to the side, a lacy parasol wedged beside it.

			My senior year art teacher taught us that photographers called this time the golden hour, that it was a shorter period near the equator, lasting much longer nearer the poles. The sun’s position above the horizon meant its rays traveled farther through the atmosphere, becoming diffuse, with blue light filtered out and warm colors more intense. Also known as the magic hour. According to my teacher, the Kalahari bushmen of Southern Africa called this “the time when everything and everyone is beautiful.”

			“Sun’s been this low ever since I got here,” I noted. “Massachusetts is higher in latitude than LA, but I didn’t expect this much of a difference.”

			“I sometimes wonder if, when those from the Old World came to these shores, they brought a part of their sky, along with all their stories, supplanting both.”

			Sitting on the small beach, I dug my hand into the sand, not sure what to say to that.

			“Do you like it?” asked Petra. “I made this myself. I bring back a trunk full of sand each time from my travels. These grains are not natural to this part of the Americas.”

			“Where are you from?” I asked this lovely weirdo beside me. “Did you meet Faye in the woods too? Did she tell you to come here—sending mixed messages, not romantically but—”

			Petra stretched out her filthy feet, poking out from underneath her long chiffon skirts. “To understand that, you should know who my mother is. You’ve heard of her, but never of what happened after.”

			“My mother was born rich and beloved, then became penniless and despised, all while still a child. Then, as a young woman, she gained the devotion of a prince, but for only one night, till midnight. Rather than risk the humiliation of exposure, she fled back to her miserable life.

			However, the prince found her. When he fit her glass slippers back on her feet, my mother vowed they’d never be removed again. Not even when she and her prince were joined in marriage or when I came to be. My earliest memories are of my mother with her feet encased in glass, her not allowing me close, never being held by her lest I break her tenuous hold on happiness and shatter the spell holding all together. There are only so many reversals of fate that one person can endure in a lifetime.

			Love, happiness, and security became conditional to her, beholden to rules and whims set by another. She became completely mad, imbuing so much significance in shoes and numbers on a clock. She never understood that she was the magic, she who could speak to small creatures, captivate a prince, make everyone else disappear so he believed they were the only two dancing in a ballroom. But as princess, wife, and neglectful mother, she had the floors lined in cork and cushion. She broke all the clocks and came to loathe her only child when time moved on anyhow, when I took on the face and form my mother once had but no longer.

			Through her desperation and tremendous will, the glass on her feet fused with flesh, creeping up her ankles and past her knees, so that her legs became entirely crystalline. As for time’s progression, she was able to control that too. She stopped aging, and so did I. Perhaps because of shared blood, more likely because Mother wanted no mirrors—not of her past nor of her future—if the magic ever ceased to hold.

			The prince, not of magic, gracefully obeyed nature’s rhythm and died, leaving us preserved in our home. The servants fled. But Mother didn’t care. She lay in her bed, as she was now composed of glass up to her waist. She’d lost her prince, but had control at last over her fate and would remain like this, safe from further reversals.”

			

			Petra pushed her feet into the sand, ankle deep. “I don’t know how long I lived with Mother like that, because time had stopped for me as well.”

			The golden hour had cooled into an eerie twilight, but Petra remained beautiful outside this magic hour—stranger and sadder too.

			At first, I wanted to tell her I understood, that I’d also been trapped with a mother I loved who withheld so much. How my mother was also locked in the past, guarding her secrets. I wanted to share how my mother claimed that keeping secrets was for my own good, so I wouldn’t repeat her mistakes or judge her as irresponsible or foolish. But this distance, keeping me at arm’s length out of shame or pride—made me feel like my mother’s hidden self was the creature deserving protection and comfort, rather than me. I wanted to make Petra and me feel less alone, consoled but also forgiven for our resentments.

			But partway through, I realized Petra wasn’t speaking in extended narrative metaphor. She was telling me her mother was Cinderella with literal legs of glass. Petra fully believed this, and her heartbreaking loneliness almost convinced me too.

			At first, I listened to be polite, but soon became enthralled with how she shared herself so vulnerably—not like Faye teasing me with hints while cloaking her hurt. Even blunt and brazen Ruth couldn’t be honest about her insecurities. But Petra was wholly transparent about her needs. I wanted to be supportive. I was also curious about the rest of her story, how it related to Faye and Alvsdahl—and especially to me.

			“It wasn’t until I was visited by a young foreign woman that I realized what a child I still was and had been for a century or longer, my father’s principality no longer existing. This young woman was from another world—with shorn dark hair lacquered into waves caressing her head, her slim frame dressed in a red silk tunic edged in black satin, beaded with jet. A dress cut shockingly short to reveal stockings rolled below curiously rouged knees. She gave me simple books and invited me to her school for girls in a faraway land, where she studied all she wished from a powerful woman. I wouldn’t be the only foreigner, she said, because she was a foreigner there as well.

			Mother screamed at her to leave, so she departed, gifting me a gramophone with records—of nursery rhymes and poetry, music and plays, sounds of nature and news of the world. I taught myself to read, then ransacked Father’s library, peeling away veils of webbing to glimpse into many minds and lives beyond, one page at a time. I began to age at last—no longer in a child’s body, but still limited. Decades had passed, but I’d grown little in that time. I looked similar to how I appear now to you.

			The young woman returned, a similar age as before but with even shorter hair and a shorter dress in geometric black and red, with gleaming white boots. This time she brought a machine, casting moving pictures onto a muslin curtain. She invited me again to her school, where she was now a teacher for young men. She taught them how to comport themselves at dinner parties and how to lead a woman around the dance floor.

			But she also confided that, in truth, she was still a student, learning how to unlock the properties of minerals—their conductivity and illusivity, how minerals can preserve the dead to retain their secrets. Those holding on to this knowledge in their bones can outlast all others and unlock further powers in stone forests and cliffside strata, she explained. I might learn such marvels too, she promised. But Mother banished her again. Decades passed. I studied the books and films left behind. I grew older, resembling Mother when she’d run away from home.

			When the young foreign woman returned a third time, she was a devilish mix of her previous incarnations—slender penciled eyebrows of her flapper days with her red tunic now ripped at mid-thigh and worn over her lacy black mod tights, shredded up the sides. Her thick-soled groundskeeper boots were the only thing new. All else, the silks and nylons, had frayed and unraveled. The ruby and jet beading along her neckline was also coming undone.

			The machine she brought this time was a tiny box with an embedded window, many worlds of color, movement and sound held captive, like me. There were now more of us at Alvsdahl, she said, young girls who needn’t be imprisoned within cork- and cushion-lined walls. But this was the last she’d come for me, she warned. Though she hadn’t aged much, she looked exhausted as if she’d not slept for years. I was now a young woman whose mother couldn’t stand the sight of her, more so than ever. Yet Mother wouldn’t let me go, wanting me beside her, invisible.

			So I clutched her cold glass feet, begging to be released. I gripped her ankles to make her understand. I crawled up onto her bed, scratching the silks draped over her thighs, wrapping my limbs around her brittle body. The only time I ever touched her, the closest to a mother’s embrace I ever had. Still she forbade me, so I raged and screamed and shattered—

			I shattered my heart, then left Mother alone in her bed. I left with the young foreign woman and came to Alvsdahl.”

			

			Petra hugged her knees, her feet still buried in the sand. “Faye dumped me here, ignoring me ever since.”

			I felt her waiting for my response. I wanted Petra to feel I believed her, even if this was all too much to take in. She lay back, her long hair splayed on the beach. I couldn’t reply because on top of the revelation of her mother’s identity, I was also upset I wasn’t the only girl made to feel special by Faye, not the only one lured here and discarded.

			“I’ve accomplished nothing,” said Petra, “so I’ve not been claimed by Mistress nor Master. I have only Madmother, who teaches seamstress alteration, vermin transfiguration, and horticulture spells, mainly to do with squash—all of which I’m failing at anyhow! She also teaches Briony Jättesdottir, who’s been a freshwoman for years, showing little progress yet still outperforming me. I need a true Mistress, not a doddering fool past her prime, who never had much magic to begin with, who could only mend seams and stitches, amend death curses into sleep spells, who could only make wishes true for one night, but with everlasting consequences.”

			“Holy fuck!” I shouted. “The way you talk about Madmother is like how you talk about Ms. Marie the RA! You mean our dorm mom is also your mom’s Fairy Godmother—I mean, her ex-Godmother? What about Ruth—the others in North House?”

			“All mundane. Madmother too, practically. She has a tenderness for the common, having lived amongst them for centuries. Their mundanity has rubbed off. I believe my association with her is suppressing my magic too because of her guilt and my blame.” Petra turned on her side, reclining with her head propped with her hand, looking up at me coyly. “I’m more interested in what can arise between us. So what is it, your tale? Tell me, Sharon, as I’ve told you mine.”

			I lay beside her, not to bond slumber-party style, but because I couldn’t handle being upright. Not when reality was cracking apart and reforming with new explanations and possibilities. So many strange impulses, glimmers, what-ifs, and outlandish thoughts were clicking into place. I’d always felt alien, never fitting in but unable and unwilling to change myself or mimic others in order to belong. Was this the reason?

			“My mom doesn’t have a story like that,” I offered. “Don’t know about my dad. I wrote an essay but it’s not a family tale. So, what can the others do? Why were they chosen?”

			“Sylvana Orzali arrived last autumn, but her doll could perform astonishing feats. Naturally, she was adopted by Master Carver, though I wonder if they’ve known each other longer. As for Enzo Lundgren, he has no storied ancestry, but rumors of his family have echoed throughout forest variant tales from southern Europe throughout the North. A wild creature that roamed across many tales. The Americans have such diluted blood owing to their migrations, and since peasants rarely record their genealogies, they can be difficult for the Archivist to trace. But when Enzo arrived, he could scent and map the terrain and track those with magic. So Mistress Rioja took him on for training.”

			“It’s this place then, this land that draws out magic?”

			“It’s the people,” replied Petra, “gathered here by Grandmistress, the story magic in our family histories. When we are close—we magnify, reflect, and refract the narratives within us. With my mother, I’d become her younger echo and she my wicked stepmother. She overpowered me, but I can’t do much here either. Because no one will play with me. Madmother says my magic is yet only destructive—reacting to Mother, limited within my own story and role, anger and grief—rather than growing outward to create something new.”

			Petra sat up—sand drifting down her hair and back—like a creature emerging. “I made this beach myself. Shouldn’t this count as something new and wondrous? I’ve brought trunkfuls here—not of sand from foreign coasts, but of crystals, decanters, vases, goblets, and chandeliers. Whatever reminds me of Mother and our time together.”

			From the trunk, she removed a champagne flute trimmed in gold scroll. She balanced it on her palm, closed her eyes and screamed. Birds scattered and the lake shuddered. The glass disintegrated into shimmering grains, sifting between her fingers.

			I sat up in a daze, struggling to make sense of what I’d witnessed. She poured into my hand the remaining granules. Larger than sand, faceted like tiny crystals. I murmured thanks and pocketed her gift, then brushed away the glittering particles caught in her hair. “You’ve got some magic on you,” I said, still not meeting her eyes.

			“I don’t need to scream, but I needed you to pay attention because no one else will. It also felt so good after everything I told you.” She grabbed my hand again. The coruscating crumbs left on her palm pressed their sharp edges into mine. “How might we meld our tales to grow, Sharon? If you don’t know yours, let me help you find it, so we can elicit magic from each other and become who we deserve to be—worthy of notice.”
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			Drunken laughter and twig snapping, along with curses in Cantonese, cracked through the night, saving me from having to respond to Petra.

			Faye burst onto the shore gripping two champagne bottles by their necks. “I could feel your waves of self-pity before I could actually hear your whining, Petra.” She plopped onto the sand between us. “Peace offerings, bitches, though you’ve sorely miscast me! I’m neither the jealous stepsister keeping you from transformation nor the prince plucking you from obscurity. I’m merely the toxic apple, but I got poisoned instead.”

			She popped the corks off both bottles with her thumbs, as if firing off toy guns. Fizz and froth spilled onto her bare legs, but she didn’t wipe or even glance at them. Instead, she stared across the lake, as if trying to locate something in the far distance. “Is this guilt, what I’m feeling?” She took a swig, then passed the bottle to Petra. “Made me ill when you followed me here, but I wanted to live through the next slumber.” She took a swig from the other and passed it to me. “So I tempted you too, Sharon. Wobbled my pitch, but here you are as well.” She jumped to her feet. “But I shan’t do her bidding anymore, ’cause it’s a rigged fucking game, ladies. So drink up, have fun while we’re all young and still alive!” She ran to the lake’s edge to splash and kick, twirl and arabesque in the water like some drunken crane in a silken robe.

			I took a sip of bubbly. Couldn’t identify myself in a tale, but I could identify the lychee tickles and fizzy stardust on my tongue. My first taste of booze. Hadn’t even sampled during a grad party when friends passed around wine coolers. How ridiculous that I’d been afraid of being drunk before, of revealing a hidden self, when this whole other world and who I might be in it was waiting. And champagne was surprisingly yummy—a yeasty, flowery Sprite.

			Another thing crashed through the woods, also cursing, landing beside us on his knees. Ambrose of the Ascot—varsity sneerleader captain—with a flask he guarded close to his heart. Faye’s flask I recognized from camp—shiny silver polished like a soothsaying mirror. “Why are we here? We’re not obliged to talk to the new ones until they prove themselves interesting.” Slurred but still withering. Musical phrasing with affectedly non-American vowels.

			Petra caught my eye as if to say, is this really happening? Are they speaking indirectly to me, near me—because of you?

			Ambrose whistled across the mouth of his flask. “Not my key, too flat and depleted.” He took the champagne and poured into the silver, then blew again. “Much better.” He drank, keeping the bottle. “Come out of the water, Faye! I know a party of freshie mundies we can crash. I want to make the boys dance for me in parade. You can do your party trick of passing out like a drunken whore to catch molesters. Hilarious when they cry and piss their pants!”

			“This lovely child,” said Faye, “a babe himself from the Jersey woods, doesn’t know what true debauchery is.” Dripping water, she stretched out and lay her head in Ambrose’s lap. “Now, the party after the premiere of Gay Divorce! What Cole and I got up to in the pit along with Freddie and Noël!” She swung her attention to me with glazed eyes. “Sharon, mon coeur, you’ve got a work-study job, I hear?”

			“Part of my scholarship package.”

			“There are others also granted suspiciously generous bursaries, yet you’re the only one given an actual job, a role, in the library. With Zella. Makes me wonder . . .”

			Faye took back my bottle, spilling bubbles down her hand. She licked her blue-veined wrist, then dabbed her sparkling-wet fingers against her neck, like touches of perfume.

			“The Champagne region,” she purred, “is embedded in limestone, which means true champagne is infused with the fossils of sea creatures a hundred million years old. The mineral flavor notes lie in the primordial life and preserved death. Hence the creamy mouthfeel and umami.”

			“I’m bored!” Ambrose moaned. “Can we please go gawk at the mundie boys? Tutorials start soon and Lantos will be disappointed again, so I needs me some fun! Also, your morbid murmurings are getting to be a drag. Death wish much?”

			Faye pushed her fingers into the sand and fixed Petra with her shining dark stare. “I sense silica, naturally, but also lead oxide and potassium carbonate and—is that volcanic glass, obsidian? Petra, is this your handiwork?” She crawled over to kiss her cheek. “If you can ever magnify this talent, Grandmistress better watch her ass—as well as her mineralized tits and face and stony heart, if she’s still got it.”

			She whispered into Petra’s ear while looking at me. Petra also stared, clenching a fistful. No grains spilled like before.

			“Please don’t do that,” I said. “You were like this at camp too—wanting me to know stuff, hinting and speaking as if you were other people.” I tried another tactic. “Unni, what do you want to tell me? Don’t be afraid. I’m listening.”

			Faye exhaled, a throaty sigh of long-held tension. A sound so recognizably Korean—of a woman of a certain age, a certain generation. Even without the way she reappraised me anew, I understood her gesture of breath, like an outward gasp. It conveyed surprise, relief, and conceded respect—as well as sorrow.

			“Well played, mui-mui, calling me Unni like an arrow through the heart. At least you didn’t call me Halmoni. Here it goes—my swan song.”

			She stood, shrugging off her white dressing gown, letting it fall like a ghostly mantle. She returned to the water’s edge. With outstretched arms, Faye welcomed us. She was bone pale, bloodless in the moonlight.

			Ambrose sighed. “Should’ve figured this was how the night would play out when we started with gin at teatime.”

			“Grandmistress has been gathering us for generations, fairy tales incarnate,” Faye began, “those who claim to be originals and those whose lives embody the ancient patterns—and lately, their children.” She curtsied, extending a twirled hand toward Petra. “She claims this sanctuary protects us, so we can be our bestest magical selves without persecution of witch hunts or worse. For as you know from Euro history and far older histories elsewhere—when the mundies asserted control through their religions and sciences, our kind was chased from our realms. Burnt, beheaded, staked through the heart. Some rotted alone in the woods, in candy-studded cottages, while others clustered in secluded villages. These latter discovered that in close proximity, their powers were heightened, their story-derived magicks intensifying each other’s. Must’ve been fun at first—but self-segregated communes of sorcery seldom last.”

			She curtsied once more, then stumbled back to us, gesturing for her bottle.

			I held on to the champagne to keep Faye’s attention. “About these communes . . . I feel goofy for asking, but this story magic when we’re near each other—does it work like pheromones? ’Cause the boys in the van— But maybe that was lack of deodorant?”

			Faye smiled, so amused. I was both irritated and hungry to redeem myself. She kneeled before me with her legs folded demurely to the side.

			“Bou bui, are you sniffing around on me?” She leaned on an extended arm and kicked out a leg, stretching and arching like a cat. “Lantos has a new prodigy and potential rival, I hear. Maybe I do too.” She swiped the bottle and took a long drink.

			I glanced away from the angry points of her little breasts—as delicate and arrogant as Faye. She looked cold, though, in her black satin slip, so I handed her the white silk robe, also flimsy. She draped it over her legs.

			“Lantos,” Ambrose spat. “Not a true mentor. His manipulation is fit for only rats and brats. But this new Fitcher is more of a Bluebeard than I, allegedly. Lantos’s skills are only tangentially related, musical and rhythmic mesmerism, but without artistry, seduction, or haunting charisma. My hunch is that a true Master of the Blue wouldn’t play second fiddle to a Grandmissy. So we get this subpar pipe-tooter! No wonder I haven’t reached my full potential!”

			“As if you would be any more studious with a proper teacher,” said Faye affectionately. “My Amby is rather old school—doesn’t want to appear too much a striver, like an immigrant or someone with bootstraps. He prefers to coast by on charm and family name until—”

			She took a deep breath and shared a look with him, shutting the rest of us out.

			He waved her off. “I’m your favorite, and you are hers, so we’ll get to enjoy our youth and beauty in this elitist enclave—again and again and again!”

			Faye shook off her dolor like raindrops from her hair. “Yes, we must live for the now and now and—”

			“Why here?” I asked. “How’d it start—this commune?”

			

			“La crusty Grand-witch supreme,” Faye giggled, “came here centuries ago, found refuge near the colonists. Aurora arrived later, they found each other and shacked up. Then Grandmistress brought over more of our kind. Chain migration, as the other Euros were doing. As the founder of our colony, she claims she was seeking the right mix and balance for us to thrive and not kill each other as we did in our veiled hamlets back in our homelands.”

			I shot up my hand to answer. “The mundanes! They absorb excess noise and sound waves, or narrative energies? That’s what Lantos was getting at in the van with the boys, how individual vibes and modalities would be dampened on the highway, with us surrounded by other cars full of people. And Petra, you said your mother’s magic got stronger when your father died and the servants left and it was just you two shut in together, Grey Gardens style.”

			“Gold star for Sharon!” Faye clapped, thrilling me. “When we had to hide in our little villages in our crowded lands back home, the undisciplined or greedy forced others into supporting roles. So much murder and cannibalism in the old tales! Maybe it went less noticed among the barbarism of the past, but it’s less easy to hide now. In a Bavarian village I once passed through, there was a death match for the crown among a dozen swan brothers, all pecking and bitch-flapping each other. Their sisters refused to sit quietly in the trees sewing them shirts. They stabbed each other with their shears instead. Blizzard of bloody feathers! Then there are the hoarders, like Petra’s mother, with no real counterforce at home to keep her in check. So she drained all magic and charm from her own spawn—typical maternal parasitism. Which I might know a thing or two about.”

			Petra grabbed the emptied bottle from her and crushed it into emerald dust.

			“Cute,” said Faye. “But I just remembered that glass isn’t mineral. Lacks a crystal lattice structure. More aptly described as an ‘amorphous solid.’ So you’re not the threat I hoped you’d be against Grandmistress. What use then are your parlor tricks to any of us?”

			“So what am I to be,” Petra cried, “if I’m neither magic nor mundane?”

			Ambrose stage-whispered with cupped hand, “We all thought Petra would be the annoying prodigy, easily crafting a masterpiece and graduating to Mistress rank immediately.”

			“Oh, it’s fine if you’re mundane!” said Faye. “We need your kind here too. The mundies dampen our homicidal tendencies, absorb our worst impulses and provide us with psycho-sexual-emotional outlets. It’s not like we’ll force you to play our servant or plaything!”

			Anyone looking could see that Petra was breaking. But Faye didn’t notice or care. I didn’t call her out either for being so cruel. She returned to the lake’s edge, leaving her white silk behind. She spoke with her back to us, her voice quieter, reflective.

			“It’s cunning of her—hiding us in a college, another village separate from the outside. Professors rule and rot, don’t change syllabi, and, once tenured, become institutionally part of campus. Freshmen recycle, believing they’re the first to experience whatever grievance or whatever idealistic awakening then cynical bargaining necessary to graduate and get a job. No one notices we’ve been here forever. Even the faculty, as long as our Mistresses don’t threaten with superiority. Ours keep a low profile, take on all committee roles that others disdain.”

			Faye stepped into the water. “Besides, while we sleep enchanted, the world moves on, so even if some of us vanish every thirty years or so, no one cares enough to halt the churn, to question the engine that keeps these fae colonies going—students killing themselves to get in, faculty killing each other for tenure.” She moved in deeper, her dress clinging around her thighs.

			“Whaa—?” I coughed, sputtering champagne. “Who sleeps why? Some who vanish?”

			

			Petra wasn’t shocked and bewildered like me. She was coolly studying Faye, while swirling her fingers in the sand.

			Ambrose ran in to pull Faye back. She was shivering, so I offered my sweatshirt, but both looked at it askance. He cradled her in his lap. “Damn that Kate Chopin seminar. At least you’re not pulling an Emma Bovary, Anna Karenina, or Lily Bart— My god, do any of these literary bitches survive at the end?”

			Faye laughed. “It’s that time of the century—like the most foreboding PMS, though I don’t know if I can bear another enchanted slumber. Maybe it’s these girls—I know how Petra perceives me, who I am to her. But Sharon’s got other stories in her, I can sense them.”

			“Are you doing this to her?” Ambrose glared at me. “She can’t resist being tragically glam. It was de rigeur for socialites of her time and milieu!”

			“Of her time,” I echoed. “Faye, when you appeared to Petra, it was decades apart, judging by the clothes she described you wearing, the gifts you brought— Oh shit, you really did know Cole Porter. In between these visits, you were sleeping? Like suspended animation?”

			Petra remained unreadable, though she’d been so uncomfortably transparent before. I couldn’t tell if she already knew the answer or was waiting for the mystery to be revealed.

			While Ambrose held her, Faye explained, “Grandmistress says the Fates have woven our kind according to patterns in echoing motifs that hold together the tapestry of human memory, to give it rhyme, design, and order. The familiar can make life more fathomable, reassuring even in its tragedies, so long as those tragedies afflict the Other. She says we suffer in sacrifice, trapped behind our glass so others may marvel, desire, pity, and presume to know us. As recompense, we wield magic in our bodies—but that magic has dissipated over time. Thus, we must gather in force to wrest control of the Fates’ Loom Tree, to design more freedom and choice for ourselves.”

			

			“A tree?” I asked. “Like a literal tree or—?”

			“Depends on which Mistress or Master you ask,” Faye replied. “They all have their own theories. What’s important, what impacts me, is how the woman in charge interprets it. And she thinks it’s a structural engine of power for her to possess by any means necessary.”

			Petra walked to her leather trunk and removed an elegant piece of cylindrical, tapering glass. She gripped it like a stiletto dagger. Was there more of her mother’s foot or leg in that trunk? She asked, “What about the literal children of fairy tales? The stories don’t mention what happened to them.”

			“That’s why Grandmistress despises the Fates,” answered Faye. “She noticed some patterns repeated in certain families, chain-stitched, self-perpetuating. What happened to the children needn’t be told by the tellers because they echoed the fates of their parents. Maybe those who resisted and lived another way became unremarkable, unremembered. But Grandmistress believes there’s less choice for most of us—that we are drawn to those who trap us in our old family tales. She knows she’s become her own wicked queen mother, but instead of using that power to torture one girl, she channels the fear and fury the cast-aside role gives her in order to rally her soldiers and forge her weapons against the ultimate foremothers. That’s her spin.”

			Ambrose chimed in. “After you’ve imprisoned your own witch mother in a red-hot iron maiden, you gotta go after the bigger, badder bitches in charge.”

			Faye slipped out of Ambrose’s arms and locked her doleful eyes with mine. “Yet every thirty years or so,” she said, “Grandmistress senses her power fading and claims the Fates are tugging her life strand from the weave. So she has Aurora enchant us all into sleep. We lie hidden in death-like slumber until Grandmistress awakens us to plot again. The Fates seem to allow her to scheme repeatedly, for perhaps this is the design she fulfills—”

			

			Faye turned to Petra with sincere sympathy. “All the stages of a girl’s becoming—from naif to queen to crone refusing to let go.”

			Petra pocketed her glass dagger. Faye sighed, gesturing for more champagne. I passed her the bottle. Were those fossilized sea creatures dancing in the bubbles?

			“Has anyone refused to sleep?” I asked. “Refused to be one of her soldiers?”

			“There was one,” said Faye, “the one who brought me here, who refused in his own way. But I can’t bear to think about—” With her red fingernail, she traced her jaw from ear to chin. “Just as the mundanes’ Alvsdahl is so good at selling itself, keeping its acceptance yield high despite scandals and controversies, Grandmistress also has no problem retaining recruits. Most want to believe her, even if they suspect she only wants power. All the more reason to prove indispensable for her new world order. Most comply because who can argue against second, third, fourth chances at youth? I thought it was fun for a while, but—”

			A small fire blazed on the other shore across the lake, accompanied by dancing shadows, drunken whoops, and thumping music from a boombox.

			“The freshie mundies are throwing a bonfire party,” Ambrose sighed, “tempting me with the sweet sounds of Chumbawamba rippling across the waters.” He gazed out with longing.

			I asked Faye, “If that’s the case, multiple rounds of recruitment and generational enchanted slumbers—where are the other students from before? Do they become Mistresses and Masters? Do they teach at other schools or—go back to the mundane world or create new communes? Who else has been here before—like you?”

			She answered without looking at me. “There aren’t many of our kind left in the world, or they’re hiding, for good reason. There aren’t many of us here either. Over the past century, Zella has been elevated to Archivist, while I’m not even a grad student, just a tool, as the American boys say. But Grandmistress needs her acolytes, so in the last couple of rounds, Zella has widened her search, to lesser-known variants from far-flung lands.”

			Ambrose waved to the siren boys. “Faye’s referring to me and Petra. We’re JV2 variants. Her mother is one of many Cinderella tales, a popular arc around the world—aspirational, envy-inducing, instructional for ambitious pretty girls in an invite-only society. What about you, Sharon? What do you hail from?”

			I recalled my three-night sleep after camp—the fevered dreams of me as a bear in a cave—with another faceless creature beside me.

			“My guess,” Ambrose answered for me, “is that one of your parents is a little mixed—like Faye’s mom. Who knew the one-drop rule in reverse would benefit kids like you?”

			He lounged beside Faye again. “Not being racist or rude, just honest. I’m meagerly talented myself, despite my family name, but I’ll gladly take my Gentleman’s Cs and Zs. And if being Faye’s sidekick isn’t enough—better than living in Jersey with my parents, who’ve lost everything to serfs and communists and my mother’s legal fees to reclaim her family’s Nazi loot. Actually, turns out I’m a bastard according to Zella’s research. My link to my lady-killer of a distant uncle has resulted in only a few traits.”

			He stuck out his tongue. I expected it to be forked, but it was ultramarine blue. “Sadly, only some of Bluebeard’s musical manipulation and absolutely none of his devilish hair. Not even periwinkle fuzz above my lip.”

			I asked Ambrose, “How come you don’t seem too bothered by this—mandatory group coma?”

			Faye pressed her cheek against his smooth jaw. “My Amby has shared the burden of this knowledge because we’re truthful to each other. He tells me when my outfit isn’t yet retro, merely outdated. He reflects my fatalism when I’m too lonely to bear it—even though he’s only twenty once, not three times like myself. But maybe he is full of despair and simply can’t show it?”

			

			“How can I despair when I’m with you? You’re the only wifey I’ll give the bleeding key to my heart’s dungeon. And maybe you will save me? Put in a good word? Oh, you Ghengish Khunt, you’ve colonized me heart and soul.”

			Faye smiled wanly, raking her fingers in the sand. She drew up her hand, and in the scoops of her long red nails were glittery black grains. She held up a pinkie to one nostril and snorted. Ambrose extended his flask. She poured some grains into it. “Obsidian cools the lava inside us. But Ambrose cares too much about the aesthetics of his septum.”

			“Mineral magic,” I realized. “You talked about the galena crystal radio and the paint on the mask. Petra said you studied mineral conductivity and illusivity. Those voices you summoned on the cliff. Audrey Lee’s mask—those were your words. Is that what you really think of me?”

			I tried not to cry. Not about Audrey Lee or Faye Baek or this entire world-crumbling day and a stomach souring with champagne and everything else dumped on me for my double Alvsdahlian orientation.

			“Who the fuck cares!” Faye cried. “I mean, you shouldn’t care so much. I didn’t know you back then. You’re lovely, Sharon. And sweet. You’re also a child.”

			“And you’ve been one too, for a very long time,” I said without bitterness.

			“Yes, so it’s time for me to grow up, pass on what I know, then fade the fuck out.” She leapt to her feet, grabbing Ambrose’s hand. “Let’s go dance around the fire—the Charleston, Watusi, and Danse Macabre with the red plastic cups and tubfuls of moonshine!”

			Faye led Ambrose away. Once hidden in the darkness, she turned. “The story Zella’s chosen for you seems a good fit; you’re able to see through skins, illumine those around you—maybe someday yourself. And since we’re talking about camp—I recall a much older tale of two creatures enduring side by side. One might’ve been furred and fanged, but I can’t remember more. Because beasts often shapeshift to survive when crossing time and borders, especially those of us who never feel native anywhere—or anytime.”

			She peered across the lake and her expression curdled. The small fire still had its tiny figures around it—but they cast unnaturally large, looming shadows. Six silhouettes in all, charcoal dark like smoky giants, their heads creeping toward us along the water. The next moment, they were gone—the lake-top glassy and still again, melded with the night.
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			V’s Tale

			When I was done reading, it was dark outside. I flipped back to the first page—now blank—though last night a naked woman had crouched here, cloaked in a bear’s pelt.

			I peered deeper into the fibers, trying to detect scraped or peeled surfaces. Instead, I found etched lines and grooves left by the heavy strokes of a pen.

			At my desk, I overturned my pencil sharpener. From its bladed opening, I shook out graphite shavings and rubbed this mineral powder all over the blank surface. What emerged—an engraving of lakeshore and fire at the bottom of the page, with tiny figures dancing around it. Anchored to these were giant silhouettes of men, and within their six charcoal forms were written phrases:

			“Mundanes absorb excess energies, play background parts”

			“Death-like enchanted slumbers, generational academic cycles”

			

			“How long will GM keep doing this? Till what end?”

			What I could read less clearly—smoky lettering rising from the fire to the top of the page. Mostly because I’d ran out of dark shining dust. So I grabbed the glittery green eyeshadow Delia had gifted me for my birthday. Never used it before, rarely wearing makeup. I rubbed this emerald powder onto the rising smoke and read in full:

			“What happened to others before me?”

			“Are they still sleeping? Never awaken?”

			“Who brought Faye here, where did he go?”

			Though the graphite and shimmer green were brushed lightly on the page, once the words were revealed, they darkened, becoming more defined.

			My mom finally awoke. “Oh sweetie,” she mumbled from the armchair, “did you put this comforter on me? Why this rolled-up towel?”

			“Neck pillow, you were drooling.” I swiveled around in my chair and held out the journal, riffling through like a flipbook. “Did you write all these lines last night? I don’t remember the pages looking like this!”

			She stalled, dabbing the side of her mouth with the towel. I didn’t let her off the hook.

			“I was hoping you’d think it was a dream,” she said. “I was hoping it was a dream too, at first, because there’s so much— Oh fuck, does it hurt? I completely forgot—” She dropped to her knees, not daring to touch my arm, but obviously wanting to peel back the bandages.

			“Doesn’t hurt at all,” I lied. “Leave it, Mom. Paper cut, already checked it.”

			

			“No, dear,” she corrected like a mother. “It’s a burn. I treated it last night while you were crying, while I was crying with you. I’m so sorry, baby. Only second degree, healing on its own actually, when you—” She smiled, creepy and annoying in a way that mothers smiled when their kid did something ordinary, but extraordinary to her. Though in this case—totally justified?

			“When I— What did I do? I sorta remember you helping me back to my room—”

			“You told me to ‘untangle the threads’ so you could read them. So I sat at your desk while you slept. The quill lighting my way back, I wrote all night. Not just the old words there before—stories people told me—but also new lines unspooling from my deeper understanding now, because with distance comes generosity and tenderness for others and myself. I remember so much, can feel so much, because of you. Your wound was healing, so I kept going. When I got exhausted, when my hand cramped into a claw, I put my quill down. Dabbed aloe on your burn and promised myself only a nap. But I’ve slept too much, it’s already dark. Please, can I see it?”

			“I’ll unwrap it after you answer me. Is it true—everything you wrote?”

			I could barely get the words out, but I’d wanted to know from the moment I began reading. My heart pounded, skin itched all over. A wild mess of feelings, my mind all over the place. Bit of hope and excitement because I was that kid who loved magic and wanted it to be real and played make-believe till I was twelve, though the other kids called me a baby and a dork. Even Delia, who was into astrology, seances, and crystals, cautioned me I was in danger of becoming that girl, painfully uncool and dreamy in fantasyland, unequipped for the real world. She played it off like she was worried I couldn’t survive, especially as a “hot young woman in a misogynist society.” As if wishing for magic to be true made me an easy mark or victim.

			My mom never said it outright, but I also got the sense she disapproved—burying me in books about history, natural sciences, and so many biographies of women leaders. But if my mom had been keeping this other reality from me—I vibrated with anger and betrayal, being lied to, being made to feel shame. As well as mistrust and terror—because did I know this woman at all? Did I understand my own reality, life, or this world?

			Finally, after chewing her lip and glancing at the quill, no longer incandescent but a fluffy yellow plume, she said, “Yes, it’s true as I remember it. Now your turn. How did you know where to find this? Was it the first time? Did you sense something in your body, your dreams?”

			My mother could keep a secret world from me, hide her past and a million thoughts with her silence—but she’d never been a good liar. I was though.

			Maybe something I got from my dad or my unknown grandpa. For a bit of payback then or because I wasn’t ready to play all my cards, I didn’t tell my mom how I saw illegible shining text and followed the strands down the hallway to her room and the space beneath her dresser. I simply told her it was an impulse, a hunch.

			“And what did you see last night?” she asked. “Over your shoulder I saw—images I haven’t in years—but you summoned them from the past, from my memories— Can you see them now?” She grabbed the journal. “I left this first page blank because—” she flipped to the new sketch I’d conjured with pencil mineral dust and metallic green eyeshadow.

			“Oh, V—, you did it again! Oh my—” She stared as if wanting to dive into the graphite lake and swim to the fire and dance with the giant silhouettes. From her kneeling position, she looked up at me with so much hunger and awe. I noticed for the first time the etching of fine lines on her face. I suddenly felt so much older and bigger than I wanted.

			“You’re scaring me, Mom. This is too much— I can’t believe you’re for real or that this is real— Where did the bear woman go? Was that a dream? Did you see it too?”

			

			“You are so amazing, V—. I suspected maybe but didn’t know for sure— You pulled all these lines out of me. What else did you see last night? Please tell me.”

			“Faces, I think, sketches of trees and leaves, geometric diagrams? Your handwriting twisting and morphing, squeezing into and spilling out of designs.”

			She thumbed through the diary. “I didn’t know you could bring it back! Thought I saw my old drawings last night, but—the pages were blank when I opened it. Then, when you asked me to untangle, everything tumbled out and I wrote from memory and longing. But I didn’t know you could draw out the old— Can you bring back more—their faces, maybe?”

			“I can’t, I don’t know how to! I didn’t do anything!” I jumped out of my chair. “This is fucking nuts— Where’s Halmoni?”

			I charged into the hallway, heading to Halmoni’s room, but she was at the front door, dressed in silk trousers and a silver cashmere twinset with a sparkly headband worn like a tiara.

			“Where are you going?” I demanded.

			“I have a dinner with my ballroom dance team. The widower is picking us all up.”

			“Do you know what’s going on? You must’ve heard?”

			“This is between the two of you, between a mother and daughter.”

			“But you are a mother and she’s your daughter!”

			“Yes, and we’ll have our own shouting match another time when it’s about us. I checked your arm while you were both asleep. Healing quickly now because I put jaungo ointment on it.”

			“Halmoni.” I switched to Korean to make her listen. Also because my Korean was so much better than my mom’s. “Do you know what she was doing at Alvsdahl? Why she came back home? Did she tell you what happened?”

			She glanced at my room’s doorway, where my mom stood, wrapped in the comforter.

			Halmoni replied in Korean, “She wanted to come home and be with me. She was very sad and didn’t want to talk, so I didn’t push her. To be honest, I was afraid to know whatever terrible thing happened to you,” she said, turning to her daughter. “I wanted you to stop hurting. I wanted you home with me, to never go away again. So I slept on the floor beside your bed, while you mourned and grieved for months. Then you finally emerged from your cave, staying out all night for many weeks, searching for something, someone. I thought you’d moved past the pain of not fitting into that other place. So I kept my mouth shut. At least you were out of the apartment, even if wild. Bend a life in a way it doesn’t want, it will break and shatter. So I waited for your return, grateful when you stumbled back to bed in the early dawn hours.”

			To me, Halmoni said, “Your umma was lost for a long while, then she had you, which kept her rooted in this bay beside the hills, so different from the one where she grew up, down south. A new mother, young, unmarried—I didn’t want her to feel the shame I did. So I cared for you while she went back to school, this time nearby. No more seeking far out there for what she lost or whom, but staying home to grow a family and village—for you—and for me as well.”

			Addressing my mother, she said, “Whatever you decide to tell your saekki, make sure it’s for her, not you. If you need to pul-yeo your pain, give it to me. But remember, your pain is not who you are. Part of you, but not who you are now. So ask yourself, does your daughter really need to know everything about you?”

			My mom replied in her halting Korean. “Thank you, Umma. I wish you would’ve told me some of this earlier in my life. But I understand.”

			Someone honked in the driveway—the widower, I assumed. My mother lifted her hand to say goodbye. Halmoni kissed me on the cheek and told me to eat something, that I’d need my strength to deal with whatever was to come. She understood me so well. I was indeed hungry. So I told my mom I was going to Delia’s for dinner.

			

			“But we’re not done! I have so many questions. Don’t you have questions for me?”

			“Delia also asked if I could sleep over since I missed the party. She’s worried I’m mad at her for going without me and— I want to be at the Rosens’ tonight, Mom.”

			“But your arm—and—”

			“Delia’s mom is a doctor.” I ignored the hurt on her face. “Please, Mom. I won’t tell the Rosens anything. I need some space, to get out of this house, get away from—”

			“Look, don’t worry.” I unwrapped my arm to show her my scar—how narrow, barely raised, only slightly rippled it was. “Just a night.” She nodded, exhaustion and worry returning to her eyes, no longer the girl excited to finally have someone with whom to share all her secrets. I felt a little sorry for her. For leaving her all alone, as she usually was. So with backpack over my shoulder, I told her at the door, “Thank you for writing, Mom. I’d like to read more, if you’re up for it. I’ll be thinking about what I’ve read, probably dreaming about it. See you in the morning.”

			She was about to say something but changed her mind, removing the comforter from her shoulders. “Alright, honey, I’ll keep writing.” She folded the blanket and hugged it to her chest. “And I hope when you read, you’ll try to understand, to have some compassion for me.”

			I walked out of the house into the quiet evening, able to breathe freely as the quill-tip slash on my arm burned beneath its bandages. Not painful but persistent and bright, another secret I guarded from my mom—how its sharp clarity felt like release, localized to relieve pressure and provide proof that what was happening to me was real.

			But before ringing the doorbell at Delia’s, I pulled down my sleeves and zipped up my lavender fleece—all the way up my throat.
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			I returned alone to North House, leaving Petra on her shore, desperately trying to do something other than crush glass into sand.

			So magic and fairy tales were real, and I was related to one. Instead of being ecstatic, eager to wield power and craft wonders, I was overwhelmed with anxiety. Was I also a mistake, like Petra thought of herself? I wanted to be done with the endless tests, hoops, and supplementary essays, but in fact I could fail many times more, trapped in a doomed loop with others. I also suspected, though Faye hadn’t said outright, that the tests would continue. Pass/Fail, Wake/Sleep, Live/Die. The judgment never-ending. Another option: Stay/Leave.

			But I didn’t want to leave. How could I without knowing who I could be? How could I leave these others I’d only just met, who entrusted me with their stories and seemed eager to know mine?

			Was I truly ready to know, though, what story my unknown father passed on to me? One thing to get a surprise legacy boost with a bump up the waitlist. Quite another to inherit magic from a deadbeat dad whose Euro-proximity, probably, was the thing to make me desired, a blood-born member of this shadow society determined by white-power fairy tales.

			I also wanted to feel certain in my bones. Feel that I wanted to belong. But mostly, at that moment, I just wanted to lie on a dorm bed in my new room and be alone with my thoughts. But I still hadn’t gone to the registrar’s and thus lacked an ID key card. How would I get in?

			Coming through the woods, I must’ve taken a different path than before, because I approached the western wing of my dorm, on this side of the moon. Here was a garden, fenced with woven branches, and a woman in it weaving chili pepper plants and vanilla vines through a trellis that towered over her head. She wore a wide-brimmed hat of sheer violet and a lilac A-line dress.

			“Hi, are you Ms. Marie?” I reminded myself not to slip and call her Madmother. “I’m Sharon Ghom, roommate of Ruth Huang and—I can’t get in because I forgot to get an ID.”

			“Well, we all gotta start somewhere in search of that!” Her laugh was booming, surprising from such a little body. She sounded unhinged and wacky, also kind. Ms. Marie crossed her garden, opened the gate, then told me to wait while she gestured as if to unlatch an invisible door above the fence.

			“Come in quickly before you let in the chill.” Once I was in, she closed both garden gate and the invisible one above it. “I was hoping you’d drop by tonight,” she added, smiling.

			I followed her through her colorful garden that exhaled so many wonderfully bold scents. Was that a cacao tree and papaya? How many varieties of squash were in that bed?

			“Isn’t it too cold for these plants?” Yet it felt warmer here, even humid. How?

			“My soil has been moved here from their homes, still on this continent so not too far a journey or difficulty in acclimatization. Can’t say the same for all the new students, ha! As for the winter chill—I have some tricks up my bell sleeves. The askutasquash is from around here, of course, name and plants indigenous to this region. Though you can’t see it, I’ve fashioned a greenhouse dome of very thin glass, imperceptible to the mortal eye. Traps in the sunrays reflected off the moon. Hence my lovely hat to shield me from lunar burn.”

			I looked up, squinting in the bright moonlight.

			“Come join me, dear.” Removing hat and gardening gloves, she led me to a round white marble table with two silver-wrought chairs. On the table was a basket of pumpkin tarts.

			“Huh, actually shaped like pumpkins.” I was hungry for the first time that evening.

			“Maple sugar crusted.” She raked her fingers through her spiky silver hair. “I was on the ship that went thataway across the ocean, taking the first jolly round gourds as well as other seeds and buds. Can you imagine what humans ate before over there? None of these delectations in my garden. Even your ancestors lacked the fiery chili pepper which defines their very souls today! Who were the Koreans before they had their pungent, bright red essence of vitality?”

			“Probably salty.”

			“Yes, and those just across that pond hadn’t even a potato nor tomato!”

			“Nor a potahto or tomahto.”

			“Alas, syphilis and smallpox are deadly no matter how you sing about it. I was also on board the ship carrying those first sailors thisaway,” she said, thumbing like a hitchhiker. “Hold your judgment, I am more observer than interventionist. Not even my sisters who remained home tending our cosmic world tree could halt such transformative mass patterns of human migration—willing or forced. We cannot redirect trajectories on that kind of scale, despite what you’ve heard. I myself try to do what I can with a thread here or there that might run counter, that might inspire others to act in kind, or unite and twine to introduce a new motif. I presume you know who I am—to her. Ruthie told me you went out with her tonight.”

			

			I nodded, then bit into a tart to have an excuse for not talking.

			“I do what I can with mending.” She leaned back in her silver chair. “Stitch old gowns into new or stretch language to allow more breathing in a curse. But most of what I can do as former Godmother and now house mother is to convey messages and create conveyances to and fro—metaphorical, not vegetal, though sometimes financial. Thus, I helped to convey you here to Alvsdahl. As for the message—here is a letter from Zella, our Tower Archivist and Librarian.”

			From her bell sleeve, she removed an envelope bearing my name in ink and the official Alvsdahl Library seal. She set this in front of me. I left it on the table because a letter was much more portentous than a pumpkin tart.

			“I am idly curious,” Ms. Marie mused, her spiky hair now curling around her head in demure finger waves. “Does Petra still blame me for her mother? For her own life?”

			I wished that I’d stayed with Ruth, only dealing with these fairy folk after I’d gotten rid of jet lag, set up my room, and gotten my course schedule. But now this other universe sucked me in with all its unexpected possibilities, but also its recognizably exhausting insecurities and suspicions, grievances and hurt. They should all talk directly to each other instead of using me as go-between! But I was a quiet girl with good eye contact when spoken to, with very sympathetic eyebrows that mirrored the emotions of the talker, according to Ms. Gonzales.

			I brushed maple sugar crumbs from my lips. “I’ve only just met Petra and she told me that— Sounds like you’ve traveled a lot and must’ve met other girls, not just her mom? So maybe, your batting average isn’t that bad, with girls who wish for stuff—and stuff?”

			“Oh yes, I’ve met many girls who’ve wanted to run away, transform their destinies, leave their old selves behind in the ashes. I was such a girl myself! Neither the first nor last!”

			“May I ask, why house mother? If you can travel still, couldn’t you find other settlements? The others here don’t seem to regard you with much— They’re obsessed with rank and—” I wanted to take it all back, but Ms. Marie understood and didn’t care. I tried again. “Are you here for Petra? In exile for her? Forced to live with girls who are mostly mundane—which is pretty much how I feel?”

			I couldn’t help thinking of my umma the way Ms. Marie’s gaze swerved from deeply inward to far out elsewhere, in the past or the what-might-have-been.

			“It was my choice to leave, Sharon. And I’m adventuring still with all you new children gathering here. I choose to be house mother because—the mundies are much more capable of wonder! They must seek and discover, reveal and draw out—as opposed to the spoiled, entitled brats who perform magic to compete and overpower. Oh, not all of them, Briony’s a dear. But the others, they generate magic for their Masters but do not create actual wonder, because it’s not personal, not made with another, for another. Human-inspired magic crafted for another human—becoming rarer these days. So no, I wouldn’t want to be Mistress, because there’s no care or teaching, only expectation and judgment.” She sighed, pushing the basket of tarts aside just as I was reaching for another. She leaned forward to hold my attention.

			“I do still hope for Petra,” she said. “I wish I could wind her growth through a trellis. But she’d reject any form I set for her. I fear she’ll cling to those with false power to negate the rejection she’s felt all her life. Could be dangerous for more than herself.” She caught my reaction and tut-tutted her tongue. “I know what you’re thinking, Sharon, many have the same doubts when they first arrive. You do belong here, on both the mundane and magical campuses, for in the liminal is where you’ll find the most potential. I myself left home for that reason—though sometimes I do miss the clarity of vision I had before, when I could see the tapestry in full. Sometimes I can’t remember how this all ends and hope that I’m helping, not hurting—”

			She dropped her smile, slowly turning to stare out into the woods again. Her eyes became glassy, her mouth slack, as a long spiraling vine grew out of her ear. I thanked her for the tart and letter from the Archivist, which I finally got the courage to take. “I’ve got a lot to think about and unpack, but I don’t have an ID key card yet. Can you swipe me inside?”

			She nodded, still not looking at me, while the vine grew a bud at its end and blossomed. Then from her other bell sleeve, she pulled out a plastic card attached to a burgundy lanyard.

			In the photo ID, I was wearing the same sweatshirt I had on then, with her moonlit garden as my backdrop. The card had the college logo and my year and dorm on it. Did the magnetic strip include the secrets I’d just learned about myself and this place?

			Ms. Marie waved away my concerns. “It’s regulation enough, despite your face looking bewildered and dramatically lit. The moonshine brings out certain atavistic features.”

			I stared at the tiny flower still growing out of her ear and thanked her, unsure what she meant by “atavistic” and how I should feel about that. Whatever, didn’t matter. I asked if I could take another pumpkin tart for Ruth.

			Ms. Marie plucked the flower from her ear and planted it in her cleavage so that the bloom peeked above her deep-V neckline. “Come talk to me anytime. Or cry and wail, beseech for my aid, needn’t be under a linden tree or beside a well. That other one won’t have anything to do with me, but I don’t blame myself anymore. Took me centuries to realize—you can try to help others, but they must be willing to listen.” She fluttered her ’60s-style lashes that morphed into flower petals.

			“In loco parentis,” said this Titania laced with acid. “It’s what we promise to parents worrying about their babies living on their own for the first time. But I’d rather you all seek many voices and perspectives to sift through, including from your peers. No one expects you to parent yourself but— Your identities, despite how people talk about it these days here, are a lot more than what’s visible on your face and body. We are so much more than our gifts and talents even, though I can’t convince Ruthie of that. She’s mundane and marvelous, but I adore her most for her decency and kindness. It can take your entire lifetime or more to understand and appreciate who you are, who others are, which will continue to shift and grow—if willing to put in the work.”

			Upstairs, I presented Ruth the tart as apology for ditching her, and as bribe and distraction so I could get to my room and finally be alone. Everything felt dreamlike, and I needed to process while lying down under a blanket.

			“Where’s Petra?” she asked.

			“In the woods.” I was too tired to come up with a lie.

			“Doing what, bird calls? I’ve seen her try to actually command them to do her bidding.”

			I pointed at the violin and music stand in the corner. “Don’t let me interrupt you.”

			“She loves those woods. Should’ve gone to Bennington. Did you two eat together? Smells more like you drank your dinner.”

			I rolled my eyes, feeling policed at multiple gateways while trying to keep track of who was part of which inner circle.

			“Don’t worry,” said Ruth. “I’m your roommate foremost, not your prefect.”

			“How are you a prefect when you’re only a sophomore? Just curious.”

			“Nobody else wanted the job. There are perks. Not like I’m— I’m meeting my boyfriend at a diner in town for some late-night pie. Nick won’t mind if you join. Last time, his friends from the radio station crashed our date. They argue about prog rock a lot but are mostly nice.”

			I told her next time for sure, but that I needed to crash.

			“Took your bags in for you,” she persisted. Trying to make amends or pump me for info? “I’ve got extra sheets and blanket in case you shipped them but didn’t get to the mailroom yet. What did you and Petra do together, if you don’t mind me asking? Haven’t seen her talk to anyone, much less take to them so immediately. I invite her out, but she’s never even said a word to Nick. Ignores him when he visits, so he doesn’t engage with her either! So awkward, like they’re invisible to each other. Who do you two know in common?”

			“Someone from camp. We just chatted. Ran into someone who gave us champagne.”

			“Did you not hear a word of my orientation speech?”

			“Someone Petra knew. We spilled most of it.” My words trailed off as I turned to my door, wishing I could be on the other side of it already.

			“By the way,” said Ruth, not quitting. “Your mom called while you were out. You’ve got your own landline in your room, but I picked up ’cause you haven’t set up voicemail yet. Local calls are free, but if your mom’s in California, you’ll need a phone card. You can have mine. My dad’s in Quincy, my mom’s dead, and my kid sisters call me all the dang time for homework help or whatever. I never use this—so here.”

			She handed me the card that had been on her desk, aligned in the upper corner, waiting to be gifted to me. I took it, wanting to apologize, but Ruth beat me to it.

			“I’m sorry for overwhelming you before,” she said. “Nick says I do a lot of things preemptively, defensively. But a good scientist knows to recalibrate. Like I’m stoked to have an Asian roommate, but I don’t want you to feel like that’s all you are to me. I’ll drop my California presumptions too. And my jokes about Koreans.”

			A twinge in my heart. If I’d never met Faye Baek but had met Ruth Huang first, here or elsewhere, I’d be so grateful to have her as a roommate. I would’ve eagerly looked through her music, books, photos, and her 99 Ranch Market bags, trying to find a connection to show her we had the same tastes and likes, that we were kindred. Or I’d ask about her family, careful not to ask about her dead mom unless she wanted to talk about her, and if she didn’t, I’d ask about her radio-station boyfriend instead. I didn’t know what prog rock was, so I’d ask about the neuroscience books on her shelves, then feel dumb about that, so I’d point to her Slowdive and Blonde Redhead posters, asking if she’d seen them in concert, if I could borrow her CDs.

			But I’d met others here who showed me a more rarefied world than I could’ve ever imagined, and they believed I was one of them, or could be if I tried. Wasn’t the choice obvious? I thanked Ruth for the phone card and shut my bedroom door.

			My umma’s voice grounded me. I told her I was fine and almost believed it. “You’re right, it is very different here. Especially the people.”

			“You’ll be strong? It’s a big move, but you’re there now, so you should stay put and make the best of it.”

			“Yes, Umma.”

			This was how she felt about life in general and about our existence in the universe. We were here now, born without our request or permission—might as well make the best of it. For ourselves and for each other.

			“No regrets?” she asked. “But you can always come back—after you give it a good try.”

			“Yes, Umma.”

			“Anything else you want to tell me?”

			“I should go. Lots to do. Just wanted you to know I was okay. I’ll call again soon.”

			My mother was real and I was still connected to her and the life I knew before, an anchor giving me strength to keep venturing, to explore. I couldn’t tell her everything though. My Korean was very limited. But I did know the word magic, which to me in Korean sounded less enchanting and fanciful. Instead, it connoted sorcery, of elemental forces and cosmic judgment, of mostly punishment and only sometimes reward. Or more frightening—it sounded primal and amoral, with a sense of humor that deemed humans trivial and ridiculous.

			So I didn’t tell my umma. Maybe I could keep this other magical world separate, interpret it for myself, with the kind of fantastical magic I thought I could never expect or ask for, but maybe was entitled to? Maybe I could try to enjoy this for however long, to see what I could do, who I could be?

			Fuck—that sounded like a lot of guesswork. Maybe since Ms. Marie had whipped out my ID from her sleeve, this letter from the Archivist could clear up some mystery too:

			“Please report to the library tomorrow at nine a.m. for work-study duties. Bring this letter as documentation of invite and acceptance. Also, we officially recognize and appreciate your manuscript donation. A call number has been assigned (see below), though it may be revised continually, depending on progress, placement, and declared major.”

			—Zella, Tower Archivist and Librarian
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			The next morning, I walked through the library to delight in the hallowed hush of the main reading room, with its green-shaded lamps casting soft orbs along rows of gleaming tables. The chandelier beckoned me to admire the ceiling’s gilded scrollwork and plaster carvings of spiral vines, curled leaves, and—acorns?

			Very few students were here, as the upperclassmen were moving back into the dorms today, the freshmen still getting orientated. I’d bypassed a few early birds coming into North House, as Ruth welcomed them with Ms. Marie’s basket of tarts. I tried to sneak by, but she asked if I wanted to meet for lunch. Told her I didn’t know how long my work-study would last. Now that I was at the library, I wanted to stay forever.

			On one side of the reading room, tall windows revealed the great wide lawn and the mighty oaks forming a path across the green. On the other side, an upper balcony offered a glimpse of the collection, endless shelves of books promising knowledge and multiple futures. But when I brought my letter to the front desk, I was directed to the basement stacks instead.

			

			Here, the carpet was scratchy, grey and corporate. The rolling bookshelves on tracks were metal, painted beige. No windows, only fluorescent lights. Uniformly bland study carrels in blonde wood along a white wall. A reading area that looked more like a dental office lounge, with vinyl armchairs and blocky side tables. The rotary-wheel handles on the shelves and the nuts-and-bolts look of it all made the space feel cold and suffocating, like a Soviet submarine.

			Suddenly, all the wheel handles turned, the ones nearest me spinning the fastest. The rolling stacks parted. In the widening aisle, a very tall Black woman approached, wearing a Victoriana blouse in sky blue, very high-necked, with sleeves snugly pearl-buttoned along her forearms. She wore flared jeans skimming the floor, but their high waist looked corseted, as if her clothes had been translated across time. Age-wise, she looked like a grad student, late twenties, but seemed younger, more vulnerable, with large, pensive eyes and a full mouth pressed tight. Most striking, she was completely bald and all the more elegant for it. Hair would’ve obscured the proud tilt of her head, the tender curve into her nape, and hidden its gleaming smoothness that glowed burnished and warm, even under the fluorescence.

			“Hello, Sharon. I’m Zella. You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you, so let’s get started.”

			After last night with Petra, Ms. Marie, and the others, I expected books opening into portals or sentences floating off the page to braid into my hair. I also hoped for answers. Like, could I stay and learn till it was time for the slumber, then leave? But that morning, jet-lagged and hungover for the first time in my life, I simply wanted to be amazed and be made amazing in turn.

			Instead, Zella pointed at a dozen book carts, telling me the best way to learn the layout was to shelve. “I’ll bring you lunch at noon, then we’ll discuss your observations. I’m taking advantage of move-in day to get you acquainted, before you meet your assigned advisor.”

			

			“If you’re not my advisor, then why—”

			“Work-study. I pulled strings. More like threw you a golden rope. Though I’m not ranked as a Mistress, I’ve been asking Grand-M for an assistant for ages. She’s granted me one in you. But it comes with expectations for us both, so don’t fail us, please.”

			Though she was towering, I heard a quiver in her voice and nerve. This wasn’t her domain, she was exposed. “I’ll come back to check on your progress later.” She stepped back into the aisle. The shelves rolled in, disappearing her elsewhere.

			I’d forgotten to ask about my manuscript donation. I could search for it according to the call number on my letter, but when I glanced down the ID number was gone. Must’ve been a carrot, dangled as motivation. Tasks and toil I understood though. This was a test I could pass. So I got to work, wishing I’d grabbed some tarts from Ruth’s welcome basket earlier.

			That got me wondering if Petra was still practicing with her crystals. Cinderella had to sort lentils from ashes. Maybe Petra had missed a year’s worth of chances to prove herself here because she wasn’t used to this kind of work ethic, having grown up in an enchanted palace with a glass-legged but still powerful mother. Maybe she declined the menial or tedious labor that would’ve uncovered her magic if she’d done the Miyagi-assigned drudgework. I wasn’t like Ruth, competitive and needing to assess the ranks of others. But Faye had seen something in me she hadn’t in Petra. I didn’t need Petra to fail, but I wanted to be better than her, because—I was the underdog. Wasn’t that the American fairy tale us peasants and immigrants could claim for ourselves?

			Because Petra was like the other girls who’d moved in that morning—bringing in their own furniture and loudly complaining about their dorm rooms, smaller and shabbier than what they had at home, dingier than their boarding school rooms too, apparently. Their fathers parked on the lawn and brought tool kits to install stereo systems and closet organizers. Their mothers dismissed Ruth like she was a pastry maid or caterer, not meeting her eyes or saying hello when she introduced herself as Prefect, only looking at the tarts, shaking their heads no. I’d also tried to avoid Ruth, but it wasn’t the same. Anyway, as I squeezed past all the people coming into North House with their boxes, Ruth loudly announced that illegally parked cars would be noted on her clipboard, that bunk beds could not be dismantled till all roommates arrived to agree. Ruth wielded her little prefect power to prove that she belonged and had a place here at Alvsdahl. I had no power yet, neither mundane nor magical—but I could learn.

			By noon, I’d finished reshelving half the carts. Zella returned through another parting of the rolling shelves. She set down a basket and thermos, and waited till I finished my watercress sandwich with hot cider before asking what I’d noticed.

			“Dewey Decimal’s totally fucked up. Sorry, didn’t mean to curse.”

			She smiled, her shoulders relaxing though she still sat rigidly upright. I might have unconsciously echoed her posture. “Elucidate, please,” she said, “why you find it—vile.”

			“For one, when shelving Nella Larsen’s Quicksand and a book of folklore transcriptions by Zora Neale Hurston, the decimal numbers on the spines took me to the 325 and 326 sections, which are labeled as ‘migration and colonization’ and ‘slavery and emancipation.’”

			“According to the Dewey,” Zella explained, “books by Black authors and about Black subject matter had no other place to be. Literature and histories, Langston Hughes and the medieval kingdoms of Ghana—all shelved here. How would you do it, Sharon?”

			“Well,” I paused, not expecting an impromptu oral exam. “Larsen’s novel should be with American fiction, but the book-flap description surprised me. The protag is Helga, a Black American woman with a Danish immigrant mom who’s long dead. Helga leaves a Black teachers’ college, lives in Harlem, then moves to Copenhagen to stay with her white relatives. This is set in the 1920s, among Danish high society, where Helga has a love affair with a white artist and grapples with desire, freedom, and self-determination. So I wanted to dangle a thread from this to Henry James novels, as well as the Harlem Renaissance. And a whole lotta other diaspora books came to mind too, Asian American ones, considering how Helga struggles to revive her childhood Danish among the Danes and how she searches for her identity and purpose, while journeying through an immigrant parent’s homeland.

			“As for Hurston, novelist and anthropologist—” I felt fortified by the food though wondered if the watercress in my sandwich was actually another plant more stimulating and awakening. “—this particular book of hers seemed more academic, though with some personal framing and tons of transcribed oral retellings of folklore in Southern Black vernacular. There’s a separate section for ‘folklore’ in the Dewey, but if I were studying Hurston I’d want to see all her work together. I could leave a connecting thread here too, but if I did that for more than a few books, the library would be covered in my webbing. Guess that’s what computers are for?”

			I could hear Ms. Gonzales cheering for me across the country, but I also sensed that Zella was extending these lines to me somehow, prompting me for an unseen audience. Made me wonder if this wasn’t a test so much as mutual performance—or audition. For what and for whom?

			“Very good, Sharon. For the reasons you state, Dorothy Porter, librarian at Howard University, created a new classification system by genre and author, building upon the work done by previous Howard librarians. Black authors and subject matter were classified to show their significance and contributions across all areas of art, science, politics, and history. Porter did this in the 1930s, mind you. What else did you notice?”

			

			Emboldened by her approval and heartened by the hot cider, I told her the call numbers with LGBT subjects kept changing. As soon as I got to the right shelf, the book’s numbers would morph. The US history section kept pushing out the history book on the gay rights movement, and the literature section wouldn’t accept the anthology of poems and essays by gay writers. I ran around for hours trying to shelve a few books while the numbers kept shifting like a not-so-funhouse. I even worried that the stacks were cursed with neo-Nazi white magic, trying to crush this foreign girl’s body and spirit. “Amazed I didn’t get shredded by a million paper cuts.”

			“But you didn’t leave, or go upstairs for help.”

			“Figured this was an exercise. That I was meant to struggle. I mean, Dewey was from the late nineteenth, a white guy who was arrogant enough to structure human knowledge. Anyone obsessed with sub-sub-subcategorization, even of books and not people, is totally suspect. Wasn’t logic or design elegance motivating him. I can see why a man from his time would dedicate so many categories for American and Euro lit, languages, histories, while everyone else gets smushed into tiny sub-divs labeled as ‘other.’ Like, literally. ‘Women’s roles in society’ was next to the ‘etiquette’ section. But why did the decimal numbers for the LGBT books change so much?”

			Zella explained that for decades all books on homosexuality were classified in psychology under “mental derangements and neurological disorders.” Even when moved to the social sciences, it was placed under “social problems,” near “crime and pornography.” “This was so in the 1989 edition of the system,” said Zella. “In 1996, just a short while ago, the subject was moved to the 306s of social sciences.”

			She told me how academic libraries replaced the Dewey in the late ’60s and ’70s with the Library of Congress Classification, but the Dewey was still used in public libraries, high schools, and elementary schools.

			

			Eyeing the rest of the un-shelved, I asked what she thought of the new system, hoping my task would go quicker so I could get to the magical-study part of my work-study.

			“It’s an improvement, but still limited by hierarchies and presumptions of what and who fits into general knowledge, importance, and relevance. Those who aren’t part of the dominant narrative require identifiers of Black, woman, Indigenous, and so on for a reader to find an author or locate the book. Do you see why this matters, Sharon?”

			I’d misread Zella. What I’d interpreted as nerves or uneasy fragility was actually fervent hoping. Based on whatever she knew of me, she’d sent me this invitation like a wish carried by winds. Like how I’d written my essay of desired transformation, stuffing all my frustrated want into a bottle hurled into sea, not knowing where the currents would take it. But Zella had gotten my plea. She’d called my teachers so I’d be “hurried along my path.” She didn’t want a protégé to mold in her image. She wanted an accomplice, sympathizer—maybe a friend. I also recognized in her what was intimately familiar—deep loneliness and a need to connect, to be understood. Like looking into a very tall, intimidatingly elegant mirror.

			I spoke more loudly for whomever needed to hear. “We must continually revise our classification system because how we organize our knowledge reflects our view of the world and of ourselves. And those in control can perpetuate their structuring and presentation of knowledge, even if it hinders us all in progress and deeper understanding.”

			Not bad, considering. All those practice essay prompts for the SAT II subject test were paying off unexpectedly. Zella smiled, so I lobbed back, “What kind of system would you use?”

			“Thank you for asking. I prefer faceted-prismatic classification. Ultimately, I rely on my knowledge of all stories in my collection, endeavoring to uncover more and more linkages. Tricky for a card catalog system, but analog magic is actually less fussy than digital. I’d love to show you the collection in my Tower someday, but first you must finish your shelving.”

			Taking basket and thermos, Zella turned the rotary handles in a sequence of clockwise, then counter and back again, with a final Wheel of Fortune spin. “Don’t try to duplicate—if you get the sequence wrong, you might end up in the Dewey section marked ‘unassigned’ or even 125, ominously labeled as ‘infinity.’ I’ll bring you dinner and questions at five.”

			The next book from the shelving cart was an Alvsdahl yearbook from the ’80s. I followed the call number, then, realizing what I could research, hunted backward and all throughout the section. Eventually, I found the yearbooks from the women’s college. I sat on the rough carpet and flipped through, seeking pictures of Faye, beginning with the yearbook from 1930.

			In the black-and-white photos for the Shakespearean Theatrical Society of 1933, I found Faye, wearing a pencil-thin mustache as elegant as her brows, and dressed in a men’s doublet and breeches. Holding a bow and arrow, she was nestled in the lap of another, someone who looked like a young man, with an Elizabethan collar of starched lace fanning behind his handsome face, whose complexion was deeper-toned than that of the others around him. Dressed in a sumptuous gown with a delicate circlet upon his head, he sat on an imposing throne. Surrounding the couple were other troupe members in various poses, costumed as hunters and dryads, fairies and satyrs.

			Who was the young male queen of this Shakespearean Society at the Lady’s Academy? Who was he to Faye? In this photo, she stood out with her black hair and Asian features. She also seemed at home and happy, gazing up at the young man who held her, whose eyes were locked with hers.

			I tried to find more photos of them, but they were nowhere else, not even in the individual student portraits. Only captured here in costume, playing other roles. Was he the hunter who lured Faye here, taking her heart for himself? And what had been scribbled beside the photo in the margin, tucked deep into the stitched binding? Words written in another language—inscribed before the book had been bound—but why and for whom?
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			I wasn’t sure I could check out the yearbook. No barcodes or RFID tags or even a card slip in a pocket. Wasn’t marked as property of the library or Archives either. So I tucked it into my backpack. Something crumpled as I pushed the book in deeper. I withdrew loose papers—Fitch’s MapQuest with his song rec noted in the margin. With everything else that’d happened, everyone else I’d met, I’d forgotten about this. At that moment—high off of textual discovery and library sleuthing, and maybe also jealous of the mystery hunter in Faye’s past—I wanted to read more deeply into Fitch’s note. Maybe he’d coded it—with something personal and promising.

			So I took another research detour and headed lower, down into the music archives. Here the shelves couldn’t be uniform because some of the leatherbound scores were as big as atlases, and because the old sheet music was stored in hanging file folders or collected in binders. Albums and CDs also had their own special shelving. The Music Department building had specialist collections and an instrument library, but the general music archives for all students were still impressive and easy to get lost in. With private listening booths too.

			In the American vocal jazz and blues section, I found a Mildred Bailey compilation released on vinyl in ’51, the year of her death. A purist would’ve taken the album into one of the booths, in order to absorb voice, music, and words as a whole, but I was a reader foremost, and impatient, so I scanned the liner notes to study the lyrics of the song Fitch had recommended.

			But before I could decipher any message, I heard a pretty strand of melody. I looked up to see a sweep of azure hair pass me on the other side of the shelves. Had to be Fitch, but was he strumming—an actual lute?

			I hustled down the aisle so I could pretend to bump into him, but when I got there, Fitch was passing the other end, as if the library had become a moving maze. His music slid into a more poignant minor key, layered with more insistent strumming. I tried to follow but the labyrinth kept shifting, and so did his lute-song, as the initial melody rephrased itself into a question, the why and what-for echoing with climbing repetition, chorded with tension, then unraveling into gossamer strings that wrapped around me. I knew he wanted me to follow, because if I lagged too far behind, he’d stop and keep playing, waiting for me to get closer before moving on. His music pulled me along, hinting at resolution but never quite arriving, leading me into a stairwell where I followed, rhythmically in step, till we ended up right where I’d begun.

			Under the fluorescence, his hair glinted unnervingly blue. Setting his lute down, he turned to say hello but kept his distance.

			I asked, “Did Zella invite you to the library too?”

			“No, I was working with Lantos in the music archives and—”

			Without him playing his lute, there was no music to distract my mind. Just us facing each other. In the silence, I began to worry, suspect, and fear.

			“No, Sharon. I swear I didn’t mesmer you, not magically. But I did play a melody to make you curious. Braided in some phrases I thought you’d recognize, judging by your tastes.”

			“‘In a Sentimental Mood.’” I sighed. That’s why it tugged at my heart so. It was also an echo of our brief exchange in the van. So Fitch pays attention too, and remembers. “But you played it in a way I’ve never heard before, very different from the Duke’s.”

			“I warped, twisted, and recolored it, so you’d find it familiar but puzzling—enough to keep you following.”

			So that’s how he did it—weave music that was known and beloved with something I couldn’t place, just out of tantalizing reach, moving me to meet him and try to understand, and maybe connect. Fitch hadn’t sung any words, but I recalled some lyrics anyhow, including a “flame that lights the gloom,” and wings too. “Why did you need me to follow you?” I asked without accusation.

			“Lantos left me in the music archives with tasks. Doesn’t trust me yet with his personal collections, recording rooms, and devices. Wants me to work in the mundanes’ general library first. I didn’t know when he’d return, and when I saw you—didn’t want him anywhere near you, getting ideas, thinking you could be utilized or incorporated into his— Didn’t want him to see us together. So I drew you away. With my music, yes, but without magic, I promise. Seems to me that by nature, instinct, you’re a very curious person, Sharon, with good taste in music.”

			I took a step closer to show him the album, to show that I believed him.

			He relaxed, smiling more at Mildred on the cover than at me. “Would’ve burned a CD for you, if you’d asked. What do you think?”

			“About ‘Can’t We Be Friends’? Actually, I—”

			“Sure, I guess, since you asked so nicely.”

			“I mean—the name of the song—”

			“Yeah, I know, Sharon. I’m playing with you.” He took the album and sat in the aisle where I’d found the yearbooks. He set aside his lute to examine the liner notes.

			

			I sat at my end of the aisle, maintaining the distance he seemed to prefer. “I wanted to study the lyrics first, then listen—”

			“Oh fuck, wasn’t trying to— There’s no coded message. You’re a fan of jazz standards, so I wanted to share some Mildred Bailey. She’s part Native, but marketed as the ‘white lady jazz singer,’ though she was always proud of growing up on the Coeur d’Alene rez, her mom a full member of the Schitsu’umsh, even talked about Native music influence on her singing. My Link Wray soapboxing wasn’t a one-off. It’s the whole damn reason I came here, to present my Fuck-You Thesis to Lantos and Alvsdahl. Personal project for me too, obviously. But I never intended for you to dig for subtext that isn’t there. Sorry.”

			“I didn’t think it was coded.” I channeled the annoyed confidence of Ruth, since I couldn’t pull off Faye’s aloof sophistication. “I’ll probably be a lit major, and Zella recruited me for this library work-study. So I was interested in the text itself. May I see the lyrics, please? I was in the middle of that before you got all ‘open mic at the library.’”

			I took the liner notes to glance over with a cool eye and thumping heart. But with Fitch looking at me, I couldn’t focus on a single word.

			“So . . .” He drew out the vowel, strummed on his lute and sang, “Can’t we be friends?”

			I laughed gratefully.

			No longer tense or suspicious of the other and mutually forgiven for missteps, we chatted about our given tasks. Fitch was already done. I didn’t point out my remaining un-shelved books.

			“Lantos left recordings for me. I was supposed to listen and compose counterpoints that enhanced his music while cloaking weaknesses or obvious intents. Then record my voice, blending to enrich and amplify his. He expected me to be there all day, I bet. But I was done before lunch, so I added melodic lines to the polyphony that cloaked my own intents and mockery of him. Then I got bored, so was noodling on my oud—when you came along.”

			

			“You were noodling on your what?” Didn’t sound like “wood” exactly, but kinda did?

			“Did you think this was a lute? It’s an oud—Middle Eastern ancestor of the lute.”

			“Oh, it’s beautiful.” I wanted to brush my fingers against the polished wood of its pear-shaped fullness, the geometric mother-of-pearl inlay and delicate carvings on its face.

			From his lapis lazuli hair, Fitch withdrew a gleaming black feather with a long quill.

			“Are you molting?” I asked.

			“It’s a risha, like a guitar pick. Also traditional. This one’s an eagle feather. Lantos wants me to learn his so-called masterpieces as they were composed—on the panpipe, lyre, gemshorn, dulcian, and so forth. I like to piss him off every chance I get, so I’m using this for my recordings overlaying his voice. Fretless, microtonal, perfect for blueing the notes.”

			“Oh, sounds oudiful.” Fitch’s smile made me nervous, so I kept talking. “I’m gathering you chose Alvsdahl specifically for Lantos, but not to study under him like how my roommate talks about famous professors. You came here so you could really annoy your teacher?”

			“Yeah, to fuck up his shit and make him feel like a shitass talentless fraud.”

			“Here I thought you were like the others, coming here as a legacy.”

			His face clouded, his jaw tensed. I’d gotten too comfortable. This is why I should shut my mouth. “Sorry, didn’t mean that was why you got in. I’ve been way too nosy since coming here. Really out of character. Usually too shy to even—” I collapsed like something retractable.

			“You’re right. That’s what’s so fucked about me.” He leaned against the shelves, the feather tucked into his hair. “Sins of the father but also his power. Shame’s all mine alone though. But my dad’s not an alum. Never mentioned this place, not that we spoke much or even lived together.”

			

			“You told Enzo, in the van, how you grew up in international boarding schools.”

			“Good memory. I should be careful what I say around you.”

			“Not taking any notes.” I put up my hands to show my innocence. Though of course, I didn’t need to write things down to remember every single thing Fitch said to me.

			“Yeah, boarding schools, the most authentic Indian experience my white dad gave me. But my schools were for a very specific breed of outsiders—wealthy international kids whose parents moved them around the world, children of career diplomats and such. I was one of the few from nearby. Preferred being at school though, away from my dad’s people, even without knowing the truth about them. Didn’t find out till later, when my hair turned blue and Papa took more of an interest in me. That’s when I went back to school for good, lived there year-round. Left the country when he died.”

			“Sounds lonely.”

			“I always had at least one teacher I liked, a few other weirdos to hang out with. Like growing up on a deserted island with a rotating cast of rich but rootless, emotionally orphaned kids, who created their own home culture with whatever artifacts they smuggled in. Brittany and France was the foreign land, right outside our school gates. Alvsdahl is just slightly bigger, with more guys starting to go bald.” He swept back his cobalt hair, smirking.

			“I wouldn’t have guessed you weren’t American,” I said. “But I wouldn’t know what a guy from Brittany would sound like either.”

			“Lot of the kids at my schools chose to sound posh, but their too-practiced RP was a dead giveaway. Others like me, music geeks or movie nerds, chose to sound down-home Americana. I was the only Native American but wouldn’t know how to fake that accent—or speak the language.”

			“But you do speak French? You don’t sound French at all!”

			

			He smiled. “I do when I speak it.” He chuckled as my face burned hot. He didn’t seem offended though, and I was grateful for this bit of grace extended, and filed away for the future not to make the same assumption about people and their accents.

			“The others assumed I was part Algerian or Moroccan, which politically I’ll accept. No one took me for a Breton, though my father’s people have been for centuries. Got easier when my hair turned blue, ’cause then I was obviously punk or goth, right? Easier for me to represent and claim? Anyhow, I’d known about Alvsdahl, the mini-Ivy, but not its secret. Lantos found me, said he knew my dad and grandad. Claimed he’d heard my music ‘from afar across the waters.’ Probably when I was strumming alone on the beach.”

			“He heard you all the way from Brittany?” I was impressed and very intimidated.

			“No, I was living with my mom then. The Vineyard. Maybe Lantos is right, and I don’t have the right to call the island by its real name. Anyway, I went to live with her after my dad died and I turned eighteen. Tried to reconnect, but showed up on her doorstep looking like the blue-haired devil himself. She tried, I tried. Not so much the people around us. I don’t blame the aunties, but there’s only so much I can take of Métis Bastard and Colonizer Cuz, though I always laughed at Pepé Le Bleu. Still, how they treated me, how they saw me, it felt honest—locals all knew about my dad, they were protective of my mom. I was a specific individual, even if they didn’t try to know me. But here, I’m abstracted—a genetic member of a storied family. So yeah, I’m definitely a legacy.”

			“So sorry about that, really shouldn’t have pried—”

			“It’s fine. Weird as hell though. Unusual for me to talk so freely, reveal so much, but with you—” He scrutinized me from behind his moody blue hair and gripped the neck of the oud, almost as if to swing it like a club.

			

			I had an urge to ask him to play for me. I wanted to pluck the strings too. But that would be too intimate and off topic. I had to say something to show I’d been paying attention, that I sympathized. So, I did my best to echo his refrain, call-and-response, with theme and variation.

			“I don’t even know who my dad is,” I began. “Some assume he’s part white, that I got my ‘origin tale’ and ticket to Alvsdahl from him. But I don’t want to feel grateful or lucky because of him. I don’t have obvious talents that would tell me which tale he’s passed on. Am I supposed to reject his traits or cultivate them? What’ll keep me here, what’ll get me expelled? I should just take advantage of my deeply discounted education, right? If that’s all I’m getting from him. Knowing his identity won’t change how I see myself, only how others see me?”

			“Maybe, Sharon, your origin tale isn’t from him. Maybe it’s not even Euro. Notice how our cohort has more color than ones previous—more than the faculty? Maybe diversity outreach is because they ran out of willing bodies. My dad’s tale is Brittany-bred, branching eastward, but I bet the Masters are hunting for tale-folk farther out. ’Cause if songs can survive across seas, generations, languages, wouldn’t stories, too, echo across continents? I mean, if it’s resources in human form they’re after, would be stupid to stick to recent, arbitrary borders.”

			I nodded, not really following but trying to mimic his world-weary cool steeped in melancholy, how he was trying to open my eyes to the truth in a way that was only slightly patronizing. But he was a year or two older and from Europe.

			“As for our dads,” he offered, “I’m here because of mine, but I’m seeking my own elders. Turns out, the mundanes’ music archives have an amazing collection of 78s and the right gramophones too. I’ve been analyzing a lot of Charley Patton, Father of the Delta Blues, and I swear I can hear Choctaw influences. Driving beats, drumming on the guitar, melismatic wailing. People say he was part Native, Cherokee or Choctaw, as well as Black.”

			

			“Part of your thesis project?”

			“I’m teasing out strands to trace their origins, how Indigenous music melded with influences from West Africa and the mixed community of the Delta, becoming something new. My cousins see me as a punk-ass white boy and my mom’s afraid to be in the same room as me, but I can find other ways to be Native.”

			“In the van, you were helping me stay awake from Lantos’s music, his trance that made me sleepy. But your music—it’s different, right?”

			“Hell yes, and I need you to believe me!” His intensity made me glance away. “I came here to study with Lantos to figure out how not to use music like him, like my dad. Reverse engineering. Figure out how Lantos does it, make sure he can’t anymore. Maybe with destructive interference—cancel out his voice with my sound waves, same amplitude but with inverted phases. Or end him in another way—that’s more permanent.”

			Were the shelves rolling inward? Why was it getting harder to breathe?

			“I’m not talking murder, Sharon, not exactly. I want to get rid of Lantos and his magic, so I can keep making music, but in my own way, different from him and my dad. ’Cause I can’t give up the only thing I love. Music is how I make sense of the world, make sense of myself. My mom loved music too—before she became terrified of its power. Entire year I was living with her, I wasn’t allowed music. So I sang on the shore by myself—that’s how he heard me.”

			Fitch wrapped his hand around the oud’s delicate neck. “At least my mom got away before he could—” Grimacing, he tightened his grip, painfully it seemed, then released his hold, exhaling. “Claims he was trying to be a better man for her, but had to split into two for that. Master compartmentalizer, especially of women and their bodies. My mom ran away. Wanted to take me too, she says. Claims she’d planned to return for me. But when we were together on her island, I could smell her fear and my resentment, and the truth that I’d never really forgive her. So now I’m here.”

			I couldn’t tell him I felt too young and inexperienced to understand men like Lantos and Fitch’s father or Fitch himself. That it scared me a little to be with him. That I didn’t know how to handle my own thoughts about my body and my desire, how I was curious to press into the wounds of others and have them press into mine.

			He tugged the sleeves of his black sweater over his hands. “What’s truly fucked is that I try not to use these advantages, but people give them to me anyway because I have his name, his coloring. I hate that this is how the world sees me.”

			I wanted to tell him I didn’t see him that way, but did it matter when I barely knew him?

			“I’m more gifted than Lantos,” Fitch muttered, sinking deeper into himself. “I’ll learn how to restrain him, which will help me control myself so that— You go to fucking hell!”

			Fitch pushed me back with the force of his words. We hadn’t moved from our respective places, but his fury wrenched through my body. I grabbed the shelves to stabilize myself. In shock, more confused than afraid, I stared back at him, unable to reply.

			“Why did you do that?” he cried, more frightened than anything. With both hands, he shoved books off the shelves so they landed at my feet as a barrier between us. He tripped over his oud. It twanged and jangled like my nerves.

			“What are you—” I wanted to reason with him, defend myself, calm him down. But I also took a few steps backward, my gaze searching for the nearest exit.

			“Can’t believe I fell for your shy Asian girl act, this whatever you’re doing! Here I was afraid that I’d— But you’re the one breaking doors, snooping in places you shouldn’t— Attentive listening, asking questions, sharing about our dads. I’d know if you were enchanting me though, wouldn’t I? How do you make me talk so easily? Who are you? ”

			

			Fitch grabbed his oud and ran off. I wanted to laugh and cry and break something. I needed an action to ground me, to occupy my mind. So I picked up all the books he’d shoved, placing them back neatly, as was my duty and assigned task. The tactility of restoring order connected me to my reason for being here. I would not be pushed away. And if I was being accused of something, causing someone to flee from me, I needed to understand why. 
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			Everyone asked me my origin tale to protect themselves or figure out how to use me. I didn’t want to strategize or play games. I only wanted to know who Fitch Byrd-Sossamon was—this person I’d wounded as soon as he’d revealed some veiled part of himself to me.

			So I went to the fairy tales section and read as much as I could. Hours and hours and dozens of stories later, Zella appeared, crouching from her towering height to place another basket before me. Noticing my carts of un-shelved books, she asked, “What have you been doing all this time?”

			“Seeking my origin tale.”

			“If you’d finished your job, you would’ve found it. There—”

			Zella pointed at the last cart. From its bottom shelf, I retrieved a leather portfolio and my sparkly unicorn diary. Fancy that. I was dumbstruck, bit tickled too.

			She told me to open the portfolio and remove its parchment, which was blank. She poured tea then whispered into the steam and blew the words “Raspberry rampion rooibos” onto the surface. A handwritten note appeared in darkening red-brown ink. She sipped, gesturing for me to read.

			“On the other side of this vellum is a variant of ‘East of the Sun and West of the Moon.’ This is the identity I’ve chosen for you to give you cover, to take shelter within, to disguise yourself with and wear as your skin as you please. This is what Grand-M and others believe to be your origin tale. It features mythemes and motifs that rhyme with those in the nascent tale you’ve been writing in your diary since you were a child.

			“When you first wrote in your diary, it thrummed within my collection in my Tower. I could feel its intended place on my shelves. I believe you are writing a variant unknown to us and recovered by you, or one that will be illuminated when ready. I’m entrusting you with this diary once again, so you can continue to grow what you’ve started in these pages, so it can encompass all that it needs and wants, and thereby strengthen its magic and yours too. When it is ready, you and this book will both be welcomed into my Tower.”

			Before I could read my cover story, Zella shook her head, eyeing me as if to say not here, not now. “There’ll be more classification exercises for you another time. With what you’ve shown thus far, I’ll persuade Grand-M that I should continue training you as my apprentice. Good work today.” The stacks started to rumble and roll again.

			“One last thing, Sharon. You should use your journal to gather your notes, observations, and recollections. For an Archivist pays attention to details with respect, listens carefully, and preserves with love and care for future readers. Speaking of which, some archive materials cannot be checked out of the library. Also, RFID stickers sometimes do not adhere well to our oldest tomes, as they are bound in delicate skins with stitching easily loosened and pried apart.”

			

			Cover Story, Written on Vellum, 
by Zella for Sharon

			There once lived a poor man with three daughters. One winter evening, during another paltry supper of old bread and cabbage soup, a Silver Bear came to their door. He asked the man, a widower, for one of his daughters to be his wife for one year. In exchange, the man would wake the next day in a large house with more gold than he would ever need. The Bear also promised that no harm would come to this girl.

			The eldest daughter assumed the Bear wanted her, for she was a great beauty. She screamed, “I’ll not marry a horrid beast!”

			The Bear replied, looking at her, “Neither would I.” He asked the man for his strongest, bravest, kindest daughter.

			The middle daughter shrieked with laughter. “Then it’s our little sister you want! She’s strong as a boy, looks like one too. She’s brave like a soldier, says our father, and so kind that you’ll cry from boredom. Go on, little sister, claim your husband. I doubt anyone else will have you.”

			The man howled, begging the Silver Bear not to take his most beloved, who was indeed the most strong, brave, and kind. But she stepped forward. “Do you promise that my family will have enough to eat for the rest of their days?” The Bear promised, and despite protestations from her father, the girl climbed onto the Bear’s back and was taken deep into the snowy forests.

			The Silver Bear took the girl to his palace. “I must leave you now,” he said, “but whatever food, drink, or material comfort you want will appear if you wish for it.” She knew of the old warnings not to eat fae food lest you remain with them forever, but she was so hungry that she feasted anyhow at a sumptuous table in a grand banquet hall. Afterward, she explored the palace rooms, candles flaming alive as she passed them in the corridors. There were rooms where she could play music, paint, or dance. A courtyard flower garden where she could sit in the starlight. She only wished to sleep, however, so tired and overwhelmed was she. Candles in another corridor lit up to guide her to her room, where she laid herself upon a thick feather bed and drew the soft covers over herself.

			In the middle of the night, she awakened to discover that beside her in bed lay a sleeping figure. Thinking it was only a dream, she went back to sleep. When she awoke in the morning, the person was gone. The next day, she wandered the palace again and ate alone again and at night she went to sleep by herself. But in the middle of the night, she woke to see the same figure beside her, breathing softly, their sleeping face veiled with shadows. She wished they would speak, but the other would not awaken. How cruel, she thought, for the Silver Bear to trap this other in her bed and not allow them to even speak to one another.

			The next day, upon waking, she stayed in bed and wept. The Bear appeared at her doorway asking why she was crying, if she wanted another room with amusements to be conjured for her. She said she was lonely and missed her family. He told her he’d take her to visit them today, but that she must return with him in the evening. And most important, she must not tell her family, especially her sisters, about anything she’d witnessed in his palace. She promised, and off they went, with her on his back. She held on to his fur and lay her head between his soft, warm shoulders to keep the wind out of her face.

			The girl was taken to the same place in the forest where her family lived, but there was a large stately house where the cottage had once been. Her father and sisters came running out to see her. She slid off the Silver Bear’s back, and he ran off, disappearing into the woods. Her father wept with happiness that she was still alive. She assured him she was well taken care of. He showed her the food in the larder, the elegant furniture, and the chest full of gold.

			The sisters, however, were jealous of the girl’s fine clothes and the pearls woven in her hair. They believed she’d won more than they in this arrangement. They begged her to tell them of where she was living, how many fine things she’d been given. They wheedled and taunted and rebuked, accusing her of haughtiness when she told them she’d promised not to divulge. Finally, she told them all. When she mentioned the person beside her in bed, they gasped, saying he must be a troll, that she’d been sold to a troll husband. They told her to light a candle the next time she was with him, to inspect his face and see how truly hideous he was. “Then come back right away and tell us of his ugliness, so that we may feel better about ourselves.”

			Well, that’s what they were thinking, but what they really said was: “If he is indeed a troll, then you must run away, for he will eat you. Here, take this candle and see for yourself whom you’ve been sharing a bed with all these nights!”

			Later, after she returned with the Silver Bear to his palace, she thought about her sisters’ advice. She didn’t entirely trust them, but they’d succeeded in stoking her curiosity and loneliness. So, in the middle of the night, she lit a candle and drew closer.

			The figure beside her was the most beautiful she’d ever seen, a young person seemingly both male and female—and neither—a being for whom such distinctions were useless and banal. Elegant brows, dark and thick as sable, lay peaceful in sleep, while trembling lashes betrayed fervent dreams. The strong nose, curved and long, pointed down at the tip, as if to emphasize the lovely mouth, drawn like a delicacy, set against a sharp jaw. Instead of hair, however, the person’s head was covered with long crimson and gold feathers, flame-like. Her gaze and candlelight followed the feathers down the back— Were those wings?

			

			In shock, she tilted her candle, dropping hot wax onto the sleeper’s shoulder. The creature screamed in pain, then ran out of the room.

			The next morning, the Bear appeared again in the doorway and explained that the girl had to go home. On his shoulder, the silver fur was singed in three spots, the skin scarred red and rippled.

			“Why are you banishing me?” the girl asked.

			“I am a prince, cursed by a Troll Queen to live as a beast. However, if you’d slept beside me for a year in the darkness, I would’ve reclaimed my true visage and become free of her. But you looked upon my face last night. So now I must marry the Troll Queen’s daughter. Still, you will return home with the riches I promised.”

			“But I don’t want riches. I only want—”

			Before she could finish her words, the girl found herself back in the woods near her house, with a chest beside her overflowing with gold and jewels. Leaving these behind, she ran into the forest, trying to remember the way back to the Silver Bear.

			But when she got there, he and his palace were both gone, leaving a snowy field in their place. And where her bed had been, the snow had melted, baring the earth in a round. In the center of this, a single feather shone like a flame. The girl held this promise of forgiveness in her hand, and its heat ran through her body, giving her courage. She walked along the circle’s edge, and when the golden plume brightened, she walked in that direction into the woods. Deeper into the forest dark, the feather lighting her path . . .

		
	
		

		
			14

			I was hunched in a dorm shower stall with the story Zella had given me. I’d hidden here to escape Ruth. She’d wondered where I’d been all day, returning with so much secrecy and a loaded backpack. So I snuck out to the communal bathroom to read in private, in a damp stall behind a mildewed curtain. While reading, my heart raced and my body felt feverish, but I didn’t realize my hands were actually burning hot, smoking almost, until I’d finished the tale. And now I was choking on the stench of seared animal hide and fruity body gel residue. The parchment edges were singed, but the story itself would not burn. Palms bright, I turned on the shower. The tale hissed and curled.

			The plastic curtain whipped aside, and there stood Petra. What was it with this girl and drapery? She grabbed the story and blotted it between the folds of her nightgown. She stopped when she saw my hands still steaming though the water was shut off.

			“Your Mistress must’ve given this to you in vellum so it wouldn’t burn,” she said. Her eyes darted over the words, recognizing more than I did. “I doubt she expected you’d drown it instead. This ink is somewhat fresh, despite the old calfskin. This was recently written for you.”

			“How do you know the ink is ‘somewhat fresh’?”

			“I can sense what was once living,” said Petra, “in things now dead. Traditionally, ink was made with animal glue, from hide or horn or tissue. Boiled and rendered. This vellum is of highest uterine quality; the calf was stillborn—or unborn.”

			“Unborn? How— Never mind. So disintegrating glass isn’t the only thing you can do.”

			“I suppose, though I don’t understand it enough to make something of it. And yet you, only arriving yesterday, ignorant as a babe— Have you been with your Mistress all day today? Is this what she gave you, your origin tale? What can you do that is so worthy? Why am I the only one not called, cast aside?”

			Petra searched the inked skin of the vellum and my face, trying to figure out how I was any different, any better than her. Then she flashed her tearful gaze at me with envy both bitchy and heartbreaking, with something else unnerving. “Your story, Sharon, is merely a Nordic variant of the Beastly Bridegroom tale type. Are you the Beast’s daughter perhaps?”

			I wanted to run to the mirror to check for fangs and fur. But Petra wasn’t built for sustained viciousness. She broke down in tears as she thrust the vellum back at me, then ran out and down the hall.

			What could I do when another girl accused me of being beastly and undeserving of attention from others, who then ran away crying? Not much else I could do but go after her—especially since she was my roommate, who’d poured her heart out to me my first day while crumbling so much crystal at my feet, desperate to prove that she belonged here too.

			I knew how it felt to be unseen, unwanted. I also recognized that though we were quiet, we both harbored a burning certainty of our worthiness. We were unappreciated because others were limited. Maybe they lacked perceptiveness, or we were beyond their comprehension.

			In her mother’s story and the one Zella gave me, some sisters are left behind or excluded from the ball or palace of riches, or separated by a marriage that catapults one into another class. Some sisters envy and sabotage or punish each other, even with eye-gouging wedding doves.

			I didn’t want Petra to think I’d chosen this or that it had to be this way. So I rolled up the vellum to stuff into the kangaroo pocket of my hoodie. Wearing the shower slippers that Ruth had recommended, I ran after Petra out the back door, chasing her into the moonlit forest—while hoping I didn’t transform into some were-creature halfway through the woods.

			Petra was quick on her bare feet. By the time I arrived at her little beach, she was no longer crying, but digging into her trunk, looking for things to crush.

			“I’ve only met with Zella the librarian for my work-study job. She’s not a Mistress.” I sat beside her. Whatever part of me had gotten wet in the shower was now inexplicably dry. I even felt hot in my sweatshirt and flannel PJ bottoms.

			Petra removed a crystal decanter, then broke it against the trunk. She held the jagged base, a blossom of dagger shards, and was about to press her other palm onto this. I grabbed her wrist.

			She was astonished as the decanter instantly sifted into iridescence between her fingers. She placed her hand over mine, the one gripping her. I thought she wanted me to release her, but she laced her fingers with mine, exploring their tenderness in between. She was reading me—my skin, nails, pores, and veins, whatever she sensed was worth deeper examination.

			“East of the Sun and West of the Moon,” she said. Petra guided my hands down to the sand between us, to shape the grains and mold them together. “The variant on the vellum is mostly Norse, but a little not. The heat from your hands—your palms burning with light—must be how your body interprets the lamplit revelation. But this telling that Zella gave you hews closer to its Eros and Psyche ancestor—especially with the feathers and wings.”

			She trickled the sparkling sand over my hands. The sensation pleasurable and calming, susurrous grains brushing against my skin. “The sleeping figure with feathers and wings,” I whispered, “made me think of a Sky God, or Son of the Sky.” I kept to myself that such a figure existed in Korean myth, in the oldest of stories, and in my three-night fever dream.

			“Sharon, your hands have cooled. Can you command the heat?”

			“Nope, not at all.”

			“You weren’t burning the story. It was manifesting—being embodied in you.”

			I couldn’t explain that though this was supposed to be my cover identity, reading it felt like recognition leading to awakening, then hunger. I’d wanted to dig between the lines and curl myself around the words, to transform within this tale—to make it mine.

			“It’s a relief,” I told her instead. “I can finally see what’s been creeping in the shadows of my mind all my life.” I didn’t mention that I could also hear the growls, purrs, and soft padding of paws around me. “As for the burning, I didn’t realize till I smelled it. Can smell it even now.”

			I didn’t tell her that the silver hairs at my nape had also stiffened, like hackles rising. Or that something stung and prickled along my shoulder blades. So much happening in the shower stall, I couldn’t keep track of all that was shifting—my sense of reality, my own body, and how this Norse fairy tale felt more familiar to me than I expected.

			From her trunk, Petra withdrew a slender vase, gold-tinted and long, as if meant for a single calla lily. “I understand,” she said. “It’s your mongrel ancestry that makes you so attractive to the Grandmistress—whereas I’m merely the daughter of a broken princess.”

			I preferred Petra aesthetically diaphanous rather than emotionally transparent. But she’d been waiting for over a century to be noticed, so I sighed instead of showing my hurt.

			She balanced the spindly vase in her palm. A single zig-zagging crack spread from bottom to top, cleaving it into halves that fell to the ground. I let her feel sorry for herself. After a while, I asked, “Your mother—you shattered her. Was that the only way you could leave her?”

			“I only meant to break off a heel. To take a part of her with me. To make her pay. To make her see. So she’d remember me. And for one hopeful and terrible moment I thought I’d broken her curse—our curse. Because I thought I could actually turn glass back into flesh. And that might’ve been more tragic for us both. But the fissure crept and spread, ever branching. So I pushed aside her silks and tried to hold her together with my body, but her leg crumbled into sand. She didn’t notice, remained in her bed, humming a dancing tune. I lowered her skirts, drew the coverlet over her, then, with her glass heel in my hand, followed Faye out the door.”

			On the opposite shore of the lake, I spied giant silhouettes, shaped like men, darting among the trees. Six of them—but I couldn’t place this in any of the tales I’d read.

			“You had to break out,” I told Petra, keeping my eye on the shadows. “You were imprisoned. Even if she was your mother—how could you stay with her?”

			“But she was the one with magic! Why am I here, when all I can do is—”

			Petra grabbed the broken halves and pressed them together, seeping a trickle of gold into her lap. She used her brute force to prove her worth for those who didn’t care to notice, so all her energy resulted in self-loathing, so much hatred directed inward that she was becoming a black hole. I wrapped my hands over hers—to stop her from hurting herself, to contain her sadness and remind her I was here with her.

			I slipped my fingers between hers to loosen her grip. I held her slender hands as if I were wrapping my arms around her to convey my sympathy because I couldn’t really understand her pain—couldn’t imagine being ignored while trapped by my mother all my life. Then to finally be in the outside but neglected still. Any words I’d offer would be hollow. All I could do was cradle her hands and bring them close to my chest because they felt so fragile and cold.

			Petra was also shocked—or was that alarm? Was I hurting her? But she wouldn’t let me go, tightening her grasp almost painfully. Then I realized that the stunning cold of our hands was actually a scorching heat. Nerve endings and thermal receptors overwhelmed, unable to process, confusing a burning for a freeze. From whatever friction or overlap in our stories, our palms melded the broken halves of the glass together. When Petra released me, we bloomed our fingers apart, revealing a crudely shaped hourglass. Asymmetrical and lumpen but wondrous, with fine golden grains flowing through its tapering middle.

			Petra transformed too—no longer the doubtful girl or envious teen. She was more substantial, knowing and beautiful in her self-possession. “We made this,” she said. “You and me together. Your heat is alchemical. And I finally created something—because of you.”

			I felt a surge of pride and an adrenaline high that made me want to grab her and have us make more things together—a glass ship out of this entire shore even!—but my high crashed sooner than expected because of the chilling look in Petra’s eyes. Her initial joy was poisoned with resentment and suspicion. Her expression asked what Fitch had—who are you, what role do you play in my story, will you get in my way, take what I want from me?

			I could’ve told Petra that this was all her magic, though that would’ve been a lie. Because I could still feel my skin tingling. And though I’d felt her drawing the heat from my body, from within my spine and across the blades of my shoulders, I was the one to shape and mold the glass, to imbue our creation with beauty and meaning. I crafted with the intent and desire to take what was crumbling in Petra and press it tight and whole again, while letting her light flow through her more visibly. Because this is what I’d wished someone could’ve done for me when I cried alone in bed, especially in my early teen years, to hold me tight together when I felt like everything was falling apart, to mold me into something the world could appreciate more. I had my mother to love me, unlike Petra, but my umma didn’t feel the need to shape me differently, so her hugs were only for comfort and togetherness—not transfiguration.

			Then from across the lake, a gondola glided toward us. Standing at the front was a woman with bone-white skin and bloodred lips and black hair molded in waves, caressing the sides of her face. She wore a clinging silver gown that concealed her neck, with sleeves extending past her wrists. The dress, like liquid mercury or a molten mirror, skimmed over her breasts and hips, then flowed around her feet and over the prow. Behind the vessel in the V of its wake, floating along the lake-top, were six Shadow Giants, three on either side. I didn’t know if they were moving the gondola or trailing behind, tethered to someone else’s will.

			Petra stepped into the water. I stayed in place, shivering for the first time that night.

			“Finally,” said the woman. “Thank you, Sharon. Petra will come with me now. We’ve lost so much time with this one.”

			I knew who she was. Her gown cascaded over the boat’s edge, slinking along the moonlit water to form a quicksilver bridge. Petra crossed over to join Grandmistress. The Shadow Giants pulled the boat back, casting an opposite wake that rippled, ever-widening, toward me.

			Then it began to snow. The first of the season, the first of my life. But instead of falling, this snow was rising in a circle around me. Not snow, I realized, but mineral particles raised from the earth to keep me caged in my place as I watched Petra and Grandmistress glide away.

			Before long, the crystalline powder came crashing down, but what I’d made with my own hands was still here. I picked up the hourglass, no longer burning bright but still humming with the memory of creation. I’d accepted that magic was real, seeing others perform and boast. But now, magic was no longer just an added dimension of this world, it was an added dimension of me. I possessed magic, could marvel at what I’d created. Thus I had to cultivate and strengthen this gift—or risk losing it.

			Of course, it fucking annoyed and baffled me too, that Petra was the only one who got credit and recognition, along with a midnight cruise with the woman in charge. I reflected Petra’s resentful envy back at her across the waters as she left me far behind, alone on the shore.
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			I tried to sneak into my room to avoid Ruth. But soon as I opened the door, I saw her in the common room, sitting on the floor with her back to me, placing CDs into their jewel cases. A boombox was beside her. “Sorry, Nicky babes,” she said. “Can’t do any ‘just one mores,’ need to get ready for classes.”

			“It’s not Nicky babes—it’s me.”

			Ruth turned, her ponytail askew, her mouth puffy and pink. Did I miss a scrunchie on the doorknob? “Oh, Nick just left a second ago. You must’ve run smack into him.”

			“Didn’t see anybody.”

			“Maybe you’ll meet next time. I’m sure you’ll actually talk to him, not like Petra.”

			“You look busy, so I’ll—”

			“This is just me expanding Nick’s boundaries. I’ll be done tidying, then you can have the common room to yourself.” She returned to the CDs. I’d rebuffed her a few times already, and it was getting awkward. So though I wasn’t in the mood, I knelt beside her to help.

			“How are you expanding his boundaries?”

			

			Ruth paused her CD-sorting to smile. After everything today, it felt good and simple to extend a tiny kindness about such very normal things.

			“I already told you Nick’s a student DJ for the college radio station, right? His show’s called ‘Spinning the Nicks with Nick.’ His excuse to play his faves by various white dudes named Nick. All good music but— My Nicky’s not vain, per se, he’s just really loyal to his concept. Whereas I’m the one who wants a compilation CD someday, with all the songs about me, composed by my various lovers.”

			I picked up a couple of Nick Cave CDs—Tender Prey and The Firstborn is Dead—matching them to their plastic cases.

			“I’ve been pushing Nick to mix things up. Played him my fave classical, modernist, shoegaze, then we ended up playing what we love for each other yet again. Our game of ‘Just one mores,’ back and forth. An opening or riff reminding us of another favorite. Stravinsky and Skunk Anansie from me, Pentangle and Jackson C. Frank from him.”

			“So he does know more than just the Nicks. What’s with the namesake concept?” I matched another Nick Cave disc—A Good Son—with its jewel case.

			“He says he’s too shy to talk to people but still wants to put part of himself out there. He does these mash-ups but calls it bastard pop. Says that’s the UK term, but I think it’s his way of dealing—’cause Nick doesn’t know who his dad is. And he’s pretty sure his mom’s actually his adoptive mom but won’t confront her about it.”

			This place was a vortex. So many of us with unknown or absent parents drawn here, drawn together. Ruth’s dad was alive and doting, but her mom died when Ruth was in middle school and she became more than big sister to her little siblings. Of course, this was a jumping-off point for many fairy tales too: a parent dying to mark a change of fortune, or to usher in a new guardian to take over and banish the foundling to the attic or the forest—or to college. But all I could actually say was: “Oh.”

			“Yeah, his mom’s a nurse in the town hospital, working and stressed all the time. He totally adores her and never found the right time to ask.”

			“Why does he suspect?”

			“When he applied to Alvsdahl, he went through his old records and found his birth certificate. Says he could just tell it was forged or tricked up somehow. That whenever the topic of parentage comes up, his mom spaces out. On top of this family drama, even as a full-time student here, he still feels like a townie outsider because he’s lived in Alvsdahl his entire life. There’s a class difference between the white people in town and those who go to school here, in case you haven’t noticed. Plus, he and the other DJs rarely leave their basement station, otherwise known as the Cave. Nick says his ‘transmissions,’ as he calls them, are how he tells the world he exists. Like he’s from another planet, or dimension.”

			Did Nick ever hear back from anyone, I wondered? I told Ruth the next time he came over, I’d love to meet him. “How often does he leave the Cave to come see you?”

			“Don’t worry, we’re not one of those couples. I’ve got an ambitious schedule, a literal five-year plan. But I am forcing him to take a class with me so we can see each other for study dates, in sunlight, in public. It’s for a lit credit, so I let him choose and he picked this Social Climber archetypes class. Unexpected, but should be easy enough.”

			“I’m taking that too. Was signed up for it by my advisor, whom I know nothing about.” The full title was “Social Climber/Fallen Woman: Female Literary Archetypes,” which felt cautionary or incriminating when I first read it. But with Ruth taking the class too, maybe I’d feel less self-conscious? Though part of me wished I didn’t have to share class space with her in addition to our common room. “Why do you think it’ll be easy?”

			

			“Anything other than my usual courseload tends to be easy. Let’s leave it at that ’cause I don’t want to offend in case you end up a lit major. You have any clue what you’ll be yet?”

			“Still undecided since yesterday.”

			“Hope you don’t end up uncertain for too long, like Petra. By the way, I saw you two out back.” She hooked a finger through a CD and checked out her reflection, trying to appear casual but failing. “I wasn’t spying, I swear. Was practicing my scales at the window and saw her running into the woods, then you right after her. She still out there, alone? You two okay? ’Cause, roommate dynamics are tricky and you’re a new element, not that Petra and I are that tight. Just wanna help. ’Cause Petra’s a tough one to crack.” She gave me a knowing smile, flashing the CD’s mirrored side at me. “I get you though, ’cause you’re more like me.”

			Until her last statement, I was thinking how easy it was to be with Ruth. Was even tempted to tell her everything, show her the yearbook and ask if she knew cryptography to decode the hidden inscription. I would’ve asked her why Petra was taken on the boat instead of me. Then also asked her to absolve me of my envy, so quickly erupting after I’d felt so much sympathy. But then Ruth made me feel completely explicable, therefore dismissible, without any mystery, surprise, or contradiction.

			A letter slipped under our door. Ruth jumped to get it and opened the door, but no one was there. “It’s for you,” she said with disappointment. “Check out this gorgeous calligraphy and wax seal, damn. You rushing a sorority, anachronistically? Or do you have a time-traveling secret admirer?” She tried to peer over my shoulder as I read the letter.

			“It’s an appointment for me to meet my advisor,” I said, “at the end of this week. With a Professor Grünhartz. Do you know who that is?”

			“Holy fucking hell! Dr. Grünhartz is rarely, if ever, a mentor to anyone—only once-in-a-blue-moon science prodigies!” Ruth went on to explain with hyperventilating speed and passion how he’d studied at the most prestigious universities in Europe—specializing in biochemistry, geomagnetism, and zoology—with professorships in Salamanca, Prague, and Heidelberg. Because he didn’t teach regular courses—only occasionally lecturing on the history of science—the student body believed he was a fugitive scientist, granted political sanctuary or allowed by the trustees to perform his experiments in secret.

			“Why me?” I asked.

			Ruth’s owlish glasses were smudged, but her scrutiny was like that of a jeweler or a dog show judge. “I have no fucking clue. You told me you’re taking Intro to Chem and what’s basically Rocks for Jocks. Even your humanities courses are basic—you’re taking the same archetypes class that I’m using to hang out with my boyfriend. I placed third at Westinghouse and I was a Presidential Scholar. Yeah, Sharon—of all people, why you?” She was about to say something else but shut her mouth and withdrew to her room, closing the door.

			I finally reached my room’s refuge and was about to call my umma, but saw Ruth’s phone card on my desk and chose not to. Mostly out of pride, but also because I was tired. If it weren’t for the exhausting encounters with Fitch, Petra, and Ruth, I would’ve asked my umma about family legends on her side, even if whispered rumors, so I could feel less beholden to my deadbeat dad. I would’ve told her that I hadn’t begun classes yet, but was already struggling with being defined by others, given a literal cover story that also felt honest, that summoned my light and heat with which I’d made something beautiful—and brought back with me.

			I nestled the hourglass in my suitcase among the clothes I’d altered for my new self but hadn’t worked up the courage to even hang up in my closet. I pushed this all back under my bed.

			There were still books and supplies to be bought. Posters to put up that represented my personality. I hadn’t taken care of any of this, but was glad I’d packed my bedding from home and gotten the shower slippers that Ruth recommended. Because these slippers still bore the evidence of my evening, in the deep grooves of their rubber soles—the dirt of the forest, glittering crystal grains, and what looked like mineral snow.

			Sitting on my bed, I recast my childhood diary into a journal for observation and recollection, as Zella the Archivist told me to do. I sketched, doodled, and recorded what I’d seen and experienced. I transcribed heartfelt confessions and uttered wishes, all from memory, as if in a trance. Drawings and fragmented text with motifs and mythemes I detected in others and myself. Then I set the journal aside and opened the yearbook instead.

			Faye wasn’t a crush, but she was an obsession. I wanted to measure up to her. Wanted to know if I could awaken like her, if this process of generational cycling was how she transfigured into the exquisite creature she was. So with my seam ripper from my sewing kit, I sliced the binding threads to peer at the words written beside Faye’s photo. It wasn’t in another language. What I thought was coded or foreign was actually the shadow imprint in reverse—a mirror stain of the original ink on the other side, obscured by threads. Now unbound, I could read:

			“the child will spell the end for the mother”
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			V’s Tale

			Delia took one look at my face and hollered at her mom that we’d be taking our pizzas upstairs. Once we got to her attic room, I dropped my backpack and lay on her white shag rug with my limbs splayed, tufting the silky fur between my fingers. Delia’s attic had always felt like a treehouse, enclosing me in the same honey-colored wood from the floor to the sloping ceilings with skylights. Her grandma’s antique dollhouse and rocking chair were still here, now draped in tutus, velvet opera cloaks, and more than a few costume wings.

			My best friend would have no problem if her mom revealed hereditary story magic. Delia would be ecstatically and recklessly shooting her magic everywhere. As a kid, she’d dive into long sessions of make-believe with me, but as we got older, she adapted her nature into something more socially recognizable—a theater kid, but really an explorer, a free spirit embracing one whim after the other. Her personality survived mostly intact from childhood, so she could still access the excitement of discovery, not needing to understand the rules or mechanics or consequences, simply throwing herself into magic as she would a new extracurricular.

			

			But me? I was deemed too intense with my daydreaming, detached, maybe dissociative, according to a sixth-grade teacher who diagnosed us with Buzzfeed quizzes. I overheard his whispering to another teacher I might have childhood trauma, which pissed me off and which I kept secret from my mom. All because I found school boring, so my mind drifted while teachers droned on and kids whispered about things I didn’t understand. I’d lock eyes with Lazarus our classroom lizard, instead, and try to activate my third eyelid like him. Vestigial in humans, but I knew I could summon my veiled lids like a filter or shimmery lens through which to glimpse another version of the world—or maybe it’d be like a magnifier, telescope, or microscope! Or I’d stare at the back of Delia’s head, trying to pluck a single red, curly hair with just my willpower. Or I’d desperately rub my shoes against the carpet to grow sparks between my fingertips. Mostly though, I stared out the window, even after the bell rang.

			When my teacher suggested I “get tested,” my mom asked him to give me extra worksheets and harder problem sets or allow me to read or draw in class if I got assignments done. Then she asked me to at least pretend that I was paying attention.

			My mom worried I’d dream my life away and not notice what was amazing in the everyday. She told me to notice what was miraculous in the common before chasing after a fantasyland I might never reach, telling me I could detect elements of the cosmic wondrous right here in our backyard. I know, Mom, that’s what I was trying to do with my secret filter eyelid!

			But her anxiety and worry skyrocketed, even though Halmoni insisted a part-time job would ground me, just like it did for my mom. So I calmed everyone down by learning to mask myself. I pretended to be interested in school and people other than Delia while I watched movies in my mind, projected upon the classroom whiteboard or people’s foreheads. Delia and I stopped our elaborate make-believe, which she’d mostly done to indulge me. And I let her style my clothes and practice makeup on me. And while she told me gossip about classmates and analyzed their interpersonal dramas, I listened and pretended to care. When she asked me about a crush—I cultivated one in our school friend Sergio.

			Other kids could’ve channeled their dreaminess and feeling different into art or theater, or Snapchat selfies and Tumblr pages. But I didn’t want to express or expose myself. Didn’t want to be creative that way—for others to see and judge me. So I shifted my intensity and focus inward, and became good at all my subjects, but passionate about none. I did nothing that would make me stand out and have my teachers talk to my mom. I kept my margins neat and fulfilled the requirements. Didn’t examine deeper or let my thoughts wander, even if Mx. Watts told us some physicists did their best thinking with pencil and notebook, a window and a breeze. Like artists, they said, inspired by the infinite possibilities of a blank canvas, or how some writers can’t compose till their fingers are poised over a keyboard. But I didn’t dare and couldn’t anymore, having lost the habit, the ease and lack of self-consciousness, the love for imagining beyond what was expected.

			Over the past few years though, as Delia took up more vibrant space in my life and my mom’s watchful gaze made me feel cornered, I had the urge to scream and stick my head through the canvas frame or computer screen or throw myself completely out an open window. So when my French teacher mentioned junior year abroad . . .

			But before I could tell my mom I needed escape, she’d revealed her past that she lost and longed for. All those signs of danger and shady teachers, yet she so obviously wanted to return! Nostalgia-tripping at first, but becoming more madly possessed. Starting this as a “My Dearest V—” letter, but totally off the deep end now, drunk in her memories, shutting me out again. She wouldn’t even notice if I left—would still be writing, thinking she’s seventeen again.

			

			How dare she flip this, co-opting my angst and suffocation! What am I supposed to do with all this—with my own fledgling magic, which I don’t know how to control? How much did I really want to know about her anyhow? Maybe she was using me as conduit to elicit her memories. Maybe I’m not magical myself but another instrument like that quill, or a tool in another way. Having me wasn’t a youthful mistake as I’d always believed and felt guilty about. It was her strategic decision. My mom had me because I’d likely inherit her magic. Then she’d have someone to play out story dynamics with, to keep her connected to magic and to Alvsdahl. I was her ticket for re-entry, like a stamp on the hand or a festival bracelet.

			While we scarfed down pizza, Delia asked if I wanted to talk about what was bothering me. “Later,” I said, “but for now, please show me pictures and videos from the party, make me laugh and wish I’d been with my friends last night.” She understood what I needed, so she put on a goddamn show, complete with music and props, dance mimicry and silly voices. Then she told me how Sergio kept checking his phone, asking her if I’d called for a pickup. But I waved that away, a crush seeming so trivial compared to what I’d learned about my mother and me.

			Later, after Delia had gotten her performative energy out and was reassured that I wasn’t mad at her for going to the party without me, I let her put makeup on me because she enjoyed that too. It felt soothing, how she brushed powder onto my lids and blended shimmer on my cheeks with her soft fingers. This was when she was calm, focused, and still—when she listened intently while applying her artistry and shadows. So with Delia’s face close to mine, I whispered, directing my garlic-artichoke breath away from her as best I could.

			“My mom revealed something in her past to me. Something really weird, unexpected.”

			

			“Ooh, is it scandalous? Salacious? It’s the quiet serious moms, you know, who hide the big shit. Like they’re always looking over their shoulder. Did she murder someone? Do you have a secret sister—am I gonna have to kill the bitch?”

			“No, Dels, not that kind of secret. You’ve been listening to way too many true-crime podcasts. Why do you like them so much?”

			“So many ways a white girl can kill, or get killed. I wanna learn how to murder, in case I ever need to! It’s also thrilling to scare myself—feel so alive, like I’m kicking and fighting while listening—imagining what I’d do in the moment! But that would freak out my mom, so I tell her I’m learning what to watch out for, what kind of wolves are out there. How to identify red flags—like cheap cologne, being awful to waitstaff, always needing to have the final word.”

			“I bet fairy tales were popular for the same reason back in the day,” I mused. “So many stories of girls getting poisoned and murdered, podcasted around the fire—but with magic.” I added Fosse jazz hands for Delia. “My mom wants to share more, but I need a break. I can sleep over, right?”

			Delia made a face, telling me I was stupid to even ask. “Maybe now that you’re grown—well, almost—she wants to share her personal cautionary tales with you.” Her face was close as she concentrated with liquid liner to paint paw prints padding along the top of my cheekbone.

			“Looks like vermin crawled into my hair.”

			“Hearts and constellations are so middle school.” She sighed, remembering. “Hope it’s not sad stuff your mom’s telling you. Can’t handle it when my mom tells me sad things that happened to her. Like, I’m the one who’s supposed to feel stuff while she makes me feel better.”

			“It’s not that my mom needs to unload, for me to comfort her. That I’d understand. It’s like she’s excited to finally get to share this, what she’s been keeping secret all my life. This other existence out there, this power that’s possible. Can you change the paw prints? My imagination’s making my scalp itch real bad.”

			Delia rolled her eyes and repainted a paw into a butterfly. “Is it a surprise inheritance?”

			“How did you—?”

			“You said she’s excited about this power, this other way of living, to share it with you. Did someone die and leave you a fortune? Maybe she’s kept this secret to keep you grounded? I know some kids who had no idea they had a trust fund because their parents didn’t want them spoiled and lazy. They still ended up assholes, but would’ve been much bigger assholes if they knew.”

			I chewed on that, thinking about some of the students my mom wrote about. “One—it’s not money. Two—that’s really pretty, Delia. They look like they’re flying.”

			The transformed paw-print butterflies were mid-flight, fluttering toward my temple.

			“Or maybe, Vivi,” she said, extending the eyeliner so that it became a slender tapering branch, “your mom didn’t think you were ready. Like she asked my mom to explain sex to you when you were eleven, while your mom sat at the other end. You were the last in our class to know!”

			“I was twelve actually. She asked your mom ’cause she’s a doctor. My mom wanted it very clinical, scientific.”

			“Hello, Berkeley! Clinical is not how my parents talk about sex.”

			“Also, you have three older brothers, and my mom and halmoni wanted to make sure everyone was clear on boundaries and rules since I’d sleep over so much. And for me to be clued into what boys were doing and thinking about at that age.”

			“My mom did think it was weird for yours to pass on that parenting rite of passage. But maybe there’s a reason your mom is scared to talk about big stuff with you. It’s great she’s opening up now, right? So what’s the secret, can you tell me?”

			

			“Not yet. ’Cause what she’s revealing affects me too, which makes it feel like she has all the power, telling me things about myself without my permission, without me asking for it.”

			Then again, I did ask for this—when I’d followed the shining strands and drew out words and images from her diary, then picked up the quill. I’d also told her to keep writing. But it still felt like she was in control because of all she knew, while I understood so little of my own burgeoning magic.

			“Permission?” cried Delia. “We never get that with parents—they don’t ask if we want to be born, or have them as our parents! Parents are like the ultimate whimsical, selfish gods, doing whatever they damn well please!” She released an angry burp and pounded her chest. “Sorry, jalapeños give me heartburn. But is it a good thing or a bad thing—this stuff your mom’s revealing about you?”

			“Don’t know yet.”

			“I don’t mean intellectually or ethically. Like how does it feel, Vivi?”

			“I feel—excited and scared. Vindicated but betrayed. Like it’s a burden to learn about this, a responsibility to figure out what to do. Like I want and need to know more because it’s unbelievably beautiful and somehow fucking true. Like maybe I can see my mom clearly now—maybe myself too.”

			“I love that for you. Well, when you’re ready to share, babes, I’d love to see you clearly too—and also your mom, why not. I’m sure it’ll be fucking fabulous!”

			In the middle of the night, I slowly unzipped myself from my cocoon sleeping bag. I made sure that Delia was asleep before creeping to her easel where she left her sketch pad from a class she quit partway through. I opened it to a blank page and hovered my palms over it. Nothing happened. Then I rubbed off the eyeshadow and blush I’d forgotten to wash off, and swiped these pigments against the paper, one stripe above the other. I’d wanted to test if the magic lay in the medium, my mother, or me. But I summoned no words or images or golden threads. I did, however, appreciate how the smoky bronze shadow layered under the pink-gold blush suggested a storm brewing beyond the dawn.

			With the charcoal pencil left on the easel ledge, I sketched a figure lying in a gondola in the sky—myself, cradled in a boat floating above it all. As I peeled off my false lashes and stuck them to the boat like wings, I realized I’d sailed past the coincidence—that Fitch was from Brittany and my school for my potential year abroad was in Rennes, in the same province of western France. Wasn’t there a famous, ancient forest in that region—where Morgan le Fay created her Vale of No Return, where Viviane withheld her love in order to manipulate Merlin into teaching her all his magic? And when she’d learnt all, she’d sealed him in a tree, which he knew would happen all along, because the wizard could see into the future but could not change its truth—of his own death and his love for his captor.

			In the morning, I found my mom at the kitchen table, her head on a bunched-up towel. Her second night of terrible sleep. In front of her, the journal lay opened to the last line she’d written—something about a child spelling the end of her mother. I replaced the kitchen towel with a soft pillow, took my mother’s diary, and retreated to my room to read.
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			I assumed that my course list—designed by an unknown other, according to my letter of conditional acceptance—was related to my cover identity tale from Zella. So I wasn’t surprised, merely disappointed, to spot Ambrose in the lecture hall for the archetypes class, sucking on a heart-shaped lollipop that stained his tongue an acid-cherry red, hiding the blue he’d revealed before.

			Instead of Faye, though, a petite Black woman sat beside him. Her mahogany hair was braided in a crown, and she held a penknife over a wooden tablet. Her lavender twinset and navy skirt were very Junior League conservative, but made intriguing because of the wooden doll beside her, dressed in an identical outfit. The girl was focused on her wood carving, and when Ambrose pointed his lollipop at me, she regarded me with a blank gaze, thick-lashed and unblinking, then returned to her engraving.

			I moved down the aisle. Ruth tried to catch my attention, but I pretended not to notice. She was alone, no Nick apparently. Maybe he was an imaginary boyfriend. I was too nervous about my first college lecture to spare her any concern or ridicule. I sat at the end of the row near the windows, where I could observe.

			Around two dozen lit-major types scattered throughout, scarves and satchels set in the empty seats beside them. Many peering over vintage paperbacks, some in translation, appraising each other’s tastes while peacocking their own. Was the girl beside Ambrose one-upping them all with her wood-block tablet and precious doll, probably a rip-off of Sebastian Flyte’s teddy bear? As if reading my mind, the doll turned its head to stare at me, its gaze thick-lashed and unblinking like its owner’s. No marionette strings were visible, nor a hand shoved up the doll’s ass.

			The professor entered, running down the aisle like a game show host while singing, “Welcome! Willkommen! Bienvenue!” I’d expected a woman, but it was a white guy wearing an argyle cardigan and maroon cords. His curly mop of hair was salt-and-pepper, as was his goatee. Then his teaching assistant appeared, handing out syllabi.

			I wasn’t sure because it was daytime and we weren’t on a lakeshore, but I was nearly certain the TA was Grandmistress. She wore a black turtleneck with slim-cut trousers, red cat-eye glasses on a chain of smoky grey pearls. She handed me a sheaf of syllabi to pass down my row, barely glancing at me, not recognizing I was the catalyst for Petra’s creation. She moved on, so I couldn’t ask where she’d taken Petra, what they did together, or why I was left behind.

			Then right before the professor spoke, Fitch snuck in the back. He wore a baseball cap, blue hair tucked, brim lowered over his face. The silver hairs at the back of my neck bristled. I could sense Ambrose and the girl beside him also staring at Fitch, then at me.

			Dr. Prezzo invited us to call him simply Prezzo. He asked with a pointed, roving finger, “Who amongst you considers yourself a social climber? We’ve got plenty of distinctions at Alvsdahl, even if you think it’s vulgar to talk about class and white kids don’t wanna talk about race. I bet you knew who the climbers were in high school. Anybody hoping to reinvent themselves? Rushing frats and sororities? Probably not in this crowd.”

			He shrugged off his cardigan, revealing a T-shirt emblazoned with “Metropolis” and featuring a sexy supermodel version of C-3PO. More distractingly, the sleeves were cut off. He tossed his sweater over the lectern, preferring to move around and employ lingering eye contact, especially with comely female students.

			“Back to class and pedigree—any first-gen college students like me?” he asked. “I’m the proud son of a plumber, going straight from Bensonhurst to Brown, then Yale after a Peace Corps detour. All kinds of ways we can define a social climber, but would any of you claim the title?”

			Nobody raised a hand. I could feel the anxiety rise all around me.

			“What about it seems so shameful? What about American bootstrapping?” Prezzo did some crowd work in the first row, clenching his fists and flexing for emphasis. “As English majors, we read plenty of British novels, and it’s often portrayed as poor taste to want so baldly to rise above your station or seek elevated status through marriage. When is it considered acceptable?”

			He turned to a guy who slumped lower into his seat. “What about in the American novel, are climbers depicted differently? Tragic, pathetic, or heroic? Doomed to float dead in a pool? Or perhaps he’s portrayed as a symbol of the dangers at our shores and borders, infiltration through assimilation?” In the center aisle, Prezzo crouched to whisper, glancing side to side. “Parvenu, arriviste—worse in French or Italian?” Ambrose and the girl beside him raised their hands. Ignoring them, Prezzo strode up the aisle and spread his arms wide. “What if the climber’s a woman? Do you perceive and judge her differently if she succeeds? If she fails?”

			

			I glanced at the TA. She was coolly fingering her smoky grey pearls as she scanned the students. Our eyes met briefly, but she passed me over. She was looking where Ruth was instead.

			“In the novels for this class,” Prezzo continued, “some of English lit’s most beloved climbers might be considered opportunists or seducers, polygamists or murderers—ambitious, yes; survivors, most definitely. Cunning, ruthless, righteous—and all of them, women.”

			Ambrose raised his hand again. “The other archetype is the fallen woman, but it’s the same gal. Her comeuppance is her downfall. Her tragic end, moralism tacked on by the author, excuses the reader for envy-reading all about her dazzlingly daring life. You’ve got their entire arc in the course title—Crime and Punishment! How dare you! How dare any of you!”

			“Very good, Ambrose. Please sit down. Could be they’re two sides of the same woman. Or separate personae, adjacent? Are they working within the system to advantage themselves? Is this the first step in breaking the system in order to reform it? Or a caving-in with patriarchal bargaining? I want us to consider all these questions and presumptions, and also ask: What do Moll Flanders and Becky Sharp think of themselves? Or my fave, Shamela? We’ll also check in with Nana in Zola’s Paris, and Sister Carrie in Dreiser’s Chicago. It’ll be fun to analyze a Jerry Springer or Behind the Music episode too, if I can work my VCR.”

			Ruth spoke up. “All the authors are men, their protagonists women. Intentional?”

			Prezzo stroked his goatee, smiling, and returned to the front of the class. “Maybe something you can work into your analysis. How are these authors judging their heroines? Are they judging society through them? Or are these women extensions of the authors themselves?”

			“So the only non-white people we might discuss,” Ruth persisted, “will be from Jerry Springer and Behind the Music, assuming it’s not a country music episode? Very skewed dataset.”

			

			“This isn’t a survey class. It’s a jumping-off point. Reading list for now is mostly classics from the Western canon, but I encourage you all to bring in more stories so we can evolve the syllabus together. Actually, now’s a good segue.” With a courtly bow, he gestured to the woman off to the side. “The brilliant Ms. Weiss will be leading her own section, which she’s calling a workshop—or lab, was it? My section will take a traditional approach, with close reading and textual analysis. Good intro for new majors or for those taking this as a lit cred. But some of you will have the opportunity to work with Ms. Weiss, who takes a more mythic, folkloric approach, in addition to the normal coursework. She has her own criteria for student selection, based on—”

			Ruth raised her hand. “In addition to the normal coursework—so being in Weiss’s section means extra credit? Doesn’t seem fair if her students skew the curve or gain some advantage—”

			Ms. Weiss addressed Ruth, stepping toward her. “Those aiming to fulfill a lit credit will be satisfied with the professor without taking on the additional work of my section. There is no extra credit. My section provides a hands-on research opportunity, an interactive and interpersonal engagement and discovery of the primal tales within these texts. There is no Folk and Myth department here, but Alvsdahl’s interdisciplinary approach allows us to delve deeper into students’ abilities. And this modern literature all descends from the oldest of stories anyhow. My section will allow us to explore other possible trajectories for our heroines, disentangle them from tawdry depictions by men who only see us as social climbers and fallen women.”

			“How exactly is it ‘hands-on’?” Ruth asked. “Or interactive, interpersonal?”

			The maybe-Grandmistress Weiss smiled, fixing Ruth with a stare that lowered her hand. Then she studied the empty seat beside Ruth for a beat, distracted in thought or—

			“Yes, thank you, young scholar and Ms. Weiss,” said Prezzo. “Always happy to support the cross-disciplinary spirit here. Mix up the majors and the like. Totally dig your mythic take, Weiss, and having you with us takes a load off my grading pile. Now, since this is our first gathering, let’s go over the required papers and midterms and office hours . . .”

			By lecture’s end, I was still uncertain who Weiss was, because how could Grandmistress stand by to the side for an hour, with no hint of annoyance, while Prezzo lectured about female agency and Eve’s hunger for the apple and knowledge from the tree? And what was that about Milton mentioning another fruit tree—one that could’ve given Eve immortality?

			When Prezzo finished, Ruth waved goodbye to her left, bidding the others in her row adieu. She made a beeline toward Weiss, along with Ambrose and the girl with the doll.

			Faye told me that the function of the mundies was to absorb energies as background villagers and castle servants. To be spectators and retellers of exploits and notoriety. But seeing Ruth so small, confident, and stubborn in her burgundy tracksuit, I worried that Ambrose might practice his songs on her, or that she’d be a lab rat in some other narrative experiment. What if the TA wanted Ruth to play Thumbelina to someone’s kidnapping Toad? I ran after her.

			“Hey, Ruth, there you are, roomie! Didn’t see you this morning but remembered you were taking this class. We should sign up for Prezzo’s section, right?”

			Ruth glanced at Weiss, who was thronged by young women.

			“Could be fun if we take Prezzo’s section together.” I blocked her eyeline. “He’s fully tenured. Also, I’ve never written a college essay before and could really use your help, please.”

			“Sure, I could help you!” she replied sweetly, eagerly. “My boyfriend decided to drop the class, so I’m a free agent anyway.” It bruised me, how much she’d been trying, how much I’d rejected her. “Oh, Sharon, I’m so sorry for being such a jealous dick last night. About your getting Grünhartz. I’m sure you deserve it. It was petty and shitty of me.”

			Noticing that Weiss’s gaze was lingering on me for the first time, I linked my arm with Ruth’s to lead her away. “I’m sure it was a mistake. Or like Prezzo said, part of the interdisciplinary spirit, like they pair up genius profs with kids from middling public schools. I took some science APs, but I’m sure I’ll be hopeless.”

			“I can definitely help you with that too, but only if you want. It’d be the closest I’d get to the guy. And we’re roommates— Shit, almost forgot! I’m not sure Petra came back last night! You were the last to see her, so I wanted to ask you before alerting Ms. Marie.”

			We were in line to sign up for Prezzo’s section, but the girl with the doll stepped in front of us. Right in my face she shoved her wooden tablet, which was engraved with a picture of me, of when I was seated at the edge of the class. With one leg tucked under myself, I appeared perched, observing others. I usually hated my profile, but in this carving, my nose was regal, strong, belonging to a bird of prey, especially with how she’d etched my hair bigger and wilder, its curls and waves like plumage. But what was creepy, other than the rendering and presentation, was how my eyes were depicted, as inert as the artist’s own. My gaze should’ve been much more anxious.

			“I like to study human subjects,” said the engraver, “to learn the subtleties of pose, posture, and movement.” Her voice was as pretty and emotionless as her unblinking gaze.

			I complimented her art and squeezed Ruth’s arm to keep her from saying what was sputtering all over her face. Ambrose sidled up to us.

			“Sylvana dear, we don’t show off in public, remember? Our talents make the commoners uneasy.” He glanced at Ruth. I squeezed her arm tighter.

			“No intros necessary nor desired,” replied Ruth. “I’ve heard plenty about this guy and his ilk. His kind thrive on our talking about them, being intimidated, but they don’t exist to me.”

			

			Ambrose smiled, eyeing Ruth with approval.

			“This is my gift for the new girl,” said the wood-carver, Sylvana. She and her doll both stared at me expectantly, so I took the tablet, holding it awkwardly to my chest.

			“Now if you’ll please excuse my nonexistence,” Ambrose said to Ruth, “I do need to escort Sharon to our friend Faye, who desperately needs her. Faye hasn’t gotten off the chaise longue all morning and demanded I bring you to her.”

			“But I’ve got my next class,” I protested. “Intro to Chem. Then Geology and Earth Sciences. None of these my strong suits.”

			“It’s shopping period,” Ambrose snapped. “First classes don’t count, and no one takes attendance for lectures anyhow. Intro to Chem, really? We’re taking bets on your origin tale and didn’t guess that angle. Who’s your advisor?”

			“Grünhartz.”

			“So you must be a shifter. Faye mentioned that.” The candy stain was fading from Ambrose’s tongue, showing the bright blue underneath. Sylvana tugged his sleeve, her eyes directing attention to Ruth with a creepy swivel of her polished eyeballs.

			“I forgot Sporty Szechuan Spice was still here. Well, Sharon, Faye needs you. If Grünhartz is your advisor, you’ll be learning chemistry and the history of it in his fashion. Better if you don’t get all confused with the more pedestrian approach.”

			I apologized to Ruth, asking her to sign me up for Prezzo’s section and promising to meet up later for dinner.

			“What about Petra?” asked Ruth. “Is there anything you know that might make me worry less? What were you two doing last night?”

			Ambrose started to whistle, a somber dirge that turned jazzy. I covered his mouth with the tablet. He laughed, turning away with his arm hooked with Sylvana’s, beckoning me to follow. I apologized again to Ruth and left with him and Sylvana, avoiding Weiss’s eyes.

			At the exit, we passed Fitch, who’d been waiting outside the doors—for me? I glanced back as Ambrose whisked me down the steps of Bulfinch Hall. I wanted to explain that I was running toward Faye because she needed me. Even with the widening distance between us, Fitch held my gaze, his face shadowed under his cap. Somehow, he conveyed so clearly his regret and apology. Somehow, he communicated that he only acted older and pretended to understand Alvsdahl and the ways of the world. Truth was, with me he felt safe to reveal his pain and bleed his vulnerabilities, but because he didn’t understand why, he fled in shame and terror. I felt breathless at how much he was able to tell me though I heard no song or music. Didn’t seem like enchantment, not coming from him anyway. Then I realized it was my magic, like the girl in my cover tale. I shone a light that wounded him but also made him feel seen, less lonely and misunderstood, as I burned away the beastliness he was forced to hide behind.

			I pulled my hand free from Ambrose’s. “I want Fitch to come with us. I discovered something about Faye’s past, and he was with me at the library when I found it. I’ve got it in my backpack. And Fitch is new here, like me, and should know about the enchanted slumbers, should know what’s really going on, whatever Faye can tell us. After all, she’s the reason I’m here—and Petra too—and who knows how many others.”
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			Sylvana Orzali was from an old Florentine family of woodworking artisans going back to the Renaissance. She introduced her doll with “This is my junior thesis project, but she might be my masterpiece if she can craft a doll of her own. Say hello to the novice, Bambolina.” The doll nodded, her lips carved slightly open, revealing two dainty teeth. I nodded back, noticing how, in the sunlight, a whisper of wood grain was visible along Sylvana’s smooth cheekbones.

			As Ambrose led us farther away from the academic buildings, I asked if Prezzo knew of Weiss’s true identity, if the professor was also tale-kin. Ambrose shot me a very confused look.

			“Weiss is Grandmistress, isn’t she?” I asked. “Isn’t that why you and Sylvana are taking the class?”

			“Prezzo’s grad student TA?” replied Ambrose. “You think she’s— Well, I wouldn’t know, never met Grandmistress. But you think you have?”

			“Yes, we met last night, briefly, when Petra and I—”

			Ambrose cut me off, turning to Sylvana. “Come to think of it, remember Faye drunkenly bitching once, how Grandmistress used to drop in on lectures, concerts, and theatricals to observe and judge? But now she relies on underlings to report back on the best candidates for whatever she’s up to. Why would she bother with this new girl though, when she’s never deigned to meet me?”

			Walking behind us, Fitch spoke. “Sharon was explaining before you interrupted.”

			Ambrose had ignored him till now. “All that good hair wasted on someone not even grateful to be here. Proceed, Sharon.”

			“As I was saying, someone who looked a lot like Weiss took Petra away on her boat last night, after Petra and I had made something with glass and sand. There were also these huge shadow men and mineral snow—and she knew my name.”

			“So Faye wasn’t being hysterical!” Ambrose quickened his pace. “She was certain she’d been replaced. Petra’s not a related tale but—she made something out of glass and sand?”

			“We made something, together, with my heat.”

			Fitch stared at me questioningly. Ambrose took up space, spinning theories, so I shrank aside again. I wouldn’t know how to explain, and it felt private, what happened between Petra and me.

			“Mineralmancy is Grandmistress’s specialty,” Ambrose declared. “She must be trying to harness Petra’s crystal glass magic. Maybe Petra can preserve more than Mummy’s feet. Maybe the dwarves have mined all they can for their queen and Grandmistress needs other means of mineralization for her crack-free, poreless complexion!”

			I pointed out, “Faye said glass isn’t mineral. It’s an amorphous solid or something.”

			“So you hang on to her every word too,” said Ambrose with a smirk.

			Sylvana offered in her precise diction, “Our interpretations of our tale ancestry and those of others can find unexpectedly beautiful points of joinery. We can dovetail our desires with another’s to create something sturdy, capacious. And there’s mineral in sand itself. Perhaps what you and Petra crafted wasn’t simply glass in the end. Bambolina and I began as fragments of dead trees and primordial amber, but Master Carver also grafted us with his heartwood and—”

			“A little some-some,” said Ambrose, “from his mulch pile of roots and seeds from Madmother’s garden. Sylvana, the way you talk about your teacher like he’s your creator divine! This is why Faye didn’t tell you about Grandmistress’s slumber parties. She said you wouldn’t believe Carver would agree to it, that your head and heart would splinter!”

			“I don’t understand, and neither does Bambolina—but we do not appreciate your withholding from us or treating us as children and playthings.”

			“You’re right, my sweet Log Lady,” Ambrose replied fondly. “Faye said it might be time to divulge to more than a select few. But if she’s about to perform her exit aria, I need to forage for some lotus flowers to munch on. Onwards, to the Glass House!”

			Fitch checked in with me with a raised eyebrow. He was leery of Ambrose, but trusted me more than the others, so I explained that Faye was the reason I came here.

			“She was recruiting me, but more and more I think she was maybe asking for help. Not necessarily from me, but from anyone who’d get the message underneath all her performance.”

			I whispered this to Fitch, but Ambrose heard me with his magically attuned ears. Instead of snickering, he nodded, then lengthened his strides. Sylvana quickened her jerky gait. We didn’t speak anymore, which heightened the urgency as we passed dorms and neared the athletic fields.

			Enzo Lundgren bounded toward us with his vulpine agility, the only natural athlete among us. “Where you all headed?” He kept pace beside Ambrose. “Partying at the Glass House already? Right, you don’t bother with shopping period.”

			“Don’t you have laps to run or new bodies to sniff?” Ambrose struggled to keep a disgruntled face as Enzo sniffed behind his left ear.

			“Nah, I like this scent right here—could smell you all the way from the track. With you guys in a pack, impossible to resist—I know you passed by my terrain for a reason.”

			Ambrose suppressed his smile, but the tip of his blue tongue slid over his upper lip.

			“Hey there, bud!” cried Enzo, playfully punching Fitch’s shoulder. “Good to see you out in nature, how you been?”

			Fitch rubbed his shoulder, seemingly confused by Enzo’s friendliness, not knowing how to respond or get away.

			“I don’t know about you,” said Enzo, “but I was feeling so cooped up in that van, wanted to claw at the windows, especially with Lantos being all up in your family’s business.”

			This time, I gestured with my eyebrows, encouraging Fitch to throw Enzo a bone.

			“Yes, does feel good to be outside,” Fitch replied, trying his awkward best. “With all this grass and air and— Fuck, that is some gorgeous birdsong! You hear that, Ambrose? A soloist in flight, singing full-throated with longing—” Closing his eyes, Fitch stood still and pointed to trace the arc overhead. “The swooping sighs, ascending trills, and that hovering sustained note lifting us with it!” He sighed. “Now it’s gone.” He was back on Earth, studying our faces to see if we were also moved.

			Ambrose, impatient, said there’d be more bird-twittering in the woods, to not lag behind.

			I shrugged in apology, having heard nothing.

			“All that yearning,” said Enzo, “he’s singing for his absent mate.”

			Fitch, dumbfounded, stared at Enzo.

			“You surprised, boy? I’m from the Minnesota woods!” Enzo grinned. “Wolves howl a similar song, but with more soul ’cause they mate for life. Not all birds do—’cause they’re flighty!”

			Finally, Fitch smiled back, chuckling at Enzo’s corny joke, even punching his shoulder. 

			

			We reached the woods that bordered the lacrosse field, and Fitch mumbled something about how preppies were such poseurs, “stealing our sports as well as our land,” at which Enzo laughed the hardest. Then Ambrose led us through the thicket that the cross-country runners avoided, and we all fell silent because it was chillier here, gloomy with deepening shadows. Sylvana hugged her doll closer. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. This was a small college, and the trek from the English department to the sports fields couldn’t be much longer than a couple of miles, but the sunlight’s angle and glow suggested late afternoon, though we’d set off right after the morning lecture.

			“We’re not in Kansas anymore.” I brushed my fingers along a birch with its silver bark unscrolling to reveal coded tree-skin with its pattern of dashes, cuts, and grooves—like an epic in Old Morse waiting to be transmitted.

			“Of course not,” Sylvana replied. “We are still in Massachusetts, but these are woods transplanted from Svezia, specifically Älvdalen in Dalarna.”

			“I’m guessing Svezia is not in New England,” I said.

			Enzo elbowed me. “She’s talking about Sweden, but in Italian. The internationals like to rub in our American faces how they know so much more about our origins. But I’m a Lundgren through and through—Skol Vikings!”

			Sylvana’s doll reached out and placed a creepy-adorable hand on my shoulder to draw me closer. “As I was explaining,” said Sylvana, “Älvdalen is where Grandmistress lived with others of her kind, chased there from other villages around Europa, before coming to the New World. To this day, those who reside there in that valley, mundanes I suppose, still speak a much older Svenska than elsewhere, closer to Old Norse. Master Carver crafted his masterpiece—that is I—in Florence, but before that he worked in Älvdalen during his journeyman years. While there, Grandmistress tasked him with transplanting saplings from there to here. That is why we’ve long left behind the elms and oaks, and are now walking through maples and birches, and soon will be thrust into pines and spruces up ahead.”

			“Is that also why it’s snowing?” They must’ve also brought a slice of sky with them. Or maybe the transplanted flora, fauna, and folks had caused temporal and seasonal shifting.

			A light dusting melted on my face as I tilted my head to catch snowflakes on my tongue. The ground was powdered, but as we moved deeper into the woods, the snow fell thicker. Doesn’t take much to remake the world with the grace of it fresh-fallen, feathering the trees. None of us were dressed for winter, but we didn’t shiver. We all stopped talking though, so we could hear our susurrous footfalls in new snow. All around, hushed loveliness, like a cathedral of frost. I turned to Fitch, who had shed both his brooding and his cap to share in the delight.

			“Please, Sharon, close your mouth,” said Sylvana. “You look foolish.”

			“But why does the air around us feel warmer?” I asked.

			“Transformation,” she replied, “whether from vapor to snow, or child to woman, takes much energy, which releases as heat. It’s simple alchemy, as in sublimation from one form to another.” She gave me the once-over but seemed approving. “We’ve now passed the periphery where the mundanes dare not tread. So off you go, Bambolina.” She lowered her doll, who ran through the snow, rip-roaring into freedom with her tiny clackety limbs.

			“Past the periphery means we’re out of bounds,” Enzo announced. “Who loves being out of bounds?” He crouched into a three-point stance, darting his head side to side, then leapt toward Ambrose, pulling him down into a fluffy snowbank. Bambolina dove after them.

			Ambrose shrieked with laughter as they tussled and shared a tenderly sweet kiss. Then Ambrose caught me staring. I smiled goofily at him, then at Enzo, to show I wasn’t judging, and kept smiling, not knowing what to say. When he fawned over Faye, it was part of their duo performance of power, whereas the kiss he shared with Enzo was deeply private, in their own world. He pulled away from the embrace, then dusted himself off while Enzo shook himself free of snow like a polar Labrador.

			“What, you’re not surprised, are you?” said Ambrose. “Titillated, perhaps?”

			I was thinking how different he’d looked when he forgot about the rest of us—relaxed, happy. But his sneer returned, so I pointed to Bambolina stuck in the mound. Fitch carefully scooped out the snow around her so that Sylvana could cradle her out.

			During the rescue mission, Enzo threw his arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry, I know Ambrose likes me. I just can’t give him status, protection, or whatever, not like Faye. And there’s no story magic between a secretly sweet singer and a wolf jock with very low body fat.”

			Fitch snuck up, told Enzo about the La Loba legend of the Pueblo people. “The wolf woman collects wolf bones, gathering them from across the land, mountains, and riverbeds. Once she’s assembled a complete skeleton, she sings to it and brings it to life so the creature can run wild and free again.” He patted Enzo’s shoulder, then trekked ahead, hands in pockets, alone.

			Before long, up ahead, we encountered an orchard of pomegranate trees with trunks and branches black as ebony, leafless but heavy with garnet fruit.

			Suddenly, Enzo’s head jerked to his left, his entire body stiff and alert. Ambrose and Fitch also turned to the same point in the woods, hearing something the rest of us couldn’t.

			“Shit, forgot about our training session,” said Enzo. “Coach will tan my fucking hide. Gotta run, play nice with the new kids.” He sprinted off. A woman cloaked in red emerged from behind the trees, raising two fingers to her lips.

			At the same exact moment, Fitch and Ambrose flinched and Enzo crumpled to his knees. “Fucking twat!” Ambrose shouted. Enzo whimpered, then ran faster toward the crimson-hooded figure. Fitch’s hands were clamped over his ears as he wobbled. I steadied him, asking if he was okay. He blinked, unable to focus, then nodded, though he wasn’t convincing.

			“Mistress Rioja,” Sylvana explained. “Enzo can hear higher frequencies. So can Ambrose, but for different reasons. Seems Fitch is also quite sensitive.”

			Ambrose rubbed his temples, muttering angrily, “Hunters gonna hunt, cunters gonna— Let’s get to the Glass House. Got a bottle stashed there waiting for me.”

			Sylvana and her doll, trembling in her arms, both turned their heads over their shoulders to warn me. “Take care to step only on the marble walkway, for the orchard lies in deep bogland under the snow. You’ll sink, drown, and freeze to death in the mire, eventually mummified.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Bog bodies,” Ambrose explained, stepping onto a white marble slab that I only now noticed, which was nearly camouflaged by the snow. “Boglands consist of high concentrations of organic acids at very cold temps with basically no oxygen, thus leeching minerals from skeletons, but preserving skin, hair, and flesh for thousands of years—that’s why bog bodies look like deeply tanned, pickled people with very expressive grimaces. It’s basic chemistry, Sharon.”

			“Well, who made me play hooky today from Chem 101? Also, how does pomegranate even grow in bogs—is it like cranberry?”

			“Are you certain it’s pomegranate?” asked Sylvana, stepping onto the walkway next. Fitch gestured for me to follow her, so he could walk behind.

			As we moved deeper into the orchard, I noticed how the wintry-pale sunlight gleamed on the tree bark as if it were polished gemstone. But the hanging fruit looked juicy and fleshy, with glossy red skin promising sweet tenderness within. My stomach growled, and I nearly fell off the slippery marble path, but Fitch grabbed my shoulder, steadying me.

			“Don’t wander off into any old story that comes to mind,” he advised. “Considering population spread, diffusion, and basic generational math, we’re all descendants of the primal tales. Everyone in the world, probably, with some of us just better at awakening what should’ve been buried long ago. I wouldn’t want you to stumble and fall into a story you couldn’t climb out of.”
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			In the middle of the orchard, we came to a solitary house, similar in size to what most of the senior faculty had on campus but far from where they lived. This one was prettier because of its black-and-white, half-timbered design and diamond-paned windows—like a forest cottage made gothic and magisterial.

			“Is the house set on bogland too?” I asked.

			“That would be architecturally dumb, not to mention impossible,” replied Ambrose. “Besides, we stepped out of the bog orchard a while ago.”

			“Then why have we been following you in a straight line all this time?”

			Ambrose twirled and whistled a melody that mocked my intonation. “Uh-oh, tell your guard dog to heel, Sharon. As if my music could affect you, Fitch. You all simply followed my natural charisma.” He took us to a black door at the side of the house and withdrew a key from his waistcoat pocket. “Grandmistress would drill holes into my own handsome pipe if she knew I had this.”

			

			We entered a snowy courtyard, at the center of which stood a giant greenhouse of beveled glass and twisted wrought iron. Within its lapidary jewel-box walls grew a jungle of ferns and fronds, crawling vines and lush-flowered trees.

			“Hey Ambrose,” I hollered. “You mentioned a house built on a bog would be architecturally impossible—what about this?” I spread my arms and spun around. Besides the expansive courtyard and greenhouse palace, we were surrounded by walls that made no sense. They’d retained the black-and-white design of the house exterior, but now that we were inside, the walls loomed high and windowless like a wraparound fortress. More ominous, the ground didn’t feel earthy and living but of something much colder, with knowledge and intentions primeval. I dug the toe of my shoe deep into the snow and tapped on white marble. More secrets yet unmined, tunneling how deep below?

			Ambrose opened the doors of the Glass House. “Here, we can escape the hoi polloi. Mostly to carouse and experiment with hallucinatory plants and minerals from different soils. Sometimes Madmother does something with squash with Briony, or Carver experiments with grafts and primordial roots with Sylvana, trying to summon a connection to the mythical Loom Tree.” Ambrose rolled his eyes and gestured dismissively, angering Sylvana and her doll.

			“I heard about that from Faye,” I intervened, “but she wasn’t sure it was an actual tree.”

			“Some of the faculty are from the Dark Ages,” replied Ambrose, “quite literal in their thinking, with questionable hygiene.” Sylvana snapped open her engraving penknife, like a switchblade. “I’m joking!” he yelped. “Carver is a Renaissance Master, godlike, imbuing his spirit into his art! His craftsmanship lies on a totally different plane than ours!”

			“So . . .” I dragged out my vowel, glancing at Fitch. “In this small space, away from the mundane—isn’t it dangerous with just us?” My mind ran through our ancestries, including my cover story and the Korean myth that I only knew as echoes of a dream.

			

			“The plants should absorb our breath and bitchiness,” said Ambrose, “as well as other psycho-emotional exhalations. Their scents are calming too, so why don’t we all—?” He nudged us forward.

			“We honor our pact here most gravely,” said Sylvana, “not to coerce nor dominate, but to remain politely respectful. You two are new.” She snapped her blade shut to pocket it. “So behave yourselves.”

			Inside, I breathed in scents botanical and otherwise, feeling relaxed but tingly, with heightened awareness. We were engulfed in bright tropicalia colors of serrated leaves and flowers that could take flight or bite my head off. Here was a low pool for aquatic plants, with mini-palms sprouting from a tiny island circled by waxy green galleons with white petal sails and spindly anchor roots. Silvery lichen grew all over the border stones like cut-paper art or skeletal sea creatures. We followed the path snaking around the flower beds to another corner of the greenhouse. No separate rooms to adjust for humidity, but they all seemed to be thriving, despite being gathered from many worlds.

			We reached a sitting area with a courtyard view. Rattan settees, armchairs, and cushions on the floor. On a pink fainting couch, Faye Baek reclined, draped in silver-black-striped mink with a brioche loaf under her head. Her bare arm dangled as she gripped the neck of a champagne bottle. Leftovers of a feast on a green velvet blanket. A platter with cheese rinds, half-chewed figs, and peaches gnawed to the pits. What were they celebrating? Mourning? Had Faye always been such a drinker or was this something new?

			Ambrose knelt, rubbing her earlobe between thumb and forefinger. “I’ve brought Sharon like you asked. Sylvana’s here too. We even brought you a blue-haired bard.”

			

			He gestured to Fitch, who stood apart disapprovingly, as the plants creeped their flower heads closer to ours. Fitch looked up as the snow fell on the roof, and the sunlight refracted through the glass, scattering prismatic rays. I found it all beautiful, while he was guarded again as if in the lion’s den. He could hear at higher frequencies—could he also see or feel something I couldn’t? My focus was pulled back as Ambrose’s voice thickened with worried begging. I realized how alone he’d been all his life until coming here to be with someone to reflect, and be reflected by. Without Faye, he was no longer a magic mirror, just empty silvered glass.

			“Please, get up,” he whined. “You’ve been drunk lots before, but never so willfully self-obliterating. I’m supposed to be hopelessly debauched, because I’m a stupid young brat. But you’ve lived too many lifetimes, you old hag, to behave this pathetically. You’re supposed to be wise and weary but above it all, yet still here—with me.”

			She fluttered an eyelid, then dropped her bottle. It thudded against the marble and rolled away. She extended her hand to me. I took it, ignoring Ambrose’s questioning glance. I recoiled at how cold her fingers were, then tucked her delicate paw under her fur. Ambrose was right. Faye was no longer a devil-may-care flapper enjoying her booze. She was a creature caged, hurtling herself against the bars to knock herself out. Did she feel guilty about bringing us here?

			“Hello, Share Bear, are you a new Ghom here? That’s an inside joke for you and me and the author of our destinies. Methinks you are not the same child I met on a clifftop long ago.”

			How could it have only been a few days, or had my metamorphosis begun when we first met? Because I did feel new. Was it because a few people noticed me, invited me along? Or because I had a demonstrable effect upon them, could even create wonders with them? This was the magic, making something for and with another. This didn’t make me a different person, but a truer self, emboldened to reveal myself and to see others more deeply in return. But I couldn’t share all this, earnest and embarrassing, in front of the others.

			So I recounted to Faye my afternoon shelving books, how I received my origin tale from Zella, how Petra and I melded broken shards, and how Grandmistress took her away on a boat.

			Faye moaned, turning her face into the brioche to take a bite of her pillow.

			“Enough with this one-woman Valley of the Dolls!” shouted Ambrose.

			Bambolina leapt off Sylvana’s lap to attack.

			“I’m not talking about you and your overcompensating thesis project. We accept you as a real girl, so quit showing off!”

			Ambrose returned his attention to Faye, his voice pleading. “This isn’t you being jealous or tired of kissing alabaster ass. You’re holding back, and not about the slumbers. Quit being so fucking portentous and spit it out! If not to me, then someone else!”

			Faye slowly sat up, wrapping herself in her mink like a matriarch about to bequeath her jewels. Her glazed eyes slid toward Fitch, to his hair and stubble, turquoise-bright against all the jungle greenery. Her laugh was ugly and bitter. “I’m not the only one being made redundant.”

			Ambrose stormed off, muttering profanities. A beat later, he swiveled around. “I won’t let you push me away again with the trite and obvious.”

			Faye said to me, “I asked Zella if she had any photographs, because I’ve none. When we go into slumber—all we have are memories, which fade when we doubt, regret, and mourn. I want to see his face again.”

			The yearbook. So it wasn’t meant for me. I was only its courier. And yet, the message I’d found within the binding threads—Zella had hinted for me to unstitch it and read.

			“Mi scusi, you keep repeating this ‘slumber,’” said Sylvana. “Bambolina and I want to know what this is about. We deserve to know.”

			“I’d also like to be brought up to speed. I’m Fitch Byrd-Sossamon, by the way.”

			Faye murmured to Sylvana, “Briony is near the hundred-blossom hyacinth, practicing dirt sigils and graftings. I’ve asked her to tell you about the slumbers. You’re not like us, so there’s a good chance you’ll be fine. Briony, as half-giantess, also has a naturally long life. She’ll do a kinder job explaining, and it’s not forbidden knowledge. Grandmistress usually tells us after our thesis presentations. What I’m giving you all is a heads-up, some motivation—as parting gift.”

			Sylvana slunk away with Bambolina in her arms. The orchids leaned in to drink her scent as she passed, while the bushes of ember-glow bloomed in welcome.

			Ambrose smiled, telling me, “Sylvana and she of the big-boned share an affinity that’s fecund, almost vegetal. Wonder if their Masters know what they’re up to.”

			“Probably not,” said Faye. “Otherwise, they’d be intruding, to separate or to foster certain buddings for their own interests. So we shouldn’t tell. Besides, they’re sweet together, so hopeful and giggly. Reminds me of myself in my youth, though more wholesome—less Shanghai cabaret, more roll-arounds in a midnight garden.”

			“I can’t imagine Sylvana giggling,” I said with wonder.

			“Briony’s talents, it seems,” said Ambrose with a sly grin, “aren’t limited to her green thumb. Shall I crack a joke about her deft handling of magic beans?”

			“Mind your manners,” Faye slurred. She stumbled toward him, dragging her fur, catching chewed-up rinds in its hem. “Some of us here should get to enjoy romance, and Briony’s a healthier attachment than that doll, more enlivening and humanizing for Sylvana than the rest of us gals and ghouls.” He caught her as she landed against him. “As for you, Amby,” she said, with a finger boop to his nose, “I’ve stashed some sulfur and nephrite jade powder near the lotus and poppies. For acne, cosmetics, and your amusement while I speak with Sharon.”

			“What hurts more?” Ambrose replied. “That you think so little of me, pricking at my vanities? That you don’t bother to ask me more of my truth, or that you don’t think I can handle all of yours?” He swiped a half-empty bottle from the picnic. “Well, I’ve got something for you—Sharon thinks our TA is Grandmistress. Why d’you suppose she’s slumming with us?”

			“So here we go again. Promise we’ll chat later. I need some Korean girl talk now. Take Fitch, tell him about the slumbers, or maybe he’s figured it out. I hear he’s shunted his Master’s curriculum to create his own. These new kids Zella has found or this new age of multi-cultism might be the thing we need—though the pendulum always swings back to slice the necks of revolutionaries, after slicking their blades wet with the blood of queens.”

			Fitch lingered, not wanting to leave me, not liking Ambrose and the way he was now tippling. But then a large fern leaf uncoiled over Fitch’s shoulder, draping itself seductively like a feather boa, and a giant purple hibiscus leaned down to dust his blue hair with golden pollen. He sneezed, then relaxed, giggling, trying not to smile.

			“It’s your piss-moody pheromones,” Ambrose snapped, “that the plants find so annoyingly suburban goth. They want you to chill and be one with the ecosystem.”

			Fitch relented, rubbing his nose, then turned toward the flower to munch on a purple petal.

			Just us two again. Faye sat on the green velvet, patting for me to join her, drawing me under her striped fur. “What is it, Sharon? You’ve got eagerness all over your face.”

			“I found something in the library that Zella left for me, about you and—”

			

			Her hopefulness made me afraid to disappoint her, made me fear for her fragility and also aware of this new sway I had over her. Why did it feel like a crush with Faye? No lust or romance, but I was still so much in her thrall. Her beauty was part of it, but more dangerously, she was addictive in her unpredictability. I never felt secure, always on the edge of boring or disgusting her. If her mood soured, I’d work hard to redeem myself. Approval from Faye was precious because it promised I was compelling and intriguing like her—or could be someday.

			But she was being so open, stirring in me impulses to enjoy this leverage I finally had over her. I felt power and contempt, both so unfamiliar to me—but now that I could taste it, I wanted to savor. Did Faye teach me to want this, this dynamic, by establishing it first between us? Didn’t feel right though. Faye shouldn’t be so needy. It was unnatural for someone who looked like me to pity or manipulate someone who looked like her. I was tempted to keep the yearbook zipped in my bag. To keep her focus on me, and to believe that the unstitched message was meant for me alone.

			But all this was too much to wrestle with, so I reverted to the natural order. I was here to please Faye. So I showed her the photo, along with the phrase about the child spelling the end for the mother. She whispered a name, tracing her finger over the face of the boy queen. I felt envy along with a thrill that I could elicit her teary smile, even if meant for another. She was so grateful—I was surprised, then a little disappointed at how easily undone she became glimpsing a photo of some boy she used to know. I was moved by her tenderness but also perceived it as a weakness. Then I recognized a new ambition in myself. It wasn’t enough to make Faye like me—I wanted to be superior. She was someone to define and measure myself against, but how could I be my true best self with her around? She had to be out of my world completely or I’d never stop seeing myself through her eyes, never stop thinking of myself in relation to her, always desiring to best her in some way while also craving her admiration.

			That’s when I finally recognized the creature beside me in the cave, in my three-night fever dream—when I was the Bear yearning to be a woman.

			A Tiger’s Tale, Faye’s Rendition

			I am the Tiger, but I’m not your rival, Sharon. I didn’t fail the Sky God’s test either, I got bored and left of my own gorgeously striped accord. I was only there in the cave with you to understand why you’d want to be human, why a woman. I already know what I am and wouldn’t change a damn thing.

			I wonder how long Zella has known about me—if that’s why she found you and Fitch with your tale-crossed blood, hoping to smuggle in other story possibilities from other lands. Or maybe she didn’t know about the striped tale that I got from my father’s side, because it is the creation myth of an entire people, not some common refrain of a girl who gains power through beauty and is killed for it.

			All this time, this myth of immense power in me that could’ve been unlocked, especially considering how the Tiger left her second-billing role in the dark to star in many other stories in the sun—as predator and goddess, guardian and charisma itself—across lands and languages. But the only strand Grandmistress ever wanted from me was my ancestry mirroring hers.

			In your tale, Sharon, from the Bear Woman’s POV—the Tiger failed to become human. But can’t you see how I rejected the earthen womb and a fate bound to man and child? I refused to play mother to a brat king and to an entire race of proud and hot-blooded, stubborn and passionate people. I left you mangy and weak, when your patchy fur and wasted body were all that remained of your once beautiful animal ferocity. You ended up suckling a human parasite at your teats, while I feasted upon your descendants in their thatched-roof villages.

			But when you showed me the photo of me and the Hunter who’d brought me here to this time-latched village, I didn’t expect to remember all over again—how much he’d wounded me, leaving me stunted and paralyzed, unable to even dream of escape—

			The Other White-Skinned, Black-Haired Beauty

			In this picture, I am the lad with bow and arrow. The queen with the lace collar is Deniz. He lured me here as I’d lured you. Though in truth, Deniz and I often hunted each other—a favorite game we played in the woods.

			Considering the time, we should’ve been more discreet. Not that the mundanes were, it was a ladies’ academy, after all, and most fancied themselves freethinkers and artists at the dawn of a new century. Still, Deniz and I were chastised as “foreigners with Oriental proclivities” who might infect those with curiosities deemed innocently Edenesque. Grandmistress did not have a Lantos with her then, nobody to erase memories with a song. She didn’t care that Deniz and I had become lovers either, but she did mind very much that he was close to Aurora as well.

			“The child will spell the end for the mother.” Deniz uttered this more than once, had heard it from Aurora but never learned what it meant. Or maybe left before he could share its secret, before I could ask him to take me too.

			

			Deniz was, of course, deeply familiar with secret-keeping for survival, for he’d been forced to perform his entire life, being perceived and treated by the world as a woman, needing to comply to get by, but knowing in his heart he was truly a man. His entire people, in fact, were abstracted and aestheticized, exploited and reduced by the western world’s limited imagination—to embody a mythical symbol of white female beauty, captured in paintings and harems, bought and sold in body and as packaging for cosmetics, counterfeited in shows displaying humans.

			When Grandmistress met him, Deniz was performing as a Circassian Beauty, found by P. T. Barnum’s scout in Constantinople. He was willing to tolerate both the costume, though inauthentic, and even the female presentation of himself, if it meant escape to another continent. But when he saw he’d be displayed between Tom Thumb and the Arabian Giant, beside Chang and Eng the Siamese Twins—Deniz walked away.

			Grandmistress offered him home, education, and the freedom to dress and declare himself as he wished. So he became her ward, the first foreign student from the Near East—his boyish appearance explained as custom of his mountain tribe, where both men and women rode horses astride and hunted with falcons.

			This was the backstory, anyway, lifted from Barnum’s pamphlet to overlay the truth Grandmistress had recognized right away—that Deniz was from a variant tale in which the black-haired Circassian was the paragon of white-skinned beauty, celebrated in song and poetry—after his people had been massacred. The Circassian Beauty was a product multifaceted because it was Caucasian supreme yet Orientalized—white slave girls elevated among the sultan’s concubines, their ancient beauty secrets now available for purchase by the masses.

			Why did he follow Grandmistress? Because she understood how Deniz had to perform as a beautiful woman, though the form felt like burden as well as glass coffin, sealing him in—heart, body, and mind—on display for judgment, projection, and false assessment. But under her aegis at Alvsdahl, Deniz was free to be as he wished. He told me who he was, and I believed him and reflected this vision back to him—a young man, brave and kind, who adored Fats Waller, vaudeville comedians, Jules Verne novels, fig jam, the way I’d cut and style his hair short, worn with the Poiret turban, jupe culottes, or Chinese silk trousers he’d selected from my wardrobe.

			Deniz loved traveling, though he’d been forced to do so as a refugee survivor of a genocide. He loved telling me where we’d adventure after we were done with this place. He loved midnight swims in the nude with me and the mineral paints we’d coat each other with, painting ourselves to blend in with nature—leaves, vines, and flowers—our skin being part of the world around us, not assigned value and category. He loved my artistry, my laugh and wit and strong cocktails. And I loved him, all of him. For a while here, he was freer to be himself, to appear and live in a way that felt honest and natural to him—but not for long . . .

			How the Tiger Lost Her Hunter to the Dawn

			Soon after I came to Alvsdahl, Deniz was dreaming of escape, literally, when dancing with Aurora or lying with her in the woods—stolen sleeps, as it were. Together in their shared dreams they could go wherever they wished, reveal secrets they couldn’t while awake, travel back together into memories or even into the future through Aurora’s visions. When Deniz and I became closer, he invited me to dream alongside them because he wanted me to know—how things might come to an end and what role we might play.

			“The Child will spell the end for the Mother”—Deniz had heard Aurora murmur this in her sleep. We planned to dream as three to discuss this mystery and find the Child among us.

			But Grandmistress’s shadow spies must’ve discovered our plans, because the next day, Aurora was confined to the courtyard. Grandmistress took away her distaff wand and the quill of her spinning wheel—the instruments of her magic—so that Aurora couldn’t choose herself when to sleep and dream. Before, they’d always acted in concert and agreement, as partners.

			As for Deniz, he went missing, never to be seen again. Grandmistress says he left Alvsdahl, but I know he wouldn’t have abandoned me, not after bringing me here.

			I searched for him everywhere. Finally, in the pomegranate orchard I saw his footprints in the snow, leading off the marble walkway into the white-powdered boglands. His footprints entered the black woods, then faded—this last message he left for me was the only thing I could remember, before you showed me our photo and the phrase he’d tucked within the stitches.

			Deniz must’ve sunk into the bogs, held down by stones or stakes or shadows, like the other bog bodies, thousands of years old, found elsewhere in this world. Those other corpses bear evidence of having been punished, ritualistically sacrificed—likely the same fate for Deniz.

			

			But as a mineralmancy major and student of Grandmistress’s weaknesses and vanities, I know that something else of Deniz remains—his magic. For the mineral-rich bog water is absorbed by the tree roots, feeding Grandmistress with its red-ripe fruit. Pomum granatum, meaning apple of many seeds. There are likely more bog bodies in this orchard, of all the students she claims did not survive the slumbers, those she expelled. All those seeds she consumes to feed her suspended death—to keep her in this underworld she’s created for herself.

			I have no proof, but where else might the corpses be? Grandmistress claims that those who do not survive are weak, the stories they leave behind of themselves easily forgotten. From this century, Zella and I are the only non-Mistresses to awaken again and again. She must’ve come to the same conclusion—we are useful, not threatening. The Mistresses and Masters mostly awaken, though a few are removed from court for reasons we can only surmise.

			Moreover, the boglands create new iron, as iron oxide minerals and bacterial processes regrow the element, but it takes time. Bog iron can be harvested every thirty years, once per generation. Another reason to put us in slumber, so she can meld new mineral to her body, regenerated with magic siphoned from those who do not pass her final exam.

			To us, she presents another narrative. Grandmistress claims she is growing more powerful each cycle, and that she’s closer to finding or crafting an ultimate weapon that will destroy the Fates and their Loom. She says they must know when she is becoming too much a threat, for that is when she feels her strand being tugged loose from the weave. That is when she commands Aurora to put us all to slumber, to hide in liminal death and awaken a generation later to try again.

			However, I believe she is weakening instead. Thus, she gathers us to feed on our magic, harvested from the fruit of her corpse orchard, while waiting for new elemental mineral to grow.

			As for her quest for this ultimate tool or instrument—I don’t know if it’s desperation when she gets to the end of her cycle, or delusion, or if she’s actually getting close. But how many times will a bitch keep trying? Then again, even when a maiden, she died by laces, comb, and apple, and still kept coming back from the dead—zombie queen survivor.

			I used to think I might be the Child who will spell the end. But I never made a dent.

			Maybe it’s you? After all, you were able to transform a pallid princess who could only crumble—into something Grandmistress wants to mold and maybe forge into a weapon. Oh god, I hope she isn’t the Child of prophecy. Least I won’t have to witness if she gets that honor too.

			Hugging a cushion while wanting to tear it apart, I shouted, “You never warned me my life was in danger!”

			“I told you not to come! Would you have believed me if I said you’d die at college? You only heard you were wanted and could be someone different here!”

			“All this time—why did you stay—go along with everything?”

			“Fear of punishment,” she mumbled. “Inertia, depression, maybe I’m stupidly hopeful things will change. Or I’m trapped because this is the price to pay for my magic, and I’ve already lost my soul to her fey bargain. Because this is how the world has always been—a very select few prosper at the expense and suffering of many, but oh, what marvels we create! That’s what Ambrose says anyhow.”

			

			“What about Deniz? I thought Koreans were obsessed with first loves and vengeance, according to my mom’s favorite K-dramas.”

			“I’m arrogant, but I’m not brave. I’m not reckless enough to go against Grandmistress or lead a revolt. If Deniz was trying to escape, I don’t want his fate. I’ll be mummified above ground, thank you, because I’m vain, cowardly, weak, and selfish.”

			Social etiquette dictated I should tell her not to be so hard on herself, but I agreed with her. Because in her situation I’d also be vain, cowardly, weak, and selfish. Was feeling all that now.

			“Have you warned the others? I thought Zella wanted me to come, and Ms. Marie isn’t exactly telling me to run away either.”

			Faye walked to the glass to peer into the courtyard. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Deniz ran away and got tragically mired by accident. I probably spilled some things to Amby. I should tell Sylvana but can’t—Zella’s confined to her Tower, Aurora can’t dream with others, and I can’t take Madmother seriously when she sprouts and twigs out. Even when we all sleep enchanted together, we still cannot commune with one another.”

			“But you told me. Why?” I rose on wobbly legs. “Why did Zella point me to the yearbook? What am I supposed to do with all this?”

			Faye turned around, struggling to focus her eyes on me, gradually emerging from her daze. “Ambrose said you believed Grandmistress was your Lit TA,” she said, realization dawning.

			“Yeah, you said, ‘Here we go again.’”

			Visibly agitated, she tugged the torn lace on her hem. “I think it’s happened before, I vaguely recall. Grandmistress senses an unexpected power among the mundies, or near them. So she lingers and probes, then discovers a threat that makes her retreat, taking us with her. Might just be her fear and impulsivity, her unraveling. Or she’s rightfully sensing someone she cannot face, who makes her hide, makes her curse the rest of us with sleep.”

			

			“Is it me?” I blurted. “Am I the unexpected—but why take Petra?”

			Faye barked her laughter, and I reddened with shame. “Who the fuck knows!” she cried. “We’re all so short-sighted with our immediate aims to pass the test this week, get top marks end of term, graduate in order to survive! I don’t know why I do anything anymore—what all this adds up to, what it means across the larger weave!”

			“Then why did you share so much with me?! Because you couldn’t deal with it on your own?”

			The sky’s lavender duskiness had deepened into a moodier violet. I gave up trying to make sense of Faye and dropped onto her fainting couch, wondering how the day had rushed by. “Fuck, missing dinner with Ruth again. But there’s too much to process. If I nap here, will an entire term go by?” I laughed without joy, simply needing to make groaning noises.

			“Time is wonky here,” said Faye, sighing, “because of all the residue of cyclical sleep enchantments. Probably has something to do with her too.”

			She pointed to the courtyard, where a woman in a bias-cut nightgown of rose satin staggered barefoot in the snow. Her dressing gown hung off one shoulder and trailed ragged behind her. Her grey-blonde hair reached her ankles, matted and tangled. I saw no doorway, not even the one we’d come through, as if all exits and entrances had melted into the fortress.

			“She must’ve given her babysitters the slip and stumbled through,” said Faye. “Wish Ambrose were here—like watching the most gripping game of Pong.” She traced the woman’s movements across the glass with her finger. “But I think you’re more aware than you let on.”

			“Is she sleepwalking?”

			“Aurora can’t sleep without her distaff and quill. That’s why she’s so strung out. But she can still make us sleep, if we touch her. Not an enchanted slumber but an escape, gateway to a deeper, more final rest—” Faye glanced at me over her shoulder. “You dare me?”

			I didn’t like what she was suggesting about a “final rest” or her disturbing smile or how she could joke about a fellow captive, but gallows humor had been Faye’s MO from the start. Then I gasped, as Aurora was about to walk into a wall.

			“Drat, got lucky this time,” said Faye as Aurora stepped through, her tattered nightgown trailing after her into the fortress.

			Faye extended her hand to me. She was still wearing the same black slip as before, wrinkled and dirtied by its soak in the lake, crumbed with cake, its lace tearing away. “Please stay with me, Sharon, to see if Dawn will stagger forth again—and ask us to dance?”

			The poisoned fruit of temptation, Faye called herself. But I could see now, she was simply a young woman afraid to be alone.
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			Ambrose emerged from behind the orchids. “Has she stopped pinballing?”

			“Were you eavesdropping, my naughty boy?” Faye was effervescent again, though exhausted too.

			He touched his forehead to hers. “Wish you’d told me earlier—not about the bog bodies, which you’ve drunkenly blathered about before, but about how much you miss him. I’m here for you—but Aurora in the courtyard is our thing, and I did make a tidy sum on bets last time.”

			My first instinct was to get on the next plane home, but I couldn’t leave the Glass House or even get off the fainting couch. I didn’t think I could be the Child nor someone who’d challenge Grandmistress, but maybe I could stay to help in some way? Because how could I abandon Faye like this—and Fitch? I was worried about Petra too, feeling guilty that Ruth had been concerned even before all this. But how could I help anyone when I’d only crafted a lumpy hourglass? Maybe it was simpler. Like so many girls in fairy tales, I was curious enough to unlock the forbidden door, to stay out past midnight, to open the box that everyone warned me to keep shut—I wanted to see how the story turned out, what my role in it might be.

			Or maybe my wanting to stay was born from the same thing enchanting Fitch, now stepping through a lush field of golden pampas grass.

			“Did Ambrose tell you?” I asked as he came closer, waving a pampas plume like a duster, sweeping it over my face.

			“The elephant ear plants heard the juicy gossip,” he said, “then poured it into the trumpet flowers, who blasted their scented songs for us. I knew this place was suspect, didn’t realize the fucking evil extent of it.”

			“Are you okay, Fitch?”

			“Nice to indulge in my other senses . . .” He nibbled the feathery grass, then brushed it against his cheek, stubbled with five o’clock cobalt.

			Ambrose laughed. “Despite all his wards and tiresome guardedness, Fitch is still susceptible to Glass House floramones and their herbier magic. Plants can be as invasive as people and what a fucking relief—he was being such a narc, despite his goth getup! As for you, Sharon—I guess you’re in Faye’s inner circle now, but are you any more fun in the Glass House? Or are you allergic, yet to be transformed from whatever this is supposed to be?” He waved his hand over me.

			Faye clapped gleefully on tiptoe. “Exactly what we need, now that I’ve divulged to Sharon, located our Korean mythic intersections, and bonded over generational academic trauma! Time for some real fun, which means a makeover!” She stepped close. “May I?”

			I nodded. She ran her fingers through my hair, nudging deep, close to the silver. She rustled the strands between her fingertips.

			“I thought you’d get a new look for college—a bob or the cliché unfortunate fringe—but you’re still hiding under this guise of the unassuming girl, afraid to trouble anyone or make demands. Hiding your difference makes it a shame, reveling in it makes you proud of being unique. Must be gardening shears here somewhere.”

			“You want to weed-whack my head?”

			“Liberate yourself like the flappers of yore and the Mary Quantettes! Besides, I don’t want to think about our impending dooms anymore. Let’s drink to metamorphosis instead!”

			Why did I indulge Faye? Because distraction was human, because I was entranced with how she saw my potential unfulfilled beauty. Because giving me a makeover gave Faye control, even if momentary, illusory. Faye in her element made me feel that right now, our purpose in life was to delight in ourselves and each other, to celebrate our youth and vitality—even if the world was ending, or especially because of it. Also, she was the other creature beside me in the cave. The one to show me a way out—for when it was time to reveal and revel in my true self. My story wouldn’t make sense without her, as it wasn’t about which animal lasted the longest, but about how they transformed each other.

			But I doubted Faye’s dexterity, especially in her state, so we sought Sylvana and Briony on the other side of the garden, finding them nestled together under the lush-curtained wisteria.

			Briony got up to introduce herself, walking toward me while growing taller and taller. I’d heard she was half giant but wasn’t prepared for all nine feet of her rising before me.

			“This isn’t even my full size,” she said, her voice unexpectedly delicate and ethereally accented. “Still a runt compared to my mother. But so’s we can speak and hear each other more easily—” She shrank to a still intimidating but more accessible seven feet.

			Briony wore denim overalls with an eyelet peasant blouse. Her auburn curls were held back by a bandana. Slender, tilted green eyes, upturned nose, and freckles—elfin features writ large and grand. She asked for my name, not my family story, same for Fitch. She asked how we were adjusting and offered us persimmon juice. Sylvana seemed languid and looked different too, as she joined Briony’s side with a deep rosewood flush in her cheeks, her eyes no longer polished and lifeless, but dewy and dreamy as she gazed upon her love.

			“We’ve interrupted mid-something,” Ambrose whispered. “Sylvana’s glowing and gleaming, not from varnish! I thought she’d be falling apart about the slumbers, but maybe she already knew?”

			“I did not know,” Sylvana replied. “But after Briony explained, I understood why Master Carver had set me on an accelerated curriculum. And my gleam, Ambrose, comes from Briony’s proposition for our future together. I’ve accepted, but after I finish my masterpiece.”

			“Bambolina is more than portable,” Briony muttered. “And she’s got legs. She can become a masterpiece elsewhere.”

			“But Master Carver is here and cannot travel far in his old age, and I need him to tell me when I’ve risen to Mistress rank, when Bambolina meets his approval.”

			“Carver esteems you plenty,” said Briony with a polite smile and gritted teeth. “And it should be enough that you and I adore and approve of each other wholeheartedly.” Briony might’ve grown a few inches, or maybe I shrunk from the tension she exuded.

			“Amore mio, not now, not here.” Sylvana withdrew her hand from Briony’s and called for Bambolina in the bushes, telling her to beware of scratching from thorns, that her face couldn’t bear much more sanding.

			I wanted to know more about the alternative path they’d chosen, why they were so confident they could avoid the slumbers, but I couldn’t figure out a way to pry, especially when Faye jumped in front of me, whipping out two-handed hedge shears. Blades as long as her arms, glinting bright like her lascivious eyes. She sliced the air, chop-chopping. “Time to shear the sheep to make way for what? Who’s the beast hiding under all that lambswool, fluff, and frizz?”

			Fitch yelped, a high-pitched cry that became a frantic trumpet solo with his lips, sounding like frenzied, experimental free jazz.

			Ambrose explained to Briony that Faye was in one of her moods, to which she nodded sympathetically. He drew Fitch away from the impending butchery, telling us he’d find water and a quiet spot for him, then reassured a still bloop-blaring Fitch, “No one’s going to behead Sharon or any other woman.”

			“I’m only going to ask you once,” Briony told Faye, “hand me back my hedge clippers lest someone lose a limb. I have more reasonably sized blades here for my topiary bushes.” She pulled pruning scissors from her tool belt and unsheathed them with a grin.

			“But I am the artisan here,” Sylvana announced, returning with Bambolina. She told her doll to fetch her carving knives.

			“You’re very talented, love, but taming weeds and wild growth is my specialty. You’ll not be engraving into her head now.”

			I couldn’t take it anymore. I gripped my hair in a ponytail, grabbed the shears from Briony, then hacked off the ends myself. I held up the thick shank of coarse black hair in my fist, raised above my head. “I choose you, Briony. Now, please, make it look better.”

			Faye was impressed, finally silenced.

			Briony nodded. “Would you like the weight off, floating like a cloud atop your head? Or do you want to feel rooted to this earth, the hair digging into your shoulders, heavy on your back? Do you feel symmetrical or a bit crooked? Do you want to reflect this or compensate? Are there any of my topiary bushes you particularly like and want me to replicate?”

			In the end, Briony snipped my hair into an A-line bob raised in the back to show off my silver. Face-framing waves still shaggy enough to feel like me, but less frazzled. Sylvana used her tools to refine the edges. I didn’t need a mirror to know the result was a vast improvement. I ran my hands through my hair, its texture set free, feeling light and shorn of unnecessary shame.

			Even Ambrose was appreciative, having returned alone, leaving Fitch to calm down near the aquatic plants. “Before it was Cousin Itt, but now you resemble a young Fran Lebowitz.”

			“Brilliant,” said Faye. “Ambrose, take off your Teddy Boy frock coat and let her try it on. Sharon, off with that ugly anonymous sweatshirt you’re always hiding behind.”

			Ambrose grumpily shrugged off his coat. Somehow Faye knew exactly what I’d wear if I could afford it, if I were brave. Well, this jacket was a bit too Edwardian dandy, but almost right.

			Wearing only a black tank top with jeans, I eased on the blue velvet coat. My broad shoulders made sense with the cut of the jacket, its lines extending bold, sharp, and proud. It hung sleek against my body, its tailoring giving me structure, making me feel defined and assured. Its swing and drape around my hips made me want to sit astride chairs, jump on a horse, or hike a foot atop a boulder or some guy’s back, with the snap of a riding crop against my thigh.

			“There she is,” said Faye. “Like a modern George Sand, Colette, or Dietrich in a tux—”

			“All I see is an Asian Paula Poundstone,” said Ambrose.

			Faye bumped him aside with her bony hip, then circled me, prowling. She applauded Briony and Sylvana for their bladework and complimented me in how I held myself—with more ease and pride. I understood how the Tiger must’ve licked the fur off the Bear with her rough-barbed tongue, taking it all off for her cave-mate who wished to be something other than beast. And though the Tiger was perfectly satisfied in her own body, she wanted the Bear to also share in this deep pleasure of the self. Faye picked off the lint from my lapel. “Though I’d warned you about coming here, I am glad you are here now, Sharon. Truly.”

			

			How did she know about the suitcase of altered clothes under my bed? Or did she plant my vision for my hoped-for self when we first met? Has she been pulling my strings all along?

			As if reading my mind, she said, “The jacket isn’t magic. It’s all you, Ghom Sharon. I’ve noticed your eye admiring a certain cut and drape on others, and don’t say it’s because you’re a seamstress’s daughter. Seek your desired skin. Admire yourself in it, and cast this vision out into the world—so others can also appreciate you.”

			Ambrose popped a bottle of champagne, releasing its plumes of curling vapor as a thousand bubbles raced to the top. I accepted his sparkling pour. The night had begun, and the others echoed how shopping period was meaningless when their courses, careers, and narrative destinies had already been set.

			“We don’t have fresher’s week anymore,” said Ambrose, “so this is as close as we can get to a bit of fun before the drudgery begins anew.”

			I wandered off, brushing my fingers along my nape while sipping champagne. I soaked in the bubbly and floramones—risking whatever cocktail they’d make of my senses, impulses. All these surface enchantments and powdered manipulations—what were we hiding, ignoring? I imagined Grandmistress’s dwarves mining, inhaling dust until they too were mineral, immortal, so they could make eternal amends to their queen. And who could blame the girl who’d been hunted all her life? Learning self-preservation from Mother while besting her at her sorcerous games. A woman who climbed over corpses and their old social order, kept climbing to not become one of the many fallen women piled beneath her feet. Someone to admire, emulate?

			“Hey, Sharon,” I heard Fitch say, following behind me through the pampas, now silver in the moonlight. He was no longer carrying his feather-grass duster, but wore blue forget-me-nots behind his ear. “Sorry I ran off during your haircut, I got a little— That jacket looks better on you than Ambrose. Really like the hair too—I can see more of you.”

			I crouched low in the pampas to hide my face, embarrassed but deeply pleased. “I liked your trumpet solo.”

			Fitch lowered himself too. “Now I’m embarrassed.” He parted the grass so we could see each other. “The way the plumes are angled behind you, kinda looks like fluffy silver wings.”

			“You’re still so fucking high off floramones.” I laughed.

			“No, but we should get back to campus anyway. Time feels loopy here. I feel loopy too.”

			I couldn’t see or hear the others, only Fitch’s breath and the surrounding rustle of the grasses that hid us from view.

			“I wanted to say, Sharon, though you act like you’ve already forgiven my shit-ass behavior in the library—I am sorry. I was shocked at the time—I underestimated you, for that I’m sorry too. You read people better than me ’cause you give them a chance, I think, even if—I don’t think you should. Not with some of us, considering the stories we come from.”

			“With that reasoning,” I countered, “the world would get considerably more fucked with each generation. If you stayed with your father’s people and only those like him, if you never tried another way of living—it’s not like you can live alone all your life or only with those who suffer the same secrets.”

			“Exactly. So let’s get out of here—”

			We heard a scream and jumped to our feet, our bodies close. We didn’t look at each other, but I could smell the flowers behind his ear as I tufted the pampas between my fingers.

			“Diu nei, pok gai!” followed the initial scream.

			“That’s Faye, cursing in Cantonese,” I explained with a sigh of relief and familiarity. “That means she’s annoyed with something, nothing serious or—”

			“You speak Cantonese?”

			

			“No, but I used to sit next to the Canto club in my high school cafeteria ’cause they’d let me pretend I was one of them. I was using them for camouflage, or to not look like a loner.”

			Fitch smiled, but I still couldn’t meet his eyes. “If it’s nothing serious, why don’t we go back to campus together? The rest of them have already made their choices.”

			I broke off a plume, my heart beating wildly. I was afraid he could read its syncopated rhythm and know my thoughts. Fitch didn’t frighten me so much anymore in all his foreign boyness, but I was still scared for him to know that everything with him was so new. I’d had crushes before but never spoken to them, much less had real conversations with someone who seemed to care what I thought, and who told me what made him afraid or excited, who made me aware of his breath, voice, heat, and utter nearness.

			I tucked the feathery grass into my sleeve. “Sorry, can’t go with you now. Faye’s very fragile. I should make sure she’s okay. I’ll see you later?”

			Waving goodbye, I rushed toward Faye, who was more knowable, my feelings about her more manageable, even if I still didn’t have a clue how to help her.

			“Fuck you, Ambrose, Petra’s not even a variant of our tale! Besides, it was Sharon’s alchemical heat that helped her to finally create.” Faye greeted me, clutching me. “Minerals and alchemy pair well together. We’d be indispensable, irreplaceable! Petra’s a one-trick princess.”

			I peeled Faye off me, unable to be the thing she wanted, which felt like too much pressure. “So everyone knows about Grünhartz, and my major’s a foregone conclusion? I’m not sure, Faye, what I could do with you—the thing with Petra, she didn’t know what was happening either. Unexpected but organic or instinctive—”

			Faye stormed off, taking a fresh bottle with her. Was there a tree somewhere growing corked champagne, or was Faye’s magic turning her pissiness into endless booze?

			“Let her go,” Ambrose advised. “She just needs a swill and a pout because her super-senior fuckery is getting to her.”

			Sylvana, reclining with Briony among pink peonies, suggested: “Faye should finally craft her masterpiece. Would give her focus and less time for self-pitying. Then she needn’t worry of becoming a bog body, which is only her conjecture anyhow. Master Carver would never—”

			“Unless he’s bound too, my love, afraid to be expelled from court,” said Briony. “Ms. Marie can’t give me a straight answer, tells me we all have our jobs to do, that ours lie in root summonings.” Nearby sweet pea vines wrapped around her fingers. “But clearly Faye is useful to Grandmistress, thus safe enough if her theory be true, for she survives the slumbers despite not being a Mistress. Pragmatically then, if survival’s her only goal, she should continue as she is doing. But you’re an artist, Sylvie dear, so your ambitions are nobler, to be immortal in spirit, not in flesh, to create art for posterity.”

			Bambolina jumped down from a branch. With a knife, she picked seeds from her teeth. She walked past me into raspberry bushes. Where did the food go in that tiny wooden body?

			“I don’t think I drank that much,” I mumbled, “but my mind’s all woozy.” Should’ve left with Fitch, but now I was too tired, so I plopped down into the poppies.

			“Breath of the flora,” said Briony as she unwound the sweet pea tendrils from her fingers and wove them into a friendship bracelet for me—weaving them without touching, directing their movements with her dancing hands. “Mundanes call it phytoncides, but it’s more poetic. You sensed it in the woods beyond the border? The plants here share rooted memories of the air, light, and earth from Old Alvsdahl. There’s a soil bed back there, rich in loam, that supposedly runs deep—deep enough to reach all the way to the roots of—”

			

			“Bo-riiing!” Ambrose sang. “Let’s do my favorite elective next: faculty gossip, namely who is the most tragic—a contest in tales! Now that Faye’s not here, we can really let loose without her annoying ‘I’ve known these old farts for a century, and you’re getting them all wrong.’ Truth isn’t what makes gossip fun—it’s the speculation and lies!”

			Folklore, myths, and legends were all basically gossip immortalized through generational retellings. My fingers itched for my journal, but it would be rude to transcribe during a bitch session about teachers. So I took a cue from Briony and traced the words in the dirt with my finger, where I lay among the flowers. I committed the words to muscle memory, hoping I wasn’t activating any dangerous sigils . . .

			The Frog Professor

			My favorite, said Ambrose, for even the mundanes have trussed him up with the most glamorous tragedy of all—a broken gay heart from a European love affair! Though it’s not his that literally exploded. Oh, you haven’t heard of Heinrich, his faithful servant? Even the Grimm boys got that part right.

			Sharon, your advisor Master Grünhartz and his servant were madly in love. But they could not be together because their stations were vastly apart. So a fairy with a cruel sense of humor transformed the proud prince into a frog, lowlier than a servant. Heinrich vowed to find a princess for his master so he could return to his proper rank and form.

			Meanwhile, to keep his heart from breaking, the servant had three iron bands forged around his own working-class heart. Eventually, he found a willing princess to wed the frog, and accompanied them in their wedding carriage. Heinrich’s heart burst with joy and grief and impossible love, the three iron bands breaking one by one. Then he died before they reached the church. The frog prince refused to marry, chose to remain amphibious and became a scientist-professor—eventually learning to shift forms for social convenience and tricky border crossings.

			That is why the Professor is in league with Grandmistress. They believe the Fates use our lives to pattern with judgment and callous reversals. And they love to argue who’s had it worse—animals or princesses. What Grünhartz despises most of all though is that being animal is considered punishment, redeemed by transformation into human upon marriage to one. He says Liminals like himself should choose when and if to shift, to decide whom to love.

			You’re really lucky to have him as an advisor, Sharon. I’m jealous. The only thing about you that I’ll ever envy and covet.

			Who’s next—Briony? Tell us about your Mistress and how she ruined the ash-girl!

			Ms. Marie, a Defense

			My Mistress, Ms. Marie, is very kind and wise, and regrets enacting magic upon young girls when they were unformed, instead of teaching them to enact the magic themselves after they were mature enough to do so.

			Thus, she doesn’t intervene as before. She cast aside much of her magic to live amongst the mundane and assist them in other ways. She says the Fates facilitate the weaving and care for the tree but do not dictate the Loom’s Design—though Grandmistress doesn’t believe this.

			My Mistress chooses to watch over all her young charges, including Grandmistress. She espouses nurturing, fostering growth, and dwells in her dormitory doing what she can for all women there. Though she’s left the tending of the Loom Tree to her many sisters, my Mistress is still connected to the mycorrhizal network of interwoven roots threaded with mycelium. Consider Pando, the clonal organism of quaking aspen with its root network. Seemingly fifty thousand individual trees above ground—though, in truth, a single entity—

			“Back the fuck up!” I jumped to my feet. “You said Ms. Marie left the tree and her sisters—which she mentioned as a cosmic world tree, so I thought it was spacey-hippie—but you called these sisters the Fates weaving upon the Loom? You’re telling me Godmothers are the Fates who spin, measure, and cut our lives?”

			Sylvana stared as if I’d said the dumbest thing ever. Ambrose howled with laughter.

			Only Briony was willing to educate. “Perhaps it is easier for those of us who know the old tongues. Fairie comes from fae and fata, as in the Fates. Related to the wyrd sisters, or weird, in Old English. Or Parcae, related to plectere in Latin, meaning ‘to weave.’ I’m sure there are weaver women in the stories of your people, Sharon, weaving on a cosmic scale?”

			Tiny bubbles danced across my tongue, flooding my mind with iridescence. Fates and Godmothers had swirled in my thoughts before, but I’d resisted connecting the two, wanting to believe that Ms. Marie was absolved of all she was accused of by Petra and Grandmistress.

			“Can we refuse?” I asked. “Those who don’t make the cut or change their minds—can they leave before the slumbers, or are they chased into the bog? It was easier to disappear people back in the day, but not now, right? Where’s Faye—why are you not freaking out—”

			“You’re drunk-whispering,” said Ambrose. “Which means you’re loud-slurring.”

			

			“Are you all so confident you’ll wake again?” I slurred louder. “You want to be students in this village forever, living a few years for every generation like fucking cicadas? While your less talented classmates are tossed into bogs, leeched on by that woman, who gets stronger, more deluded? You think she can actually take the Loom Tree for herself and destroy the Fates?”

			Briony shared a look with Sylvana. Wordlessly, one asked and the other agreed. “We were going to tell you later about our plans,” said Briony. “We believe the creation of true living art takes many generations, human or not—and we want to perpetuate that art elsewhere.”

			“After I complete my studies with Master Carver here,” said Sylvana, lifting Bambolina into her lap. “I’ll elucidate for Sharon, as she has a work-study fellowship with Zella and is thus a protégé of the Archivist.”

			Sylvana’s Ancestral Tree

			Zella has shared with me the most ancient and primal of stories, unknown to Master Carver and Grandmistress. These stories were told and passed from generation to generation, many for thousands of years, from as far away as southernmost Africa. Zella told me how these tales traveled northward, following the migration of peoples, perhaps even the first people of this world.

			The basic shape of the story is this: A man carves a woman from wood. The doll comes alive because of his love.

			The Venda of South Africa have such a story. The Bara of Madagascar and the Berber tribes of Sahara too. You and the mundanes know my more recent ancestral tale—that of Pygmalion and Galatea. Well, Master Carver had a son once, but lost him. I endeavor not to replace the boy, but to be a Mistress, so I can teach Bambolina to create life herself. And onward and so forth.

			My creations will know that we come from the most ancient of human tales. Briony is helping me to cultivate a living wood with memory of the primal world—our joint masterpiece. Thus, we could survive the slumbers and awaken as Mistresses and rise in rank within this meager domain, but we have dreams of our own—to learn as much as we can, then leave Alvsdahl to make our own home, which will someday become a village of equals who all teach and learn from each other, who craft art not for status, but to preserve what unites us and connects us to our ancestors.

			What about you, Sharon? What do you hope to gain from your time here?

			I excused myself, saying I needed to be alone to think. Instead, I went looking for Faye. I stumbled back to the fainting couch. Instead of reclining, she was kneeling before the glass facing the courtyard. I wanted to tell her how Sylvana, Briony, and Bambolina planned to abscond with their magical knowledge, but I couldn’t go home now because everyone including my mom would think me a failure. People would doubt I’d ever be courageous again. They’d say I’d been foolish to try for another life. Tell me to dream within reasonable bounds. Be like others around me. Don’t be a seeker and explorer when I was already an immigrant’s daughter. The world I grew up in was the one I should stay and die in, even if I was rejected, a misfit.

			But I couldn’t pour my drunken heart out, because Faye whipped around to say, “Finally!” Sweat glistened on her forehead as she clawed with her diamond rings against the glass. “I’ve been trying to cut through for the last hour. Would’ve finished earlier, but I flubbed my incantations on Mohs enhancements and carbon covalence. Can you help?”

			

			“Why not use the door?”

			“I’d have to pass by Ambrose. He’d try to stop me, but I just want to talk to her, I swear.”

			In the courtyard, a lone figure, enclosed and lost, silken nightgown ragged in the snow.

			“She hasn’t found a passage back inside yet,” said Faye, “and the Shadow Giants seem occupied elsewhere. So if you could assist me like you did with Petra—melt the glass—”

			I showed her my cold palms. “I can’t control anything. It was with Petra that I could. When I read my story my hands burned too, but that was vellum.”

			“Dammit, Sharon, you should be more confident with the makeover I’ve given you. Why so self-doubting? Give me your paws!” She grabbed my hands, demanding with so much impatience, then begged with something far more disturbing in her eyes.

			“I can’t give you what you want from me!”

			She tossed my hands aside. “You and Petra must have some sister-rivalry combustion.” Kneeling again, she used diamond-knuckled fists to claw frantically. The glass gave way. She pushed it out, disc landing on the snow. The chill swept in. Before I could stop her, she shimmied through the jagged hole and unfolded herself on the other side. Unnerving, her giddiness and awe as she stared enraptured at Aurora, whose tattered gown fluttered in the swirling snow.

			Grabbing the mink, I followed Faye out and threw the fur over her shoulders. “There are other ways of leaving this cave to feel the sun on your face. Briony can take you with her—”

			Faye kissed me on the cheek, then placed her cold finger on my lips. “A century’s a lifetime enough, however interrupted by my inability to grow up, as you so keenly observed. I’m tired, this isn’t living. Maybe in dreams undisturbed, I can finally grow old.”

			“Then run away from all this. You don’t need magic; you can go off and do whatever you want—take Ambrose and—”

			

			“Get a job? Marry? Have a child? All different flavors of death. Grandmistress would send another hunter after me. Enzo’s obedient—jocks usually are, with sadistic coaches replacing absent parental figures. Besides, Deniz tried to escape and— Aurora can’t sleep herself without her distaff and quill, can’t enchant me with generational slumber, but her touch is enough to—a deeper sleep, mundane, my body still aging with time, tethered to this mortal world. Maybe in such dreams that cannot be glimpsed by Shadows or a ghoulish queen, I can learn if Deniz ever discovered who the Child could be, the one who’d spell the end. Maybe in these dreams, Deniz can tell me how he’s doing, and I can apologize for not going with him, not saving him somehow. You can dream with me too! Look at her, so lonely, with bloodshot eyes that haven’t rested in decades. We can give her comfort and communion, share our visions, and never fear again being wrenched awake, lonelier than before.”

			I gently removed my hand from hers. She nodded, smiling to show she understood, then walked toward Aurora and bowed like a prince asking for a dance. Together, they waltzed in the courtyard, and Faye’s hair turned white from root to tip.

			I watched them with heat burning down my back. Was it because of crawling through the jagged glass? Couldn’t be, because I was still wearing Ambrose’s coat. I reached behind. The fabric was undamaged, but I felt as if my spine had been sliced open. I tore off the jacket to feel between my shoulder blades. No blood or torn flesh. Only hot, itchy skin, enflamed.

			As Faye spun in Aurora’s arms, our eyes met, and I recognized her at last—the Baek Tiger whose fur turns white after many lifetimes of suffering, before she becomes a spirit. She wasn’t simply the creature who picked off my parasites with her teeth and licked the fur off my body with her barbed tongue. She was also the one who told me there was an exit, not just from the cave, but from this smaller immediate world. She was always ahead of me, could see beyond.

			

			Forget the Son of the Sky, she’d purred in my memories. Don’t bother praying under the silver birch. Remain a human and woman if you wish, but ride upon my back and I’ll take you elsewhere off this world, so we can be feared and adored, made legend beyond the skies.

			But I didn’t move toward her—not then or now.

			Faye wilted and Aurora caught her. A giant, inky silhouette emerged from below. Like a velvet cloak, it wrapped itself around both and whisked them across the courtyard into the wall. I knew that dwarves of lore were good at mining, but never expected their immaterial forms would be so adept at quantum tunneling too.

			Before other shadows could come for me as well, I crawled back through the hole. My palms hot enough to melt the broken glass back into place. I’d summoned the heat through my fear—of being taken, of being found guilty. Vain, cowardly, weak, and selfish. Or was this what I’d wanted all along—to oust my rival and shine in her place?

			I returned to the others, telling them I saw Faye enter the courtyard. Told them I couldn’t make her come back, that I’d lost sight of her. Ambrose had everyone search the courtyard and pomegranate grove, though we were limited by the untraversable bogs. He said he’d keep looking and asked Sylvana and Briony to take me back to my dorm. He also told me to keep his coat. “Won’t be snowing on campus, but it’s still cold. Suits you, and I got another one like it. We can be dandies together.”

			Couldn’t be possible, but I sensed a shift in his posture and inflection—mirroring mine.
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			When I returned to my dorm, Ruth was on her back, doing reverse crunches while reading about neurobiology. She slammed her textbook shut. “Where the fuck have you been the past week?”

			“Past week?”

			“First of all, are you okay?” She looked me fiercely up and down and all around. “Did anything terrible happen to you?”

			“Not to me—”

			“Good, ’cause I’m not done being mad at you. Shopping week doesn’t mean you can sleep god knows where without telling your roommate and prefect! Ms. Marie said you’d checked in with her, but I had to lie to your mom because I know Asian parents!”

			I grabbed my shower caddy, slippers, and towel for an excuse to be alone. How had one night in the Glass House passed as a week here? Ruth followed me to the shared bathroom.

			“Were you with Ambrose Bathory and his snotty crew? Why are they interested in you? Do you know them from camp too? Blow me off for another dinner, sure, but a whole friggin week? At least Petra had the decency to leave hints she was still alive.”

			

			I spun around. “She came back?”

			“Like you care?”

			“I do—I do now. I mean— How is she? Is she in her room?”

			“Not at the moment, but I’ve seen clues she goes back and forth. New crystal vases and blobby glass sculptures, trailing sand everywhere! Ms. Marie says she’s training with a new teacher—intensive studio work, I guess. Hope this one sticks. She needs to declare a major.”

			I brushed my teeth while Ruth lectured. Three sinks away, a girl was helping to dye her friend’s hair with Manic Panic Red Phoenix, asking if she wanted the Angela Chase or the Agent Scully. While also taking shots of Goldschläger. “The gold flakes cut into your throat so you absorb the booze faster,” said the girl with a hairline dripping viscous red around her face. “Efficient, fewer calories, and it’s all organic.”

			My first thought—what’s the illusivity and emotional malleability of gold? What could Faye do with it, or what could I with a decent grasp of alchemy?

			Ruth whisper-shouted, “Did they make you cut your hair? That style doesn’t seem like you. Are they pressuring you in other ways? You shouldn’t have to change yourself to impress them.”

			“How do you know what seems like me when you don’t even know me!” I spat my minty froth into the sink.

			“I want to know you, but you’re always running off—”

			What did I owe Ruth just because we were assigned as roommates, just because we were both— No, wasn’t that. “Look, I’m not your little sister and don’t need you to be my prefect either.” I skipped the shower, uncertain Ruth wouldn’t critique my scrubbing. Back in our room, I told her I had to prep for meeting with Grünhartz. Tried to shut my door in her face, but she stuck her foot in.

			“I’m not done talking.”

			“You wanna tell me I got him as advisor because of mistaken Asian identity? Affirmative action for working-class kids?”

			

			She winced, then her eyes turned cold. “Fuck off, if you don’t want to be my friend, fine. I’ll still be a good roommate to Petra. Did you see her while partying with le Bratwurst Pack?”

			I couldn’t help laughing. Ruth used the opportunity to take a more persuasive tack.

			“I get it. You can’t say because you two got tapped for a secret society. I know in places like Alvsdahl and other bastions of real power—closed doors are endless. People like me, we’re used to asking for applications—an illusion to keep us complacent. I wouldn’t even know which doors to beat down. Not that I’m interested in whatever Skull and Bones, final clubs, the Machine. Trying not to judge, but I can feel your anxiety, your fears of inadequacy. If you don’t want me butting in, then please look out for Petra. You two have been weird and jittery since you met. But since you’re here and she’s not—that mean you didn’t make the final cut?”

			“Are you done?”

			“No, some post-punk French dude with blue hair dropped by a few nights ago. Asked if you were still with Ambrose. He dislikes him more than I do.”

			“Did he leave a message for me?”

			Ruth shrugged, smiling. “I forget.” She removed her foot from the door. “I was gonna say that your new hairstyle’s growing on me, but not anymore. You look like all the other suburban girls who think a Reality Bites soundtrack and a vintage jacket constitute a personality and actual music taste. Next, you’ll be smoking cloves, writing in Moleskines. Okay, now I’m done.”

			Finally, alone. I lay on my bed to think. Then rolled off, landing on the floor. I removed my suitcase from under my bed. Here were the clothes for my new life. My treasured discovery was the green velvet men’s blazer. The velvet luscious, pristine. The only marks visible were inside the cuffs where the silk lining met velvet. Singed all around, as if traced by a lighter to seal edges and loose threads. Not damaged—a story I could imagine, revise, assume as my own.

			I pushed aside worries for Faye, along with my guilt for not having done more to stop her. Pushed aside my worries for Petra too. She’d wanted someone more powerful than Ms. Marie. Had been made desperate for validation by Faye’s cruelty. Made so fragile, into a pretty glass figurine craving someone else’s light to shine through her, to make her visible and worthy.

			I should’ve been frightened, but I was also still here, while Faye wasn’t. She couldn’t hack it—could I? If someone like Petra could replace Faye, and if I was the one to draw out Petra’s magic to create something that got Grandmistress’s attention, then by the transitive property . . .

			I tore off Ambrose’s coat, poisoned maybe, possessing me with amoral, selfish ambition. I adorned myself with the emerald jacket instead. Then, also from under my bed, I removed the vellum tale, supposedly my cover, but maybe one I could wear as my own—experimentally. That’s what college was all about—trying on new skins, personas, ideologies, and moralities . . .

			Ruth yelled from the other side of the door, “You don’t want me as a friend, and I’m not your freakin’ secretary either!” She shoved an envelope under my door. Recognizing the embossed stationery, I tore it open.

			Your work-study has been revoked because of your removal of an Archive text and subsequent damage beyond legibility. Do not bother seeking me or defending yourself. I am absolved of your total destruction and wanton obliteration of every single word and image in the book. Your manuscript donation has also been expunged, the call number erased. It is now your property, yours alone. We do not want it or you anymore.

			—Zella, Tower Archivist and Librarian
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			I returned to the library and spun all the metal-wheeled handles. But the stacks did not part, no Zella appeared. I checked the call number on my diary, hoping for direction. Nothing. I couldn’t find the section where the yearbooks had been either. I reread Zella’s letter and under the fluorescent lights gleaned another interpretation. She was crafting a narrative in which she was innocent and I the vandal, the book completely destroyed. I’d done as she’d planned, her tracks covered, and now she’d left me with nothing.

			No, I still had my diary in which she’d told me to collect, record, and preserve. I had the vellum too, so I could continue to investigate—in disguise? It was also suddenly Friday, I recalled with panic. My first meeting with my advisor. I ran across campus, hoping I wasn’t supposed to bring a swimsuit.

			Dr. Grünhartz’s home lab was the old boathouse along the river, neither used by the crew teams anymore. Impressively renovated, a mini-mansion onshore, half sunken into the water and riverbed. A stone staircase rose from underwater leading to the ground floor entry, snaking up to the balcony and upper floors. Attached was an open-roofed turret without windows. This tower plunged deep into the river and extended far above the house. The front door was left ajar. A deeply resonant voice commanded me to go upstairs. I passed a living room of potted ferns and watercolor paintings of botanical specimens. But it was too damp and chilly to be cozy.

			When I entered the study, Dr. Grünhartz got up from behind his desk. Olive-skinned with wavy black hair, green eyes framed with gold rims. A three-piece tweed suit with a mossy tie.

			The built-in shelves of books were also handsome like the Professor, but what impressed me most was the improbably high ceiling, vaulted and wood-beamed, with a golden orb that seemed to be hovering. A mini sun burning bright. Yet the entire room below was cool and dim. The only real lighting came from the green-shaded lamp on the desk and the sun glowing through the large, round window behind him. On second glance, this was actually a glass door opening onto a stone balcony embedded with a lily-pad reflection pool. Gesturing to the orb above, the Professor said, “It’s more for warmth. I’m rather cold-blooded. Take a seat, please.” He leaped right into his speech, telling me not to worry that my work-study with Zella had been revoked.

			“Zella was wrong about you, for you have no future in archival studies and library science, which isn’t even a true science.” He smirked, amusing himself. “I applaud you for whatever you did to show you were not suited for that role, so you can focus your studies with me. Zella isn’t even a Mistress. She will have to look elsewhere for a shelving assistant.”

			He leaned back against his desk, scrutinizing me with his arms crossed. Tired of being constantly appraised, I slumped into the armchair facing him, crossing my arms and scrutinizing him back. He chuckled, relaxing his stare.

			

			“Miss Ghom, I hear you’ve shown a clear aptitude with physically interpreting and manifesting multiple aspects of your most valuable and utilizable origin tale. I believe, owing to this ancestry, you shall have a tremendous future in al-kīmiyā. I’m very curious to see how much of your inherited potential can be brought to the fore. Your family strands have long been dormant, so our first lesson shall be in history—our history.”

			He walked off to a side room and rolled back in with a brass-framed blackboard on wheels. He withdrew chalk from his herringbone-vest pocket. I instinctively pulled out pen and unicorn diary. I’d been transcribing with an eidetic recall that was too good not to be magical. I was still apprenticed to Zella apparently, even if only in secret or in my imagination.

			“We begin at the beginning,” he proclaimed. “Creation!”

			I glanced at my watch, wondering if time worked differently in the old boathouse too. Ruth might report me to campus police or the dean or whoever decided that some kids from lower-ranked public schools weren’t cut out for fancy colleges like Alvsdahl.

			“This is the world.” He drew a large circle on the board, then drew several lines straight down its middle, from top to bottom, like a column. “Imagine the vertical warp strings of the Loom as the primordial tales—what the mundane call myths. Human lives are the weft that weaves in and out and around these stories. The first tellers were spinners, known as the Fates. Their other names include the Hutena, Morai, Matres and Matronae, and the Norns. They are also the Godmothers—the oldest of whom spun the primal warp tales long ago, while the younger, I believe, spin the human life strands that make up the weft today.”

			“Oh yeah, I figured that out a while ago, that Fairy Godmothers and the Fates are the same thing. But to be clear, you’re speaking metaphorically about warp tales and human weft?”

			“I speak of classical theory which can be observed in both the metaphorical and metaphysical realms and beyond.”

			

			I didn’t ask what that meant but copied his drawing anyhow.

			Dr. Grünhartz removed green chalk from his other pocket. Starting from the circle’s center, he traced the white lines in green, emerging through the north pole and spraying into arcs left and right, like a fountain flowing over either side, stopping where the equator would be. With a flourish, he added leaves extending off the green arcing lines. I copied this too. With brown chalk, he traced the vertical lines going south, then arced them echoing the lines above, so that green and brown met at the midline. I’d seen this symmetrical image before somewhere, but not in relation to warp strings or Godmothers. Was it in an Earth science textbook or on someone’s graphic T-shirt? Just as the Professor had added leaves around the top, he squiggled offshoots at the bottom. Now it looked like a Wiccan’s back tattoo.

			“The Norns, as depicted in Norse mythology,” he said, “are caretakers of Yggdrasil, the world tree. The cosmic tree, which goes by many names, is a central motif found in cosmologies, religions, mythologies, and folk cultures around the world, including but not limited to the Mayans and Aztecs, Sumerians and Persians, Tanzanians and Yakuts, and Siberian and Altaic shamanists. The ancient Korean kings of Silla wore gold crowns featuring the cosmic tree, with gold leaves and jade fruit. This axis mundi may also appear as a tower or staircase, a rope or totem pole, among other things both natural and human-made or human-imagined.”

			He jabbed the blackboard. “Do you see it? Do you see this cosmic tree which echoes the vertical warp of the Godmothers’ Loom? Yes, it is a simplification, a child’s representation that someone like you can hold in your mind.”

			I saw the tree symbol, sure. Symmetrical crown and roots, like a mirror image. The Professor ran his sleeve down the board, erasing most of it, then redrew his original lines in white chalk, striping the Earth. I was reminded of the longitude map lines from my middle school textbook, though this seemed to be something else.

			

			“But warp alone cannot hold a world together!” he intoned. “These primal tales cannot grow, take root or bloom, or shed seeds of memories and futures, not without human lives to perpetuate and echo along generations, weaving throughout time and around the world! So the Fates, Norns, Godmothers, whatever name is easiest for you, spun mortal lives to weave through the warp of tales. All of us hold the warp and its memories together. Some say the Fates choose the design of our lives, others say they only spin the fibers, observing what we make within the tapestry. I believe both are true, leaning one way or the other, depending on my mood and”—he smiled, a touch more humbly—“how my day is going.”

			“So we and the mundane,” I began hesitantly, “we’re the weft? Why do some people, or their parents, enact the old stories or inherit them as if they’re actually made of fibers from the warp? Why do they relive the same narrative patterns as their predecessors, if not because the Fates designed it that way?”

			“Very good, Miss Ghom, you understand textile craftsmanship.”

			He withdrew a pale blue silk handkerchief from his chest pocket. While he polished his glasses, I searched his face for any hint of the frog but only detected a slight flaring of his nostrils. His eyes caught mine staring. His pupils, momentarily narrow and vertical, dilated glossy black. He continued in a more subdued, no less compelling voice.

			“But this is where the metaphor gets metaphysical as well as geophysical, cosmological, and pataphysical. The weft is made of human lives, but some of us have a bit of the old warp within. Yes, actual fibers of magic from the primordial tales—within our bodies!” He tossed his handkerchief into the air, then snatched it, nearly raking my face with his nails, not a hint of silk peeping through his fist. “Not stolen, but rightfully claimed!” Deftly, in a single movement, he planted the silk back into his pocket, twirling the ends into a perfect tulip fold. I was mesmerized, unaware I was still staring at the silk until he reminded me to keep taking notes.

			“For long, long ago, some wanted to be like the gods themselves featured in the primordial tales. So the most cunning learnt to pluck the fibers from the warp, twining it with their own beings so they too could play at creation. These were the first sorcerers. They created our ancestors, in fact, creatures sublime and manifold. Our kind were extraordinary, and our makers marveled, for we were once the sphinxes and gryphons, the chimeras and manticores, the qilins and tlanchanas!”

			The Professor saw me as one of these wonders. Unexpectedly, I wanted to fulfill his expectations, exceed them. To be told this was my heritage, history, and claim! Zella never inspired me like this, only gave me a history of library classification and tests that exiled me.

			“But our own makers,” he said, leaning toward me conspiratorially, “envied that we were made of magic, while they were mere craftsmen-scavengers, patched with magic they’d snatched and scraped together. So they hunted us for our scales and horns, feathers and hide, our eggs and our young—ingredients for their potions and powders, to do bigger magic and more. They bred us like beasts to harvest and consume. We hid first from our creators, then later hid from the Fates when they deemed the world too crude and base. When the Norns restrung the Loom to destroy what had come before and weave the tapestry all over again, they spun a stronger warp whose fibers could not be plucked and twined by mere mortals.

			“But there are always survivors, especially among those accustomed to being hunted. And those sorcerers who’d already had a taste for divine creation—they also found ways to endure. When the old warp was torn away—some forty-two thousand years ago—the Earth was laid bare to the cosmic storms and bombardments of a tapestry torn asunder. Restringing the warp of a Loom is no simple affair—it took the Fates a millennium to finish.

			

			“Thus, the sorcerers hid in caves and remembered their stories upon the walls deep within the Earth. They chewed up minerals to make pigments in their mouths, pressed their hands against the rock and spat halo outlines around their fingers. They painted the creatures they’d made from their magic. They depicted great hordes and drew speed and might into their animal forms, with only charcoal and breath. They coated their own faces and bodies with red ochre to shield them when venturing out of the caves, as the sun bore down through a weakened warp.

			“Like this, they waited for a thousand years as the world they knew died, while they endeavored to pass on strands of their heredity and memory. And when the new warp had been strung upon the Loom Tree, the descendants of these early sorcerers emerged from the caves to find that a new breed of people had replaced the ones who’d lived before. And this new breed did not have the old warp within them, nor did they know of the primal tales. Most of the old sorcerers had died in the caves while waiting, but their descendants still had some fibers within—weakened but still magic. During those thousand years, our kind also survived by waiting and passing on what we could. We’d hidden first in nature, then among common animals, and finally in the borderlands, where we could shift between our various selves.”

			How could his lecture feel so resonant, personal? Was this his magician’s patter, misdirection, or had he waved silk in my face to make me feel like kin, part of something greater and ancient? He spun a story so universally, historically human, making me feel like a member of a once majestic and wondrous people whose redemptive resurgence was long overdue.

			“Isak Grünhartz is the name I use presently, but I’ve had many others. Our kind have gone by names forgotten and unutterable today, and our forms and spirits have undergone tremendous loss over generations. Forty-two thousand years ago, my ancestors were leviathans of the seas, now reduced to this meager body of mine. Others were minotaurs who devolved into aurochs and are now exploited as beasts of burden. We survived by becoming more common, no longer divine—animal husbands and shapeshifter wives, trickster foxes and swan princes.

			“The other Masters and Mistresses—their blood has also been greatly diluted. They cannot manipulate the elements on a grand scale anymore, nor fashion new creatures from the warp, or transform vast swathes of earth and people like the sorcerers of old. Instead, they work small magic, by curse or enchantment. Their spells are powered by individual human desires, grudges, and envies, driven by a fear of replacement, of old age and death, and by a hunger for vengeance. In these minor tales, human fates are transformed by mirrors, shoes, apples, and spinning wheels. Still, we have some of the primal warp within us, some more than others.”

			I lapped it all up. He was telling me what I wanted to hear. That we were outsiders even among the marginal magical, our ingrained superiority unseen, unappreciated.

			“I believe your ancestors, Miss Ghom, could be traced back to the Siberian variants and kinlore of the Finnish Otso bear and the Sielulintu soul bird. But your most powerful ancestor descends from the Norse Silver Bear because its ancestral strands are tangled with the winged creature of enflamed arrows and the maiden with the burning lamp who revealed his true face, a tale from the ancient Greeks that has lasted to this day. Yes, the roots of these tales dig deeper and wider as well, with kinlore that span the world—but these are mostly forgotten, of civilizations that have been consumed.”

			He tapped his finger on my empty journal page, which felt invasive. I’ll decide what I find worthy of notetaking, thank you! I pulled my diary closer to myself. Shrugging, he returned to his chalkboard to erase most of the vertical lines.

			“Considering the eradication and extinction of so many peoples and languages, and of their stories,” he said, “I believe that our greatest magic comes from the tales most well-known today. I will help you discover and develop the most useful traits from these narratives in your ancestry. Zella advocated for finding students such as yourself with mixed fibers, but I believe it best to utilize the obscure ones for their resonance, to thicken and emphasize the warp-strand stories that dominate today—the survivors and conquerors, or as some say, the supreme.”

			He drew dotted vertical lines. With the side of the chalk, he shaded over these, joining them with the remaining warp he hadn’t erased, leaving the world banded and barred. His wording made me uncomfortable, and the new diagram looked structurally imbalanced. But I couldn’t entirely resist the feeling of being embraced by a movement, a mission, though I wasn’t the type to even sign petitions.

			
				
					[image: The diagram of the Loom Tree as described in the text: a circle with electromagnetic field lines stylized as a tree emanating from it.]
				

			

			“In alchemy,” he said, “we distill in order to isolate and enhance the most powerful essence. This refinement is what leads to sublimation into what is noble, pure, and ideal. I am honored to guide you on this journey of self-transmutation, in which your blood will thrum with its most potent primal warp—in which we shall sing the songs of our magnificent ancestors.”

			The stench of burning hide filled my nose. He glanced at my hands on the armrests of my chair. I hadn’t realized I’d been gripping them, my nails digging into the leather.

			He came nearer, standing over me. In my seated position I had to look up, so he crouched to meet my gaze. His position suggested humility, but his physicality—broad shoulders emphasized by good tailoring and powerful thighs straining against the tweed—still blocked my way. I was sweating, heart racing, pinned to my chair.

			“In order to survive,” he said, “we Liminals scattered ’round the world, hiding in the borderlands, shifting according to whomever was in power, hiding our true selves. We hid our blood with that of others, to resemble creatures unfeared, even loathed. It’s been a while since there’s been another Liminal creature. Enzo Lundgren was a disappointment—not a shifter, only a tracker. Better off in athletics with Rioja. But you are unusual for manifesting this tale after countless generations of seeming extinction. Perhaps there is something to Zella’s project. While such ancestral powers have diminished and diluted among those in my fatherland, perhaps you new young Americans and those from countries that have harbored other nations unwillingly, through war or commerce, have created this cross-warp resonance among far-flung strands. From this curious mixing, traits deemed lost have been resurrected and reborn.

			“It’s promising, perhaps there’ll be more of us if I can understand why and how—in order to duplicate the process. Remember, it is vital for our kind’s survival to be able to hear this primal voice in our blood and make it sing—if we are ever to reunite with our original forms in all their manifold glory. Look down, some of my lesson has gotten through to you, drawn something to the surface. The body often speaks truth that the mind cannot bear.”

			I lifted my fingers from the armrests, revealing scorch marks from my nails in the leather, like smoking crescent moons.

			The Professor grabbed my hand, which startled me back into my body because his cold, moist palm met my freakishly hot skin, creating hiss and steam. His wide grin was full of many small, sharp teeth. He released my hand, then right before me, Dr. Grünhartz transformed into a six-foot-three frog, wearing the same tweed suit with moss-velvet tie, though the jacket hung limp on sloping, narrow shoulders. His thigh muscles were still impressive, but his gold-rimmed glasses slid down his face for lack of a discernible nose. He kicked off his shoes, and his feet unfurled with extravagant webbing between the toes. “Much better,” he sighed. “Unfortunately, tweed is quite itchy against my true skin.”

			I wondered if he was going to rip off his clothes too, revealing more webbing in surprising places. But he did something more shocking—he leaned down to kiss me gently on the lips. My teeth lengthened and sharpened. He smiled his wide, froggy grin. I touched the tip of my tongue to my tooth, alarmed and thrilled at the easy puncture it made. Then the Frog Professor knelt before me like a gentleman in courtship, holding my hand in his own webbed, sticky one.

			“No mere princess are thee, but a goddess revived.” He slid his finger over the skin between my thumb and forefinger, examining it intently and rubbing in circles, as if it would suddenly sprout feathers or fur.
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			I stayed despite the kiss, which lipless and clammy felt more perfunctory than predatory, scientifically experimental rather than transgressive. I was no longer hot for teacher in his Kermit the Mage form but still thirsty for his teaching, so I buckled up for Professor Toad’s wild fucking ride. From his desk drawer, he removed a small brass armillary sphere, in the center of which was suspended a translucent golden ball representing the sun. The surrounding planets were set in concentric spinning rings. All this supported by the mouths of four fish-dragons as a mount, with their curved tails balanced on the four corners of a square wooden base.

			“I had the Shadow Giants make this for you, a model of the Honcheonui in honor of your mother’s people, in honor of our shared people.” He explained that the original was designed by Jang Yeong-sil, a scientist in King Sejong’s court, who made it in the 1430s, based on his studies of Arabic and Chinese texts. “I thought it fitting for us to commemorate the long history across lands of scientific contributions and exchanges made by fellow Liminals.”

			

			“Dude was a shifter?”

			“I believe so. In any case, he was Liminal in many ways.”

			The armillary sphere was heavier than expected. I wanted to spin the rings. The Professor told me to go ahead, so I gave it a good twirl. An eerie humming—vibrations tingling through my palm, into my body. The sphere glowed brighter.

			“This is no mere toy,” he said, “but an exercise to help you focus, so you can locate the fibers of your warp tale that you want to manifest and use. These fibers relate to specific roles, plot points, character dynamics, or interpretations. I’ve charged these rings—some positive, some negative. You will practice moving them into alignment through principles of attraction and repulsion—by summoning the positive or negative energies within you.”

			I interrupted, “Sounds like opposites attract, like repels like. But how do I—? Is it like happy thoughts make me fly, think optimistically? Then for negativity, I should mentally shit on myself? Rather not do that for homework.”

			The Frog Professor blinked his bulbous eyes, first one, then the other. “I thought it would be intuitive. When our kind entangle, we feel an attraction or repulsion of magnetic charges. Your interactions and even your memories can create biofeedback of energy, yes? A heightening of electrodermal activity, your skin conductance?”

			He looked at me and sighed, then spoke more slowly. “When you talk to someone you feel strongly about or remember what you said to them later with embarrassment, or reflect on some delightful moment—or dwell on guilt or grave insult, or probe a secret or confession—you might feel sweaty palms, a furious heartbeat, or terror or shame seizing your entire being. With practice, you’ll be able to summon or recreate such energetic reactions at will, express them as positive or negative charges.”

			

			I raised my diary to hide my face. “Okay, self-awareness and intentionality. Reactions from the interpersonal, I understand. But how do I summon energy and express its charge?”

			“The warp tales want to be retold, integral motifs of the Godmothers’ tapestry. These stories yearn to be made whole, so we are attracted to those who fulfill certain roles and dynamical forces. As you interact or react, your amber charges express as positive or negative, creating energy and force. Polarities are powerful, but I believe that amber is quantum in nature, such that it exists in all states, on a spectrum, becoming positive or negative when observed. Ideally, when self-observed—but for the young and untrained, it is often the outside observer who determines positivity or negativity. Therefore, our power depends on with whom we entangle our tales and how, whom we allow to observe or let in.

			“The Loom field seeks balance, owing to the laws of conservation. One person’s amber charges—the willful shifting of polarities—affects another’s. Domination often ensues. The powerful can willfully shift their amber polarities to subsume another’s at every turn, even while in oscillation or emotional vacillation. The weaker is controlled, their particles in constant obeisance, thus losing self-will.

			“However,” he added with a wave of a moist and bulbous froggy finger, “the bonding of amber between two or more can be tremendously powerful, more than domination. But it is most difficult, requiring precisely balanced trust and reciprocal vulnerabilities. I had a good friend once who was masterful indeed, but I wasn’t yet. I keep trying. Anyhow, take the armillary sphere. Identify which of your warp-tale fibers are awakened and why. Be aware of how the amber charges in you react. In time, you’ll choose which aspects of your warp magic to express, and how.”

			I’d been writing like mad to keep up, but when he finished, I circled back to something he kept repeating. “What are amber charges?! Like tree sap from dino times, flowing through us?”

			The Professor loosened his moss-velvet tie, unbuttoned his starched collar, and breathed deeply, his little froggy nostrils flaring with irritation.

			I raised my hand though I was the only student. “Are you trying to calm your amber right now, to keep it from boiling over, because my amber is so thick and slow and sappy?”

			With one hand, he grabbed the blackboard’s edge and hung his head in defeat. His pose revealed a strong shoulder and shapely biceps under the tweed. I reminded myself he was a frog.

			“Amber is fossilized tree resin,” he croaked with exhaustion. “By ‘dino times,’ I assume you mean the Mesozoic period. Amber has also been found from before that, from the Carboniferous period, the Age of Amphibians, when my ancestors ruled the Earth. But no, amber doesn’t flow like resin.

			“The mundanes use the term ‘electron.’ This comes from the Greek ‘elektron,’ meaning amber. Derived from the Phoenician ‘elekron,’ shining light. The Greeks studied amber’s triboelectric effect—what you’d recognize as rubbing materials to create static electricity. This was observed in other ancient civilizations as well. Eventually, European scientists coined the term ‘electric.’ At a later point, electron. I use ‘amber charges’ because our electrons are different from the mundanes’. Their electrons are negatively charged—while our amber charges, a most rare elementary particle, express themselves on a spectrum, shifting between polarities. And yes, I also like the poetic allusion to the fossilized resin of primordial trees.

			“The triboelectric effect is why I examined your paw, Miss Ghom. The hides of two different beasts when rubbed together can transfer amber charges, to steal or give. Liminal creatures might manifest differing bestial furs in their own individual bodies—quite convenient! No need to fear, I will not experiment on you without your permission, unlike the mundane scientists who used electrical charges on severed frog limbs and torsos for their galvanoscopes—puppetry with dead frog muscles! No one I knew, at least.”

			My mouth hung open, but I could not close it. The Professor lifted my chin to shut it, like a ventriloquist would for its dummy.

			“Just take the armillary sphere, Sharon. You’ll figure it out, like how children learn about physics through play with their toys. Practice awareness and you’ll move the rings into alignment—then you can release the golden ball, take it in your hand.”

			“What do I do with it then?”

			I recalled from my fairy-tale cram session that the frog fetched the golden ball from a deep well for the princess, in exchange for a kiss or a night sleeping in her bed. So that’s how our tales overlapped: human and animal sleeping side by side, with one’s true face revealed in the night—or when hurled against the wall in a squishy green splat.

			“We shall see,” he replied. “Instinctively, you should know what to do. By the time you release it, the orb will have absorbed your built-up amber and should work as capacitor or battery. Bring this back and I’ll measure its charge and mark your progress. Then we’ll continue to study how you manipulate your heat and light. That reminds me, the German word for amber is ‘burning stone.’”

			The Professor transformed into a human again, kneeling before me. Did he change his packaging to make me pay attention, be more receptive to his message? He spun the rings in a sequence so that the ceiling orb above us darkened. “What Grandmistress is most keen on, Miss Ghom, is your power of illumination to reveal. She hopes you can see through veils and masks and uncover what is hidden—what she calls the Spindle Whorl.”

			Heat pulsed at my wrists. I wrote down “Spindle Whorl?” Nothing came to mind except for the whorls of our fingerprints, fern leaves furled tight, the spiral of ammonite fossils, the hair growing at the crown of a baby’s head. I sketched and doodled to keep my hands and mind going while waiting for things to click together.

			In a more intimately confiding voice, the Professor explained. “Long ago, spinners around the world used a small ring made of bone or amber which weighted the base of a spindle, attracting wisps and fluff through static electricity, drawing fibers in place to twist the wool into an endless strand. But I suspect what Grandmistress calls a Spindle Whorl is actually a person, hidden here in Alvsdahl, someone she will use to gain access to the Godmothers.”

			An epiphanic light bulb flashed, but instead of over my head, it was the armillary sphere’s golden ball in my lap—glowing brightly within the humming rings.

			“Progress already!” Finally, he was pleased. “May I inquire—what inspired this sudden churn of amber within you, bypassing the rings even?”

			I shrugged, keeping from him the prophetic refrain now revised. The Spindle Whorl might be the Child who will spell the end not of the Mother, but of the Godmothers—ultimate Mommies Dearest.

			Faye thought the Child was the successor taking over Grandmistress’s dominion. But what if this Spindle Whorl was the Child-Weapon she sought to destroy the Ur-Mamas? If I unveiled this Whorl’s identity, would I be freeing us from cyclical slumbers—at what cost? What did it mean to spell the end of the Fates? Would Grandmistress reject repeated patterns to impose a design of her own in which only she had control? I wished someone could help me untangle this. Ms. Marie? Both insider and outsider, privy to ancient intel but also exiled to the margins. But the margins are where one could stand apart, to read the tale unfurling.

			

			The Professor spun the rings again. The ceiling orb glowed green, making me feel chill and damp but also calm. He became a frog once more.

			Then as if he were revealing his secret heart to me, I envisioned how he’d slept through decades-long winters in his natural skin. Crouched at the bottom of a well with walls that grew taller, extending like an infinite spyglass with a pinhole glimpse of the sky and a sliver of moon. No water, only freezing mud. Heart slowing, thoughts sludging. Blood chilled to ice. Deep sleep, embraced by a lonely winter. Generations passed with his skin remaining smooth, his grief and fury intact, perfectly preserved in his heartbreak . . . Didn’t he want this eternal cycle to end? So he could finally pass from this life and join his Heinrich—both of their hearts freed from the iron bands and iron will of a selfish queen?

			Ms. Gonzales once remarked how surprisingly empathetic and perceptive I could be for an “awkward loner girl,” but I figured it was my bookishness and her brilliant nurturing that fostered this. It was actually my story-given talent, apparently—lighting the lamp and glimpsing through forced-upon guises. But that character trait was from my cover story. The Bear from my fever dream didn’t rip away false skins—she wanted to shed her own to become a woman emerging. I wished someone would just tell me who I was, like Ms. Marie pulling my ID from her sleeve. Thankfully, the Professor didn’t notice all my internal churning, nor was it conveyed through the armillary sphere. Was I learning to control my amber charges?

			“Before I excuse you with your homework, I will impart alchemical philosophy for you to ponder. Write this down, for it will be on your midterms.

			“In alchemy,” he expounded, pacing before the blackboard with his hands behind his back, “we strive to purify the elements in ourselves to reach the sublime, that which is immortal not in body, but in soul. Like chemistry, alchemy is the science of change, of transformation. Of recognizing elements in nature and in people, what is common among us and what is not, of harnessing that power that is released when things are taken apart and when they come together.”

			He opened the round glass door to his balcony and dipped his webbed feet into his lily-pad pool, then continued circling the room, leaving wet tracks on his expensive-looking rugs. I recalled factoids I’d learned from a classmate obsessed with amphibians. Some frogs have poisonous, deadly skin. Some shed their skin, then eat it. Some have sharp teeth to grasp their prey in their jaws before swallowing them whole.

			“The Great Work, which translates to Magnum Opus, is the masterpiece we strive to create and embody when our amber charges bond or combine with another’s to share or synthesize into something new. The three stages begin with putrefaction, in which we first break down the ego and all its pretenses and self-deception to reveal the true elements. The second stage is to isolate the magic in you, then strengthen it, as you would in distilling an alchemical essence.”

			I imagined a glass alembic for my soul—my truth boiled out of me so that my spiritual essence could rise as vapor, condense within the vessel’s head, and drip back distilled into a vial. And here I thought frogs were the ones boiled alive in soups and cauldrons.

			“Your First Matter, or Prima Materia,” he said, “is born of the conflict and opposition within you. Children your age experience this most keenly, perhaps because you are liminal in so many ways, even if not hybrid. Your first task, then, is to identify your Prima Materia and its oppositions in preparation for the third stage of the Magnum Opus, in which you unite your distilled elements—and become whole.”

			He went on and on . . .

			I took notes, wondering as the Professor droned on—if Zella in her Tower ever spoke to the Frog in his Well, if they ever glimpsed the same sky. Siloed and separate, Aurora too. What about Petra? So starved for attention, now beholden to Grandmistress, losing all sense of self. But what could I do? She’d made her choice, was more than a century older than me. As for being Grandmistress’s chosen one . . .

			I was the alchemist. Without me, Petra would still be digging in her sandbox.

			With the Professor’s guidance, however, I could manifest my full potential. Maybe he was right that those of us with multiple story strains should use the most recognizable and dominant, the stories that had conquered the world’s imagination. He’d teach me how to tap into the most utilizable aspects of power and magic in my story. Tell me exactly how to read and interpret it with my body, because that’s what a teacher was supposed to do, right?

			In contrast, Zella gave me hands-on tasks, readings, research materials, and assigned a massive writing project, but made me figure out linkages, meanings, and significance. Maybe she was wrong about the vellum tale being a mere cover story too, since I’d embodied its heat and expressed other resonances. She’d also used me to smuggle a book out and cover her tracks, leading me to discover the secret message but not telling me how to decode it or why. Thought I was supposed to share it with Faye, but ended up driving her into Aurora’s arms. They were probably passed out, dozing away the semester. She’d exchanged a fainting couch for a hibernation chamber. At least nothing truly bad would happen to Faye, I convinced myself. She was a favorite of Grandmistress, having survived multiple slumbers. Why would I want to be the Bear anyhow? What use could that have for me, when its only virtue was to starve in dank passivity merely to outlast the Tiger?

			Admittedly, I was amped up by the Professor’s fiery inculcation and my own sudden tactile enlivening—the way he spoke about us Liminals! So I didn’t know whether to see Petra as victim or rival, or handmaiden to evil. I didn’t really know her anyway, though she was my roommate. We might’ve been friends once. But how deep could that friendship be when we were so different, from vastly apart social classes and time periods? Same with Faye. I had to be pragmatic and strategic. I had to choose friends who’d help me advance, mentors who’d set me on the right path with studies and coursework to secure my status and survival.

			The golden ball blazed with brightness, while the rings spun faster around it like a blurry luminous nimbus that entranced, tempting me to feed it more of my newly awakened amber.
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			V’s Tale

			I slammed my fists on the kitchen table where my mother was still sleeping, seated in her usual corner, drooling on the pillow I’d wedged under her face. “How could you lie to me my entire life, keeping magic and its world away from me?”

			She blinked, rousing herself. “Good morning to you too? And I didn’t think I had any magic, not anymore, not here.”

			“More like good afternoon. I’ve been up reading all night, waiting all morning for you to finally wake up and answer for yourself. Before, all this secrecy was in your head, you were in your own world, keeping me out. Now hundreds of pages later—you’re still in your own world not letting me in, Mom! This is all you reliving your past, sinking in memories. You’ve opened the floodgates, while leaving me out here all alone, drowning—”

			“Hold on, V—, not fully awake yet, only caught a bit, but it’s clear you’re still really mad at me for something.”

			She arched her back, stretched her neck. I heard every creak, moan, and sigh. Should’ve led her to her bed instead of letting her sleep at the kitchen table. But no, I was still pissed off! Not like I’ve had any decent sleep, not since having my understanding of self and mother and world blasted to magic crazy-bits. So I set a mug of coffee in front of her, slapped the unicorn diary beside this, and jabbed the pages with my finger. “What the fuck is all this? What am I supposed to do with this?”

			God, I was acting like a cliché detective in a TV procedural because I didn’t know how to express all my wild emotions or make any sense of them. She was spewing out pages like a fucking printer without telling me how to process or interpret, especially what all this meant for me personally. What about my freakish new abilities? How I could see all these glowing strings and pull from deep within the pages—images and writing that had been lost and forgotten? All this tangled, balled-up confusion and the burn that was now a weird squiggly scar, probably a foreign word or secret code—or I’d become a paranoid nutjob seeing messages everywhere.

			I took some deep breaths, then hooked my foot around a chair leg to drag it closer. I laid my head and arms onto the table as I would on a mundane weekend when sleep had been shitty and I’d felt anxious about a big exam or project, or felt awful after a stupid fight with Delia.

			“All my life,” I said, “I wondered why I felt so wrong and alone, even if I had friends. Wondered why people didn’t always make sense to me, why I was the one made to feel not normal, defective. Or I’d feel you pulling away or worrying, wishing I were different?”

			She burst out of her chair and grabbed my face, staring into my eyes with an intensity more shocking than her morning breath. “Oh god, baby, no! I don’t wish you were different. I was watching and worrying, yes—not knowing how—”

			I pulled away. “Did you have me on purpose, Mom? To keep the possibility of magic around, so you could go back? So you’d have someone who could bring it out of you?”

			She sat down. Her trembling hand reached for the mug. She wouldn’t look at me while sipping, then after a long while, she said, “I don’t think so—it was all so long ago, but I don’t think it was a conscious decision. I was so sad and lost, like Halmoni said. I was searching for the kinds of connections I had before, but all I could get was the physical kind, so I’d drink more and more and do other stuff to blot out any differences between my life then from before, or awareness of what was happening, and instead I’d pretend it was a deep and true connection I was feeling, that I was making something meaningful with another. I was young too. Had never really been free with my body before, never been wild or lost control. I was too scared before to be that open with my desires. But after I came home from Alvsdahl, I needed it, craved it—that total abandonment of all thought and care, only wanting to feel and want and satisfy without control or responsibility, to act freely and be with other bodies, to not think—”

			I was horrified, confused, and creeped out, but couldn’t tell her to stop and she would’ve kept talking anyway. Because it didn’t matter that I was there at all—she wasn’t talking to me. I choked back a sob. She turned to me with an expression as if awakened from a trance.

			“Oh fuck, sweetie. I don’t mean— When I found out I was pregnant, I really thought long and hard about it. When Halmoni said she’d help, I knew then, or eventually, that I wanted to keep you, and I’m so glad I did even though it was so fucking awfully hard for so long. But you wanted to know what I was thinking, right? Before you were a person in my life, when you were just—a consequence of my reckless, unthinking behavior when I was only a body in want, a body sometimes seeking complete obliteration—of consciousness.”

			I was full-on crying by then, angry and snotty. “How can you fucking say that to me! How can you describe me as a consequence of your—recklessness!”

			She looked confused. “But you wanted me to be honest, V—, and tell you everything, exactly how I felt, what was going on in my mind. You wanted this, that’s why you placed the quill in my hand, why you’ve set the pages open in front of me and—”

			

			“What the hell, Mom?”

			I glanced down and saw that she held a quill above the blank page, not writing, only hovering its nib over the paper, while my own hands were holding the book open for her. When did that happen? Did I really put it in her hand without realizing?

			“Isn’t this what you wanted, dear? Why you gave me this mug to drink from, all coated in your fingerprints, impatience, demands, your wishes to punish me for keeping so much hidden?”

			“Stop talking, don’t say that!” I scooted back, terrified of the blankness of her eyes.

			“Okay, honey. I can stop talking. Shall I write everything you want from me instead? Write for you every single thought and fear and impulse and regret going through my mind when I learned I was pregnant, and that entire week or more when I struggled over what to do?”

			She touched the quill tip to paper as I screamed, “No! I don’t want to know!” I yanked the journal away so that she carved an inky groove slicing across the pages.

			But she scribbled anyway, onto the kitchen table’s wood surface. “Oh, you don’t want to know about that. Well then, shall I write about other things you’ve asked but I felt weren’t right or appropriate to tell you, or that I didn’t fully understand myself? Like how I feel about your father, or what he told me about you, and whether things would’ve been better if I’d never—”

			I yelled at her to stop and grabbed the quill, but she started clawing into the wood instead. With her head bent and mouth hanging open, she engraved with her nails. Useless, but she kept at it, digging deeper. I was afraid she’d break every bone in her fingers or use her teeth to carve her words into the wood.

			I screamed and screamed for my halmoni to help us.
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			My bag heavy with the armillary sphere and my new ambitions, I returned to my dorm and passed the first-floor common room, its sliding doors partly open. Ruth was inside speaking to someone I couldn’t see. I sat at the bottom of the entryway stairs to listen. She was talking about Faye, and I could only hear her voice. Did she have a cell phone? Didn’t expect her to be one of those few Nokia-heads on campus. Definitely not a financial aid kid.

			“How do you not know who she is, Nick! She’s like an even more ethereal, taller version of Canto-pop queen Wang Fei! Part of the international jet set? Ambrose Bathory with the embroidered vests is her campus work husband—you must know who he is! Do you ever leave your cave? Bet the other DJs know who Faye Baek is—”

			“Hell if I know why! That bunch never win prizes but get all the private tutorials with the most elusive profs. People just know who they are, without them even showing up to classes—”

			“Yes, I should be beyond all that gossip, but as prefect I gotta keep my ear to the ground—plus, those snobs practically kidnapped both my roommates! Well, at first, I thought they took Petra, but she’s gone all Colonel Kurtz—”

			“No, I’m not using that reference correctly, because I fell asleep during that overly long, racist war movie. But that’s what I think of when the art majors bunk in their studios, slathered in their paints and clay, sleeping next to their kilns and whatever you use for glassblowing—”

			“Sharon isn’t an art major, I don’t think, but she’s hanging with those artsy farts, getting all make-overed like a reverse Ally Sheedy with more menswear. Oh shit, that guy in Apocalypse Now is also in The Breakfast Club! What a coinci—”

			“Father and son, really? With the exact same face—”

			“No, I’m not being racist toward white guys, though I do think I came on too strong with Sharon and scared her off, like I was all ‘Hey, wanna be angry Asian women together?’ But then why’d she run off to— Right, that’s what I wanted to tell you—Faye was found unconscious in her room. She was rushed to the ER in town—your mom’s probably heard—but her case was so serious she’s now in ICU at the bigger city hospital. Advanced hepatitis, cirrhosis, or jaundice—”

			Startled and disturbed by this news, I reacted as Faye would, with a hysterical cry-shriek-laugh ripped from my throat—jaundiced! The ethnic-joke indignity of it all! Didn’t Faye call Linnaeus a plant-fucker for casting us as the inferior yellow race?

			“Is someone there?” Ruth called out.

			I pressed myself against the wall, not daring to run upstairs on the creaky steps. I finally heard the other voice too—clearer and warmer, like it was present inside the common room. So Nick the boyfriend was real, not imaginary. I wondered what he looked like.

			“I don’t think anyone’s listening in, Ruth, and I don’t get why we’re here, not in your room, if you’re going to be so adorably wiggy about it.”

			“We’re not in my room, Nick, so we can talk about my roommates and their comatose friend without worrying they’ll stumble in, and because the radio station smells more like stale pizza and crotch than usual!”

			“Geez Louise, I told the guys to stop ordering crotch on their pizzas, but they never listen to me. They do listen to you though—’cause you terrify them. They call you my Fun-Size Babe Ruthless. I promise it’s a compliment.”

			“Sounds size-ist to me, probably sexist too. Might be able to find a race angle—”

			“Nah, babe, those guys are petite like me. They respect women too, when they get the nerve to talk to them. Come back, no one’s eavesdropping. I’ll ask my mom about your friend—”

			“She’s not my friend, but she is someone important to my runaway roommates. They all knew each other from camp, apparently.”

			“Ruth, I know you care about this girl even if she’s not your friend, ’cause that’s the kind of person you are. No, listen to me—I’ll ask my mom what she knows. The nurse network runs deep and wide across these counties. I’m sure Faye is getting the best care, and maybe you can drop by during visiting hours—’cause you really have a lot of unused prefect big-sister energy that needs to go somewhere. Now can I have a kiss, please, make you feel all better?”

			Ruth giggled, making me blush. Then they stopped talking. The armillary sphere in my bag got hot like an overheated computer. I unzipped it, nearly blinding myself. Had it been charging all this time? But why, when I hadn’t been directing my amber chi towards it?

			Though curious to hear more from Nick, I didn’t want to risk lingering. So I skipped going to my room and left through the back of North House instead—and ran into Ms. Marie.

			“Hello there!” she said, en route to her garden. She was dressed in a white organza blouse with a wasp-waist over black-and-white gingham capris and pink clogs. She carried a basket of leaf cuttings and branches and asked if I’d like some cardamom buns.

			Behind her were the woods that Petra had drawn me into my first day here. And now—someone else was there. “The gentleman between those trees, Ms. Marie. Do you know him?”

			He was leaning on an intricately carved wooden cane that even from this distance showed artistry that hinted at his identity. His thick grey beard was sharply trimmed and shaped along his jawline, evoking bladework that reminded me of his student’s. His charcoal-streaked hair waved softly around his shoulders. I couldn’t see much of his face with the low brim of his leather cap, but felt the intensity of his gaze anyhow. Brown pants, grey shirt with rolled sleeves, leather apron. And a basket hooked in his elbow.

			“An old friend,” replied Ms. Marie. “You’d know him as Master Carver.”

			“He’s not leaving because of me, I hope?”

			“Was already on his way. Dropped off olive oil and lemons from his garden, and we’ve exchanged our buddings and gossip.”

			“Why’s he standing there, staring at me?”

			“He’s curious! I’ve told him about you. But he’s very shy, especially with women. He’s likely taking you in right now with his artist’s eye, as you’re a new face. Committing your pose and your expression to memory. Making a mental sketch, like you do with your journal. He can forget himself when he sees someone new he likes the look of, so just wave hello and goodbye to nudge him from his trance.”

			I waved. He waved back with his cane, smiling and doffing his cap. To Ms. Marie, he lifted his basket in cheers, maybe winking, then turned to disappear into the woods.

			“If I may ask, what did you put in his basket?”

			“A jar of my honey, plant cuttings, some seeds I found in my old collections. He has a private garden attached to his workshop. We exchange cultivars, experiment through our roots—so we can gossip in other ways.” She smiled saucily, rolling a single shoulder in a come-hither move. I wanted to get another look at Master Carver, but he was long gone.

			So instead, I pointed to Ms. Marie’s wide-brimmed beekeeper’s hat in fuchsia, swathed in veiling of the same color, and asked if she farmed her own honey.

			“This is fashion, my dear! Like your dashing upturned collar, roguishly fetching with that newly shorn hair of yours.”

			“My popped collar isn’t neo-preppy, by the way. Not trying to look like the few frat boys stranded on this campus by mistake.”

			“Course not, you remind me of a duchess I once knew who could ride astride most anything. She wore her collar upturned to shield her neck from windburn as she flew across the moors. My veil is also functional in addition to aesthetics, in order to keep away the bees who are also swarming me aggressively for gossip today—perhaps something you’ve overheard too?”

			“What will happen to Faye?” I cried. “I laughed when I heard—didn’t mean to be cruel—just can’t believe it’s true, and I’m so overwhelmed by everything!” I laughed again, a hyperventilating sputter. “Cirrhosis and hepatitis, well duh! Faye was hunted for her liver!” I exhaled, but it came out as a ragged breath-sob. “I don’t know what to do, Ms. Marie, or even how to feel, ’cause I don’t want to feel any of this!”

			Before I finished, she’d ushered me under her billowy organza–sleeved arm and slipped me through the double gates of her garden, both seen and unseen doors. It was nighttime within, like the first time I was here. “Some veiling for you too. Share your troubles or let us simply sit together in this sieved celestial light. We could all use a little break from the outside world, yes?”

			I sat on the silver patio chair as before and nibbled on a cardamom bun, then another. Ms. Marie removed her beekeeper hat and veil, and tufted her hair, which looked like thistledown fluff today, tipped with lavender. While I sipped chrysanthemum tea and sniffled, I asked her about the plants in her basket, what that wonderfully familiar scent was. What I was really saying was—distract me, make me less afraid, occupy my mind with otherworldly sensory delights.

			“These leaf cuttings with yellow flowers are sassafras, what you’d recognize from root beer flavoring. But these branches are native to Appalachia and Southern China. This here’s ginseng, from Kentucky and Korea. Different species but intimately related, from the same ancestral genetic pool. I’ve been gathering ingredients for my rum cocktails, which I won’t be sharing with you girls. Shall I add some hickory too, from both regions?”

			“Fusion mixology, Appalachian Asian?”

			“It’s mystified botanists for centuries, how so many closely related plants exist in Eastern North America and East Asia, nowhere else. Plant disjunction, they call it. Appalachian foragers get déjà vu in Japanese forests, where I get my favorite flavors for baking and drinking. But surprise—it was I! Well, I can only take credit for some during my globe-trotting days. At first, mundy scientists theorized land bridges—there’s more than the Beringian—but if it was simply migration with birds and beasts, winds and glaciers, there should be contiguous flora in between, yet these two regions are far-flung and isolated, while smelling so deliciously similar!

			“It’s all in the history, our linkages older and deeper, though some lost or forgotten. Ginkgo fossils in North America, sequoia fossils in East Asia. These two, the only mixed mesophytic forests of the world. The mundies now say landmasses drifted apart as great ice transformed some areas, and mountains or climatic dramas changed others. I don’t look it, but I remember continental drift—and I’m not talking about my tits and ass. Seeds and echoes of our joint pasts remain—if you know where to look, listen, and taste for them.”

			

			Feeling calmer, I asked, “Is it selfish that I’m thinking more about how not to suffer the same fate as Faye? Is it crazy I still want to stay—and work on my magic?”

			“I can’t tell you that, dear, but all your feelings are natural and yours to contend with. I will say that you are more aware—you seek the roots of your emotions, while others much older, more experienced, cannot or will not bother to dig deeper to face their truth.”

			“Are you talking about Petra? Or Faye?”

			“No, they know their feelings quite well. They simply lack perspective. I was talking about the one you call Grandmistress. The emotional cost of all her mineral rejuvenation. But I remember the frightened little girl she once was and still is. Her sadness and rage, her distrust and vindictiveness toward everyone she once loved, making herself lonelier and more afraid than ever.”

			The Ice Core of a Girl Still in Hiding

			Once, there was a young girl whose mother tried to kill her thrice. The stories told nowadays say it was her stepmother, but the older tellers know that one’s own mother is quite capable of envy, resentment, and fear of being surpassed and cast aside as an embarrassment and nonentity.

			This young girl was saved by her beloved the first two times: when he removed the comb’s teeth from her scalp and when he unlaced the ribbons from her neck. But when the apple stopped her breath, his six brothers wouldn’t let him near—out of jealousy and spite, and because they saw an opportunity. They laid her out for display under glass and kept their brother chained inside a cave. In the forest clearing, their private marketplace, they sold her unconscious body as they had their other precious minerals stripped from the earth. The local prince, who often bought gems from the miners, bought her as well. Was it for more or less because she wasn’t rotting, still fresh and warm instead, though unable to awaken? More or less because the prince thought her an intact maiden—when she was not?

			The miners didn’t stop him when he ravished her. They watched instead—as did I from great remove, only aware as Godmother Fates are of certain story patterns being echoed—as he choked and throttled her for his pleasure. The miner-merchants were as shocked as the prince when the apple chunk was squeezed from her throat, her breath freed at last. The savviest was quick to amend the sale: “Two pouches of gold for the corpse bride, but three for a living one who can give you an heir.” The girl told the prince to pay them their bride-price and take her to his bed.

			When the girl became princess, she killed her mother first and absorbed her scrolls and sorcery. Then persuaded the prince to kill his father. Soon after, her plans fell into place, and she became sole ruler.

			From the dwarves, she took their corporeality and free will. In return, she gave them sheer size and magic they’d never imagined, nor ever wanted. She made them mute, no longer individual, and willed them to be her watchful spies who’d report back, casting their stories upon the wall as shadow-play puppets. They became impotent voyeurs, as they had been before.

			She also freed her beloved from his chains, then brought him to her bed. But after one night, he said she wasn’t the same person he’d loved before. So she banished him and, when she gave birth to their son, banished him as well. Left the mewling creature in the woods, as she’d been left to die years before, in order to reign without distraction or burden, usurper or reminder of who she was before all that she’d suffered.

			As for her beloved, he wandered the world. Spun dried grass into mineral, straw into gold—performing magic in desperate exchange for help in finding his lost child.

			“Lost Child,” I echoed—the one who will spell the end for the Mother? Grandmistress’s own? But she wouldn’t seek the one to end herself, so her child must be the thing to end the Godmothers instead. That meant this child must be the Spindle Whorl the Professor mentioned—the small weight upon the spindle that drew all the fibers together, to keep them twining and twisting forever, growing the strand endless.

			How satisfying as puzzle pieces seemingly clicked into place. But how could Ms. Marie have been aware of what was happening to the girl with the ice core, and not done anything to save her? I asked her this, with my pen poised above the pages of my journal.

			She buried her face in her hands. “My heart breaks for her every day,” she mumbled into her palms, “while hers cannot crack, much less beat and pulse for another. Not anymore.”

			She moaned, lowering hands to reveal brows that bloomed into silver leaves that desiccated into skeletal lace, overhanging limpid green eyes. She wept tears that gleamed heavy, honey-hued like sap, rolling slowly down her cheeks. Tiny worms fell writhing from her nostrils. She wiped them away, along with the rotting forest debris that dribbled from her lips. More leaves and buds bloomed over her face, decaying in an instant. She clapped a hand over her mouth, then tugged on her beekeeper hat, wrapping her face in its fuchsia veiling.

			“A moment, please.” She steadied her breathing, recomposed herself, her voice no longer choking on mulch, while she kept the layers of tulle bandaged around her face.

			

			“You ask, Sharon, how could I have been aware yet not done anything for the girl whose heart was soft as snow before it hardened into ice? How could I allow such violence committed against her, when I had intervened for the other girls? Amending Aurora’s death curse into a sleeping one, but with disastrous results, as she was also horrifically violated. Granting Petra’s mother glass slippers that became her madness and confinement, extending to her daughter. Considering all this and more, I was afraid to intervene again with my magic!”

			Ms. Marie placed one trembling hand over the other in her lap, trying to still them both.

			“It was only later,” she said, “mundane lifetimes later, that I realized I should’ve intervened not as a Fairy Godmother but simply as another woman in the forest. I should’ve screamed at the prince and shouted at the flesh merchants and chased them all away. I should’ve lifted the girl out of her glass coffin and hugged her fiercely to my chest until the apple bit was expelled. I should’ve found her lover in the cave and broken his chains. Should’ve ushered the young couple underground to emerge into another story together. I could’ve done any of these and I’ve done them all with infinite variation in my imagination. None of it performed with magic but enacted from compassion and bravery—all that a mundane woman is capable of, because how else can she survive into old age with her heart and soul intact? But those with magic forget these little acts of mercy and courage, because it is not as exciting or wondrous, because it requires so much more willingness and faith.”

			She extended her hands across the table to me with open palms. I couldn’t give her the forgiveness she needed, but I held her soft fingers in mine. I was trying to understand, not judge her and the other Godmothers as irresponsible in their occasional meddling or callously cruel in their witness and remove. But I wasn’t the one who should hear all this or be given hands in supplication. I could jot down confessions, but I wasn’t a mediator or intercessor.

			

			“I did do something at least,” she said, “years later in the same forest because I couldn’t stand by and watch a newborn die. So though I had not intervened when she was the girl in the glass coffin, I did for her child, saved the babe left in the woods. Now please allow me from within my veiling to confess another tale, to explain why I remain here at Alvsdahl and put my trust in those who came much earlier before me and those who’ll come long after—why I still hope.”

			A Chenoo and Her Invisible Child

			I took the baby left in the woods, spiriting him across the ocean on one of my many journeys in which I spread seedlings. I did not believe the gold-spinner father would be able to protect him, so I left his baby in the care of the Elder Mothers here who oversaw the ancient warp tales of this land.

			The Elder Mothers twined and bound the boy in the warp of the ‘Invisible Child,’ a story told by the Mi’kmaq, in a language that’s kin to other Algonquian languages such as the Wôpanâak spoken here long ago. The translated warp was revised to keep the child’s identity veiled to himself also. When more of the settlers came, the Elder Mothers secreted the child with one of their healer women, because Moshup the Giant had long ago warned of the pale-faces’ arrival, mourning an end to this world.

			Eventually, the queen with the heart of ice had to flee and set sail here, where she could build a new dominion in hiding. She ended up in Alvsdahl, unknowingly drawn to this village not because of maternal instinct, but because the Child’s story was still intertwined with hers.

			When she joined the settlement, crossing paths with the Child, I was so afraid. So I begged for the Elder Mothers’ help once more. They used another Native warp tale to bind the mother from harming her child.

			The tale of the Chenoo—a monster with a heart of ice, in the shape of their former human self—is told in variants across the northern-eastern lands of Algonquian kin-languages. The Chenoo needs the cold and snow to exist, immortal in these conditions, having cannibalized her own humanity and that of others, consumed from within by her own icy heart.

			The Invisible Child grew to be an invisible young man, while the Ice Mother haunted the edges of the settlement. They did not recognize each other when crossing paths. But maybe they sensed another presence that bound them here.

			Then one day, a recently awakened princess stepped ashore. She was drawn to the woman who also bore the mark of deathlike sleep, who knew how to arouse herself from it, and bend the borders and laws of dreams and mortality. They admired each other’s power and desire to live freely, vowed to protect one another, and felt endless possibilities in this newly stolen land to create new lives and leave their old selves behind. After all, this was a land thickly woven over with myths of discovery, of paradise to be claimed, virgin lands to conquer and possess—where the older tales were diminished and destroyed, along with the people who told the stories, their languages and memories also.

			These two made a home together and, in their bed, shared dreams and visions. The Ice Mother glimpsed snatches of a future in which her child, living and near, could be used as key to gain access to the Fates. That, in fact, the one to give her access was her former beloved, who was now the Gold-Spinner working for the Fates to spin dead roots into gold strands for their Loom. He was willing to give up anything, including the fate of the entire world, to hold his child again.

			So from then on, the Ice Mother played both hunter and ravenous queen. When she came too close, the Fates tugged her strand away from the Child’s, but were unable to sever her completely. The Ice Mother could feel her strand being teased from the weave, but, with the newly awakened princess, learned how to hide her strand in deathlike slumber. She vowed to bide her time, to try again when the world was different—and not so different.

			But her familial bond was so strong that the Invisible Child’s strand was retwined into a life reborn, in the body of a new child. The Ice Mother remained in her own ever-mineralizing form—harder, sturdier, more lasting than ice. Both re-entering the weave with the same pattern, both their memories frayed apart. Though older age preserved some for the Mother, calcified.

			Meanwhile, the Gold-Spinner worked alone in his cottage beside the Loom Tree. Dead roots coming through one window, gold threads out the other, without ever seeing the tapestry in full, or how his family re-emerged in it through so many unnatural lifetimes. A pattern in which all weaved toward each other, then paused, soon drawing in other strands to become entangled with theirs.

			“I’m guessing,” I ventured, “that Grandmistress doesn’t know the entire story.”

			“No. I’ve only shared with Zella. Now with you, as her student, as she’s asked me to do.”

			

			“So I’m still—she’s not mad at me? I went back to the library but— I got a letter too, blaming me for something I didn’t do!”

			“Zella gave you tools and instruction, but she cannot be explicit. She is confined to her Tower. Even if not entirely bound physically, she is imprisoned because it’s the only home she’s ever known. Not even she who stole Zella as a baby visits her there anymore, though she once seemed to show tenderness to the girl entombed in stone. I even thought Zella might be the one to remind her she could be a mother to someone.” Ms. Marie leaned forward to whisper. “I sometimes wonder if I should’ve left the baby and his story to die in the woods.” She placed her hand on her chest. “But mothers can be impulsive and reckless in their love for their children, while believing that redemption is possible—for us all.”

			“So instead of turtles, it’s mothers all the way down.” I shook my head, sighing. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be flip. It’s all just so terrible and— I know you didn’t mean to harm anyone.”

			“That is why I use little magic these days—only for gardening, ID key cards, and scholarships. I can still fashion a dress, mend clothes too. And I still have hope in the binding warp tales used by the Elder Mothers, though they are less known these days. I share them with Zella and you as her apprentice—for within these tales of the Invisible Child and the Chenoo, restoration is possible. The child is finally seen by the ‘burnt-faced girl’. She is rejected by others in her village but is the only one who can see the Invisible Child and describe his sled strap as a rainbow, his bowstring as the Spirit’s Road in the night sky. They are married, her burn scars healed, his identity revealed. The Chenoo can also be restored to make her expel her icy heart and revert to her human self. Sometimes, all that’s needed is for a child to call her Grandmother, Mother, Sister, or Daughter repeatedly, until the Chenoo believes it or remembers who she was before. Some say this is a trickster tale showing the cleverness of the girl who tames the Ice Monster, but I see it as the power of naming what is human in the myth.”

			

			“Even before you explained I was still Zella’s student,” I said, “I took out my diary and pen. Even though I believed I was now the Professor’s protégé, instead of the Archivist’s.”

			“Sharon, please have faith in Zella. She is taking enormous risks because she believes this new generation of students can help, if not in this cycle, then in future ones. We do what we can, however incremental. Aurora’s visions cannot reveal the future in full. Not even my sisters know the entire Design to come. We are not immortal either. Among the Fates, there is generational handover too.

			“As for myself,” she continued, “while I am here on Earth among the mundane, I exist in between intervention and observation. I facilitate encounters, nudging people along their paths visible to me, nudging them towards each other. I was the first to hear your words, Sharon, when you scribbled your vision for yourself. I told Zella I sensed a new story forming. While she could not read or hear the phrasing as I had, she did feel anticipation, a space opening up in her collection. She has this receptivity magic—necessary in an Archivist—to see the value in a story others might skim past, to consider its placement and connections to others, especially the unexpected ones. To open up space, to be generous. She will tell you more about it herself someday.”

			“Then why is she making everything so difficult for me?”

			“She can’t simply throw down a rope! You must write your own way—to connect and reach her. Zella needs your help—she needs you.”

			“How am I supposed to help anyone? I just met my advisor today!”

			Ms. Marie didn’t answer. Sat there unmoving. I feared that underneath the gauze she had decomposed further. A bee flew out from under the veiling, then another and another. I ran away from a possible bee swarm in the shape of Ms. Marie. I exited her garden, crawling along the ground to avoid dealing with the invisible door above. A single bee buzzed close to my ear. I didn’t swat it because I was mesmerized—it sang in a charmingly accented English:

			“Mizz Marie lizzens to yee girlz and all zee worriez,

			We beez muzz lizzen to her zighs and zuch zorriez,

			Zo I azk you to conzider zeriouzly—why Zella chooze that ztory for thee?

			What did Zella zee—perhaps in thine writingz—previouzly?”

			“Sharon? Why are you on all fours on the grass—like a dazed cow?”

			I looked up to see Petra emerging from the woods and got up slowly. I heard no buzzing and, when I turned, saw no Ms. Marie either, just her garden.

			“I dropped something, not important,” I lied.

			“I dropped something too—went back to my shore looking for it. Do you have it? My hourglass sculpture?”

			“It’s ours, isn’t it? Since we made it together? Or maybe mine, since you left it behind when you went off with—?” I didn’t like my combative tone, but I’d unconsciously mimicked hers. “I took it to my room that night, as souvenir.”

			“I need it.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s the only thing I’ve been able to craft! I need it as proof to myself that I can—”

			“All this time with Grandmistress you’ve been—doing what?”

			“Studying minerals; I can identify all, recite their properties and interactions—with heat, for example. With your heat, Sharon. I need your heat! Will you please come to the shore with me now?”

			I wanted to deny her. To keep the hourglass from her, keep myself from her too. Why did I vacillate so much with her—between pity and resentment, worry and fear? She must know about Faye. Was she already aligned with Grandmistress, an accomplice? Or was she a victim—susceptible, malleable? But if Ms. Marie couldn’t help her, what could I do?

			More than anyone else’s voice though, I heard Ruth Huang’s in my head. Bossy and intrusive, even psychically.

			“I won’t go to the shore with you, Petra, not if you’re ordering me around, treating me like a human soldering iron.” I did my best to sound confidently judicious like Ruth, then reflected how her controlling manner was how she showed her care and concern. “But if you come up with me, we can have shared custody of the hourglass. Don’t break it in half or crumble it though, or I’ll prank you—put shoes on you while you’re sleeping.”
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			Back in our dorm suite, Ruth was doing deep squats in front of her music stand, where a textbook sat propped open. She turned around when we entered. “I didn’t expect,” she said, clearly confused, “not just ’cause you’re together but— Petra, I thought you were in your room, making sand mandalas or whatever, with all your whispering and chanting.”

			I hadn’t noticed before the colored grains sifting from under Petra’s door.

			Ruth approached us, doing deep lunges with her fists on hips. A surprisingly menacing exercise maneuver. “I’ve been here for the last hour. When and how’d you sneak by me?”

			“You were so focused, Ruth, you didn’t notice me.” Petra pointed to the book on her music stand. I could tell she was lying. How did she sneak past our bloodhound prefect? Then I noticed a diagram in Ruth’s textbook that looked similar to what the Professor had drawn of the Loom Tree. Couldn’t be. Unless— Why was Ruth our roommate? Didn’t she say Ms. Marie had placed us together? And hadn’t Ms. Marie admitted to nudging people toward each other as well?

			

			“Please sit with me. I’ve got some sad news.” Ruth beckoned for us to join her on the chaise longue. “Not sure you’ve heard, doesn’t look like it judging by your faces. It’s about someone you both know—from camp.” She looked more anguished than I was prepared for.

			“I know what happened to Faye,” I said. Ruth patted my knee. Stupidly, I patted hers too.

			Petra, however, had not heard. When Ruth told her, she scrambled away as if running from the truth. “She cannot awaken? Or move from her bed?”

			I wondered if she was thinking of her mother. A fate she feared most for herself too.

			“People do wake from comas,” replied Ruth. “Depending on—”

			“Her liver is dying,” I said flatly. “Her heart weakening too. Toxic minerals, heavy metals, I bet. Remind you of anyone?” I asked Petra.

			“Faye must’ve deserved it,” she replied.

			“Whoa there!” Ruth stood with her palms out to stop the madness. “Heavy drinking is a major problem on college campuses, but no one deserves liver disease or poisoning of—”

			Petra covered her ears, shaking her head like a little kid. “Grandmistress wouldn’t have— Must be the frailty of the flesh, Faye’s more human than mineral, a weaker variant. Grandmistress doesn’t punish us but seeks to punish them who play with our lives—she is teaching us to be powerful, to be admired and loved—”

			“Who the fuck is Grandmistress?” Ruth demanded. “Like a Russian chess champion? Your coach? When’d you join the chess team?”

			“I need to be alone.” Petra retreated.

			“Do you want me to get Ms. Marie?” offered Ruth.

			“Ms. Marie is decomposed,” I said. “Indisposed, I mean. I just saw her.”

			“Ruth, please respect my wishes. I need to be alone. Sharon, the hourglass?” Petra’s face was emptied of previous emotion. I got the sculpture, handed it to her. Didn’t tell her I was here if she needed, because I hoped she wouldn’t come seeking comfort or advice when I had none.

			Ruth must’ve sensed the tense undercurrent but didn’t ask about the lumpy hourglass. When she offered me support though, I told her, “I’m minding my own business and purpose, which is being a student. There’s so much to catch up on if I’m going to survive. I didn’t know Faye well or for long. If I were talking about her all the time, demanding comfort, then I’d be making her tragedy all about me. Thanks for your concern. I need to study now.”

			I hadn’t meant this as a brush-off but couldn’t take care of her feelings as well as mine. I also didn’t have a glass totem through which to channel my confusion and fear. So I sat on my bed with the armillary sphere and made the rings thrum and sing with my determination to live.

			But the humming rings reminded me of the bees’ exhortations. So I set my shiny new toy aside. I opened the diary and unrolled the vellum. Why did Zella choose this cover story for me? Why did I want it to be more than cover?

			Despite inspiring me to write and bringing me to Alvsdahl—the myth of the Bear Woman felt incomplete. Parts felt instinctive, but I wasn’t made whole by it. Because I didn’t want to be the creature who endured alone, waiting to be transformed into wife and mother. I wanted to blaze bright and chase after my wingèd beloved, riding the winds to get them back.

			And I wanted Zella to tell me it was okay to want this, even if I didn’t know whether I had a right to this tale that never featured faces like mine in its illustrations. I didn’t feel like I had a right to the other myth anyway, from a land I never lived in, which had rejected my mother as well. I’d dreamt the story, yes, remembered it in my bones and felt its animal pull with Faye, but I’d never heard or read the tale in its original language, had only known it as the pangs of my hunger, of my body aching for its other half, wondering how long before I could emerge into the light.

			I was also afraid to tell Zella the truth. How I’d let Faye go so easily. Maybe I could write it messy and uncertain, then Zella would hear my begging to be let back in. But I was terrified to set it down in words—how I was ashamed of wanting to be better, wanting Faye out of the way while always needing her approval too.

			In rereading my old drafts, I realized there was no Tiger because she’d hidden in the shadows, stalking me between the lines. But now, I could see only Faye in the spaces between. Couldn’t get rid of her scent and purr, couldn’t read my story in the same way as before.

			Something scattered against my window, like pebbles. I opened and saw below—Ambrose in a burgundy frock coat with an attached capelet flung back over his shoulders. He held a panpipe above his head like a boombox. “Please come down,” he said. “Alone.”

			I took my time, not knowing how much I’d reveal about my last moments with Faye.

			Turned out, Ambrose needed to perform some homework. “Keep me company, so I don’t fall apart entirely?” he asked. “Then come with me to the Glass House. I want to drink and nibble and forget about Faye for a bit—but don’t want to forget about her all by myself. She’s also left a few things there that I’d like to recover as mementos—a few items of clothing that might look good on you too, though I call dibs on the things that still smell like her.”

			“You’re talking like she’s already dead! She’s not, we have to remain hopeful—”

			He looked at me wordlessly, bringing the panpipe to his lips. Thirty slender pipes, from short to long, joined together in a curve. He played his sorrow, silencing me, and gestured with his eyes for me to follow, but I would’ve anyway to keep listening.

			

			“May I come too?” I heard. Petra had trailed behind me, ghostlike as ever. “I’ve never been invited to the Glass House, though I’ve been here much longer than Sharon.”

			Ambrose regarded her dully, without retort or jibe, exhausted with grief. “Sure, why not. You two can follow behind, dirgelike in procession. Don’t try to sing backup, please.”

			Ambrose’s music moved me with its aching vulnerability. It had been different with Fitch because I’d already liked him, despite his initial prickliness. He’d played for me in the library to draw me away from Lantos, and to play a Duke Ellington song he bet I’d recognize. Picking up where we left off, calling back to our exchange in the van. But Ambrose’s song was his personal message to and for Faye. I was invited to be audience—different from a voyeur, because I was part of the music-making—as Ambrose conveyed sadness and regret, anxiety and longing that I felt too, complex harmonic overtones I couldn’t squeeze out myself in words. So his song became mine as well—if I were brave enough to sing.

			I don’t know if Petra felt the same or anything at all, but I was too entranced to care, only wanting to listen as Ambrose’s music resounded within the emergency call boxes around the quad and the public pay phones too, echoing in their receivers. It was amplified by the announcement speakers in the student center and athletic halls, and chorused through maintenance walkie-talkies and admin voicemail machines, in buildings he could access with a single note blown over the key card panels. I followed his melody as dorm windows slid open to let in his song—into bedrooms and common spaces and private dreams.

			I finally understood his homework. His melody was about how he missed Faye and mourned her, that his heart was broken with loss. But this sincere elegy elicited a countermelody too, through the reverberations in all those audio speakers and devices, creating a song of erasure that would wipe her from the memories of the mundanes. Faye Baek was now Asian Jane Doe in a private glass-walled room in the city hospital, possibly paid for by an anonymous donor from the college, also entranced.

			“Why didn’t Lantos do this himself?” I asked. “Wouldn’t he be more powerful, as a teacher?”

			“He didn’t know Faye or love her like I do. The melody and playing, breath and voice are all my own. I’m not powerful, Sharon, but my sincerity is. Carver crafted this instrument. Lantos composed the memory counterpoint, amplified my reach and exposure. Grandmistress and her Shadows manipulated the sound systems, via the rare earth minerals within, specifically their interactions with the electromagnetic field. Anyway, I’m done. Come with me now to the Glass House?”

			Later, as we passed out of the residential quads, Fitch emerged from the evening gloom of the playing fields beyond, striding toward us from wherever he’d been waiting.

			“Took you long enough,” said Ambrose. “I know you heard me play straight away.”

			“Wanted to give you some privacy, but now that you’re taking Sharon back to that place—and this other new girl—”

			“I’m Petra van der Pahlen, chosen by Grandmistress to study minerals. Faye brought me to Alvsdahl, so I’m paying my respects. I want to go to the Glass House as I’ve never been.”

			“She’s my roommate,” I explained.

			“I thought your roommate was—” Fitch held out his hand, palm down, to indicate someone short.

			“My other roommate—oh right, Ruth said you’d stopped by looking for me—”

			“I don’t think you should go to the Glass House anymore,” he said quietly. “We lose time there, I’m not myself there. I’d worry about you if you were there—with him.”

			Ambrose trilled his annoyance on his panpipe. As if had never sounded so melodious.

			

			“I’m not going there to be with him,” I said. “Faye left some things for me in the Glass House apparently. It’ll just take a moment for me to grab them and leave.”

			“I might stay a bit longer myself, however,” said Petra. “No need to keep me company.”

			“Come with me, Fitch.” I extended my hand. “We’ll leave right after, I promise.” Ambrose was staring at me. Was it my rakish upturned collar making me so bold? I added, “There’s also something I should tell you. And maybe there are clues left behind—from Faye or Aurora—even from Deniz. I wasn’t honest about everything that happened that night with Faye.”

			But once we passed through the snowy woods, we couldn’t reach Grandmistress’s house. Not because of Enzo or his red-hooded coach, but because the pomegranate orchard had been ravaged, its destruction blocking the path with petrified black trunks felled and cracked open, their branches gnawed upon, every fruit sucked of its pulp and seeds. Their skins were left chewed and spat out into mounded piles, half-sunken in the ice-encrusted mire, no longer red, but rotting. Gleaming black twigs protruded from the snow like broken limbs and accusing fingers.

			Ambrose dropped his panpipe onto the ground and removed Faye’s flask from his pocket.

			Fitch picked up the instrument, brushed off the snow, and wiped it gently with his T-shirt. “You play it beautifully. Shame for it to get damaged.” He urged Ambrose to take it back.

			Ambrose ignored him, drinking more. “Why bother? Why play music or sing your heart out? When the only person I want to hear me is a vegetable! When we’re all rotting fruit for that monstress to feast upon? Not like I can go back home now. And with all that she’s sucked clean from her bone orchard, I’m sure there’s no escaping her anyhow!”

			

			“Sound waves,” said Fitch calmly. “Marconi, godfather of radio tech, thought sound waves traveled forever, we just couldn’t hear them with our human ears at a certain point. Sound energy does dissipate eventually, in terms of physics, but it can generate heat. Becomes thermal energy as it’s absorbed. Your music is reaching your friend, Ambrose, even if—”

			“Fuck off, teacher’s pet! Keep the damn pipe too. All of you leave me alone!” He ran off into the woods, toward where we’d seen Enzo run to the red-hooded woman.

			“I’ll keep it safe for him,” said Fitch, “as it’s still powerful with his emotional residue. Let’s head back, Sharon.”

			But Petra walked toward the destruction, despite me calling her back and nearly grabbing her. “Just a branch,” she murmured. She raised her bare foot, pointing her toes this way and that, as if seeking. Then stepped onto the marble walkway hidden beneath the snow. She walked along it and, from the edge of the devastated grove, plucked a broken twig. Holding this, she returned to us as the petrified black grew supple and green. I recalled the vellum that she could sense was fresh, maybe uterine lining from an unborn calf she’d said, and how she claimed she could sense what was once living—in what was now dead.

			More disturbing was Petra’s obvious delight. “How powerful Grandmistress must be, nourished by all this magic that’s all around and deep underfoot! I know how I must help her: to revive and replenish the woods and their fruit, to harvest the bodies below, so they can feed and sustain us—until we finish the Godmothers and take the Loom Tree for ourselves!”

			“Oh my fucking god, Petra!” I screamed. “Look around! This is how she sees us—we are the bodies to consume, we are the lives and futures she feeds on! Grandmistress isn’t your teacher, friend, or mommy—this grove, this school, her self-mythology and vengeance narrative, it’s all part of her wicked queendom trapping us here, and the teachers are tenured prisoners too! You really think she and her crew can overtake the Fates? She’s fattening your ego and your magic, and you’re just gobbling it all up like a caged goose till your liver explodes! She’s working us like an international buffet, like the bog bodies you must be sensing underground— Can you sense how many? How old? Do I really want to fucking know?”

			Petra considered the growing branch in her hand, now beginning to bud. She looked at the wrecked grove around her, and for a moment I thought she was coming to her senses. Then she met my eyes and calmly stated, “She feeds only on the weak and unskilled. I have proof now that I’m neither.” She tossed the branch at my feet. “Keep your hourglass. I did this all by myself, magic more sublime than shaping sand into glass. I advise you to keep working on your skills too, both of you, if you don’t want to become like those below who didn’t make the cut, who weren’t dedicated enough or born gifted enough to be elite, exceptional. It’s not that many bodies below my feet, by the way, but I haven’t walked the perimeter. I do sense her though, Grandmistress, calling for me. I’ve pleased her, but I know I can do so much more!”

			Petra ran along the marble and climbed over the pile of broken trees, scrambling over their gleaming black bones. I didn’t call after her. She was already lost and gone, had been for a long while because I hadn’t cared enough to reach her earlier, to notice her fracturing.

			Fitch and I walked back in silence. Once we reached the campus’s edge, I told him I had to call my mom. He nodded, then drew me in for a hug and said goodbye. Another confusing event, but one to mull over later. I hustled back to North House, to my room.

			Using Ruth’s phone card, I called my umma. I tried to tell her I wanted to come home, but she was more excited to share her news first, steamrolling me, unable to hear the frightened waver in my voice. She told me how her boss had given her a considerable promotion and raise. No more alterations and piecework. She’d be able to save up now to someday buy her own dry cleaners and laundry. She also had a new friend, a Korean divorcee who was showing her how to enjoy life as a single ajumma. They were taking line dance classes together, and pottery too.

			I remembered Enzo telling me once how, whenever he got homesick, he’d find out that his parents’ farm debt had been forgiven. Or their new loan came through with impossibly low interest. Nothing extravagant, but for his folks a turn of events that was life-changing. And he knew from Ambrose that it was Lantos’s doing: the one who’d played a little melody over the phone to those minor officials with their petty power, swaying them to make our families’ lives more comfortable, happier even, now that we were out of the house, one less mouth to feed. Lantos’s little magic could work wonders for some families because it only took a little bit of mundane money to reverse fate and fortune, making it harder for their children to break their side of the bargain. Too much money and Enzo might figure a way to abscond with his family and disappear elsewhere, but just the right amount made it difficult for him to tell his parents what was really happening at Alvsdahl.

			No need to threaten torture or suffering—all it took for some to stay was a little peace of mind and hope for their families, like those chests of gold in fairy tales, payment for a daughter taken by a beast in a castle. So the students indentured themselves to futures they felt duty-bound to honor. Study and get good grades, make their parents’ sacrifices all worth it, elevate themselves in status and class, and be found worthy to live past graduation . . .

			Or awaken as new freshmen, and try all over again.
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			For the next few weeks, I studied with more diligence than I ever had. I played the nerdy Asian girl everyone assumed I was when I’d arrived. Soon, I fell into rhythms and routines. Academia gave me focus, structure—and protection, I hoped.

			I didn’t see Ms. Marie in her garden. Was too scared to knock on her door, thinking it would upset a Grandmistress on an intense juicing regimen, with Petra as her— Didn’t want to think about that. Ruth assumed Petra was bunking in her studio again. I nodded along.

			And in her Asian maternal way, Ruth softened towards me when she saw me try so hard and struggle with my problem sets in chemistry and physics. Silently, as to not offend my pride, she left Post-its with elucidations. It did hurt my pride, so I kept my gratitude silent as well, though I used all her notes and corrections.

			As a token of my appreciation, I bought us study snacks with the money Ms. Marie had added to my ID’s student account. I even enjoyed gifting Ruth a bag of fun-size Baby Ruths, acting surprised when she told me about the nickname the radio DJs had given her. She, in turn, shared goodies from her dad’s latest care package—mugwort rice cakes and White Rabbit candies. She also left a CD of the Reality Bites soundtrack on my desk, labeled with a Post-it that read: “My personal copy, in case you lost yours at Urban Outfitters.”

			From our dorm’s costume movie night, screening Mad Max, Ruth brought me Mad Macaroons she’d baked herself. I’d skipped out to study, but Ruth went all out with her costume, surprising me but not those who knew her better.

			As prefect, she’d dressed up as Aunty Entity in an amazing costume I only saw after movie night was over. Her tunic was made of hundreds of linked safety pins, made to look like chain mail. She explained that Nick and the DJs had helped, even though they couldn’t attend the residents-only event. “Today’s tyrant was yesterday’s hero, after all,” she said, grinning. Ruth promised to bake them the same Mad Macaroons in exchange, because they were inspired to play their own Mad Max music night on the radio, in costume, even though they’d be underground as unseen DJs.

			When I saw Ruth in her silver regalia, with her power shoulders and mini metal slinkies for earrings, I thought how fun it would’ve been to join, if I hadn’t been so stressed about exams, mundane and magical. I would’ve dressed as Ironbar or Ton Ton Tattoo with the saxophone, which made me think of Ambrose and Fitch. Then I laughed, imagining Bambolina and Briony as Master Blaster. But it was too distracting. If I wondered how one of them was doing, I’d start missing them all, worrying—then end up thinking about Faye, whom I still hadn’t visited, despite Sylvana and Briony asking me each time if I’d like to join them on their hospital visits.

			But Ruth was separate from all that—a great consolation and support—and truly ferocious, sexy, and intimidating in her blonde wig and silver spray-painted platform boots.

			

			I gobbled up the Mad Macaroons, including the ones she’d left outside Petra’s door. She never ate the treats Ruth left for her anyway. Before Aunty Entity could ask me when I’d last spoken to the other “raggedy girl” also trying to survive in the Thunderdome, I drew her attention back to me by asking for her help with my molecular geometry problem sets, specifically with covalent and ionic bonds. In this way—with gifts of food, my humility, and her generosity—we forgave each other and became the friends she’d wanted us to be from the very start.

			Still, I kept mostly to myself, practicing on the armillary sphere, push-pulling most of the rings into alignment except for the few closest to the golden ball, which glowed brighter, humming with all my anxiety, so much so I covered it with a towel at night. Studying with Grünhartz felt like what I was recruited for. With him I felt my magic growing, which should protect me, win me approval from my Master and his Mistress.

			Then one day, I saw the hourglass in front of my door, but smoothed of its lumps and made symmetrical. Petra was back in her room, not emerging. When I passed her door, I could sense her desperation, heard muffled weeping and so much glass crumbling. Ruth was relieved Petra had returned, but I knew she was reverting to old tricks, even going back to her shore every night. What happened? Why was she sent back? Always at dawn, she’d trudge back in with sandy feet and muddy hem. Ruth gave up trying to talk to her and asked if I’d check in.

			“She’s probably busy with an interdisciplinary art project.” With my dual life and dual schooling, I was becoming a better actress. “Never declared a major ’cause she’s creating her own. This is Alvsdahl, and Petra’s minor royalty. I’m sure Ms. Marie’s keeping an eye on her.”

			I couldn’t help Petra with her studies anyhow. Grandmistress, after feasting on the pomegranates and who knows what else, must be terrifying in expectations and grading. I felt much safer with the Professor and took comfort in how he aligned us together as Liminal creatures, even apart from Grandmistress. He described our kind as purer, with more fibers of warp magic woven into our bodies.

			And with his tutorials I was advancing, especially with my mercury exercises, transforming it between solid and liquid but never into toxic vapor. I was able to melt solid yellow sulfur into its bloodred liquid state, and almost heat it enough for it to emit blue light. Soon, I’d be able to heat quicklime in my hands, enough to cast its limelight. But I was too scared to bask in it just yet. Only wanting to be good enough to stay alive, not to shine so brightly that I’d become a threat—or worse, a star pupil and weapon.

			The one class where I couldn’t focus was Prezzo’s because of Fitch. He seemed disappointed, upset, even angry that I’d stuck around.

			Ruth had switched out after Nick decided to take another lit seminar about Marvell and the Metaphysical poets. I said that sounded like a good band name, and Ruth replied, “Nick said it’s about feminist rebuttals? Flipping canonical interpretations on love poems? Nick wants to make sure his own love songs for me aren’t creepy and sexist.”

			So I didn’t have Ruth with me, couldn’t hide within her blustery shadow. Sylvana had also chosen another course to be with Briony. Ambrose was never officially enrolled but popped into random lit lectures to expound drunkenly. Mysteriously, Ms. Weiss dropped out because of her dissertation, allegedly, leading many women to also drop. Ultimately, Prezzo’s course became a seminar. By the time we convened around the conference table, Fitch was also absorbed in his own studies, ignoring me, or we were all simply trying to survive fall term.

			One especially tense class, Prezzo began with: “Before I return your papers, let’s address this manufactured crisis on campuses, the ‘culture wars.’ Debate’s not new, but the militaristic framing is. Used to be ‘the Great Conversation’ in the ’50s, debating higher ed’s role for the individual, society, and nation.”

			He explained how the “Great Books” programs were initially crash courses at public colleges for soldiers getting shipped off to Europe for World War I. “Maybe militaristic shadings are apt? To inspire the boys that they’re fighting for Europe, Western Civ, their cultural inheritance? Or to instruct them on what not to pillage and destroy? ‘Unhand that Grecian Urn! Piss not in Tintern Abbey!’

			“But regarding this ‘Western canon,’ the conservatives ignore how it’s always been multicultural. How my Jewish scholar-brothers rescued Aristotle, translating what’d been preserved by Islamic scholars. During the Crusades, these works in Arabic, Persian, and Syriac were translated and brought to the West. Homer’s Greek lit was influenced by Semitic myths and religions. Though this was later scrubbed by Jew-hating classicists, and homosexuality got elided by others, like when Victorian classicists translated Sappho into the ideal hetero woman!

			“These works have always been repackaged to reflect the translators and their times. Poets flip-flopping in popularity, according to political climates. The conservatives cherry-pick from a back catalog spanning centuries to project their own visions of the past—as if the ancient world didn’t go through its own upheavals. But forward-thinkers dig back into texts to excavate and recontextualize, create new movements! We don’t read the classics, the classics read us! So I want your take, your vision. Let’s educate each other!”

			After receiving a few finger snaps and silence from the rest, Prezzo passed back our papers. Fitch’s essay was blank except for the A+.

			“Really loved this, Fitch, especially how you dug into the linguistic nitty gritty of your people’s language—animate and inanimate cases. Much cooler than male/female cases!”

			

			Prezzo turned to me. “Did Fitch tell you how ‘sun’ in Wôpanâak uses the inanimate, while ‘earth’ is animate? His people fucking knew, it’s encoded, how the Earth moved around the sun! To see how your ancestors saw their world, their cosmology—while unshackling their forced translations of language and souls, like how you write about the mid-seventeenth-century Bible translation into Wôpanâak. How ‘grave’ was translated as ‘traveling place to other dimensions’ and ‘Hell’ as a ‘house filled with people with empty heads.’ Fascinating, though I’m not quite sure how it applies to the assignment—liminality as bridge between languages and consciousness, maybe?”

			Fitch smiled, tapping the table with his pen. Outsiders would assume he was waiting for the obvious to dawn while rhythmically playing his boredom. But I wasn’t on the outside.

			“Sorry, I see it now.” Prezzo skimmed invisible sentences. “Catharine Sedgwick’s 1827 novel Hope Leslie—Pequot characters Magawisca and Nelema, examined through linguistic lens animate/inanimate—as commentary on feminist agency, Indigenous saviors to multiple white people, ha!” He flipped a blank page.

			“Mohegan-Pequot language, part of the broader Algonquian linguistic family including Wôpanâak.” He whisper-read unseen lines: “‘Hope Leslie challenges male-authored lone fallen woman narrative tropes through Sedgwick’s portrayal of women helping women across language, race, class, generation, and gender performance.’ Now I remember why I gave you an A+! Maybe you should teach the class, Fitch!”

			What did I get? C+. “Too much plot summary. Not enough of your richly specific, personal interpretation.”

			Afterward, I confronted Fitch.

			“Minor enchantment,” he sighed.

			“Thought you were the rebel, protesting the white man’s settler magic.”

			

			Fitch handed me his A+ paper. Instead of empty pages—musical notations I couldn’t read. Was this section Greek? This other thing looked like Sanskrit, which I recognized from alchemy texts I was studying with Grünhartz. The following page was gridded into boxes with Hangul and Hanja scattered throughout. Instead of scanning left to right, my eye wandered down and up and all around. Did the music flow along multiple vectors? The final page was blank, then all layers melted into a single palimpcestuous sheet.

			I ran after Fitch down the oak-lined path extending across the great lawn.

			“Can’t read this.” I tried to give it back, but he wouldn’t stop.

			“Imagine all the music lost, forgotten, ignored, or impossible to recreate because of modern notation that— Wasn’t meant for you anyway, but yeah, I’m doing plenty of work on my own.” He stuffed his paper into his bag, then walked on.

			I followed because I wanted to understand, because I’d hurt him, because the oaks grew heavy crowns arching above, their red-gold ombre shading our true feelings. “I’m sorry, it looked like you were cheating. I worked really hard on my paper and you just tapped a beat—”

			“We’re supposed to practice our magic with the mundanes—ethically, though I’m sure others push boundaries. The enchantment made Prezzo see what he wants to get from me. He must’ve read about the linguistic stuff in the news, about the auntie reconstructing Wôpanâak, working with other linguists of kin-languages to revive her people’s language. I wouldn’t be able to write all that technical grammar or about Leslie’s Hope. Prezzo supplied that. It’s not his secrets I was prying. It’s what he thinks is worthy about me. I deserved the A+ because the enchantment was a huge modification on Lantos’s spell-work.”

			“You’re making Prezzo project what he thinks you should write? Or you think all he sees and wants from you is the Native?”

			

			“Been sampling, remixing. Though honestly, my intentions aren’t always clear to me. I like what Prezzo sees on my pages though, so I’ll take it. Better than him thinking I’m an evil monster. If you want, I could enchant your paper too—if you’re sticking around anyway—”

			“I don’t want to know what Prezzo sees in me, wants to see, what he thinks I’m supposed to write as the Asian Woman. I already wrote about Han for my application, didn’t get me in the first time. I definitely don’t want to do a comfort-woman take on the fallen woman archetype!”

			Fitch reddened, his indigo stubble heightening in contrast.

			“I’m not judging you, Fitch.”

			“You don’t know all the fucked-up shit I deal with all the time—my dad and Lantos, temptations, impulses. Need a break from my own mind telling me I’m the bastard of a monster. So yeah, I let the white-boy professor see good things in my writing, good things in me.”

			“I’m sorry—”

			“I don’t cheat ’cause I’m lazy or stupid. All these spoiled brats here—you all play out your fantasies of a life of learning, puzzling out linguistics or sculpting with marble while I’m working my ass off, using all my focus and energy to keep my shit together and keep other things out—images of bodies, women, wondering what it’d feel like, how easy, how capable I am— Fuck, you’re doing it again!”

			“I’m not doing anything!”

			“I can hear your pulse, breath, everything keeping time with mine, making me feel like you get me, that we’re in sync, the same wavelength—that I’m not alone.”

			“Listening, rhythm, and manipulation of bodies—sounds like your talent, not mine. I should be the one accusing you!”

			“Fuck you, Sharon,” he whispered, but it still felt like a punch in the face. “We were good for a while, weren’t we? Then you and them, and after the Glass House and the bog orchard—you ran off and disappeared. You left me all alone! I thought you’d go home, be safe with your mom, but you’re still here—for what?”

			Guilt rose like bile in my throat. I spat it out with anger. “I disappeared on everyone, not just you! Haven’t even visited Faye, and I don’t have my work-study with Zella anymore. Ms. Marie’s not around either. But I’m learning from the Professor. So I’m in my room studying all the time because I got scared in the bog orchard too. I still am scared, and it’s not like I can tell my mom about all this. I can’t just run home like you keep rudely telling me to do. You go home!”

			“I can’t. I have no home. You have a mom who’s not scared to be with you.”

			“Yes, and she’s enjoying her life. Sleeping in her own room, not worrying about money. Getting away from work to have friends for the first time. Besides, I can’t leave you all behind like this. I’m not from a famous family, but I’m learning to do things I never thought possible!”

			“You really think you can fight back?”

			I ignored his expression, not mocking but bewildered, sincerely incredulous. “You assume I can’t? You assume I’m a victim ’cause I’m a girl, even though there are Bluebeard variants in which the girl rescues herself and her sisters, putting all their broken bodies back together and burning down the sorcerer’s house with him and all his cronies in it? Yeah, I like doing research. Who named you, Fitcher Byrd-Sossamon?”

			“My grandmère, who sent me away to school. To distance me from my father.”

			An oak leaf fell in a slow twirl between us, changing from copper to crimson to violet. “I’m keeping myself alone to focus on my studies,” I said. “Zella must think I can help, that’s why I’m still here, waiting and hoping for direction. Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Are you waiting for Faye to wake up, so you can follow her around again like some pathetic puppy?”

			

			“I give up with you.” I turned to leave, but he pulled me back by the shoulder.

			“I’m sorry, Sharon, don’t know why I said that— I wanted to hurt you because— They bring us here to learn shit we shouldn’t, that we’re not ready for. They bring us here ’cause it makes them feel like this world still belongs to them. But they’re weak, diseased and caged, like my father. The Masters bring us here to play with, so we should make ourselves into ticking time bombs that’ll blow up in their faces!”

			Fitch took flight from me. I didn’t go after him. He didn’t look back either.

			I shut myself in my room to work on repulsing the last of the armillary rings and shoving them into alignment. Later that night, sweat soaked my T-shirt, and my face got greasy and hot. Through my wall I could hear Ruth raising the volume of her music, but I could still hear her bed creaking, her mattress thumping. She must be with Nick. But what kind of music was that?

			The singer moaned about some woman with ribbons in her hair and green gloves on her hands, while an angel’s chorus of sopranos swirl-looped over all. I wanted to tell Ruth that boombox incantations weren’t safe for a mundy girl, that she shouldn’t mess with any kind of magic, for not even the Mistresses and Masters enjoyed how magic had warped their lives.

			But maybe we young people would do it better. Maybe our elders didn’t know how to wield magic for more than vengeance and vanity, power hoarding and paranoid self-preservation. They didn’t know how to simply enjoy it for beauty, fun, and makeovers. But it wasn’t so fun for me anymore, and my makeover hadn’t actually transformed who I was.

			I was fucking pissed actually at how so many others were getting far ahead simply because of their storied lineages, because of parents whose identities they actually knew and who probably taught them things, even though Petra and Fitch denied this. Or they’d been directly imbued with magic straight into their wooden bodies, engraved all over with sigil charms. I didn’t grow up in an enchanted castle or in some land called Brittany. And while I too had daddy issues, I didn’t cheat like a certain oud-strumming boy and blame others for my temptations, and why did he keep treating me like I was a stupid little girl? As if I didn’t struggle with my own temptations and straitjacketed impulses? Pushing me away, telling me to run home like I have no reason to be here? I know I can do more than collect oral folklore for Zella. And why the fuck did Faye abandon me, without the decency to finally die and release me from my self-loathing and utter lostness without her!

			I hurled the golden orb against the wall, screaming all my frustration. It exploded into radiance that stunned me with its skin-singeing incandescence. Every particle in me was vibrating, colliding, smashing every which way. But I kept myself contained because after hearing the commotion, Ruth burst into my room. Wrapped in a purple sheet, she asked if I was okay, then saw the shards of golden glass on the floor and cursed up a storm.

			“What is it with you two! Competing in some glassblowers’ competition? Petra’s room is basically a rainbow beach and now this! I thought you’d hurt yourself, so I jumped off Nick even though I was just about to— Gotta channel my lady blue balls some other way now!”

			Behind her stood a guy about the same height as Ruth. His coloring was arresting, with black hair and smoky grey eyes and cheeks flushed bright red. “Babe,” he said softly, “your roommate looks like she’s in shock. Let me fetch you both some water so you can—”

			“Do not tell me to calm down!” said Ruth.

			“I’d never dare. But maybe your roommate— Hi, I’m Nick by the way. Would you like me to get you some water? I’m sure I can find a broom and dustpan somewhere too.”

			

			Ruth nodded. “Utility closet’s tricky to find,” she mumbled. “I’ll get the broom and water. Nicky, stay here to make sure Sharon doesn’t break anything else.” Ruth rearranged her purple bedsheet into a more regal toga and swept out with so much swagger while gripping her prized Brita pitcher. We watched her in awe.

			But then things got awkward for Nick and me. Our first time actually meeting face-to-face. I was also impatient to get away so I could tell someone about the armillary sphere and golden ball, how I was electrically charged and incendiary in every fiber of my being. Too late to knock on Grünhartz’s door. Ms. Marie, even if not AWOL, would want me to be careful instead of thrilling at my power. Petra might understand what a big deal this was, but also get annoyed?

			“So—you must be Sharon? Heard a lot about you. Strange we haven’t met yet, considering—but Ruth says I’m the most oblivious person ever. I’m not so good with faces actually. I’m pretty forgettable too, on account of my size and quietness.”

			“I’m shy too and have been busy catching up as a first-year sophomore. Not like I’m avoiding you or—my other roommate.”

			Searching for a new topic, I strained to recall what Ruth had told me about him. Smells like Ivory soap. Only child of a single mom, a nurse at the town hospital. And of course—a college radio DJ. “How’s it going with your show?” I asked. “What’s it called?”

			“Spinning the Nicks with Nick.”

			“Why’s that again?”

			“’Cause I play mostly Nick Cave, Nick Drake, Nick Lowe, ‘Darling Nikki’ covers, drop some Knicks commentary, and read Nicholas Nickleby . . .”

			I nodded, smiling. A nice white boy with varied interests. Good for Ruth. They made such a striking couple too. He must be what they call a Black Irishman, a mini John Cusack. Though Nick’s eyes were a very smoky grey, like velvety shadows.

			The room was spinning fast. I lay down to anchor it still. Ruth returned with water and dustpan. She propped me up in bed to help me sip, while Nick swept up the shards. I thanked them both and told them I needed to sleep.

			Later that night, I snuck out to knock on Petra’s door. No one answered. I entered her room to find a glittering desert contained by four walls. Broken pieces of perfume bottles and jagged crystal chunks were embedded across the sandy dunes like half-buried treasures. In the corner, a tipped-over empty trunk. I traversed this en suite Sahara to the opened window. A woven rope ladder of gold hung off the windowsill, dropping to the ground outside.

			So this is how she snuck out of her tower past Ruth—or was she escaping someone else? After finishing her tasks and trials—or after failing them? I could’ve been sensible and taken the stairs, but just in case, I followed her trail down the golden rope ladder. After all, it might be magic, leading me into another realm I couldn’t see from here.
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			I found Petra kneeling on the shore, cursing, a giant pearl cupped in her hands like a luminous moon. The trunk beside her, filled with gems and mineral ores. She spoke as if she knew I would follow her. “I’ve been trying to break it down, isolate the grain of sand. Perhaps you’re the necessary irritant.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Without you, I can’t make anything. I thought I had with the branch—but I couldn’t do it again. Because you weren’t near.” Her pale eyes gleamed with teary anger. “I wanted to prove myself to you in the orchard. Did you sense it? Did you elicit the magic from me out of pity? To mock me? You and that blue-haired boy laughing at me?”

			What I’d interpreted before as her focused ambition was actually feverish obsession, detached from the world, fixated on me. When I first arrived, I must’ve seemed the least powerful here, the one who should be Petra’s inferior. Hence her resentment. She only knew of sisters as rivals, saboteurs, and hindrances to happiness and love. She’d pulled me through the looking glass into her lonely warped tale, the only one she knew, the only lens through which she saw the world.

			“I didn’t elicit anything from you, Petra. You made the branch green by yourself. I don’t pity you. I’m sure you can do so much more without me too. But I don’t think you should study with Grandmistress anymore.” I knelt close, unsure which of the looming shadows around us were henchmen and spies and which were fellow prisoners.

			“You, me, and Faye,” I continued, “Grandmistress plays us against each other—and for what? Faye chose another story while she was with me—wanting to be a Tiger who leaves of her own free will. She seemed so happy, dancing with Aurora. So I let her go. What if I’d stopped her or shouted for help? But I didn’t—and now she’s in a coma.”

			“Alvsdahl prides itself on its low teacher-student ratio. Must be maintained somehow.”

			“How can you be so—?”

			“Faye had her chance. Mother taught me that we must fight to the bitter end. Her sisters sliced off their toes and heels to jam their bloody feet into the slipper. Mother’s bridal doves plucked out their eyes. Step-Grandmother’s punishment was too gruesome to speak of, but even she commended Mother for learning her lesson well—to be thorough and exacting when securing one’s place. How else are we girls to survive in this world? I’m sure Grandmistress had her reasons, if she was indeed responsible for Faye. But Sharon, we’re not here to do party tricks, we’re at war against the Fates! Soldiers who souse their own livers deserve to— If you care enough to keep me alive and yourself too, help me instead of creeping away— Blast it, Sharon! I’m your roommate and the first friend you had here. If you owe any loyalty, it’s to me, not to that deceitful lush of a wench. Now help me create something—so I don’t lose my mind like Mother or fail like Faye or get punished in some other way! I need to prove my worth to her!”

			

			The moonlit shore of crushed glass. Petra in her silks with dirty feet, calloused and numb. I’d assumed she was insubstantially blonde and pretty, mistaking ghoulishness for ethereality. Thus I’d gravely underestimated a fellow quiet, shy girl. I should’ve recognized the danger she could be to herself and others, how those like us, silent and watchful, observing and feeling and remembering every single little thing—we keep so much bottled up, years of unspoken sadness and rage, loneliness and pain, primed to explode, attack, or self-immolate. But more frightening was Petra’s fathomless need, after all this time—wanting love and still hoping for it. She still sought that light to shine through her, the heat to transform her.

			“What about the golden rope ladder?” I asked. “It’s amazing how you—”

			“Grandmistress is very disappointed in me, so she’s increased pressurization, treating me as a metamorphic element. Locked in my room, I’ve been tasked to craft an escape. For days, I’ve struggled. All I have to show for this is my private desert of failure. That golden rope ladder was crafted by a Shadow who took pity. Spun the strands out of dried reeds and grasses, transmuted once living things— I’ve come back here, where I’d first been able to—”

			The giant pearl in her hands crumbled. She blew away the iridescent dust, then peered closer. “Ah, I’ve heard the grain of sand becoming pearl was mostly lore. It’s actually a parasite that’s often the irritant, like this tiny drill worm.” She licked her palm clean. “Maybe now it’ll grow into something precious in me. She’s not here yet, but you are. Help me, Sharon, if you care at all about my liver.”

			Petra grabbed my hands. Her hunger and intensity overwhelmed me. She shoved my fingers into the cold sand below, her hands molding mine around the cool grains. She begged for my help, and my heart broke for how many thousands of times she must’ve begged her mother to get out of bed and simply look at her.

			

			My own umma was always busy at work, and my childhood was often lonely, but I felt loved and cherished because she’d leave evidence around the apartment—food, notes, mended clothes, the sole bedroom, piles of extra piecework. Even the ridiculous things—driving me to a nice neighborhood, then kicking me out of the car to make me jog as she drove alongside, yelling at me to move my ass and run, to exercise the depression out of me. Her undivided attention in those moments, when she’d tell me how I was the most important thing in the world to her—how it felt like a burden, frightening and sad, but also true, no matter how much I resisted or resented her for it.

			Petra had never known this kind of burdensome, unconditional, unextinguishable love. I had enough security in this love to be able to grow apart and seek my own shape, but Petra grew in the warped negative space clinging around a mother of glass.

			For the Prima Materia to be accessed, we need to identify the oppositions within us, however contradictory. Petra, I thought yours had to do with your mother—despising her for ignoring you but also craving her love. But now I think it’s your lack of inner conflict that’s most troubling.

			You embody pure need and want, without nuance or reflection. Just take a moment to think, to step out of yourself and reconsider what would actually be good for you and those around you.

			But I couldn’t remove myself from this moment either because our hands scorched around sand that hardened, first lumpy, then beveled, with edges slicing into our skin. We bloomed our fingers to reveal a craggy crystal. My palms burned, shining my light through its facets and hidden faces, scattering prismatic all the spectral colors. The blades of bone in my back enflamed, but I ignored it because Petra was sobbing. The theater kids would be in awe, the techies terrified no spotlight could contain all her drama.

			“It’s all you, Sharon. I’m worthless.”

			

			I nudged the prism toward her to show how we made something beautiful and thus consoling, crafted with empathic heat. But the light from my hands beamed rudely, mockingly, through the glass into her eyes. She cast the rock aside. The prism disintegrated. No more scatter-frayed rainbow. Sure, it wasn’t a nifty hourglass with flowing grains, but it was pretty and something we’d made together. Then I realized what I’d gotten wrong about her.

			“Your magic is about more than minerals. Your power, Petra, has to do with time.”

			She quieted her sobbing.

			“The pearl, you returned it into the parasite that birthed it. The glass you’ve de-constituted, if that’s a word. The branch, you reversed its petrification. With my heat, we’re molding sand into glass, but any kiln or blowtorch or welder can do that. Your mother postponed midnight to dance with the prince until he fell in love with her. She kept time at bay for herself and you for—centuries? Her mind was trapped, thinking she could only be happy in a single eternal, unchanging moment. Until Faye got you out. Time is your power, at least on the material level. Like localized reverse entropy? Damn, I wish Ruth was here. Maybe you were trying to save your mother too—instead of breaking her—you were trying to turn her legs back into flesh. Let’s test my theory. What’s that?” I pointed to a gleaming black half sphere in the trunk, so unlike the other objects that it drew my eye.

			“That’s the obsidian base for the glass flower sculpture.”

			“Perfect. Volcanic glass.” I cradled the base in my hands, then smashed the glass lilies against the trunk’s edge, breaking the stems. I commanded Petra’s hands to join mine. We knelt on either side of the obsidian, lacing our fingers.

			“I think you’re right,” she whispered, her hands very still on the black stone. “I thought I’d imagined it, but now I remember. I was attempting to transmute her legs from glass to flesh. And for a brief moment, I had. Felt her skin against mine for the first time since— Then I pushed time the other way, rushing her forward into sand, dust, ashes once more, because— I used to think she hated to look at me because I reminded her of lost youth. In truth, I reminded her of death, for that’s what a child is to her mother. One of us had to go for the other to be free.”

			I tried to pull my hands away, but she gripped me tighter. Before, it felt like I was lending her my heat, but now she was draining it—and melding it with her magma, all her seething rage and misery, eliciting mine too, all that we hadn’t revealed yet but recognized in each other. The obsidian scorched and softened, glowing orange then red, bubbling in our palms. Like goddesses, we cupped the lava-bright of our molten power as it dripped between our fingers—hissing onto the cold sand and cooling into gleaming black ribbons of obsidian once more.

			“Let go of me, Petra. You’re taking too much from me!”

			“I’m making up for lost time, several lifetimes’ worth. And this is what you’re good for, isn’t it—to share, give over, amplify? You were nobody before Faye found you. She’s gone now, her friends scattered or broken like Ambrose. With me, however, imagine what we can do together! We can unravel all our strands from the Loom, fray apart the fibers and tease out the primal warp to twine the magic of multiple stories within our bodies. Like the sorceresses of old! More tales and magic, so we needn’t be bound by a single one! A petrified branch is nothing. Why not unwind the Loom Tree into a sapling—then seed—then nothing at all?”

			Grandmistress appeared. Seemingly out of nowhere, but she’d been here the entire time, of course, watching us, waiting for the results of her many tests. “You’ve learned ambition from me, undoubtedly,” she said. “But theoretical, rather than practical or applied. Still, I commend you, Petra, for your creativity and desperation.”

			She stepped onto the shore with the Shadows trailing behind like a billowing charcoal cloak. Petra rushed over to show her what she’d made, like a child with her art. The glowing lava in her hands lit up her eager face.

			“But this one,” continued Grandmistress, turning to me, “is no mere amplifier but a most intriguing instrument that continues to surprise and reveal new uses and opportunities.”

			She wrapped me in her swirling embrace of Shadows and took me away, leaving Petra on her shore, while the winds whipped around me and screamed in my ears.
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			V’s Tale

			I shouted for Halmoni, but she wasn’t home. I wanted to run for Delia’s, but couldn’t open the front door or the back or any of the windows. So my mother hadn’t been only sleep-drooling at the kitchen table all night. Just as my new magic had made her spill her guts in ink, I’d reawakened her old magic too. The heat in her hands, her power to melt and mold minerals, so that the locks of the doors and windows were fused shut with thick, lumpen brass.

			Mom and me trapped in this cottage, no mundanes to buffer or dampen. Me without any control over my new abilities. But who can control instincts, hormonal storms, or a body growing and shifting? My middle-aged mom still couldn’t control herself half the time, with her weird moods, tempers, and flashes of shock if I said anything a bit harsh or unexpectedly tender—or with her too fierce hugs that almost hurt, like she needed to squeeze something for comfort and grounding—and, case in point, her sealing us inside this tiny fucking house!

			I called Halmoni on her cell, telling her to come back now, that it was an emergency. Then I ran back to my mom before she could tear off all her nails trying to inscribe her college dramas into the kitchen table.

			“What did you do to the doors?” I yelled. “Why are you punishing me like this?”

			“A sleeping daughter must be protected,” she said calmly, still clawing into the wood, not looking up at me. “A daughter must be contained from all outside forces. I am still your mother, a single parent, mistress of this house. Children need structure and hierarchy. They need boundaries. They must be made humble. As for you, there are other ways to insist on one’s individuality and independence besides proving superiority over a parent—or right to ascendance!”

			“I’m not trying to— Stop talking like that! That’s not your voice!”

			I didn’t want to knock her unconscious with a frying pan, and I had nothing to drug her with. So I flipped her parenting script, trying to reason with her instead.

			“You’re losing your voice, Mom, ’cause you’re losing yourself in all this reliving of the past. Where you are in your writing—you’re seventeen and so fucking lost ’cause you haven’t figured out who you are, which origin tale is yours. But you keep waffling between the two—the vellum tale from Zella and the one you half dreamed and half wrote in your diary. As if your identity is a fucking binary, when everything you’ve written clearly shows you’re not! No one’s that simple! Especially not when they’re young and figuring shit out. You’re not seventeen anymore, so snap out of it, Mom. Control your magic, so you can teach me how to control mine!”

			“I’m not seventeen anymore?” Her expression was confused and distraught, both creepy and sad. Rude awakening, jerking her into the present like this, but it had to be done.

			“And you keep calling what Zella gave you a cover story when that’s not how she described it. I know because I read about it last night!”

			

			I flipped back to the earlier pages and found the lines that had nagged at me. I’d been the one to draw out the images and motifs that my mom had lost track of as she became enamored with all those new Alvsdahlians along her journey—teachers and friends, crushes and rivals. She lost her vision of herself in all their differing perceptions of her.

			So I jabbed the text my mother had written, and quoted phrases at her: “Zella wrote that the vellum tale would give you cover, as in protection or shelter, or a skin to wear as you please. All her messages to you are coded. And right here when you said you were looking for your origin tale, Zella directed you to your diary and the vision of yourself that you’d drafted—you wrote about stitched wings and feather piercings and talon nails. Very Hot Topic, by the way. But I don’t think it’s about two creatures getting it on or becoming one. And there’s absolutely no mention of the Tiger. That was Faye’s influence, her dominating your story.”

			“I never shopped at Hot Topic.” She snorted, sounding more like herself.

			“When you’re with Faye, but especially when you’re not—because of your guilt—she takes up so much space in your mind. So you keep bouncing between the Bear myth and the vellum tale. But you are so many different selves, all honest and true, depending on who you’re with—all of it heightened ’cause you’re in Alvsdahl! Stop thinking you only have one tale to claim—the math and science don’t make sense. And Zella and the bees keep telling you—”

			Finally, my mom retracted her claws from the table. She leaned back into her chair, looking at me with recognition, maybe respect. “You’ve been reading carefully, V—”

			“When a book has magic ink, when I have a visible effect on it, I take the words very seriously! Also, you keep harping on how the Bear was passive, that all she did was endure, but she wanted to be a woman and mother because she knew that’s who she really was inside, that the bear skin was the lie. She had to actively ccha-ma in the old-school Korean way—with grit and stubbornness, do or die till the fucking end. And she did die and was reborn, emerging from the cave in her true form!

			“And her knowing who she was under her beastly fur,” I continued, flipping forward in the diary, “it’s like the girl who sees the true face of the Silver Bear. Yeah, she jumps the gun and loses her beloved, but temporarily, ’cause that’s when she really starts her story—her tests and trials, her journey to find her love again. Petra describes the vellum tale as a variant of ‘East of the Sun and West of the Moon,’ but what Zella gave you was only prologue—the very beginning—with the rest of the tale and all the questing left blank for you to fill.”

			I felt such a rush, as if I could dip my hands back in time to grab my young mom by the shoulders and shake some sense into her, then give back one of her too-tight hugs to instill in her strength and courage. I was so overwhelmed by this feeling that I didn’t notice till then how she was shaking all over, her fists trembling as she clenched them tighter, white-knuckling.

			“But baby,” she said, “it’s not my magic that’s struggling to be controlled—it’s yours!” She bent her body over the table to smother her hands still. Then she sprang toward the knife on the counter. I stumbled back, but she didn’t come near me. She carved into the table wood instead, chipping and digging her next word.

			My young, undisciplined magic was still compelling her to write, and I was expecting her to wake up from the spell all by herself. My close reading and textual analysis with evidence wasn’t enough—I had to also shape my power to work with hers, to become something that wouldn’t break her fingers or destroy all our furniture or trap us in this space forever.

			So I pried the knife from her hand, replacing it with the quill. I set the journal in front of her, opened to the next empty page. Her shoulders relaxed, and she held the plume naturally instead of clutching it like a blade.

			

			I wracked my brain trying to think of a fairy tale in which the act of reading had power. There were plenty of weavers and spinners, those who solved riddles, but who were the readers? Even the spellcasters worked from memory rather than by book or grimoire. I’d never read fantasy sagas or adventure epics with stone engravings or woodblock tales or scrolls of shining script. In fairy tales, stories were passed through breath and voice, like incantations and song.

			Then again, other things than words could be left as messages to be read and deciphered, in order to reveal or reunite or transform—breadcrumbs on the forest ground, or a single pea under a hundred mattresses, or a stain that won’t wash out of a shirt until . . .

			I laced my hand with my mom’s, bending myself to hold her and reassure, then guided the quill with her. I lent her my magic to extract what I could glimpse hidden deep in the fibers, wanting to be seen again. Together, we drew out images with the hooked barb of her instrument. Together, we set this inky memory back onto the surface. Instead of writing her neatly ordered lines, she began to paint in ink again—silhouettes, spindly and fluid, with delicately tapering hands and feet, as if floating off the page—reminding me so much of the primal human figures painted on prehistoric cave walls . . . 
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			To be carried off by Shadow Giants was like being caressed in smoky whispers and swaddled in plushness while a storm raged outside. Vaguely, I sensed being whisked over the lake, across campus, to the far woods and pomegranate grove now destroyed, over the looming black walls, and down through the white marble courtyard, tunnel-spiraling deep underground.

			Unshrouded at last, with my feet on the floor, I blinked in the paleness. An unexpectedly small room. Floor and ceiling of white marble, gridded like a baduk board. Four walls of sliding paneled hanok doors framed in ebony.

			A paneled door slid open. Grandmistress stepped through, wearing a high-collared garment of white brocade that pooled upon the floor. Extravagant ceremonial robes with peculiar black buttons down the front. No sleek tailoring or body-skimming fabric. She was encased in a lustrous carapace, sculptured with deep folds in its drapery and gathered train. Wide sleeves extended over her fingertips. Her black hair hung past her waist. She glided across the floor like a wraith whose voluminous cloak, literally unsettling in its continuously rippling silhouette, hid secrets ravenous to be unleashed—a flock of magpies, or a fox’s body with nine tails, or maybe a silk-lined portal to a nightmare dimension.

			She swept around me from one corner of the room to the other, pivoting and reversing, sliding doors open and shut, shuffling them into each other like a tile puzzle until we ended up in a much bigger room. “That’s better,” she said, kneeling and gesturing for me to do likewise. “A girl with so much talent needs a proper stage. Now show me, Sharon Ghom, what you can do.” Her white robes fanned out on the floor and spread as if growing. I could finally identify the strange buttons down her front. Black-lacquered teeth—gleaming molars, possibly human.

			“I don’t know what you want. I can’t by myself—not without—”

			Another door slid open. The Professor entered in his six-foot-three frog body, dressed in tweed. Gold-rimmed spectacles somehow perched on his noseless face. He glanced at the journal in his webbed hands. “I first witnessed Miss Ghom’s emergent traits—nails that can singe hide without claw or talon growth, as well as a sudden considerable rise in body temperature, when—”

			“When you kissed me without permission. You also shifted without warning.”

			“I kissed her gently, paternally, as a frog, not as a man. I did this because I sensed a libidinous desire in Miss Ghom directed toward my human male form. Understandable, in a pubescent girl without a father, to fixate on male authority figures. Thus, I’d shifted into my amphibian self before testing the story’s kiss and our warp dynamic on Miss Ghom.”

			I couldn’t decide which was the grossest thing he’d said. All of it?

			“Thank you, Professor,” said Grandmistress. “I believe I was next to witness her subsequent manifestation when she crafted the hourglass. Heat and transfiguration. Possibly amalgamation or alchemy. For I’ve observed twice now an unlocking of new abilities when she and Petra are fashioning their craft together. Tonight, they were able to revert obsidian into lava. But it’s clear that Miss Ghom has the power, while Petra provides motivation or inspiration, perhaps? Or because she begs so prettily? Tell me, Sharon, is the power coming from you, or does it only exist in concert with this girl who has otherwise made no progress on her own and seems lacking in native talent?”

			“It is Petra’s magic. I’m the precipitate. Reactant? Sulfur? I just bring the heat!”

			The Professor’s disappointment was infuriating. I’d been so stunned by making lava with Petra, then being flown here by Shadows and expected to perform, that I forgot to mention the armillary sphere. Now I wanted to withhold this from him.

			Grandmistress sighed. “Genetic spread, Professor, isn’t that what you brought up at the faculty meeting when evaluating Zella’s recruitment stratagem? How warp magic could indeed be detected and nurtured among a wider population sample, even amongst this most recent generation in this mongrel land. But also how genetic dispersion comes with warp diffusion and dilution, as well as an increased mixing of far-flung warp strands that can potentially amplify in resonance, but will more likely conflict in discordance and thus degrade and deform?”

			“Did you kill Faye Baek?” I asked in a voice I wished were louder, angrier, less guilty.

			“Ms. Baek had a congenital liver disease. Her little organ has been wasting away all her life, her dipsomaniacal habits exacerbating her self-destruction. And she really shouldn’t have pigged out on so many unripe lychees on a hungover stomach.”

			“Will you kill Petra too, if she fails or betrays you? If someone more useful comes along?”

			Grandmistress rose from her kneeling position and glided toward me, her white robes rustling, the black teeth glittering down her body—chattering their judgment. The walls closed in though nobody had reshuffled the doors. The Professor remained aloof, polishing his spectacles.

			She swept around me, growing taller while I remained kneeling. “I didn’t realize you cared about her life. I thought you only cared how she ranked against you, what she was accomplishing without you. Or that Faye had chosen you over her. It’s true, I had hoped to nurture Petra’s skills in sifting silica and other minerals to make myself impervious, immortal.”

			“So you wanted Petra to craft your body into its own glass coffin?”

			“That’s amusing.” She emitted a tiny laugh between ruby lips that couldn’t fully curve into a smile. “But now that you’ve clarified for us what Petra’s power actually is—reversing mineral into its former state—maybe I am vulnerable again. Does self-defense justify organ poisoning? Don’t look so horrified—you remind me of my mother.”

			“So who are you now,” I asked, rising, “without your hunter and poisoned apple? Without your witch mother or prince? Where does your power come from with no one to enact the other warp forces? You’ll refuse to become a fallen woman, so you’ll take everyone else down first. Or do you think you can really create a new world order? When you’ve only learned one way, one system in which to survive—all alone?”

			“Brava! But we are not in my discussion section currently. I didn’t want you in my section anyhow, because I wanted you kept in the margins. Zella thought you could be an Archivist someday, a budding narrator, but I knew your tendency to pity yourself as the outsider observer would allow us to test your warp resonance with a variety of actors and settings. As for who I am, not even a person anymore, definitely not a woman, good riddance to that form.”

			She asked the Professor to leave us to speak in private. He swiveled his bulbous eyes at her, then me—and in that glance I read concern and felt my anxiety spike.

			

			“Remember your promise,” he said to Grandmistress. “She has a bright future and is my responsibility and charge—as well as distant kin.”

			“Never figured a scientist would be so sentimentally clannish, but you are a Liminal, rarer and lonelier and more freakish than—” She didn’t need to finish her statement.

			“Please give my regards to Aurora,” said the Frog Professor with a bow. “Been too long since our last chat about the films of Buñuel and Nijinsky’s ballet, too long since I last saw her dance. Does she still, in the courtyard at night?”

			“Wasn’t enough, marrying one princess? You don’t deserve another after losing your first, even if a marriage of convenience.”

			With surprising passion, he replied, “What I don’t deserve is—!” Holding his breath, he pressed his handkerchief against his mouth as if to staunch his emotion. After a moment, he returned the silk to his pocket and turned to me before leaving. “I commend you, Sharon, for your hard work with the armillary sphere, and for retrieving the golden ball and absorbing back your power a hundredfold, instead of giving your magic to another as I did. For some, their Prima Materia thrives on opposition, if they can embrace their fear but act with truthful agency anyhow. If only my wife had dove for her own damn ball, perhaps I would’ve eventually found the courage to be with my own true love.”

			After he left, Grandmistress stepped close to me, the molar buttons of her dress eager to nibble and chomp. “That orb was his favorite device to collect and harness energy. You were supposed to return it to him to measure and analyze. I’m surprised at how not angry he was—he was pleased, in fact, that you smashed it. Was it instinct, or something else?”

			The Professor had seemed to be hinting, to remind me I had power, knowledge, and new skills. Keeping silent, I tried to locate this supposed hundredfold absorption within me, wondering if that was why her white gown was pulsing like the body of a jellyfish.

			“Faye’s told you,” she continued, “that it’s the push-pull dynamics among our kind, that friction and frisson, that elicits our magic. But she lacked the interpretive vision to fully engage with her story and the roles others could play in it. She lacked ambition, only wanting to be tempting, to lure and poison. But you, Sharon, are combustive, illuminating. I will send you back to continue your studies with the Professor and to find the right others who can help you unlock and bolster your magicks, the ones with whom you can truly ascend to—”

			“I thought your whole beef with the Godmothers,” I countered, “was that you were trapped in your tale. So I don’t understand how you’re resisting when you’re playing your own sorcerous queen mother. You’re perpetuating, reinforcing the status quo.”

			“Spoken like a true Alvsdahlian sophomore who’s skimmed her coursepack. Next, you’ll be yammering about subverting the paradigm. Yes, I’m harnessing the story I was born to, and I’ve extended my reign longer than my mother. But as you say, I am but a glass-encased corpse. I must find others to play with. Thus, I seek the Godmothers to torture them in red-hot iron maidens as I did my own mother on my wedding day. Thereby taking my tale to completion on a far grander scale than ever before, as well as wresting control to re-warp the Loom with tales that will not constrain us—

			“—will not constrain you.”

			“And those I like, who are fun to keep around! Zella wants you to cultivate this other tale in your heritage—but which one gives you the most power? Whom do you want as story-mate? Faye wondered if she had some other resonance with you from your Oriental ancestries. Didn’t seem to do her much good, however. Now”—she raised her arms—“shall I ask the Shadows to drop you off at your dorm, the library—or a certain blue-haired boy’s private chambers?”

			A dark cloud seeped through a paneled door and unwhirled to reveal the bedraggled Aurora. No longer stumbling around in the snow within a prison courtyard, but in this gridded puzzle-room interrogation cell, she looked more frightened. Her grey eyes—bloodshot and fringed with palest blonde—scattered their gaze, widening with terror at the unseen.

			Grandmistress rushed over to wrap her arms around Aurora and stroke her tangled head. “You’re awake, my love. This is not a dream, you’re here with me now.”

			“I was so lost and so very, very tired—for years now—decades?”

			To her Shadow escort the Grandmistress shouted, “Who failed to keep her tethered?”

			“The blame lies with me,” Aurora murmured. “Been so long since we last slumbered, I fell into a trance with eyes open, became unsure where I was—in your world or my dream-realm? I reached for my Shadow guard—to be held, to be touched once more. He slipped into deep sleep. I knew then I was still anchored here, awake and alone. That’s when I screamed and screamed—until the other Shadows found me and brought me to you. But I’m still not convinced this isn’t a nightmare teetering me back and forth between our realms.”

			“You’re here with me in the waking world—our dominion and shared realm.”

			“How long has it been since we last dreamed together? Feels like an eternity.”

			“Soon, I can lie with you, but not now—”

			“You’ve taken away my distaff and quill. Your touch isn’t yours anymore, but of cold stone and cosmic-born mineral. I can’t enter your dreams—not that you ever do anymore. I’m trapped in my mind and memories. Why won’t you let me rest and enter the dreams of others? So lonely here. I want to be held and embrace others in their sleep—and explore.”

			

			“But this child, Aurora, I must learn more about her—soon we’ll slumber, I promise.”

			Aurora finally noticed me, as if I were the one to suddenly materialize. She reached out and rippled her fingers, clicking her yellow nails, long and curled. “She looks familiar. Has she dozed with us before in a previous life?”

			“Careful,” Grandmistress warned, stepping between us. “I need her fully awake.”

			“She bears the mark of deep sleep—kinfolk, ancestral. Wingéd forefather—silv’ry-furred by day, unfurled in sleep, burnt bright by desire.” Aurora sniffed. “The breath of enchanted slumber, her foremother wakening—reunited. Another foremother from another far-off land, entombed in wintry sleep, transformed, earthy loins cleaving to the heavens and—”

			“I let Faye go to Aurora!” I shouted to shut her up. “I thought she was the Tiger of Gojoseon, but she was only the poisoned apple, expelled. That’s not the story I want to embody anyway. I need to go back to fulfill my true heart’s tale. Make Zella take me back, please. The tale she gave me wasn’t complete—I need to read the rest to be the instrument you want me to be.”

			I didn’t know if she believed me. But Aurora was still reaching, wanting to touch—or wanting to escape with me? Faye had moved toward her with a lightening of burden. I was also drawn to her—the creature within me craving deep slumber and to shed all attachments, hide and fur, crowns, roles and duties. I took a step toward Aurora.

			Grandmistress called for my Shadow escort. It seeped through the sliding doors. “I’m keeping my eye on you. The Frog will also keep me apprised. You remind me of myself, little girl—underestimated and dangerous because of it.” The giant silhouette wrapped me in its vapor. I was carried away by its dark cool winds.
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			Instead of with Zella, where I wished to be, I was dropped off in the woods behind North House. The night had passed in mere moments. I had barely missed the dawn.

			Ruth was lying on the sofa when I entered our suite. She sat up, turning on the lamp. “You disappeared again after smashing that glass, then passing out. Petra’s locked herself in her room, crying, won’t let me in. I don’t know what to do—you’re both losing your shit and I’m sitting here like an idiot, witnessing you falling apart! Can’t help feeling like I’m failing you two or that this is somehow my fault—but I didn’t do anything, and I just want to help!”

			I wanted to tell her everything. I wanted her to be my roommate, prefect, bossy jie jie, my friend. I noticed the open book on her music stand. That diagram again, echoing what the Professor had drawn. I brought the book to Ruth, asking why our world was traced in arcs above and below the equator in different colors. I peered closer, but the caption was jittery, the text dancing because I was shivering from a bone-deep chill deep in my body.

			

			Ruth ushered me to my bed. “You’re freaking me out. What happened? When’s the last time you’ve eaten?” She lay blankets on top of me and shoved fuzzy socks onto my feet.

			“Asking me if I’ve eaten, you totally sound like an Asian mom.” My muscles quit their tremble to melt into limp exhaustion. “But your Asian mom’s dead,” I said tearily. “That’s so sad. My dad’s maybe dead too. Maybe not totally Asian.”

			Ruth hushed me, saying I sounded delirious, drunk, and high. Or that my Cali brain had frozen to slush. “Don’t be such a wuss, this is barely a New England October. Just wait till November when we all get seasonal depression.”

			She left my room, abandoning me, but returned a moment later with her illegal electric kettle and a half-filled Brita pitcher.

			“Is Nick still in your room?”

			“Out like a light, won’t wake up till I shake him awake.”

			“Maybe you’re the only one who can take on Grandmistress. You could shake them all awake, so she wouldn’t have her terracotta army buried with her. You’d free them all.”

			“What the actual fuck, Sharon?”

			“Maybe,” I sighed, turning in bed to face the wall, “my umma doesn’t even know who my dad is ’cause it’s true what the bitchy ajummas say.”

			“I need to feed you, pronto.” I heard sounds of simmer and bubble, a boil and hiss in a plugged-in electric cauldron. I spider-crawled my fingers up the cool white wall.

			“I don’t want my dad to be some GI from Minnesota or a lusty Lutheran missionary or a doctor with NORMASH—rather he just be a blank, ’cause he is a blank. I really should call my umma again. But she’s busy with her life as a free single woman again, no man or child to weigh her down.”

			Ruth sat on the floor, concocting some potion. I heard rustling, crinkling, ripping—then pouring. “Sit up and finish this. Every last drop.”

			

			I obeyed, expecting a goblet of glowing sludge or at least a mug of lavender chamomile. Instead, Ruth set a hot Styrofoam bowl of instant Shin Ramyun in my lap, steam escaping from the edges of the foil lid, disposable chopsticks resting on top.

			“My last Shin Ramyun. My fave, even though I’m Ruth Huang with a u not a w. You should leave the cover on longer, but you can warm your hands on it now. If I had any, I’d get you a Kraft single and an egg too.” She sat on my bed. “It’s not worth it, this secret society, if the hazing or initiation or wanting it so bad makes you sick or distracts you from your education.”

			I ripped off the ramen’s cover, holding up the bowl to give myself a spicy steam facial while slurping noodles and splashing hot broth everywhere. I felt more myself, grounded by the familiar burn on my tongue and pungent seasonings that cleared my nasal passages all the way to my brain. I asked to see the diagram in her textbook.

			She groaned while fetching it, then set the book beside me. I asked if the vertical lines were the warp.

			“Are you confusing this for warping and curvature of space-time due to gravity? Totally different subject. This is the Earth’s magnetic field. Man, you weren’t kidding when you said you sucked at science.”

			“So does the magnetic field, those warp lines, do they hold the world together? Keep it from falling apart or collapsing—or unraveling?”

			“They’re not wires around the Earth or anything structural—it’s a visual representation of the direction, strength, and trajectories of a magnetic monopole. Hold on, when you say warp, do you mean magnetic force or flux? Where are you getting your terms?”

			I could see something she couldn’t. So I held my ground, mimicking the bored arrogance of my classmates, the ones who seemed the least equipped in their reading and preparation for discussion. “Some people say woof instead of weft. It’s just Semitics,” I added. I’d heard others use that phrase, and it got them out of the corner if their demeanor was smug enough. But I wasn’t enough—enough of anything—and my mimicry failed in tone and conviction.

			“Really, Sharon, is that what Jewish people say? Anyway, the mag field’s created by the Earth’s rotation and the convective energy produced by the molten iron in its outer core. That’s what leads to electrical currents.” She stared into my eyes as they widened to grasp anything she was saying. “Never mind, you should rest. I can explain again later after you’ve napped.”

			I slurped the rest of my ramen, trying to recall the Professor’s lecture, but I could only envision a bespectacled frog wearing a cravat, lounging in a hot tub until it boiled. Then I remembered how the Loom had been restrung before, when the Godmother Fates had wanted a new world. They’d sought to eradicate those who’d stolen fibers of warp magic to twine with themselves, because in becoming sorcerers, they’d gained too much power over others. When the Loom’s warp had been restrung so that no human could pluck its fibers, these sorcerers hid in caves, remembered their stories in ochre upon the walls, and passed on their memories and magic to their descendants, if they could.

			“Just one thing,” I asked. “What would happen if the magnetic field was changed in some way, if those lines were rearranged or torn or removed entirely?”

			“We’d die. Oceans would evaporate. Earth would fry. The end of all life. The mag field protects us from solar radiation, cosmic rays. Without it, we’d be toast.”

			“So the mag field’s never been restrung—or altered—like forty or fifty thousand years ago?”

			Ruth was startled, a bit impressed. “Actually, yes. Your word choice is ridonkulous—and the number’s actually forty-two thousand, the Laschamps event—but that was an excursion, where the mag poles shifted but didn’t completely flip. There have been total reversals though, throughout Earth’s history.” Whatever bewilderment Ruth might’ve harbored was quickly subsumed by her excitement to share facts and prove that she knew more. “During the time of the dinosaurs, the polarities would flip like once a million years. It’s been more frequent in recent history.”

			“Like when humans took over?”

			“I’m talking recent Earth history. Timescale’s bigger when you’re not a self-absorbed sophomore. Like in the last twenty million years, the polarity’s flipped every three hundred thousand years. Don’t make that face, it’s not like flipping a light switch. The process takes like a millennium for it to reverse and shift back.”

			“So it has shifted more often in the age of humans?”

			“Yeah, but humans are like a blip.” She left and returned a moment later with a purple binder. “From my sexual evolutionary theory class—way too gender essentialist for my tastes, but some interesting tidbits I use at sports bars when I’m bored and want to provoke or challenge someone to a buffalo wing–eating contest.” She flipped to a human evolution timeline neatly inscribed in sparkly ink and rainbow colors. “Twenty million years ago is when the apes evolved and diversified. By the end of this Miocene period, like five million years ago, you’ve got the last shared ancestor between humans and chimps. They split and evolved separately, but Homo sapiens didn’t appear till much later, here, in glitter orange. Homo heidelbergensis, circa 750 thousand years ago. Ancestor of Neanderthals, Denisovans, and us.”

			“When was the last reversal?”

			Ruth scanned her textbook. “Huh. Last one was around 750 thousand years ago.”

			“And the Lamp-show event—forty-two thousand years ago—what happened?”

			“It’s Laschamps, and it was the last major excursion, so not a total flip, but the poles shifted enough so the mag field was like 5% of what it is today. A thousand years of intense cosmic radiation. Auroras all over the sky, even over the tropics. Electrical storms galore. Majorly dramatic climate change, and lots of megafauna went extinct—”

			“Like mammoths and mastodons, aurochs and manticores.” I rattled them off, a roll call of my ancestors. “Leviathans and phoenixes too.”

			“You do know not all of those are real animals, right? That dragons aren’t dinosaurs?”

			I waved off her concern. She had no idea what connections I was making. “What about humans? What happened to them?”

			“Theory goes that people sheltered in caves to hide from the sun and sky. There was an explosion of art during this time too, all those cave paintings. When the world’s burning, what else is there to do but boink in the shadows and finger paint, I guess? Leave your mark, cast your story on the wall, create meaning by making art. All those red-ochre handprints. Scientists think humans might have coated themselves in the ochre too, like mineral sunblock.”

			I imagined dwarves tunneling into the earth, digging for minerals. Grandmistress survived the end of the world by eschewing ivory flesh and ebony hair, which were made of the once living. Better to replace this flesh and spirit with hardier elements.

			“Ruth, you said megafauna went extinct. What about—was there an ancient kind of people who also died because of this?”

			“Actually, yeah. Neanderthals disappeared during this time, so the prevailing theory is that they couldn’t compete in the harsher environment, so they dwindled in number and interbred. Then Homo sapiens took over—early versions you’d know as Cro-Magnon. Life on Earth was brutal for a thousand years before the poles reversed back. Transitions were the worst. Then humans emerged from their caves to wreak further havoc.”

			I lifted the Styrofoam ramen bowl to my lips and whispered, “The warp was restrung upon the Loom, with a new doomed race to weave ’round as weft. But the tree’s center cannot hold, as stories unravel to evanesce.” I poured the rest of the spicy red broth down my throat, like a priestess preparing for visions of a very shitty tomorrow.

			“What are you quoting? That Blake guy? Yeats? Bono? Never mind, I don’t care. Funny you mention a tree though, ’cause a lot of the data we have comes from New Zealand kauri.”

			Ruth explained how the giant kauri trees were preserved in the wetlands sediment for forty-two thousand years, that scientists have read the tree rings to measure the high amounts of atmospheric radiocarbon present from that time. “They read the trees, as well as ice cores and peat bogs from around the world.”

			“Like variant tales,” I whispered. “Same story, different voices, all from Mother Nature. I bet we’re due for another excursion soon—or even a full-on reversal.”

			“Possibly. Some scientists think so. Is this your secret project with Grünhartz? What are you two investigating? What’s the question he’s posing?”

			“One thing he’s assigned me is to discover the Spindle Whorl.”

			“Never heard of it—so I’m extremely fucking jealous. Does it have anything to do with magnetic whorls of skyrmion quasi-particles?”

			We were interrupted, however, by a banging on the door that startled me and roused Nick from Ruth’s bed. Wearing only boxers, he darted out into the common room, extending his slender arm to warn us to stay behind, as if intruders or a violent mob were at the door. Sweet but unnecessary, because the banging was desperate rather than angry, and a familiar voice called my name through the door—Enzo, begging for my help with a heartbreaking whimper.

		
	
		

		
			32

			Enzo entered, carrying Ambrose in a kimono robe and jodhpur breeches. Ruth would’ve insisted on getting involved, but Nick suddenly got dizzy, mumbling about head rush after jumping out of bed. “Take care of Nick,” I told her. “I got this.”

			I ushered the boys into my room, noting that Petra was not here like Ruth claimed—or had chosen to ignore us. Enzo laid a barely conscious Ambrose on my bed and told me how he’d been running around campus and throughout town the last few weeks trying to find Ambrose, but his scent had become mysteriously weak.

			“Knew he was still around, still alive, ’cause sometimes I’d detect his scent in his bed. But I couldn’t track him. Ran around parks and bars downtown and even frat parties, all throughout the woods and our usual hangouts, but his scent was soured, nothing fresh. Couple of times I thought I saw him watching me during practice, and once he left a champagne coupe of whiskey on top of a track hurdle and another time his flask in my locker, which is when I got really worried. But wasn’t till late last night I found him passed out behind my dorm. He’s been muttering all night asking for you, Sharon. I waited till sunrise. Hope you don’t mind.”

			I’d suspected, wondered about it, now could feel it. To Enzo, Ambrose’s scent had weakened. To me, his louche charisma and elegant prickishness had dimmed to nearly nothing, an aching dull emptiness. I couldn’t sense him like before, how the musical inflection of his voice could hook and barb into my insecurities, pull at me with faux intimacy and his dangled promises of belonging. Wasn’t because he was mute, staring at nothing. Ambrose’s magic had been palpable before, even when wordless, even when drunkenly passed out. But now, I couldn’t feel his warp magnetism or repulsive qualities anymore. With Enzo, however, I could sense the animal even more strongly than before—the packish loyalty and bestial tenderness, how he moaned and howled inside, lost and bewildered without his mate.

			“He’s like this,” I said, “because he needs Faye. Can’t exist without her.”

			“Well, yeah,” Enzo replied, blinking back tears. “He’s fucked up and upset because his best friend is sick, but she’s not dead yet. Maybe if we took him to see her at the hospital—”

			“He’s a mirror with nothing to reflect. He might’ve tried with someone else, but no one comes close. Like he never developed another bond here—or Faye willed him to only be this one thing to her. What is it like between you two— Sorry, none of my business.”

			“He is different with me.” Enzo was eager to share, waiting all this time for someone to ask him. “Still Ambrose, but not trying so hard to be Ambrose Fucking Bathory. Still nasty-tongued but owning up to it, explaining how it comes from mimicking his dad, how it makes Faye laugh and so it’s become habitual, instinctive. He apologizes when he goes too far though, and he’s learned where I draw the line between teasing and meanness. And I’ve learned how much he’s willing to show me of his sweetness too—’cause he can be, really, when it’s just the two of us. With each other, we can breathe and just be—away from Coach and away from his work wife always bitching about their evil boss.”

			All this time while Faye’s been in the hospital, I’d imagined her laid out in a silk nightgown in a velvet-lined jewel box of crystal. I’d convinced myself that Ambrose was fine on his own, carousing off-page, in the wings, lacking a scene partner but not my responsibility. But Enzo was here next to me, sweaty and caring and smelling of male athlete and looking at me with those arctic wolf-puppy eyes. Before the boys had shown up, all I’d wanted was to lie in bed with the oily residue of Shin Ramyun on my lips and then sleep until noon, when I could call my umma on Cali time and ask how she was doing, what she was watching on TV, and tell her some pleasant lies about how I knew exactly what I was supposed to do and with whom, and how I was overall succeeding at college.

			“You’re right though,” said Enzo, wiping drool from the corner of Ambrose’s mouth with his sleeve. “About Faye. She took some part of him with her. Part of Ambrose is sleeping too. Or like you said, there’s something wrong with the mirror bond between them.”

			“You really think it’d help to take him to see Faye?”

			“I think that’s why he was calling your name, Sharon. He wants you there with him, with Faye. Said you might be able to reach her—because of your other story with her.”

			Enzo reached out his hand, but I didn’t flinch or dart away when his fingers brushed the nape of my neck. Beast calling to beast. Instead of baring my fangs, I closed my eyes and leaned against his gentle paw. Ruth’s Asian maternal feeding was comforting but couldn’t compete with other instincts growing stronger in me.

			He said, “Ambrose told me what Faye suspected about you—how a part of you sleeps for a long time and transforms. It’s also the part that can wander farther into the caves—the deeper primal caves that are all connected, outside of time, out there in a different kind of space.”

			We called a cab. When I finally agreed we’d take Ambrose to Faye, his catatonia diminished enough for him to walk with our support. In the backseat, we propped him up between us. The driver reminded us that any vomit would require an extra charge, then added with a headshake and glance in his rearview, “College life sure looks fun for richies.”

			At the hospital, Ambrose retied his kimono and smoothed back his hair, seeming more like his usual self. At reception, he hum-charmed his way, allowing us to see Faye though we weren’t family and it wasn’t visiting hours.

			When we got to her, Ambrose closed the door, pulled the curtains shut. She looked so tiny in that bed, wearing a hospital gown she would’ve hated, with plastic tubing woven through her body. Ambrose climbed into bed beside her. They fit together so sweetly, and comatose Faye seemed to shift her body to curve into his. Then he reached for me. “Come lie with us, Sharon, so we can dream together. So I can tell Faye how much I love her. How much I’ll miss her.”

			“I can’t. I’ve never done it. It’s not what I’m studying with the Professor. My magic is alchemy with heat and light, some illumination—”

			“Can you try?” he pleaded. “I know you’re not telling the full truth about her last night in the Glass House.”

			“But I don’t know how to sleep and dream with others, how to find the entrance to these linked primal caves, how to find others inside them!”

			“You’ve got the other warp tale in you too. You are spun from all these fibers—every figure and moment, transformation and arc. Summon it in your body. Weave what feels true to garment yourself, to make the world see you as you want. Faye thought you were like Deniz, or could be. He asserted his own identity, even if it wasn’t how others saw him. He knew who he was and claimed it as his tale, rejecting what others imposed on him.”

			“Faye told you all that—about me? But I wouldn’t know how—”

			“Will you at least try? Have some faith in yourself?”

			I nodded. Ambrose hummed deep within his chest and tapped a heartbeat rhythm. From this emerged a lullaby baritone that soothed and shimmered into a fantasia of a candy-colored clown, sprinkling stardust over sleeping souls. It swelled into an aria of longing, mourning, and invitation. He Roy Orbisoned me with an a cappella “In Dreams,” with an eerie falsetto that soared and hovered above our heads. So beautiful, plaintive, and needful. I succumbed, giving in to his voice as I’d never had before. And I felt so tired, and the hospital bed was clean with guardrails that reminded me of a baby’s crib, keeping the child safe and contained, unable to hurt themself with a precipitous fall. So I crawled into bed, tucking myself beside my friends, with Faye in between us.

			Was it a dream realm or an astral plain? Memory transmuted into absolution? Wherever we were, I was grateful to see Faye again on the swing that hung from the leafless tree on a mountaintop. She wore those red licorice boots with a black slip dress and a white cocoon opera cloak whose silken train draped over the cliffside. Ambrose was not with us.

			“I’m sorry for not holding you back from Aurora,” I said.

			“As if you could! I know when to make a graceful exit, unlike some others.”

			“I hope you’re not in pain?”

			“Liver laced with heavy metals and toxic minerals. Mercury vapor in the lungs. But I’m stronger than expected. Stuck around for us to have this chat. I’m also dreaming with Ambrose as we speak. I’m telling him to make something real with Enzo. To be vulnerable with at least one person, more if he dares. Ambrose and I were sometimes with each other, but mostly in love with how we presented ourselves to the world as a duo. I’d forgotten how to be myself. I only was with Deniz. We could’ve left together when he asked, but I chose to stay because a role would be vacated with him gone, and I wanted to try being more than poisoned temptation. I didn’t succeed in any role, however, not until I met you. Because with you, Sharon, I could be the White Tiger. Did you know that in some variants across Asia, the White Tiger has wings? You think I can pull it off?”

			Faye kicked and swung, arcing farther off the cliff, her white silk cloak billowing. No longer swinging back toward me, only floating farther away.

			“In some cultures,” she said, “the White Tiger ascends as a constellation. I learned that from Zella, whom you’ve misread. She wasn’t punishing you for the yearbook. She wanted you to share it, decipher it. But she was punished, again, confined to her Tower. Over the years, she’s sent us letters, about a book or manuscript, drawings or musical score held at Reserves. Most recently, Zella found sketches by an old student of Carver’s. The only documentation we have left of the wooden sculptures the Master had carved in his youth in the 1530s, of Alessandro de’ Medici, the Black Duke who resembles Sylvana so beautifully, the face of inspiration. Zella has always shared her gifts, and I can learn from her in other ways where I exist now—”

			“Have you learned more about the inscription since you’ve transcended into the astral—”

			“Marginal plains, not astral. I’ve been able to eavesdrop a bit, peer into other minds, but it’s not clear, new as I am. Can’t always sieve the truth from fantasies and wishes. Even Aurora with her prophetic dreams might misunderstand her visions.”

			“So you don’t know who the Child is? The Professor told me that Grandmistress is seeking the Spindle Whorl. Is it the same person? Is it me?”

			“My my, girl gets a new haircut and new threads and finds her inner chosen one. Sorry, darling, you’re neither. But you have shined upon both—Child and Spindle Whorl—because they are indeed the same person. That much I can tell you from my vantage point, as a natural-born star and soon-to-be celestial fixture of the firmaments!”

			“But how can I find this person—identify them?”

			“First, you must illuminate yourself, like the monastic scribes of old. Then you’ll be able to see them and reveal them to others, as well as to themself. And now, you’ve gotta let me go. I hate being looked at through glass walls, and I’ve told you what I wanted. I was able to tell Ambrose I love him too, that it’s time for us to be friends of memory, no longer mirror-mates.”

			“And me? Who am I to you?” I didn’t care how pathetic I sounded because the ropes of her swing were unraveling, fraying, and disintegrating as she flew higher and farther away. Her cloak spread translucent and wispy across the sky like streaks of cirrus clouds.

			“When girls like me die young, we become cautionary tales, remembered as the sickness that killed us. Don’t let anyone kiss my dead ass and kill me deader with their lies. Don’t remember me as nicer than I really am or make allowances for my true nature. Insecure girls are so concerned with how I see them, hearing everything I divulge as my judgment, never hearing what I’m saying, only the echoes of their own self-doubt. But you, Sharon, take me at face value instead of tilting the lens back at yourself.”

			I stood at the edge of the cliff. Faye was now part of the Milky Way.

			“Even when you were all starry-eyed with me,” she said, “you’d cut through my bullshit now and then, and tell me exactly what you saw in me. For that, I’d call you a true friend.”

			

			Her pale silks spread to the far reaches of the cosmos, and I was surrounded by perfect emptiness. Not negation nor erasure, but expansion with endless possibilities—the spaces left between the lines and in the margins, between stories and the people who share them.

		
	
		

		
			33

			Ambrose and I awoke at the same time. Enzo was watching us. So was Fitch. He jerked Ambrose out of bed, dragging him to the door. Enzo tried to pry Ambrose from his arms. I made sure Faye was secure in bed.

			“You promised you’d talk to them first,” said Enzo. “Let go of him, then I’ll let go of you!”

			“I gave him permission!” I shouted. “I wanted to say goodbye. His song helped me sleep, but it was my magic that took us into the caves and dreams to meet Faye. Let him go, Fitch!”

			He dropped Ambrose onto the floor. Then Enzo released Fitch from his grasp. The machines hooked up to Faye cried their staccato alarm because she’d transtellated. So the four of us still living hustled out, taking another exit to avoid the staff running toward Faye’s room.

			Fitch led us outside into the parking lot, where Lantos’s white van was waiting. We all got in and headed back to campus. Fitch asked me if I was okay.

			“Yes, and I’m relieved you waited for Ambrose to wake up before thrashing him.”

			

			“I was making sure you were awake first, Sharon, before dealing with him. In case he’d bound you to his will, even in sleep. I didn’t want to hurt him, when it could risk endangering your unconscious mind, make you unable to awaken—or something worse.”

			From the back of the van, Ambrose spoke. “I know you were being a gallant turd, Fitcher, and I already figured you’d hear my mesmer-song, especially one with that kind of magic—but give us both some fucking credit! I wouldn’t bind her to my will, and Sharon’s no slouch with her own magic! I couldn’t have done it without her. Definitely not descend into the dream caves where we branched into two separate conversations. Thank you very much, by the way, for helping me say goodbye to Faye. And I can’t fucking believe Lantos let you borrow the van! I’ve asked him a thousand times!”

			I turned to Ambrose with gratitude. He was his snappy old self but also nestled against Enzo. We exchanged a small smile. I noticed Enzo holding his hand. I wanted someone too.

			With the boys in the van again, a different mix but still contained in a tight space that Lantos must’ve modified—not just acoustically, but also amplified for emotional vibrations and narrative frequencies.

			Or maybe it was the effect of having traversed the marginal plains and communed with Faye. I craved the intimacy I felt in the hospital bed, not just with us side by side, but with me lying within Faye’s mind and her in mine. So easy to understand and be understood. This is what I most wanted when Fitch dropped off the others at Enzo’s dorm, then drove me to mine.

			“Can you sit up here, so I don’t feel like a creepy Lantos?”

			I moved up and was about to thank him, but Ambrose was right. I needed Fitch’s trust and faith in me, to see me as a friend, not a damsel in distress, to ask me to coffee or cocoa to get to know me, instead of rushing to my supposed rescue or telling me to run away.

			Fitch drove us through a campus in its full autumn beauty, in late-afternoon amber-light. We were silent, not looking at each other, but I was so aware of him beside me.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “Not so much for messing with Ambrose, but for doubting you had a say in the matter, that you had control and power in this.”

			“My magic, my choice.”

			“I was also intruding when you were dealing with something personal, with someone important to you. I was fixated on Ambrose, the magic that he and I can do—didn’t consider you might’ve wanted this, with him. But when I heard him sing, transposing the Orbison into the hypnotic Phrygian mode— Fuck! I try so hard not to be my dad and end up a different kind of bastard prince. But there’s no one to rescue here, just my own damaged dignity. When you were in bed with them though, with Enzo the mangy guard dog—”

			“Hey now—”

			“Enzo’s a good guy, mostly the reason why I waited for you guys to wake up. I trusted him when he explained. But when Ambrose opened his eyes and looked at me—some faces you can’t help wanting to punch.”

			“He lost his best friend today, again, for good. I lost someone who showed me who I wanted to become. Faye and I didn’t know each other long. But some people, with just a few interactions, change you forever. Is it because we’re young? That’s what my mom would say.”

			We passed the clock tower and the oak-lined path, and through its arched tunnel of burnished autumn leaves, I glimpsed into the past, just some weeks ago, when I was so much more helpless and naïve. Outside of Alvsdahl, would I go back to who I was before? Or would I become settled, resistant to change? I didn’t want to forget anything here, despite the loss and terrors. Because some people become more than just some girl you used to know, more than just some boy who gave you a ride and talked more about music than his feelings for you.

			We reached my dorm. Fitch parked on the gravel, then turned off the engine. The van was silent, but the built-up residue of echoing magic was thick in me. Coated my throat and eased out words of everything unvoiced, unsung. How intoxicating to sit here, doors and windows sealed shut. More freeing than Glass House floramones and champagne mineralized with total abandon. Was Fitch feeling this too?

			I turned to face him. “To be clear, since you’ve brought it up before, I’ve never ever used my magic on you.”

			“I know, I’m sorry. It was my dumb initial impulse to accuse you, my own fucked-up projection. I came here trusting nobody, not wanting to trust—impossible to live like that. But I couldn’t understand why it was so easy to talk to you—so I ran. But right now, I need you to open your door and get the fuck out. Because I’m not in control anymore.”

			He gripped the wheel, staring ahead.

			“Get out the fucking van now. Go far from here, never come back. Or else I’ll turn on this engine and take you elsewhere with me. I can hear the echoes of his music, Lantos’s, trapped in my mind, can’t resist it, all that I’m wondering what I could do to you. Trying not to look at you ’cause I can’t even make myself open these goddamn windows.”

			He slammed on the horn, blaring it for all to hear. “Get the fuck out now!” he screamed, and those in my dorm stuck their heads out of windows and people on the quad turned to stare. I opened my door, tripped, and fell out. He drove off without waiting for me to get back up.

		
	
		

		
			34

			In my room, I set the diary on my desk. I finally knew what to write.

			Faye told me that in order to shine light on the Child who was also the Spindle Whorl, I had to “illuminate myself like the scribes of old.”

			This Spindle Whorl gathered wisps and souls to be tethered here as ghosts and ghouls. Kept us bound in Alvsdahl—just as gossip and rumors, legends and myths, cling to individual persons, families, entire peoples, warping them in place.

			Despite Fitch’s screaming, however, I couldn’t abandon my people. So I rewrote my tale, claiming from all my heritages, both from ancestral blood and from cultures I’d been raised in—also from the art I loved and had a right to love and see myself in. I wove it all in my voice, not to beg for admission, not as supplementary, but as prologue still—leaving plenty of space and openness for others to come into my life. Within these pages, I wasn’t alone either. Mine was part of the collection that Zella had instructed me to gather and entwine. I’d been archiving for her all this time, guided from afar and through others. All our stories braided together with Zella’s.

			My other half had fled from me in the night when I’d unmasked them in bed and singed their hide. But I still couldn’t see my Bear or Prince, neither beloved nor betrayed. Without this more vulnerable part of me, I couldn’t learn how to truly love another, or myself.

			So I chased them here, finding only a single burning plume upon the forest ground. It had melted the surrounding snow, scorched the earth beneath, and provided a beacon to follow. I held up the feather with my outstretched arm, pointing it to my right and then left till it signaled bright to tell me which way to go. Better than a torch and compass. The feather led me to more, deep in the woods. I gathered them one by one. They grew more luminous when together, a fiery bouquet in my hands.

			I followed these scattered feathers like gleaming path-lights on a trail as I tracked my mate who’d run from our bed molting their plumage. I collected a fistful of flames and lifted these high over my head, casting wide my search, my love incandescent.

			I found more plumes, too many to hold, so I stuck them in my hair, stabbed their quills down my arms and into the back of my neck. I didn’t need one in my hand to guide me anymore. I only needed the prickling heat that blazed down my spine and along my shoulders down to my fingertips. The pain burned brighter as I gained on my other half. That’s how I found the cave—and shivering deep within, a creature without fur or feathers, only goose-pimpled skin stretched thin and meager, like a worn-out cape around their cold, huddled body.

			With my self-made wings, I wrapped myself around my runaway mate and warmed them through and through. And when their trembling ceased, I plucked the feathers from my body and wove them back into their native flesh. My own wounds also healed, growing silky fur of chilled silver all over my body, cooling my fever and slowing my pulse, freezing my blood and breath.

			At first, I believed I’d taken my mate’s curse off their body and onto mine, but soon realized this was what I wanted for myself—for my next stage of being. I’d traveled this far not to end my quest, but to begin a new one as the Silver Bear—lying in wait with blood frozen and memories dormant, to awaken when the time was right to continue my tale . . .

			The Koreans will tell you that a Tiger and Bear competed to see which could last the longest in a cave. Whoever reached one hundred days, the Son of the Sky would make them human. For food, they only had mugwort and garlic, the latter being the most delicious ingredient in all creation myths. Good for the immune system, loaded with antioxidants, powerful enough to sustain a Bear’s transformation into a woman and then a mother.

			After twenty days, however, the Tiger decided to leave the cave, no longer wanting to change herself, not a single one of her gorgeous stripes. But she understood what the Bear wanted—not to reject the beast in herself but to consume life with another mouth, to taste it as another being. So the Tiger groomed the Bear with her teeth, licked her friend with her rough tongue, shearing off all her fur, so that her skin could breathe, feel, and finally be seen.

			The Tiger said, “Goodbye, I hope you recognize me in your next life and the one after. Maybe we’ll share other adventures across borders and margins, across the plains and universe.” The Bear thanked her friend and vowed to guard her memory, and to gaze upon her with wonder whenever she looked up to the sky.

			

			The next day, the twenty-first, the Bear became human. The one hundred days were rendered unnecessary by the Tiger’s departure. So Ungnyeo was wedded to the Son of the Sky, who’d also become human with her. And she later gave birth to the first king of Gojoseon, which eventually transformed with other kingdoms into Korea.

			Other bears in other lands ’round the world have also birthed kings. But I was the only one who’d also been the Bulsae, giving up my wings of red-orange flames. I was no longer a creature of the sky, but only for a while . . .

			Because throughout my various stages of being, I kept one thing intact—a single burning feather that I hadn’t returned. Instead, I’d pierced it deep into my heart like an arrow. For guidance and remembrance, to keep a part of my love with me forever, secret and mine.

			I didn’t know what to expect, if I’d become radiant or combust. Instead, the diary thrummed, shut itself, and revealed a glowing library call number on its spine.

			I threw on my green velvet jacket and ran downstairs, colliding with Petra on her way up.

			“I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Sharon! She’s dead, yes? I can feel her absence, like a void, one that opens up with great potential and opportunity for someone else to seize and take for herself.”

			“Why are you being so vampiric? You’re already Grandmistress’s favorite. It’s all her manipulations anyway, to keep us in line.”

			“She took you away last time, after I’d reversed the obsidian into lava. Did you take all the credit?”

			“Oh god, did your mommy not hug you enough?”

			“She never touched me at all.”

			I didn’t know what to say, so I held her while we stood between the first and second floors, between two stories. She was stiff, confused, but I didn’t let go. Then she softened in my arms, trembling. “I’m sorry about your mom, Petra. I should’ve been kinder to you.”

			She held on. “A little longer, please.” She sunk her body into mine. I steadied myself to support us as we were on the stairs. She was a step below, so her head rested on my chest. I felt protective because she gave up her insecurity and tension to rest against me. “So this is what it’s like,” she whispered. “To feel not alone. Skin is meant to touch, isn’t it, not in the way you and I manipulate sand and mineral, but like this—closeness. Not burning or impervious or armored. But vulnerable—bodies that might be wounded, but also comforted, connecting with another.”

			“Yes, exactly. Let’s go see Ms. Marie. She’s a non-interventionist Godmother, but maybe she’s waiting for you to believe in her or maybe she’s hoping for your forgiveness.”

			She pulled away.

			“Not yet? Then come with me to the library. I’ve finally been invited to Zella’s Tower!”

			I’d been too hasty. She could see my impatience—wanting someone else to deal with her, so I could run after what and whom I wanted.

			“You’ve made your choice, Sharon. I must too. I was going to ask Ruth about— But I shouldn’t dither. I must be resolved like you. Perhaps Grandmistress would be interested to learn what I’ve learned myself from our clever roommate.” She walked down the stairs. “My mother squandered her magic; I shan’t squander mine.”

			“Stop competing with your mom, with me and Faye—we all do it, but— Come with me. Maybe Zella can share some variant tales, so you can imagine another trajectory for yourself?”

			“Too late, your interest in me, now that I’ve become a threat. Did you notice, Sharon, how often I was alone in my room? Many a night, I hoped you’d knock on my door and come talk to me. You must’ve sensed my loneliness. I sensed yours. I also overheard the conversations between you and Ruth. I saw things you missed. I could’ve filled in these gaps between your knowledge and hers, if you’d let me in sooner. The Godmother Fates spin for the Loom Tree, but also keep the trunk of the tree spinning and churning. Do you know what it’s made of, this thing running down the center of our world, upon whose axis we turn around and around?”

			“The Earth’s core—”

			“Yes. The trunk of the tree is made of iron and nickel, sulfur and siderophiles such as palladium, cobalt, and gold. I could reverse their churning or pause it. I could decompose the tree into its disparate minerals. If I did, if I could stop the gyre from turning, the warp of the magnetic field would disintegrate and vanish. Life on Earth would be destroyed and would need to be remade, restrung, and rewoven.”

			“But you don’t have that kind of power.”

			“If Grandmistress knew I had the potential, the hunger, she’d help me develop this power, she’d steal it for me.”

			The pomegranate bog orchard. How much magic infused the fruit, from all those bodies of students expelled, faculty terminated who never made tenure? I’d assumed Grandmistress had devoured the seeds, but maybe she’d drained the fruit—kept it ready—for another vessel.

			Petra stepped through the door. I could’ve gone after her, wrestled her to the ground and shouted for Ms. Marie. But I had a library book to return, and I didn’t think Petra was capable of fulfilling her ambitions. She was driven and tenacious, but chasing hopeless validation from someone as withholding as her mother. Anyhow, my diary had a call number offering me placement, belonging, and invitation. So I ran to my own mentor, away from Petra hurtling toward hers.

			The call number took me back to the library basement stacks, which glided apart as I approached. When I reached the end of the aisle, the shelves closed behind me. The facing wall was nondescript white, with fluorescent lights above and office carpeting on the floor. But set into this humdrum blankness was an arched door of ancient wood with a black iron latch—unbolted.

			I entered and found myself at the foot of a spiral staircase of lunar marble, gleaming with its own soft glow. I climbed, lugging on my back the texts that had guided me here—the defaced yearbook, the vellum tale, and my diary, including my friends’ stories and my own multiple revisions of self. These words carried me upwards and aloft. I climbed with my hand on the center column, its marble carved into a twisted form winding all the way to the top, smooth and helical, resembling a thick rope of hair. And wrapping around this, like a ribbon of golden script, was Zella’s handwriting. I traced my fingers over her words as I read—as she pulled me up to her.

			The Archivist in the Tower

			Not so long ago in this land’s history, a young husband and wife were fleeing for a new life in which they could be together as a family. They’d heard of a station along their journey north where they could take shelter. But the couple lost their way in the woods, away from the village wagon shop where they’d meant to hide, stumbling instead into a pomegranate grove. They fed on the seeds of the ruby fruit and approached the nearby cottage painted black and white with shutters red. The wife was with child, hungry for foods to help her baby grow. She spied a lush garden over the low walls of the cottage courtyard. She begged her husband to climb over and pluck rampion leaves. But he brought back the wrong ones, causing her body to wrench in pain, rushing the baby’s arrival before it was time. The mistress of the cottage saved the child but could not save the mother.

			

			Thus, I was born, hastening my mother’s death, while my father fled from heartbreak, abandoning me. This was the story given to me by the one who keeps me in this Tower. She claimed it was for my safety because harboring me then would’ve been considered a crime, and later too when my mixed ancestry was also deemed unlawful. My existence may no longer be considered an illegality or sin, but now the Tower is more than the only home I’ve ever known. It is my refuge and place of command. My life’s work and legacy—what I’m building for others like me and those who come seeking. Because within these walls I can venture and learn, gather and share much more than the woman of the cottage could ever imagine.

			When I was a child, there were no books here. Only these looming walls, upon which the Shadows cast themselves in flickering plays to entertain me and teach me about the world outside. Their shadow puppetry also showed me the truth of my parents—how a young couple had been lured into the orchard by the princess with distaff and quill. She was lonely for other minds to glimpse into, other dreams to explore, because she’d once had a castle of people to herself for a hundred years, and now was confined to a cottage with just one other, who didn’t need to slumber anymore—much less dream.

			So this princess invited the young couple into her garden to feast. For this they were punished by the woman of the cottage. Forced to consume herbs that quickened the baby’s birth. Then forced to walk into the boglands and sink into its snowy mire. The baby was spared—given to the princess with distaff and quill as something to occupy her and serve as companion. A gift from the woman of the cottage.

			

			This princess visited me in my Tower, teaching me how to dream beyond the walls and travel on the marginal plains of untethered vision. Another glimpse of the world outside, shared with me. But when the princess had her power taken away and was imprisoned in her courtyard, the woman of the cottage brought me “an old crone without any real magic or power, who will teach you to be useful so you can earn your keep.”

			This wisewoman taught me to read and write and brought books and stories in all forms from her travels and vast collections. My tower walls amassed these windows and portals into other lives and minds, other times and worlds.

			My keen memory for all these stories grew into an ability that the woman of the cottage wanted to use for herself. So I was ordered to track certain genealogies from family bibles and wills, deeds and contracts, newspapers and tax records. From village gossip, generational rumors, and local lore, from love letters, fever dream whispers, and deathbed confessions. I could trace a family history despite changes in name, class, and bordered identities. This talent became magic as I gained the ability to gather the most elusive scraps and fragments, and identify which tales and descendants could be located and brought here.

			The woman of the cottage has access to my magic—but my power I’ve kept for myself. She doesn’t know how I can sense stories still forming, with promises to become. My power can also draw these still-forming stories together, braiding us in ways unexpected but true.

			Here is the Tower I grew up in, which I didn’t choose for myself but have made into my home. The languages and stories forced on some—that deny or make no place for them—they are still ours. We might need to insert ourselves, force their shapes around our bodies in ways not always elegant or graceful, but preferable to the simplicity, excision, and erasure that are sometimes confused for refinement and clarity. The warp of a dominant few is so much thicker now, almost structural. The weave of tales around the world so meager and patchy—the whole of it fragile, all of it threatening to come undone.

			My own ancestors, those who survived the ocean graveyard, couldn’t access all their stories here, as their languages and memories were stripped from them. But some learnt the native tales, finding kin-folk in trickster animals. Spider translated as rabbit or coyote, borrowed new faces and voices, while preserving much of the original soul. Anansi and others followed their peoples across the seas, learning new tongues but retaining their same spirit, passing on ancestral wisdom. Brer Rabbit remembers being a trickster hare in Bantu-speaking parts of Africa. His stories found kin with Algonquian trickster hares, and strands of their adventures, foes, and cunning were entwined to form new tales. But even these were later subsumed and eclipsed by their Anglicized incarnations—by some who acknowledged their inspirations and some who did not.

			With my power, however, I can untangle and tease out the older strands to share them with those crafting their own tales of becoming. I shared with Sylvana the stories from southern Africa of the carved wooden statue come to life. I shared with Fitch the stories of the Invisible Child and of the Chenoo that a wisewoman once taught me, that a sleepy princess unveiled to me in her dreams.

			These tales are sometimes forgotten, sometimes woven into others to hide secrets. But recovering them can show us a different pattern that is possible within the weave.
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			At the top, the trapdoor opened, and there stood Zella in her Tower. She helped me emerge, and I was awed by her and the surrounding walls. We were encircled, ensorcelled by books. But she was just as stunning. Taller than before, dressed in a long grey column gown with a gold rope tied around her waist. Along her bare arms and around her throat were twisting vines of brass accented with jade leaves.

			But when she looked at me with her large, kohl-rimmed eyes, I saw so much shy loneliness blended with an intense hunger and curiosity that made her not only very human, but also like a girl I could understand very well. Her smooth, dark head gleamed in this space without candle- or lamplight, but whose walls emanated their own luminous glow. Far above, a glass dome revealed the evening sky. Each floor level of bookshelves was ringed by a walkway ledge with guardrails of brass vines. Two spiral staircases rose from the ground floor, intertwining like a double helix and connecting to the ledges at each story on opposite sides of the Tower, swerving in and out, all the way to the top.

			

			“Welcome, Sharon. I was hoping to invite you earlier, but I’ve been observing you from afar and concluded there was more you could learn out there entangling your warp with that of others, before having you come here to share my own work with you.”

			“Are we still in part of the library? Special Collections or forbidden archives?”

			“We are above the mundane’s school library, but my Tower is cloaked from outsiders. When last we met, you were still within my domain. I was able to share a part of my collection with you albeit glamored as if to appear part of the mundane’s. An extension or mobile library of sorts. Also opened to selected students who wander in, like Fitch and Sylvana. But I’ve had to be more covert and restrictive since lending you the yearbook—which is still damaged, I presume?”

			“You wanted me to read the inscription, didn’t you? The only way—”

			“Easily mended, I’ll teach you how. Could come in handy if you continue to work with me, or someday when you’re ready. As for the vellum—a relief that the tale cannot burn—”

			“That was a mistake. I didn’t know my hands would do that—is there a fine I can pay?”

			“No need because you’ve brought all texts back to the Tower, including the diary.”

			“The diary is mine actually.”

			“Acquired by the Tower when you accepted admission. I lent it back to you so you could record and gather. But your book belongs here. Not immediately perhaps—but eventually.”

			“But this is my writing! I had to go through a lot to figure out—”

			“Then let’s make a copy—one for you and one for this Tower—like the scribes of old have done when inking on their skins. Shall we?” Zella pointed to the topmost floor. “Bit of a hike, but I work best under the starlight, and that’s where I have all my tools for transcription, as well as for my other handicrafts.”

			

			These walls could easily feature posters and magazine collages to convey all the yearnings of a young woman’s heart. Where did she journal? Which of these many pillows on the reading sofas did she cry and scream into? I recognized the cloistered funk and feel of this Tower. The vulnerability and need to hide within its walls while sending out stories like wishes, love letters, and invitations for friendship and more.

			With the right music, I bet Zella’s mind could take her anywhere in the cosmos while her body remained safely cocooned within a comforter. Did she have a personal archive of mixtapes and burned CDs and a Tower surround-sound system? Or did she use means other than music to travel within and without? My umma didn’t have her own bedroom till recently, but I remember how sometimes late at night, when the parking lot was empty and I was in the apartment upstairs, she’d seek refuge in her car. A shot of soju on the dashboard next to a packet of spicy ojingeo squid. She’d sing her heart out while beating her chest, with no idea I could see her from my window. She was free to be herself in a lot of moonlit asphalt as wide and boundless as the sea—that was the feel of this Tower too.

			Zella directed me to the double-helix staircases. Because they were narrow, we took separate strands. Books from the surrounding shelves pulled themselves out to follow us. Manuscripts unshackled themselves, rattling their tail-like chains. Archival display cases unlocked, releasing scrolls that unfurled as they ascended with us.

			“About the vellum tale,” I began, swerving toward her. “Thought I’d learn more about my dad, and I was conflicted about this. But I’ve learned so much about myself here, that he’s become unnecessary. I can let go of the shame of not knowing and the expectation I should want to know. He’s part of my mom’s past, part of my composition. But I’m complete without him.”

			A faded tapestry and a hand-stitched quilt detached from the walls. A religious triptych in oils and gold leaf, and an embroidered screen of sun and moon over mountains unfolded their beauty, accompanied by clattering woodblocks and their rustling prints.

			“By the way,” I asked, “is Ungnyeo my identity myth? Faye thought so, but that’s so broad and ethno-nationalist. I want something more specific and unique as my tale-type. As if all that Faye and I shared was this creation-myth mother, progenitor of an entire people! As if this is our only kinship—when actually every Korean government, corporation, church, and family breaks apart into rival factions on the regular. Disowning your family and brawling at night clubs and open-air markets are like national pastimes.”

			“Did it feel that way to you? As though your bond with Faye only burgeoned from this origin-myth mother?”

			“That feels crude and humanly clannish. When really, us together felt instinctive, natural, and alive, like we were creatures of the wild.”

			“As you know, I research genealogies and I’m quite skilled, but truth is, I’ve found nothing conclusive in yours. That’s not how I found you. In your diary, you wrote a foreshadowed script I could sense taking shape in my Tower. I assumed you were reviving ancestral memory, but now I believe you can spin your warp by will and want. From your friends, you’ve learned how to amend phrasing to enhance your magic, how to claim elders in art, how to find tale-kin through multiple points of a story, moving through various roles instead of confining yourself in just one. You’ve gathered tales, joining them with spider-silk threads, as you wished to do on your first day here with me in the library stacks.”

			More stories removed themselves to follow us—inscribed palm leaves threaded with cord and scrimshaw carved into whale tooth and bone.

			“I admit,” Zella continued, “I had my own selfish interests initially. I wanted to study what I assumed was your mythic lineage or mDNA, because I’m keen on environmental epigenetics, specifically atavistic traits triggered by other people in one’s environment, as well as the ecological context of place. I especially wanted to examine how your presence might affect cross-warp tale variance across the Ural-Altaic Sprachbund.”

			“Sounds like you and Grünhartz have peer-reviewed each other. Does he come visit you in your Tower?”

			“That’s a very personal question.” She climbed with corseted posture, her proudly tilted head turning away. But I could still glimpse the slight smile, lashes cast down with coyness, the fluttering jade leaves at the pulse points of her throat. Did the two siloed teachers have a connection possibly more than cerebral?

			“We correspond,” she said, “exchange books and scientific journals. Our friendship is of the intellect, and it’s much easier to open his mind through our letters. He’s willing to evolve, at least, revising some of his outdated so-called scientific notions on biology, though it’s impossible to shake him entirely from his obsession with his Leviathan ancestry.”

			“Yeah, he can get very Magneto about it. For a while I thought he’d double-cross Grandmistress and try to bring back Liminal supremacy with gene editing, twining my babies with stolen warp or—” I shuddered.

			“Grünhartz enjoys being bombastic and would’ve preferred a life on stage more than in the lab, but he wants to live as a frog, and roles are limited for that. At first, you were his rapt audience and he trotted out his old ideas, but he wrote to me that you’ve been inspiring him lately with the elasticity of your warp interpretation. As expected, when I first mentioned you as a candidate, he was intrigued in regards to his studies with Professor Diamond on birds, wildlife, and cultural transmissions across the Eurasian axis. He didn’t know, however, and neither did Grand-M, that the Norse tale I’d chosen for you was intended to be a mask. But then you took what you wanted from it and made it yours, pushing both him and me to keep challenging you, to expect more from you. Truth is, Sharon, I haven’t found anything on your father because your mother and other Asian women of her generation are extraordinarily skilled with concealment spells and repression magic. There was no obvious warp I could find in her genealogy either. Then lo and behold, you read your vellum tale and seared its symbolism and interpretive variance into your palms. I felt it stronger than before, this new warp energy in my Tower. I will take credit though that I only gave you the beginning of the story, leaving the rest open for you to explore and expand upon.”

			“Were you spying on us too? Like Grandmistress and her Shadows?”

			We were several stories high now. The evening sky had deepened so that the shyest stars could reveal their design—to aid sailors and explorers, to point the way home for the lost. There was a porthole window and through this, a gleaming telescope—not aimed at the sky but toward the campus below. Near the eyepiece stood an easel. And on this was a giant wooden hoop strung radially in colored threads. A section of it was woven with a design or image I couldn’t identify.

			Zella ignored my question about spying, but the telescope was answer enough. She knows not what the curse may be / And so she weaveth steadily.

			I asked, “Aren’t you half sick of shadows?”

			She replied, “At least I have a lovely face.”

			“Do you weave what you observe or—?”

			“I capture what I see. But from my vantage, this distance, what I weave upon the wheel is really about me. A web for my wonderings and attempts at understanding.”

			“So that’s your dream journal. Looks like a dream catcher too. Also your vision board?”

			She shrugged, smiling. As someone imprisoned by a captor who didn’t need permission to enter, of course Zella treasured her secrets and fiercely guarded her internal universe.

			“Fine, I’ll back off. But while we’re talking about weaving, since you and Ms. Marie seem to be aligned—what’s your take on the Fates? She says they tend to the Loom Tree, facilitate the weaving but don’t determine the Design. Then how do you explain all the patterns and cycles and loops throughout history? Human nature or—?”

			“I believe the Loom Tree creates its Design,” she replied. “But much like how a mundane tree interacts continually with its environment, the Loom Tree is also part of a perpetual feedback loop with humankind—with their stories retold and remembered, or not remembered but reenacted because of this lack of memory and examination.”

			“Do you also think we’re made of warp tales, the fibers? Or is that only a pet theory of der Frosch Prof of Alvsdahl?”

			“Chicken or the cosmic egg? Did humans create the Fates and the warp tales, imbuing them with power through belief and need, so they could make the world in their own image? We all try to find meaning and purpose through how we understand ourselves now and our past—that’s what myths have always been. But some myths trap and limit us, instead of helping us to grow and connect.”

			“So Grandmistress perpetuates her victimization through her take on the Godmothers. And in using this narrative for recruitment, she falls prey to it. Why do you call her Grand-M, by the way?”

			“Because words carry more weight for some than for others. Considering my parentage and how they ended up here, considering the history of this land and how its wealth was built, I’ve eschewed the master and apprentice terminology and what it reifies.”

			She closed her eyes. The collar of vines around her neck tightened, expanded, then settled into stillness when she opened her eyes again. “Your mother’s concealment of your lineage, Sharon, is more sensitive, more tenderly crafted than what Grand-M did to mine. My ancestors and heritage are inaccessible, despite all my talents and dedication. She severed me from my past, supposedly to protect me but really to possess me. Because of my ancestry’s oceanic lacunae, I’ve devoted myself to gathering histories for others. I share how these tales migrate and survive to find new listeners. I try to mend and patch the weave where it’s weakest. This is the work I do that places me within a larger design.

			“Thus for Fitch,” said Zella, “I share stories that link him with me and others. Stories of Black Wampanoags like Crispus Attucks, Primus Slocum, Paul Cuffe, who gave their lives in the Boston Massacre or served in the Revolutionary War or devoted themselves to abolition and to resettling freed Blacks. I share histories of freedmen and former slaves who married into the Wampanoag and were considered legally part of the tribe. When the white men racialized the mixed-race as Black only, it was to reduce the number and political power of the Natives. This is history that I hope Fitch feels connects us and reassures him of his belonging—if not to his mother and people, then at least to his history and ancestors. Sharing this makes me feel less alone too. My work is vital because preservation is not done once but is continual, vigilant—for knowledge and memory are often destroyed and denied. We must always keep doing the work.”

			Phonograph wax cylinders slipped out from their canisters to rise alongside us, as well as quillwork on buffalo hide and a belt beaded with white-and-purple wampum shells. Painted pottery shards and baskets with woven designs followed us too.

			Finally, we reached the top floor. Much wider here than the walkway ledges. Cozy, with armchairs and lamplit tables, like a reading parlor combined with a viewing platform for the dome observatory. Zella pointed to a divan, wide as a bed, tucked under the curving glass. I lay back on it. Zella waved her hand for the screens of the dome to slide up and shut like a giant’s eyelids. She sat beside me to read the stories that had risen with us. Bedtime tales in languages I recognized and many I did not. Stories I’d never heard before, but I delighted in them all.

			

			“I’d like to show you a more recent tale,” she said, “ongoing and quite localized, with people you’ve met here. You needn’t move your body. I will handle the transportation. Do you accept?”

			“Sure, I consent. But you’ve got a perfectly good IMAX screen here. Planetarium worthy. Would love to watch a story projected onto that. I’m guessing though, you need to speak to me privately, away from Shadow spies, so if we can only meet in the marginal—”
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			Where the fuck are we?” I stood with Zella in a wide-open field of wheat, limned with summer sunshine.

			“Others may construct mind palaces to organize their meager memories, but I’ve had to create a mind cosmos instead. As Librarian and Archivist, I need more space to house my knowledge. Cities and queendoms aren’t enough. I need planets, star systems, and galaxies.”

			“And how did I get to your mind cosmos?”

			“You’re asleep and dreaming after our mountainous ascent. I’ve found you in the marginal plains that our kinds traverse, especially those of us who walk between multiple stories. I pulled you here, where I’ve created my own refuge, accessible only to those I invite.”

			“Like that guy over there?” I pointed to a small, bearded fellow walking through the wheat fields with hands outstretched, rippling the golden stalks.

			“This is a story I’ve been reading to you while you dozed off.”

			

			A young woman emerged from another part of the field. A miller’s daughter, I knew, even before noticing the waterwheel and mill house on the far side of the stream. All so prettily composed, painterly—water dappled with sunlight, wheat flecked with amber glints.

			Then, upon a horse, a man appeared, wearing fancy tights, plumed hat, and facial hair signifying rapacious lesser gentry. The miller’s daughter pointed at the smaller guy, and the man on the horse tossed her a coin pouch, scooped up the fellow, and carried him off to his prefab castle on the horizon.

			Zella and I plunged through the Earth into the next scene, a tableau of the little man sitting at a spinning wheel in a tower cell full of straw. I could tell by his eyes that he’d been burned before by a comely lass whose selfishness was honed by a world especially cruel to young women. This, the man understood and, thus, was more grievous than angry. Besides, his heart couldn’t be broken any more than it already was, because his greatest loss was that of his son. Why else would he have spun so much gold for nothing in return but a baby to call his own?

			We fell again through the stone floor, plummeting into the center of the Earth, as embroidered at the midpoint of a giant wooden hoop. Here, I was shown more of Zella’s handiwork—an artful tree of gold thread embroidered on muslin, and three women in black silk knotted at the tree’s base, standing over roots stitched in silver. The Godmother Fates were tiny and indistinguishable except that one of them held up a baby in her arms.

			Zella pulled me through to the other side of the muslin, the canvas-back riddled with knots and loose threads, messy tangles and the exuberant splicing of colorful strands. But even amidst this chaos, the tree’s outline was still detectable, as were those of the Godmother Fates—and a fourth figure besides. A man, sitting at a spinning wheel—with no baby in sight.

			I recalled what Ms. Marie had told me about the Gold-Spinner—how a desperate father had been lured into the underworld to spin dead roots into gold thread for the promise of reuniting with his baby boy, whom the Godmothers had hidden among the mundane—with a healer woman in the village. That this boy had no idea who he was—immortal or re-spun or secreted in the fringes . . .

			All dissolved, and I was tugged back from the marginal plains into awakening. The glass dome, unsheathed, revealed a sky crammed with stars innumerably bright. So many visible, the familiar constellations replaced with infinite configurations. The names of the old were from myths of a limited place and time anyhow. Much more was possible and accessible to me now. How high was this Tower? We were pressed up against the universe. The Milky Way, a luminous rip in the sky. A pink, pulsing nebula peeked through to say hello while a horsehead silhouette cantered by. Maybe it all depended on worldview—not just from which point on our Earth, but from which of many worlds.

			I sat up. “The Gold-Spinner’s baby is his Child with Grand-M, and the Child is the Spindle Whorl who spells the end for the Mother. But once we find the Child, what do we do? Does the Child end Grand-M or the Godmothers?”

			“I haven’t glimpsed or heard anything,” she replied. “Ms. Marie doesn’t know either.”

			“If Grand-M holds the distaff and quill to control Aurora and thus everyone else by making them slumber, does she alone have the power to awaken?”

			“Maybe Ms. Marie could’ve long ago, but it’s been ages since she’s done big magic. Only Grand-M seems able to awaken herself, then us. Perhaps, while she slumbers deathlike to keep her strand undetectable, she also replenishes her magic, regenerating. But we’ve all been unraveled so many times I fear this might be the last. There’s only so much continual fraying before we all come undone.”

			

			“Like Faye.”

			“She was one of the very few sent out to fetch recruits, yet always returned, even if alone. Maybe Faye could’ve indeed found other ways of existing out there. But some can’t bear the loneliness and lostness that might be necessary to figure all that out.”

			It was too late for me to help Faye, but could I do anything to draw Petra away from Grand-M? Or had I already lost both long ago because of my cowardice and lack of care?

			But even on her deathbed and on the incorporeal clifftop, Faye was inhumanly vivid, a force of nature leaving emotional aftershocks in her wake. And Petra and I had cradled in our cupped palms lava that was time molten as well as the magma of girlhood friendship in all its enswirling volatility. It was how I felt with Faye too—admiration and envy, intimidation and rivalry, awe and tenderness.

			I never had sway over Faye. But Petra I’d neglected, not thinking I was someone who could make a difference by offering friendship. Her pretty blonde wispiness made her insubstantial to me, as well as far removed. The part of her I did find familiar—her neediness, desire to belong, fear of rejection, and fear of not being good enough—made her terrifying, an ugly reflection that would drag me down. To despise the weaknesses in her that I saw in myself, to deem her undeserving of my sympathy because of her wealth and beauty—I’d contorted myself into contradictions to avoid being her friend.

			“The Invisible Child could be so many of us,” I said. “Laziest assumption would be Fitch. But I don’t think he’s the Child and Spindle Whorl. It’s not me either. But I do want to be the one to illuminate for others. The one who pays attention and remembers. I always thought this role was forced on me because I was pushed to the side. Never saw it as a talent to hone, something that could bring me out of the margins and into the center. How do I make this into my power and use it to connect with others, like you do with your histories and fairytale kin-lore?”

			

			“You’ve already begun, Sharon! I will be needing that transcribed copy soon, by the way. But first, I want to show you a lesson in the stars.”

			Zella lay back beside me and pointed to the glass dome. The night sky zoomed closer, zeroing in on a familiar constellation.

			“That’s Ursa Major,” I said, “with the Big Dipper for its haunches.”

			She asked if I knew its accompanying Greek myth. I told her I’d learned it in my Euro art survey course. In a commonly told version, Callisto was a nymph ravished by Zeus. She gave birth to his son, and jealous Hera turned her into a bear. Years later, her human son was hunting her in the wild, not knowing it was his mother. So Zeus whisked them both to the sky, transforming Callisto the bear-mother into Ursa Major and the son into Ursa Minor.

			Zella adjusted the dome view so that more of the circumpolar constellations were framed. It seemed as if the stars were spinning around Polaris, the North Star, but then I realized that we were revolving instead, the entire top floor, like those restaurants I’d wanted to visit as a kid.

			As we languidly spun, Zella told me how this myth considered classical is actually much older, a Cosmic Hunt spreading across several continents and reaching back into paleolithic times, over fifteen thousand years ago. For those in the Northern Hemisphere, she said, who looked up at the same stars along a continuous spread of land—they told this proto-myth of hunters and animals that transtellated.

			Tellers passed it along multiple waves of human migrations. Through hundreds of echoing variants, the story’s skeleton remained stable as its mythemes transmuted across terrain and differing fauna—over many generations.

			Often, the creature is only wounded before it becomes the stars. Among the Iroquois, the blood from the injured bear stains the autumn leaves red, and the creature is reborn. Variants of this proto-myth can be found among the Sami in Northern Europe, the central and northern Eurasian peoples, extending over the Berengian land bridge to the peoples across the northern parts of Turtle Island. A Finno-Ugric variant features an elk that leaps to the sky. Among the Evenki of Siberia and the Salish and Chinook of the Pacific Northwest and eastward among the many tribes of the Iroquoian and Algonquian language families—the hunters and beast all become part of the constellation, with pursuers as the handle and the animal as the dipper.

			“Lately,” added Zella, smiling, “I’ve been sensing a scholar who will use phylogenetic tree analysis to model the evolution of these myths and others, tracing how they echo routes and patterns of human migrations. I’ll be curious to read their work when it’s done. My acquisitions system says it’ll be more than a decade still until it’s written, but I have a spot waiting here in my Tower for when it is ready.

			“But you already know, Sharon, how I can sense writing that’s still forming. Good thing my library is infinite, that my prismatic-faceted classification system can accommodate all, including your diary. Now, let us begin transcription. I’ll assist you, but you must be the one to guide this quill upon your body and control the flow of ink into your skin.”

			The moonlight shone through the dome and across my bare chest as I inked the story I’d written in my diary upon my body, from shoulders to fingertips and across my collarbones. So that’s what Faye had meant when she told me to illuminate myself like the scribes of old. But I doubted we had time for gilded lettering and flourishes. I needed to focus on the words.

			For places harder to reach, what helped was Zella’s hoop of strings that she’d flipped to the other side, revealing a large, round mirror. She modified its magic to make it a channeling surface through which I could write on myself. With the quill she’d given me, I wrote on my flesh, nib sinking through the mirror to seep its words into my pores, legible to me but not indelible, not in the way I phrased myself. Because the story on my body would not brand me into submission or seal my future. This tale could adapt to the contours and movements of my life, giving me what I needed now and in my many possible futures, accommodating scars, stretch, and age. The story was about transformation, but was also itself amorphous and ever-shifting. When I was ready, Zella dipped her hands into the glass to place them on my mirrored shoulders and gently turned my reflection around, so that I could transcribe across my back and between the blades. The quill struck sharp against the bone.

			“Grand-M mistook you for soldier or weapon,” said Zella. “But that is the language she uses. The earliest tales were about creation, union, life-giving nature. The legends and epics that came later were rife with war. Children often believe one hero defeating one villain is enough, but it’s never that simple. We all do our part, continuously, forever. You have your story now with you always. You choose with whom to share. Go on now back to your dorm and rest.”

			I put my top back on—the black cashmere halter with the exposed back. The delicate piece that Ambrose had given to me, once belonging to Faye. The story I’d written on myself, invisible but inked deep into my pores, could breathe freely in this light-as-air, feather-soft clothing. But before I could slip my green velvet blazer over this, the glass dome above cracked from side to side. The heavens split apart, and Zella threw her body over mine as the sky rained down its glittering shards.

			“She pushes these girls beyond their limits before understanding who they are or what they can safely do. Must be a powerful new novice by her side, amplified by Grand-M’s selfish rage, to break through my Tower boundaries.”

			No more sounds of shattering, only of sand trickling out of the wooden hoop mirror, as if to announce Petra’s hand in this.

			“I don’t know how much she’s discovered,” said Zella, eyeing the sand flowing faster. “We must protect what we’ve learned, embody the knowledge we’ve worked so hard to acquire.”

			

			She flipped the hoop over to its complex webbing of multicolored strings. With both hands, she ripped the mass of threads off the hoop, casting them forcefully down over the ledge. As it dropped, the webbing spread expansive, unfurling like a net to touch every story on every floor. New knots formed for each tale, twists and braids too, until the entire collection was absorbed into the threads. Zella called these back, the story-knotted strings rushing to meet her palms. She transfigured all the stories in non-book form to shine as beads as well, then ran her hands over her smooth head, shaping the strands into a twisted, beaded tower upon her head.

			“My old rope of golden hair confined me, was used to access me and sever me from the outside. I plucked out every strand years ago and refused to grow that hair again, but I’ve been preparing for this other look in case she’d take all that I am away from me again. I might not have the stories of my parents anymore, but I do have the histories of our shared ancestors and our kin-tales that join us around the world. How’s that for a majestic crown of glory? Now, your turn. I’m eager to see how you’ve absorbed the story you wrote on yourself. I believe yours will convey you elsewhere, to find those who can help us.”

			Zella pulled me up to stand beside her. The dome was gone, broken upon the floor. We stood together atop her Tower, exposed to the bitterly cold night. The chill cut straight into me, summoning my heat as counterforce, scorching along spine and across the words sunk into muscle, flesh, and bone. I still held my green velvet blazer in one hand, not putting it on because I wanted my skin exposed to the winds, buffeting me from all sides. Gripping my hand, Zella led me to the edge and kept me beside her as she gazed far into the night all around and smiled with such wonder that I also smiled with her.

			“When I was a child,” she said, raising her voice above the quickening winds, “I had no window, couldn’t even reach the roof. But I yearned to see the sky I’d read about, especially the moon and stars. So Ms. Marie and the Shadows begged for Grand-M’s permission to craft this glass dome, a screen that could conjure cosmic visions and star-scapes. Now I’m here with you, Sharon, my first time bathed in true moonlight under a luminously living sky. Thank you for sharing this with me.”

			She breathed deeply, and the filigreed brass around her throat loosened and shriveled, the leaves and vines peeling away, dropping to her feet.

			“But Grand-M is nearing!” she shouted above the shrieking winds. “So no more hither thither on breezes. Time for you to soar and find the ones who’ll help. I must stay in my Tower, we all have our work to do. Do you remember your lessons with the Professor?” Zella took a step onto the wall, now parapet, and raised me up beside her. “You carry the Magnum Opus of transmutation within your body now. So use it.”

			My memory grabbed whatever it could. Sublimation was a process in which— No, first we find our Prima Materia—that requires we define our primary opposition within. But that’s too binarily simple! I am prismatic, fucking multitudinous! Putrefaction’s an awful name for an alchemical process too. Like breaking oneself down in order to rebuild with only what’s socially acceptable. Rather, it should be that to truly make ourselves whole requires acknowledging all our many wild, natural elements—especially what we keep hidden and deny.

			Alchemists use heat, distillation, and dissolution to break things down and identify their parts, but I’ve learned the most about myself through the people here—their friendship and guidance, mercies and cruelties, teaching and manipulations. The Professor would never say it so simply—but surely love was another alchemical process of transmutation. The self becoming sublime and transcendent through shared bonds?

			Psyche stood atop the cliff and Zephyrus carried her away. The girl seeking the Silver Bear rode multiple winds to find her prince. Who was my love? I haven’t been here long, but I’ve met many deserving, needing, and receptive to my someday love. One in particular showed me how love could be built one word, gesture, kindness, and forgiveness at a time, who’d patiently waited for me to grow enough to trust and be honest, to be open and willing for acceptance.

			“That’s it, Sharon.” The story on my back grew bone, muscle, sinew, and feathers of such brightness they paled the stars. Everything grew with ferocious and ecstatic force as my newly authored wings spread wide, spanning the night. “You know where to find your love. Here,” she added, shoving the diary into my free hand. “I’m making an exception for you with this library loan. Safer with you, now that Grand-M is onto us.” With that, she pushed me off the wall—and sent me hurtling through the cold night air.
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			At first, I did nothing but fall—clutching diary and jacket while plummeting, not knowing how soon I’d slam into the earth. The wind howling in my ears, whipping my hair against my eyes and mouth. Terror stiffening every limb, including my new wings so uselessly clenched. Then my mind cleared enough to sense the air pressure against my body, chill awakening every feather. I twisted my torso to right myself, unleashing wings that caught the winds so suddenly, I felt every tendon and ligament tear apart. But the pain lasted only a moment—because I was flying.

			Unexpectedly, thrillingly, it felt natural for the air to stream and ripple over every part of me. Like swimming, full-body surround sensation. However, I swam in order to silence the world and make it wavering. But in the air, I was above it all, unbound and unbordered, free to leave this world for a better one. No wonder the dinosaurs chose this for reincarnation, fleeing apocalyptic memories to reign in the skies instead.

			But I couldn’t waste time flapping around, because Zella was counting on me. I glimpsed back at the Tower. Cloaked from the outside, so I couldn’t see its cracked dome or whether she stood atop it with the knotted strings of stories braided and beaded upon her head. I only saw the mundane library—dark, locked, empty. The rest of campus, also asleep. But dawn was coming.

			As I navigated over rooftops, past the chapel spire and over the clock tower—I flew toward the person I’d taken for granted, whom I often needed, who always offered help that I’d reluctantly accepted, whom I begrudgingly admired and distanced myself from because of my misplaced pride. She’d presumed to know me at first glance, and I’d resented her for it. But then she’d also made room to get to know me, to learn and revise, to make mistakes but also make amends. She showed me that to pesteringly inquire for deeper understanding—not just in academics but also when dealing with the confounding mysteries of people—was why we were here at Alvsdahl, why we were here in the world. She didn’t merely gift her food and music, she shared what she loved in celebration and connection, even if her words could sometimes hurt or belittle with her misreadings and fumbled attempts at understanding.

			She often misinterpreted my problems because of my necessary secrecy, but she accurately sensed the underlying truth of my being lost, lonely, and overwhelmed. Her small acts of kindness taught me that I deserved more and should expect more from others, especially those who dazzled and entranced me with their glamorous differences. Because I’d unseen my friend too, through my assumptions of familiarity and wanting to appear unlike her.

			Thus, I’d overlooked her integrity, loyalty, and genuineness, because such traits couldn’t be worn as fashion or wit, because these qualities were conveyed in the little gestures and acts of care that accrued in the mundane day-to-day over time.

			Through the corner window—I could see Ruth Huang with a u playing her violin. A single light clamped onto her music stand. Eyes closed, head and body swaying, giving herself to her music at this early hour. I hovered and knocked on the glass.

			Ruth opened one eye, then dropped her violin. She hurried to get me through. I tumbled into the room, and she caught me in her arms, holding me as I sobbed and shivered. She didn’t ask about my wings. She stroked my hair and said it was okay, that I’d be okay. My wings folded as I tried to catch my breath. Ruth—generous, immensely sensible, and compassionate—my roommate, my loving friend. Her bedroom door opened. A bleary-eyed Nick emerged in red plaid boxers and a Hussalonia concert T-shirt.

			“Am I dreaming,” he asked, “or did I see you climb in through the window? How did I not know you all had a fire escape? We should use it as a poor man’s balcony and Evita stage.”

			“Nicky, did you not see her flutter all creepy outside the window like Salem’s Lot?” Ruth’s annoyance and her failed attempts to temper it made me feel grounded and at home. She gestured at my wings in a way that only Ruth would think was subtle. “I swear, it’s like he lives in a separate dimension. Townie students complain about feeling that way, but radio DJs sequester themselves on a whole other level—practically subterranean.”

			“You make us sound like the mole people,” said Nick with a grin.

			“You’re cuter, but your boxers are threadbare. Where’s your modesty, young man!” To me, she said, “Now please tell me what is all that on your back—can’t possibly be real! What the fuck happened to you, Sharon?”

			“Easy there, babe.” From the chaise, Nick grabbed the moose-patterned blanket that Ruth’s dad had sent from his Halifax work trip, and wrapped this fleece around his waist like a sarong. “Sharon looks alright to me. You’re staring at her like she’s grown a third eye. Now you’re staring at me as if I’ve grown fucking antlers!”

			My wings spread, feathers tufting and brightening. Their heat made steam of my sweat. Ruth blinked in the glare, but Nick did not react at all. I grabbed his hand, pulling him to Petra’s room. “You know who Petra is, right?”

			“Your roommate who’s like never here? From the Baltics?”

			I opened her door. The morning sun shone through the window, now closed and without its golden ladder. But the glittering desert remained, embedded with rainbow shards.

			“Tell me what you see,” I demanded.

			“A girl’s room,” he replied. “I’m also seeing broken social codes regarding privacy.”

			Ruth gasped at the dorm-room Sahara, swirled with crystal fragments.

			“Nick,” I ventured, “do you not see anything strange about me—or this room?”

			“Should I? Why are you both looking at me like that?”

			I asked him to step inside. He objected, saying it was bad enough we were peeking in. Ruth echoed my request so seriously that he obeyed. He walked in, not reacting to the uneven terrain, then stumbled over a half-disintegrated vase jutting up from a swell. He laughed. “How embarrassing, tripping over my own hobbit feet.”

			“You see some of us,” I said, “but not all of me.”

			“I’m sorry? I don’t mean to make you feel— What did I do?”

			“You did nothing wrong, Nick. I’m the one who’s sorry for not noticing earlier. But I think I’m beginning to see you more clearly now.” I placed both hands on his shoulders so I could face him and spread my wings to curve around us.

			“Why is it getting so warm in here?” he asked. “Ruthie, I don’t know what’s going on. I think your roommate is trying to hypnotize me or—”

			“You can trust her. I do.” Ruth stepped back. “Let her do her thing.”

			Ruth was right that Nick existed in an alternate dimension, but not because he was a townie son of a single-mother nurse, or because of other nuanced subdivisions of the white middle class I’d never understand from the outside. This boy, raised by a local healer-woman, the college radio DJ of “Spinning the Nicks with Nick,” was the Spindle Whorl—child of Grandmistress and the Gold-Spinner.

			Nick stared back, trying to suppress his confusion and discomfort, as I held his gaze with mine. He whispered, “Are you done, Sharon? I think I need to lie down.” His pale forehead was sweating, his cheeks ruddy, and I could see my reflection in his grey eyes, which widened in near terror. I looked like a creature aflame, hungry and uncontrollable. It frightened me too.

			Ruth shoved her body between us. “That’s enough! Back away from my boyfriend before you burn down the entire fucking dorm and us with it. Shall I hose you down, or will you finally tell me what the fuck is going on!”

			So I did. I told Ruth Huang every fucking thing that was going on. I poured my heart out to her, and she listened. She even took notes. At first, I worried she was documenting in order to call emergency health services. But she kept listening, processing, asking thoughtful questions, writing things down. After I told her everything pertinent to the shadow school’s structure and purpose, all the faculty and students enmeshed in Grand-M’s awfulness, and everything personally troubling and heartbreaking—we all fell silent as Ruth mulled things over.

			Nick, meanwhile, had seated himself in the corner next to the open window. More than once, he leaned over to ascertain there was indeed no fire escape and snuck glances at my back too.

			After some literal pencil-chewing and pacing around the room, Ruth finally gave her verdict. “I wouldn’t want all that ancestor-obsessive bullshit myself. I’m already Asian enough, thank you, and I strategize for the here and now and the future.”

			She took it all in stride, including how our other roommate Petra had turned her mother’s legs into glass and was able to de-constitute mineral and turn back the clock.

			

			“I underestimated her too,” she admitted. “I thought with all her outward privileges the world would be her oyster, not that she could crush the pearl into its parasite seed. Then again, her becoming this Grand-M’s latest intern proves my point that career opportunities come more easily to girls like Petra van der Pahlen. Still, I don’t like how she’s been manipulated and taken away, right under my watch. I feel real shitty about it. We failed her, Sharon. Me especially. But how could Ms. Marie have let this happen? She can’t be as ineffectual as Petra complains. Though I wonder—” She consulted her notes, keeping her thoughts to herself.

			It astonished me, was an immense relief and comfort, how Ruth believed everything—including how Faye’s death was likely Grand-M’s doing and how my diary had been acquired by Zella. “Makes sense your magic has to do with your journaling,” said Ruth, “with your intense watchfulness, moodiness, and impressive verbal recall. Quiet Asian girls are often overlooked or dismissed, but they’re strong and resilient in ways no one expects, because they have to be. Your emotionality and sensitivity, I don’t always get it—but I respect it. Has its own power.”

			Despite all this, however, she could not fathom how her boyfriend Nick could be the Child and Spindle Whorl. “I really like you, Nicky. But you don’t strike me as someone on whose slight and adorable shoulders rests the entire fate of the world. I can’t see you as the thing that keeps it all in place as the rest of us spin around you. What even is a spindle whorl?”

			Nick shrugged. “Surprising to me too. But I think we should listen to Sharon. She’s the one who grew wings, allegedly. You claim they’re wicked bright, so I’ll roll with it. And a spindle whorl—what I remember from textile workshops with Ms. Marie—is a small stabilizing centering weight, often amber, that attracts loose fibers through static electricity to keep the strand twisted together. As for the spindle itself—think of a handheld spinning wheel. Simple, straightforward, humble—how women kept their hands busy back in the day, to keep the thread growing wherever they were, even when walking the fields.”

			Ruth and I looked at Nick, and we all nodded together in sync.

			We had no whiteboard or campus map to use for tabletop strategizing, so Ruth stood at her music stand, using her violin bow as pointer. She’d binder-clipped my diary open to the stories that Ms. Marie had shared when she’d decomposed into bees. Beside these on the music stand were Ruth’s own notes on graph paper.

			“First of all,” she began, “I never considered you as someone into unicorn aesthetics.”

			“Thank you! You know me better than my own—”

			“Secondly, you must have perfect eidetic recall, or you were speed-transcribing in shorthand, or you’re making shit up. I’m guessing though, this is your archival work-study magic/independent project. You’ve been documenting fairy-tale therapy-confessionals. While for yourself—altering given tales to tailor your own perfect fit. But unless you can suck those wings back into your body, you’ll need to invest in racerback sports bras.

			“As for what we can do . . .” Ruth continued to lead with my utmost support. “We head downtown to the gastropub where all the grad students drink and confront Ms. Weiss aka Grand-M. Though no guarantee she’ll be there. Or we bolster our position and resources because she’s got Shadows everywhere, might’ve captured Zella, and is coming for you soon. You’re also harder to hide now and might’ve exposed Nicky.”

			“Let’s bolster,” I said. “So how do we bolster?”

			She tapped my pages. “I notice a couple of stories that keep popping up involving Nicky. Ms. Marie told you the stories of the Invisible Child and the Chenoo. Zella mentioned sharing these with Fitch too. Nicky checked downstairs and Ms. Marie’s not home nor answering her number or her emergency number, which makes me think she’s being intentional—leaving things to us.”

			She tapped again to get my attention, as I was spinning out hearing that the ex-Godmother might expect us to act on our own!

			“We’ve had a lot of RA/prefect discussions about this—knowing when to step back so young women can figure their shit out, stepping in only when necessary, because the learning comes from the process and the lessons must sometimes be painful. All part of growing up. I bet the Elder Mothers were also being strategic when Ms. Marie begged for their help. They were looking at the long game, twining Nicky and Grand-M with the warp to plant an escape hatch in the narrative loop, forestalling until the Loom Tree could be better protected or—”

			Ruth showed us her neatly sketched timeline. “What if the Elder Mothers were embedding or smuggling in their stories for future generations because they knew what was coming—not because of Moshup the Giant’s warnings about the pale-faces, but because they could read patterns of human behavior throughout history and could decipher the apocalypse to come? That’s why they chose stories in which excavation and restoration were possible, like Zella said. So, we should find the Chenoo variant in which the snow monstress can be reversed into her human form. Get her to up-chuck her ice heart, like she up-chucked the toxic apple. Maybe it’s a story you could write, Sharon? A warp tale in which you untangle them—have Mother and Child restore each other and free everyone?”

			“That sounds like a lot of work,” I said dumbly, annoyed I hadn’t thought of this, awed that she had, and deeply moved that she’d think I could even do it.

			“Can you write a warp tale about something other than self-discovery or crushes?”

			“I don’t know! I don’t think my magic is about writing alternate futures or untwining warp tales or removing Elder Mother bindings from time-looped magical creatures! I wouldn’t know what to write—or if it’s even my story to tell!”

			Nick offered a suggestion, his low-key calm commanding our attention. “Maybe it’s not a story to tell as if you’re an authority, but a story to share and pass along. Something you learned that you think might interest another. Like when I hear a beat or a riff I think is fantastic, but I immediately think of a friend who’d know better what to do with it. Maybe in passing on the story, we’re making links too. Like how you came to Ruth and found me. Maybe you know someone who can help, and they know someone else who’ll join too. That’s how we should ‘bolster our position and resources.’ There are others, you’ve said, who’ve been fighting back in their own way. Maybe it’s time for us to come together.”

			Very Spindle Whorl of him, I thought. But Ruth scoffed. “Babe, are you trying to form a band? Or send a chain letter that’ll end up alerting the one person who wants to destroy you because you’ll spell their end? Or else wants to use you as a doomsday device? Oh shit, if she’s seeking to re-warp the Loom Tree, she must be going for the nuclear option. Talk about apocalypse now.”

			“Sharon’s new to this.” Nick gently stood his ground. “You’re a total hottie but a civvy, babe. I’ve got no memories, am somehow reborn every couple of decades— Wait, since I’m not slumbering with the others, do I disappear? Or die? Anyway, my record collection goes to you. My point is, we need backup. So we keep it tight, take risks on folks who might be strangers in this life, but not in our pasts. Fairy tales are like good pop songs anyway—lots you can do with a few chords, catchy hook, and a soul-stirring riff. We just need the right mix—of those we trust.”

			“I know someone.” But I didn’t want to knock on Fitch’s door to ask about Mi’kmaq tales of a neighboring and closely related language to his mother’s. Then I recalled how he told me about a Wampanoag linguist who was reviving her ancestral Wôpanâak—a language long categorized as “dead,” with no speakers for nearly two centuries. This linguist was excavating through translated seventeenth-century texts written in Wôpanâak and working with Indigenous linguist speakers of related kin-languages—to reconstruct and re-bridge. She was teaching others in her tribe, training linguists to continue the work, and raising her child as the first native speaker in generations. This restoration was inspiring other Indigenous linguists too.

			Zella mourned how so much of the world’s warp tales had been lost to the destruction and diminishment of peoples and their languages. But I’ve learned how stories can survive by other means—migrate, adopt new faces, twine in unexpected ways—for someone down the line to extricate strands and weave into something new. The warp of surrounding kin-tales can also help us bridge gaps and restore, so we can reclaim old tongues, and hear again their voices and songs.

			Still, I wasn’t sure about involving Fitch. I asked Ruth how she’d feel if I came to her with a story she never mentioned before, that wasn’t from her family’s homeland and was told in a language only slightly linguistically related. I didn’t want to be a well-meaning but presumptuous Prezzo.

			She replied, “It makes the most sense to ask him, considering everything. Maybe it’s you who has the problem, this self-consciousness.”

			“My dearest Babe Ruthless,” Nick cooed. “You told plenty of people to fuck off last year when they asked about your major, your violin, what you were cooking in the microwave. You were defensive and testy as hell, and you wanted everyone to know you wouldn’t apologize for not being a typical Alvsdahlian. You wanted people to know that you fucking loved the violin, Riemannian geometry, racquet sports, five-year plans, and pandas, and that anyone who had a problem could go fuck themselves, especially the artsy Asians who thought you were betraying the race or whatever.”

			

			“Yeah, and I see a tide coming—where I’ll be the renegade rebel while the rest of y’all conform in identical ways. Maybe in ten, twenty years’ time?”

			“Yes, and you said all this to me the first time we met,” replied Nick, “when I asked you to pass the soy sauce in the dining hall because you’d taken the entire bottle for your tray, as well as the Tabasco and Worcestershire.”

			“It’s how I make my specialty ketchup for my fries!”

			“I know. And you’ve mellowed a lot since then, giving people the benefit of the doubt.”

			“This is her being mellow?” My turn to be shocked to the core.

			“What’s your point, Nicky?”

			“Let Sharon take lead on this. She knows Fitch. Both are new here, dealing with some heavy shit. I am too, but I don’t feel like my head has exploded. Feel the same as before honestly. I totally believe what you and Sharon are saying, but not in my body. So I’ll take it at my own pace. I’m still your boyfriend, that’s for sure, still the best mash-up DJ in town.”

			He opened his arms for a hug, and Ruth rolled her eyes but stepped into his embrace. Then Nick turned to me. “Hey, this friend of yours—got any cool appendages like you? Not that I’d be able to see, but would be fun to picture anyhow.”

			I thought about Fitch’s blue hair and stubble, how he’d advised me to seek and claim my own elders instead of taking what had been assigned by Masters or biological heredity. Fitch crafted his identity through music. This was the key he’d given me to his innermost chambers. “I want my friend to know I’ve been listening,” I said. “And communicate with him in his language.”

			“Fine. Where’s the student directory?” asked Ruth. “Let’s give him a wake-up call. Not like you can go to his dorm looking all Wings of Desire, even if the drama kids traipse around in their costumes. As do the classics majors. Fucking insufferable.”

			“His number isn’t listed, and I think he lives off campus.”

			

			“So you do have a crush on him,” said Ruth. “That’s what I do—look ’em up in the directory, then hack into the system to find their class schedules, then—”

			“So romantic,” Nick sighed. “I’m the schmuck who crafts mixtapes, dedicates love songs on my show, and Lloyd Doblers an entire station crew to boombox my feelings across campus.”

			“A cave,” I said. I didn’t need to reread the story in my diary, because it was part of me now, in my body—still shifting and ready to adapt when needed. “A cave is where I can unite with others, share my light, and call for help.”

			“What cave are we gonna find in Alvsdahl?” asked Ruth.

			“Let’s test your theory. See if I got any magic in how I write, interpret, and juice this tale of mine.” In my diary, I wrote new lines composed on the spot:

			“We’ll find our cave where some can reshape

			their songs into waves,

			that push and swell voices through air.

			To aim a plumed key through your soul,

			a key that shifts change to let me in,

			that returns you to your home.”

			I scribbled the lines diagonally in my loopiest cursive. Only thing missing—a lipstick kiss and teardrop stains. I hoped its language offered enough of the prophetic and pretentious, the amorphous and symbolic to give me plenty to work with. Wasn’t something I’d submit to the lit journal, but it was searingly heartfelt, enough to blaze an untrodden narrative path—I hoped.

			“Nick’s been safe in the Cave till now.” I slipped the diary into my satchel. “Maybe he instinctively knows where to be unseen—but still heard and integral to the whole—as Spindle Whorl. But how do I keep my new self hidden?”

			In our full-length mirror, I looked at myself in profile, trying to flatten my wings and suck in my belly. Would help if my tits were bigger to take the focus off elsewhere. Ruth helped me sling my satchel over my wing with minimal awkwardness. Then she brilliantly draped Nick’s army-surplus British Navy greatcoat over my shoulders, its blue weight hanging like a mantle over my folded wings. Leaving my green velvet blazer safely behind, I popped the collar of the greatcoat so that it brushed my jaw but did not hide my silver. We headed out into the early morn, to seek our cave from which to pulse our beacon light.
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			Campus was quiet and empty. Most students, hungover or not, were sleeping in since it was Saturday. The DJs didn’t bother scheduling until the afternoon, so Nick used his manager keys to sneak us into the empty radio station in the basement of the student center.

			This particular cave looked like a dorm common room except that the couches and lamps were castoffs from decades ago. In the lounge, walls were lined with album posters overlapping for dominance. A giant corkboard was pinned with band buttons, concert ticket stubs, and blurry Polaroids of the DJs—mostly pale, bearded, and male—and labeled with their show names and time slots. Jewel cases were scattered on the tables besides promo sleeves, press releases, and teetering towers of CDs. In the corners of the room were bongo drums, an accordion, guitars, and a beat-up banjo, along with empty beer bottles and pizza boxes. The cleanest, most organized part of the cave was the library of wooden shelves filled with vinyls, CDs, and cassettes. A passageway led to a bigger room in the back for the rest of the collection. Ruth asked what the smell was when we shut the door behind us. The scent had greeted us in the hallway, and now we were in the dank, greasy thick of it.

			Nick replied, “Sweaty late-night debates about who’s derivative of whom, who’s overrated or past their prime, lo-fi versus hi-fi, Wall of Sound versus MTV Unplugged, Samantha Mathis in Pump Up the Volume versus Samantha Mathis in FernGully.”

			“Sounds like the English class I dropped,” I muttered. “Does anyone simply like the music? Enjoy talking about why they like it?”

			“Me!” answered Nick. “That’s why I’m the one playing music in that booth, while my associates are out here arguing, stinking up the place.”

			He pointed to the recording booth with its large glass windows offering a peek into this cave within a cave. Some of the walls were covered in foam padding and egg-crate mattress toppers, draped with tie-dyed tapestries. On the door and especially around the windows, band stickers were spackled into a visible history like layers of geologic strata going back decades. Then again, generational turnover was quicker on campus for the student population—most of them anyhow. A reign of a radio queen or king lasted only a few years. Typical college transience made lifers fade into the background.

			Anyway, the plan wasn’t for me to Tokyo Rose, and I was no Navajo code talker. Instead, we relied on Nick’s talents to embed my message. Turns out that when he spun the Nicks, he did so all at once, weaving melodies and basslines and beats from multiple records, moving from one song to the next in surprising harmonic progressions. He layered voices over instrumentals, thickening the rhythmic textures while braiding strands into something unexpected—sometimes ridiculous, sometimes sublime.

			Fitch had shared his hatred of his father, which also warped his own self-loathing and fear of being known. If I’d told him I didn’t care who his father was, or insisted I was someone to trust and lean on, rather than protect and keep away from—would he have felt less alone? But I’d been too afraid—not of what he’d do to me, but of my own curiosity and desire to be desired.

			So what could I communicate now, that I couldn’t by phone or email? I knew Fitch’s hearing was keen, but I hoped his other senses could read more deeply between the basslines. That he’d hear what the Shadows and our teachers could not. My message crafted personally for him, using his language, though I wasn’t fluent. But being embarrassingly earnest was its own kind of power.

			While I searched for the right music, Nick called up his radio friends using a phone tree. They knew the drill, as they’d done this before—tuning in and propping boomboxes on window sills along the path that Ruth took to classes, lab, squash practice, and orchestra. He explained that this time he needed the music to spread out farther and wider until they got a reply, because they didn’t know where the intended listener was located. He promised he’d finally be spinning music other than the Nicks, trying something new. His friends set up their speakers, their friends did as well, as the phone tree branched, spread, and grew. They thought it was a worthwhile community aural project and wanted people to know they existed, had decent programming, and were available for hire to DJ campus parties.

			Ruth remained unconvinced, but Nick told her, “Before I met you, I wondered what I was spinning all this music for. I chose music that I loved, but it was like casting out a ‘hey, what up?’ into the abyss, hoping for a reply. Not even asking for anything. Just wondering if anybody heard me. Then I met you, and it didn’t matter that the abyss didn’t answer back. I was making music for you, Ruth—then you came back with a game called Just One Mores. You are my wish granted, the answer to my ‘hey, what up?’ That, more than these supposed Wim Wenders wings on Sharon, convinces me that I am indeed made of magic. Besides, we’re experimenting. We can try telepathy next or astral projection to reach Fitch. Or you can use me as bait for your intended goals. But please, don’t use me as bait.”

			

			We opened with Link Wray’s “Rumble.” No lyrics, only instrumental, yet banned on the radio because of its power to incite and rally listeners into action. Then with turntables and mixer, drum machine and synth, Nick segued to Mildred Bailey’s “Can’t We Be Friends,” the lyrics of which I finally knew, though I’d revised “this is how the story ends” to “this is how the story bends.” Nick stitched this with one of my mom’s favorites, Patti Kim’s “Light and Shadow,” with one of mine, Liza Minelli’s “Maybe This Time.” We expanded the Great American Songbook in geography, language, and time. None composed by Cole Porter but very much my heart-songs. Nick layered all these over a Delta blues rhythm and heightened the dissonance, opening up space for me to thread my voice through. He cued me to step up to the mic.

			But when I stood there with my open journal, I lost my nerve. My magic wasn’t spoken-word poetry or observational alt-comedy! I was a collector of other people’s tales. How could I write new magic for myself with a slapped-on stanza?

			“Don’t be afraid,” said Nick. “You can mouth the words. If you keep the pitch honest, emote from the diaphragm, and project your feelings, I’ll amplify the waves for you.”

			“What if he’s out of range? Or can’t tune into the same emotional frequency?”

			“I get the sense you’re one of the few people at this school who doesn’t put up a front, who can’t pull it off. Especially right now when it matters. You’ll reach him, Sharon.”

			I readied my heart and connected with my breath. No falsetto or warm-up scales or throat-clearing necessary.

			“Fitch—from the moment we met, you kept telling me to leave, to get out of Alvsdahl. Got fucking annoying as hell, but each time I stood my ground because I knew I wanted to stay. With some friends, the occasional friction and opposition helps you figure out what you really want. I’m not mad because I know what you were afraid of. I was scared of it too, and also drawn to it—the giving up of control, external forces pushing on us but also pulling things out I never had the courage to reveal or unleash before coming here.

			“I’ve got regrets in how I treated you too. You ran away from me lots. I should’ve chased after you the last time, ’cause under the oak trees you were running for a different reason. You’d revealed to me how you were afraid of your own thoughts and fantasies, wondering how easy it would be to follow through, how capable you were. I should’ve reassured you it was okay these thoughts crossed your mind. That you had power over your thoughts. That I still trusted you. I didn’t know what to say though. I wasn’t careful enough with your vulnerability. Because you were using your magic in ways that surpassed me. I was jealous, intimidated, instead of considering why you worked so hard. You’d already told me before—to dismantle what Lantos and your father had done. But all I could see was the widening distance between us.

			“About our daddy issues—I don’t know who my dad is at all. Does that make me less a person? Half blank, half blameless, half free? I’m fine with not knowing though, ’cause what I’ve gained here wasn’t because of him, but through what I learned from others—including you.”

			My wings grew, pushing Nick’s greatcoat off my shoulders onto the floor. My feathers felt much heavier. Ruth gasped. My plumage hardened, fusing smooth like keratin, with feathers sealing tight and curved into a hunched shell. My words grew clearer with the acoustics and emotional waves focused by this domed embrace upon my back.

			“Zella gave me a story. I’ll take what I need from it. Maybe your dad doesn’t need to be any more than a story too. He’s dead, so who’s gonna make you revise? Maybe his test with the bleeding key was to find someone who’d peek into his dungeon and stay—or kill him, set him free. Maybe your mom has trouble accepting you’ve got a dungeon in you too. But who doesn’t have one? I’d worry more about those without. Right now, you’re the only thing in yours. Maybe this is why I’m so drawn to you. Because most people put up a front, while you put up a fortress. But I can hear you wanting to get out. We need you to come out right now to help Zella and help her protect all the histories she’s collected and shared with us.

			“I think she told you about the Invisible Child. Well, I’ve got a friend here, unseen for a long while, even to himself. Nice guy, loves music. You two should talk shop. He needs our help because he’s bound like his Mother, tangled up in generational cycling, all of us looped around them too. I’m calling on you—to join us.”

			I mouthed the words, shaped my breath, and transmitted my hopes that Fitch would come find us soon. When I finished, my wings softened and defined their individual feathers again. I lay back on the floor, not caring about crumbs and dirt, and waited for my song to be answered.

			Then, sometime later but quicker than expected, someone knocked on the door.

			Ambrose Bathory—and he wasn’t alone.
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			Ambrose had heard my song from across campus and had parsed its lyrics for Enzo, who could only recognize its emotional pitch and the heart’s howling that came from a fellow pack member. More surprising, they also brought Sylvana and Briony.

			“Have you always had wings?” asked Ambrose, sweeping into the cave and settling onto the biggest sofa.

			“Yes,” I replied, exhausted and raw. “You’ve been too narcissistic to notice till now. Why are you all here?”

			“I heard you,” said Ambrose, “off-key and meandering in tone and pitch with very little breath control. But your song touched me. Torchiest of torch songs, self-immolating. I was moved—all the way to fetch the others and bring them here.”

			Enzo hugged me, awkwardly because of my wings. With his Midwestern politeness, he didn’t ask about them. Then like a dog spotting a more interesting critter, he darted toward the bongos, asking Ruth if he could try them.

			“Why are you asking me? This isn’t my place!” But Ruth was certainly acting like it, arms crossed and giving everyone the once-over, except for Briony. As the giantess ducked through the doorway, Ruth’s gaze rose higher and higher to take her all in.

			Nick welcomed our visitors and told Enzo to try the instruments, but not the radio equipment, please. They all gathered around me as if I’d assembled this meeting. Even Ruth nodded, stepping aside.

			“My song wasn’t meant for any of you. I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you all here and not Fitch?”

			“After Faye’s death,” said Briony, seated on the floor beside a guitar that looked like a ukulele next to her, “I wanted Sylvana and me to leave together, to find a farm where we could work on our craft, away from Grandmistress and Alvsdahl. I asked Ms. Marie to come be our teacher, help Sylvana work with enchanted saplings. But she said she had to stay for those who needed un-magical counsel and baked goods. That she could still help dictate or translate sigils traced in the dirt, or answer questions about primordial root transplantations and hybrid grafting. I felt she was hinting, telling me that she needed me here, that my magic and all our studies together could culminate in something to bridge worlds and dimensions—so I decided to stay and help, to be her hands and instrument, her peer and collaborator.”

			Enzo hugged an accordion, squeezing the air out of its lungs and sighing with it. He spoke up next in the sharing circle. “It’s like, no matter how much I give her my all and then some, I’m always chasing after her approval and doing my utmost, but Coach is always mean and crotchety. I thought she didn’t like me and my kind, then Fitch helped me see how much she hated her job, hated her whole existence and reason for being here. When I confronted her, she told me she’s tired of mastering dumb pups. That she’s made her peace long ago and doesn’t need to be alpha to feel safe or in control, not anymore now that she’s grown. She’s moved on, but Grandmistress won’t let her. Keeps her leashed and caged here. Tenure’s her bitch sentence.”

			

			Sylvana lifted Bambolina from her lap to sit beside her on the floor. The doll whipped out tools from her leather apron, as well as a bone that she’d been whittling, possibly a human rib?

			“In the past,” Sylvana began, “Briony and I’ve disagreed about how long to remain. When Faye died, my instinct told me to flee, but I also wanted to stay out of respect, to show Ambrose I cared. But Carver sensed I was more fearful and uncertain about this place, about him. So, for the first time, he invited me into his private workshop, teaching me how to care for his garden, giving me his keys and tools. Last night, he said he’d taught me all he knew and had thus satisfied the terms he’d set with Grandmistress. He said I’d become a true Maestra.”

			I noticed then in the lamplight how Sylvana no longer gleamed like polished wood. Her dark skin was still smooth, but also vulnerable, creasing around her teary eyes as she smiled, with tiny marks and scars—imperfections that made her so beautifully human.

			“I’d misunderstood,” she said, “thinking that my masterpiece was supposed to be creating life that would echo through generations, meaning that Bambolina had to create a living doll that could self-replicate. But no, he wanted me to create a life, meaning a future with Briony, with love and art and legacy, all that truly echoes and lasts. He said I’d surpassed him by growing into someone who could love, be brave about this love and being loved in return.”

			She turned to Briony for a kiss so lovely to behold, not stolen or hidden, but a gift shared with the rest of us as a symbol of hope and regeneration, telling us they were in love and had a future elsewhere—but that they chose to be here with us for now, to help in whatever needed to be done. Her voice thick with sorrow, she described how Carver “lay down to sleep and passed away. We buried him in his garden. Then Briony, Bambolina, and I fell asleep under the stars, among the primordial roots and enchanted saplings. This morning, Ambrose called us from beyond the garden walls and brought us here to you.”

			

			Ambrose had been trying to sit elegantly on the old couch but kept sinking into the cushions, no matter how he crossed his legs. Giving up, he stretched out languidly with his head in my lap. “The Invisible Child theme of your piece struck a chord with the mainstream, Sharon dear, but I’m here because of what you sang about Zella. Faye told me about the White Tiger. The hermit librarian didn’t deign to give me an exotic inspo-narrative, though she could’ve dug into the Tatar branch of my Polish ancestry. I always thought Faye and I might’ve shared a Golden Horde ancestor, drunken warrior-poet. But I often get overlooked because of my creamy whiteness. However, Zella’s story helped Faye to let me go—helped me stay here with Enzo. For that, I am grateful and want to help her, the disseminator of tales.”

			Sylvana told us, while peering over Bambolina’s shoulder to assess her bone-carving, “Long ago, I’d wandered into the liminal stacks of Zella’s library as I was searching for records of sculptures by Carver. He’d given me the face of someone he’d known, but wouldn’t tell me who. When he looked at me, I wasn’t entirely myself nor this other person. Zella found me looking through Florentine art books. Eventually, she found the Black Duke I’d been modeled after. She also told me much older stories of my ancestry and how the primordial roots in Carver’s garden were harvested from the oldest trees of the world.”

			She pointed at the bone Bambolina was whittling and said something in Italian. The doll scowled, but Sylvana ignored this as she withdrew a tool from her apron and laid it in front of the doll.

			“Faye told me,” continued Sylvana, “how she believed the Mistresses and Masters kept us here to exploit us. But I wonder if some of them hoped we’d surpass in order to replace them. To slumber and reawaken in their stead.”

			I interrupted, “You said you buried Carver in his garden, not in the pomegranate grove.”

			

			Sylvana smiled. “Carver knew to whom he wanted to give his magic. Maybe, as you sang for Fitch, we need to help certain people to see and be seen, so they can let each other go and be who they’re meant to be.”

			Nick stood, waved hello. “You don’t know me, but I wanna be part of this group therapy session. I’m Nick. Maybe you know me by other names—Spindle Whorl, Gold-Spinner’s Boy, or Son of Grandmistress? I might also be the Invisible Child, warp-twined, supposedly. But I’m also Ruth’s boyfriend and a DJ at this radio station. I spun the different music strands for Sharon, transmitted and amplified her intentions. But apparently, whatever magic is around, even if I’m doing it myself, I can’t see it.”

			Ruth slapped his shoulder. “You’re telling me you don’t see the giantess or the marionette carving a bone or that Ambrose’s tongue is bright fucking blue?”

			“Damn, sounds cool,” said Nick. “Doesn’t seem fair that the Invisible Child is also denied seeing magic. Not that I don’t believe. Just harder for me to imagine if the magic’s not aural or sonic or tuned to a certain frequency—”

			Grabbing his hand, Ruth said to me, “Maybe you can help Fitch and Nick connect in their own musical way! Maybe Fitch can even unbind Nick, since he’s musically gifted? Hold that thought.” She turned to Nick. “Both you and Fitch have murderous parents. You sure you want your mom to know who you are? We’ve been fine on our own, right?”

			Nick kissed her. I saw the fear of true loss in her eyes, magnified by her owlish glasses.

			“Speaking of musical men,” I realized, “what about Lantos? Hey Ambrose, you didn’t mention him as a Master who feels trapped here. If you heard me, couldn’t he have also?”

			“I doubt it,” Ambrose replied. “Your song wouldn’t resonate with him. Your words were meant for Fitch and for those who needed to hear it, just as a good pop song can reach many, not just the one it’s written for. But good point, maybe we should be concerned. Because Fitch has shown a tendency to leap to the rescue without much thought or consideration for what the rest of us can do.” He rose from the sofa, smoothed his waistcoat, and clapped twice to summon attention. “Sharon’s right to be worried, not about Lantos’s intercepting, but about what Fitch might do to prevent it. Being more heroic than necessary, and needing us to get him out.”
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			V’s Tale

			Delia called, which she never did, usually texting. I heard the ringtone faintly as it drew me out of my trance. Sondheim’s “Being Alive,” which Delia had downloaded herself on my phone, mostly for Bernadette Peters’s hair, which she swore was the source of her vocal power.

			When I finally heard her call, I had to pull my hand away from my mom’s. She kept writing while I stumbled toward my phone and saw Delia at the backdoor, her face framed within the window.

			“I’ve been calling and calling!” she shouted. “Banging on all the doors and windows!”

			“They’re all fused and welded shut. Why are you here?”

			“Your grandma called, told me to come check on you. She’s in Palo Alto for her ballroom competition, missed your calls ’cause she’s in the finals. But she’s on her way back now. Why does your mom look like that? Are you high too? Should I get my parents? My brothers? They’ve got baseball bats. Can you take off these hinges?”

			

			I was so grateful for Delia and her lovingly intense boundlessness, and a little worried she’d bash her head through the glass.

			“Vivi! Why are you crying? Should I drive my mom’s truck into the house?”

			“I’m just glad to be talking to you, Dels. My mom’s writing something important for me. She can’t stop, but when I’m holding her hand, the words pour out faster. She seems calmer too, less frantic, like I’m helping her complete something. When she’s done, I’ll find a way out—”

			“Fuck that, Vivi! Your grandma told me to make sure you’re okay, and being trapped in a house with a manic-scribbling mom is not safe at all! You’re always bending to her will and rule! I got it—all those times we planned for you to sneak out to parties, concerts, whatever, but you never dared. Now’s your moment—break through in case of emergency!”

			Right, the escape hatch we’d devised in middle school because the backdoor was too close to my mom’s bedroom, and the front door had a security panel that would leave a record if deactivated. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it, especially with all the cave imagery in my mom’s writing, but I’d been busy helping her navigate her own underground depths. I’d feel less frightened if I could hug Delia and glimpse an exit to all this. So I told my mom I needed fresh air, that I wasn’t abandoning her, that I’d return. I don’t know if she heard me.

			“I’m checking the door now,” I told Delia.

			“I’ll head out front—”

			“My mom’s car still in the driveway?”

			“Affirmative.”

			“I’ll grab her keys and beep you, if I can get in.”

			In the living room was a door we never used because it accessed the garage from inside the house, which seemed pointless to my mom, but this rich person’s accessory dwelling unit in Berkeley had been used in various ways before. My mom wanted to maximize the space in our cottage/carriage house, so she placed her antique secretary desk here. She said it was for her writing, but never used it for that. So it became my crafts table, then my homework spot. When I retreated to my bedroom to do that and everything else in my life, the secretary desk became decorative and house-functional. Framed photos on its shelves. Bed Bath & Beyond coupons and take-out menus in the slots and cubbies. Old bills and bank statements and brochures for summer camps I never attended in the junk drawer.

			I realized with a guilty pang how I’d always vaguely known my mom wanted to write but never found the time. I’d dismissed it as aspirational or a hobby she’d pick up when I left for college, like how drawing had been for me—a hobby that had kept me company on the playground when I was too shy to accept Delia’s energetic friendliness, a hobby that helped me process the world and my place in it, helped me see the hidden texture and details of things overlooked, like the perfect spherical delicacy of a dandelion head or the way my mom’s eyelashes were straight like mine, angled down like veiled whispers at the corners of our eyes.

			My drawing “hobby” grounded me. When I didn’t understand what other kids laughed about or were obsessed with, I told myself I could glimpse deeper into a secret world. I could see the purply-iridescent sheen of a mallard’s head, while the others only used the green crayon, calling me weird. I could hear how my mom’s laugh was becoming more like my halmoni’s, with a snort tucked into it for something especially funny. I practiced mimicking this laugh and practiced my evening birdsong too. I was developing secret powers—which Delia had always picked up on, she claimed—so I finally said yes when she asked me to play make-believe.

			Did my mom choose this desk because it reminded her of Petra’s, of her time at Alvsdahl? Did it remind her of what she lost and what she’d return to someday—not her hobby, but her lifeline that got her through such a transformative time? But how far would her writing take her now—to what end?

			Delia screamed at me on the phone, asking if I got in yet.

			I moved the desk and squeezed behind, opened the door, and entered the garage. I beeped my mom’s car keys. Delia got in and found the remote clipped to the rearview. A moment later—the most beautiful mechanical purring as the cave opened its mouth, revealing Delia with her strawberry-red curls twisted into a topknot, in her denim cut-offs and my blue flannel shirt that she borrowed months ago. She ran into the cave to hug me.

			Behind her, a silver car screeched to a halt. Halmoni and the widows emerged in their ballroom gowns—dazzlingly bright in jewel colors under the moonlight—with their sequins, rhinestones, and full, floating skirts trimmed with Ginger Rogers–worthy feathers. The widower was dapper in his tux behind the steering wheel. Halmoni thanked her friends, telling them to go home, that she’d handle this and treat her teammates to kalbi, karaoke, and soju next time. She patted Delia on her topknot, saying she was a good friend, but it was too cold for her little shorts and she should go home too.

			“Promise I’ll call you later, Dels. Thanks so much for showing me a way out. Love you.”

			Delia looked unsure. I was afraid of what a showdown between these two would look like, so I said it was a Korean-woman thing—that I had to be interpreter for my mom and grandma, help them with their intergenerational Asian-woman trauma. Delia’s eyes widened as she nodded solemnly. She hugged me fiercely once more. I told her she could keep my flannel forever.

			I pressed the button to lower the garage door. Halmoni and I waved, watching Delia cross to the mundane side. When the cave was sealed again, I wanted to apologize to Halmoni for forgetting all about her competition. But she twirled around in her magenta gown, silencing me with her imperious glamor, her rhinestones glittering even in the darkness and her feather hem swishing a beat after her spin, like an echo rippling~

			“Is this how Americans parent their children?” she asked in Korean. “How they respect boundaries while being emotionally present? I can see that you are okay, but it’s obvious you are very worried about your mother. Take me to her.”

			Halmoni’s voice cut through the spell I’d inadvertently cast, telling my mom to “snap out of it!” in Korean, reminding her that a parent commands the child, not the other way around. My mom, hearing her name shouted at her in Korean, dutifully obeyed and put the quill down.

			“Why are you here?” my mom asked, blinking and confused. “Why am I here? I thought I was—” She looked down at her writing as if wanting to dive back in.

			Halmoni pulled out a chair, flaring her skirts before sitting to avoid wrinkles. She extended an elegant leg to show off the lines of her gown. “You think you are the only one cursed with maternal sensitivities? When you cried as a baby, my tits leaked too, same as yours when you were a mother at eighteen. You think that ever ends? I could feel both your hearts hurting so much, so I went into the dressing room to check my phone. I told my team I had to leave. They said we didn’t need trophies since we were clearly the best, and drove me here.”

			She got up to hug my seated mom from behind, pressing her cheek against her daughter’s. “When you were away on the far side of this country, I could feel how lost you were, but I believed you needed to figure things out on your own. I was like you once.” She smoothed my mom’s hair, remembering, then began to braid its wild waves into something tamer. “But you’re not a teenager anymore. You’re a grown woman, a mother, and you still clearly need my help. So I didn’t stay away this time. I thought you needed me to help our saekki, but it is you who has lost her way. I told you not to pul-yeo your pain on your child. Give it to me instead.”

			My mom whipped around, yanking her hair free from Halmoni’s hands.

			“You want it, Umma? Now, after all this time?” I was afraid she was going to throw the diary in Halmoni’s face. “By not telling me any of your pain, you made me feel like I was the regret and sadness you were avoiding. Everything about you was sacrifice and duty, and you constantly reminded me of it.”

			“Truly impossible to be a perfect mother in this country! I thought it was enough you were fed, clothed, educated.” Halmoni retreated to the kitchen corner. “When you got pregnant, I helped you raise your saekki too!” Still affronted, she grabbed a rag and wiped the counters, scrubbing at invisible stains.

			“Nobody wants a perfect mom!” said mine. “You never talked about what you left behind, but I heard the music through the door, could feel you longing for who you were back then. I wish you enjoyed life when I was growing up—like you’re doing now.” My mom sighed, her anger dissipating. “Never mind, getting worked up because of—” She gestured to her writing, then crossed the kitchen to Halmoni. She took the rag, tossed it aside. Then Mom held Halmoni’s hands, extending them outward so she could gaze upon her finery. “Oh Umma, you look so beautiful. I’m sorry I forgot. Tonight was your competition. Did you and your friends figure out the partnering drama?”

			Halmoni smiled, grateful, then twirled her daughter, spinning her around with an elegant underarm turn. “We all led the widower around the dancefloor together. Very modern.”

			My mom bowed like a courtier and gracefully led Halmoni back to the table, then scooched her own chair closer to mine. “I tried to show you, V—, how happy I was with you, but not only because of you, that I also had a life and goals and joy outside of us. That my fulfillment wasn’t dependent on you. That was my intention anyhow.” She sighed, running both hands through her hair to free her thoughts, undoing what was left of the braid. “But I got lost and forgot what I wanted to do in this larger world—because in running away and rejecting all the bad stuff I’d been through, I forgot all the good stuff too. Like creating with friends! Writing my way to seek meaning and magic in the unexpected! That’s what I learned there—separate from the institution—how the so-called mundane offered up so much if you looked and listened closely to draw out and make new connections, imagine possibilities and wonders. That’s why I wanted to come home, and when I had you, V—, I wanted you to sense that too, to hone your abilities, but when you turned out to be especially perceptive—more than I’d ever been—I got scared. I didn’t know how I’d teach you, guide or protect you. I didn’t want you to go to Alvsdahl or a place like that—not after what I’d seen, what I’d lost there. So I ignored what was natural in you, discouraged or directed it elsewhere—which made you feel ashamed? Different or wrong? I’m so sorry, baby. I kept so much from you, but I only meant to—”

			Halmoni slammed the table with her hand. “That’s what you’re writing for her—your failure and heartbreak at that school?”

			I squeezed my halmoni’s hand. “I’m the one who’s making her do this, in a way she can’t control!” I stumbled over explaining the shining strands, how I’d drawn out words and images from deep within the pages, pulling them to the surface. How I’d forced my mom with my own uncontrollable magic to write all day and night. But there was no stopping Halmoni.

			“Sharon-ah,” she said, “you want your daughter to know about whatever you did out there that nearly broke you, spat you back here into my arms? You walked away from that world, telling me it wasn’t for you, that you wanted to seek a bigger world, freer, in which you could build a life that wasn’t bound in old stories or other people’s notions of you. But then you went out seeking supposed new stories with those downtown kids—those Westwood college kids who pretend to be midnight bohemians and artists but without any real politics or threat of danger! Now Seoul in the late ’70s—”

			“No, Umma. You’re wrong. I wasn’t humiliated at Alvsdahl or made to feel unworthy and unwelcome, like you’ve said so many times before. I learned a lot, but I made my choice.”

			Halmoni replied, “Are you seeking her permission for you to go running off again? Is this how you react because your saekki will soon leave you too and go far from you?”

			“College isn’t for another—”

			“That’s not what she means, Mom. I got into a junior year abroad program, fully funded, in France. Sorry I haven’t told you yet.”

			My mom stared at Halmoni then at me, back and forth, as if we’d taken turns to slap her. “But Halmoni has known all this time,” she whispered. “Delia’s parents probably know too. And Muhammad? He was the one who first taught you French.”

			The betrayal she showed in her eyes made me almost wish for them to be possessed again, only seeing her writing and not me. But a wish can be fatal, so I blotted it out of my mind.

			“So I’m the last to know, of course,” she said.

			“Because I wasn’t sure that I would go—that I could—”

			“Because I’m the witch mom keeping you locked up.”

			I placed my hand over hers. “I wasn’t sure I could leave you, Mom, feeling rejected. I didn’t want you to think I was running away. I wanted you to be happy, excited for me, so I could feel that too. Otherwise, I’d be terrified. But knowing this about you now—I’m afraid of losing you. If you find others like yourself while I’m not here—or if you try to find those from your past—what will you become? What will I become, at my school in Brittany?”

			“It’s in fucking Brittany? Next to that forest?”

			“Yeah, and I don’t think I should leave you anyway because you need me, because my magic feeds yours. Clearly has with your writing—and right now, my magic is enabling the both of you to speak your primary languages and be understood. Haven’t you noticed? You understand everything that Halmoni’s saying in Korean. I’m not interpreting, you two aren’t holding back either. Whatever I’m drawing out of you both is finally connecting.”

			My mom’s trembling fingers rose to her lips as she stared at Halmoni, who began to laugh. The shock and confusion faded from my mom’s face and became teary wonder as she turned back to me, shaking her head in disbelief, but smiling too.

			“How amazing you are, V—. I’m so lucky to know you, to have you in my life.”

			“And I remember now,” I said, scooching closer to my mom, “how you used to write, or try to write. I watched you in the doorway late at night, when I was really little. But it’s been a long while. And never like this. It was my fear too that fed your power, made you melt all the locks, fusing them shut—my magic magnifies your wants, your needs.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Halmoni. Mom and I both turned to her with a polite, firm gesture of not now.

			“Oh sweetheart, your magic shouldn’t be about amplifying mine. We can’t be together if—”

			“I was going to tell you, Mom—soon, this week, this month—about France. But right now, I believe you have unfinished business. I don’t know what happened when you left Alvsdahl, but there’s a big part of you missing, and maybe it’s still there. I can go with you to find it. You’ve given up so much because of me.”

			“No, V—. My life is here with you. I chose this life—but— You’d really leave Delia and your friends and France—for me? To join me in—”

			“’Cause I’m afraid of losing you, Mom. I’ve been feeling threatened, jealous of how much you miss the world you left behind. Maybe I was dormant, waiting for you to be ready again. Now we can go together, where you need us to be—so you can be powerful again.”

			Halmoni tapped her jeweled finger on the diary. “Before you answer, finish your story. I’ll make coffee—and get some soju for myself.”
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			We took the long way through the woods, toward the music building, while Ruth instructed me to focus my breath and visualize so I could transfigure my wings at will. It had only been a few hours since she’d learnt that magic was real, but she was already giving me advice.

			The Music Department gleamed, modernist and airy, with glass walls and sculptured steel waves cresting over the roof. But because this structure was so architecturally imposing, many overlooked the simple A-frame cabin tucked into the woods behind the building. Most students thought it belonged to a groundskeeper, but it was actually for the elusive composer-in-residence. Lantos had had this post for years, but music majors were not typically interested in studying with him, as he was too improvisational and mysteriously selective in who got into his master classes. Beside this cabin, the van sat empty—no Fitch, no rats, no village’s worth of missing children.

			The cabin door was unlocked, so we stepped into the wood-paneled entryway stretching long like the corridor of a much larger building. At the end of this was the outline of a white door without knob or handle. Ambrose gestured for someone else to open it. Enzo touched the marble, and the door slid aside, revealing a white marble room. We entered this space, shaped like the inside of a giant egg. The door slid shut, enclosing us within its continuous elliptical curves.

			At one end of the room, Lantos was cradled within a tub, his long hands swatting and clawing at himself. He lay grimacing and grinding his teeth, his eyeballs twitching violently under shut lids. His panpipe lay beside the tub, and a pendant hung from his neck—a primitive-looking pipe made of bone, drilled with three rough holes.

			At the other end, Fitch sat on the floor, body slumped over bent knees, clutching a long slender pipe also of bone. He was very still, staring past Lantos.

			“The shape of this room,” said Ruth, “is like a whispering gallery.”

			“Yes,” replied Ambrose, “but the acoustics are more sensitive owing to Lantos’s enchantments. Sound waves bouncing off the walls. I can only hear them faintly, so I’m not affected, nor was it tailored for me anyhow. Judging by the strength of the echoes, the latest music was crafted about an hour ago.”

			“After I’d sent out my message over the airwaves,” I added.

			“There’s also residue from older music, stolen from former students. Lantos likes to compose while soaking. Brings in mundie musicians too, whom he’s entranced. They don’t know their music is being recorded. They envision themselves in a space much less creepy too. Then from the tub, surrounded by candelabras, Lantos directs and orchestrates us around him. Claims the old masters did the same, manipulating voices and sounds, echoing them off the bathwater in candlelit halls of eternal reverberation.”

			

			Enzo growled. “Wish you told me this earlier. I would’ve gone for his jugular.”

			Nick shuddered, wrapping his arms around Ruth. “I’m relieved I can’t hear anything, but if at any point you feel unsafe or icky, let me know and I’ll get you out.”

			“Fitcher here,” said Ambrose, “more talented than I, I’ll admit, dedicated himself to learning effective counterpoint and harmonic unraveling during these bathtub sessions. Judging from this tableau, with their dueling pipes—no euphemism intended, truly—it seems they’ve trapped each other in mutual entrancement. With Lantos suffering much more visibly. At least Fitch has finally gotten over his fears of insufficiency.”

			“He knows he’s gifted,” I said.

			“Insufficiently Indigenous or whatever,” Ambrose corrected. “The instrument of hollow bird bone is a sacred flute of his mother’s people that he’d refused to play until now. One of the many stolen pieces from Lantos’s collection.”

			“And that thing hanging from Lantos’s neck?” I asked.

			“I can sniff it from here,” Enzo replied, snarling his lip. “Also bone, from a cave bear’s thigh, fossilized, but very potent in its magic.”

			“Down boy, and you’re correct,” said Ambrose. “Originally excavated in the northwestern caves of Slovenia. Lantos can’t really play it to its full effect—not just because it’s a fragment, but also because he isn’t the original crafter nor from that time.”

			“How old is it?” asked Ruth.

			“From over forty thousand years ago. Stolen from an archeological museum, where it was labeled as a Neanderthal remnant, the Divje Babe flute.”

			“From the last time the Loom was re-warped,” Ruth realized out loud. “That’s why you were asking me so much about geomagnetic reversal. But for now, getting your friend out of the room is the most obvious action, right?”

			

			Ruth pointed to the passage we’d come through, but it was no longer there. She and the others slapped and banged on the marble, but no opening revealed itself. They ran along the curving wall, trying to summon or awaken an exit, while Bambolina chipped away at the inside of the egg with her tools.

			I shrugged off the greatcoat, tossing it back to Nick, then knelt before Fitch with my wings unsheathed and touched his fingertips with my own. But he didn’t respond. “I know he heard me. It’s why he used his music against Lantos, to keep him away from us.”

			Nick put on his greatcoat, buttoning up. He suddenly appeared older, commanding and magnetic, as if being Ruth’s mellow DJ boyfriend had been the costume. He knelt beside me to offer support or because he was drawn to this Fitch, for whom music—the receiving, making, and sharing of it—could be an act of transformative and transportive magic.

			“But I’m worried,” I admitted, “that he doesn’t actually want us to get him out. He thinks he deserves to be locked up—it’s why he came to Alvsdahl.”

			“You’re right,” said Ambrose. “He sacrificed himself to keep the Master contained and his self also, so he needn’t fear being out in the world, among others. Not my personal insight, I can hear his self-loathing in the echoes—coalescing, tightening like a noose. Many of the echoes belong to other people too—me included, with all my envy and hatred of his family name and exalted status.”

			“All he’s heard,” I added, “is his own damning voice in his head and voices of those who fear him or who want to control him.” I turned to the others. “But what about those who care and want to help? Please—tell me how I can help him!”

			Only Briony knew what to do. “What better time to ask for my Mistress’s help? Beseech her, Sharon. Petition for Ms. Marie’s Godmotherly assistance.”

			

			“We knocked on her door already, called her number and her emergency number too.”

			“That’s not how you reach a Fairy Godmother,” Briony persisted.

			“But she’s not my personal Godmother—is she even still a fairy?”

			Ruth took my hands in hers. “She’s house mother to us all. I’ve read the bylaws and eaten her pastries. Her fairy food. That’s a binding contract in multiple cultures.”

			“But she doesn’t intervene with this kind of magic anymore.”

			“Help doesn’t need to be divine or magical. I’m mundy-ass as they come. Besides, as prefect, I have a special bond with Ms. Marie.” Ruth bowed her head and closed her eyes.

			While squeezing my hands, she spoke with sincerity and faith that her voice would be heard. “Ms. Marie! This is Ruth Huang calling. I’ve always thought you were too batty, nice, fluttery, and off-kilter to just be the ex-hippie nomad house mother you claim to be. Your stories about the Bluestockings and Chanyanghoe are suspiciously detailed and gossipy, on par with your stories about Woodstock. Plus, I know from our midnight convos over hazelnut fudge brownies that you expected more from me than simply fulfilling a prefect’s tasks and obligations. You inspired and imbued in me a duty and responsibility that was about real care, making it seem an honor and privilege to help in the ways that I can. Well, I’ve done my best, and we got all the way here, so thanks for your confidence in us, for pushing us out of the nest. But you also taught me that even the most powerful need to be humble enough to admit when they need help, and ask for it. So I beseech you, Ms. Marie, come now so we can continue to help each other out of this fuck-bewildering mess inside this nightmare Kinder egg!”

			“Was that a prayer?” I asked, my hands crushed by Ruth’s impossible grip. “She’s not holy, not Mother of God. At least, I don’t think!”

			

			Ruth opened an eye to side-eye me. “A prayer needn’t be religious, Sharon. What do you think your song was? A prayer that got pitchy, but brought us here. Your lines in your diary too—a prayer is basically a wish spoken, sung, written—made known. Now quit squirming, I think I’m getting some of your mojo. Woo!”

			“It’s also time for me,” said Briony, “to finally put on my big-girl bloomers and stretch to my fullest height—to properly burst out of this shell!”

			Sylvana beamed proudly. “Yes, my love, and lift me up also, so I can strike and shatter the dome of this fool’s basilica with all my might and steel—and Bambolina’s too!”

			“Zella!” I shouted. “She can lead Fitch out of his head. Yes, get Ms. Marie, but also find Zella. I’d do it myself, but I don’t want to leave Fitch like this.”

			Then as if in reply, a passage opened and a sweetly robust voice announced, “Move aside, children, and let this old bird through. I’m here to answer a young girl’s prayer—finally, I say.”

			Ms. Marie stood there with hands on hips, spiky silver hair and long petal lashes shimmering like her eye shadow and mini-dress. Her legs looked amazing in her white fishnets and platform Mary Janes. Goddamn truly, the legs were the last to go—and never at all for Madmothers.

			“Whether to a hazel tree or over the AM airwaves,” said Ms. Marie, “I hear when a young girl cries for my help. I heard your song, Sharon, but I had to wait for actual beseeching and faith in me in order to break through. So I thank you, dear Ruth.”

			Behind her trailed Zella. Atop her head, she wore her crown of beaded and knotted story strands in all their twists and braided glory—this hard-won, treasured weight she carried all by herself. But she wasn’t meeting my or anyone’s eyes, not reacting when I said her name.

			

			“Zella called to me too,” said Ms. Marie, “the night her Tower dome was shattered. I’ve been sheltering her since. Might not have much of my old magicks, but I can still grow a thicket of bramble and thorns among my roses. However—”

			Ms. Marie sighed, reaching up to cradle Zella’s face without touching, caressing the aura outline of her cheek like a dance of the hand in tender pantomime, wanting to soothe but afraid to startle or disturb. “Zella has retreated much too far, fiercely guarding her knowledge from within, terrified her stories will be taken from her again. Finally outside her Tower but confined in one more impenetrable. She followed me here, but I do not know if she understands what is happening. I hope she’ll awaken from her self-imposed trance when she realizes there is a student here in need of her guidance, her teaching and care.”

			Ms. Marie observed Fitch slumped against the wall. “I see Fitch has figured out the countermelody to blast the Piper’s magic back in his face, ha! That dastardly man has caused so much suffering in many villages before coming to this one. Not the same magic binding our own Invisible Child, but related, used for nefarious rather than protective purposes.”

			Elbowing Nick in the ribs, Ruth whispered, “That guy in the tub is the Pied Piper of Hamelin!” Lantos was still tearing at his flesh in silent writhing agony.

			“Yes, that is why he’s trapped in a nightmare of rats crawling all over him,” explained Ms. Marie. “He never actually led any of them out of the village. Only made them unseen. When the villagers didn’t pay, Lantos played his pipe to make them unable to see their children too.”

			She turned to Nick. “The parents grieved while their children were still beside them, begging to be acknowledged. The little ones went mad with terror at being ignored, then faded and resigned themselves to being forgotten. Then—owing not to Lantos’s magic but to the tremendous power of being unseen by one’s family—the children disappeared in truth, evanesced into the realm of nightmares. That’s where Lantos is now, with the rats and children skittering all over him, demanding he make them known and loved at last. Well, the rodents don’t care about human connection—they’re probably just enjoying a good nibble and gnaw.

			“But you, dear boy,” she said, “have never truly been forgotten. Your father spins endlessly, waiting and willing to work eternal. And though I didn’t know who you were till now, I’ve heard your sweet music when roaming the wild moors of dreamland and the marginal plains. I’m heartened to be able to see you at last because of Sharon’s message over the radio. She is quite the open songbook, luminous with her longings, revelatory even, casting light on all our hidden faces.”

			“Actually,” added Ms. Marie, glancing at Lantos. “He is rather unsightly in that tub.” She pulled a twig from her deep bosom and waved it over him. Lantos shrank into a rat, chewing on the bone flute. “Boo!” she cried, and the rat left the bone behind to scurry down the drain.

			“How did you?” the rest of us asked. “I thought you couldn’t—”

			“Not only a Ruth Huang but also a generous-hearted giantess believes in me, and in doing so shares her magic. No, no, Briony, don’t cry or we’ll drown! Now, Sharon, will you help Zella reach Fitch? So she can pull him out of his dungeon and thereby pull herself out of her own?”

			“Me? How?”

			“Continue what you’ve been doing—asking for help, bringing people together. You notice those who might seem marginal, but who can also be heroes—central, integral. Your attention is love, it is magic, transfiguration. Not rocket science, but wondrous alchemy!”

			I drew Zella toward Fitch. “Here is a student in need of a true teacher.”

			She didn’t reply, but a single braid unloosed from the towering crown upon her head, then more unraveled, falling around her shoulders. The beads rippled in cascade, resounding like a thousand tiny bells. One in particular—a bronze disk shining on a braid—seemed to be ringing for me. Zella plucked and handed it to me. I knew what to do with its ductility and malleability, its warmth in sound, timbre, and resonance. I also knew how its specific alloy ratio—bell metal, some called it—could lower internal damping and optimize sound velocity.

			So I melted this bronze disk and ran my palms down my shoulders. The alloy fused with my wings, which grew more generous than I thought possible. My feathers melded together, shielding Zella and Fitch within my bronze embrace, my bell enclosure. Not as nifty and spacious as a mind cosmos, but my promise made of my body to stand guard and bring them together.

			“Thank you,” said Zella. “I’ll try to reach Fitch, but come with me so you can listen and remember. So we can preserve this in another bead. If my collection is threatened, if anything happens to me, please take it all with you, alchemized in your body.”

			I didn’t know how I’d accommodate all her stories, but I nodded, and Zella drew me into her mind again. I was back in her Tower library, a simulacrum. The glass dome replaced with stone and all the shelves empty, as if even here, she was afraid to leave her knowledge vulnerable. She opened the trapdoor and pulled me down the spiraling stairs, then out through a wooden door.

			Instead of the basement library stacks, however, we entered what I assumed must be the marginal plains, because as far as I could see, blankness extended for vast stretches, except for isolated thickets of scribbles here and there, sometimes words in red ink or penciled handwriting, sometimes just hearts or exclamation marks or a single HA!

			Zella held my hand as we ran over smooth empty fields, leaping over occasional glosses. She ignored the medieval doodles of hybrid human-animal creatures who honked their beaks or blew their ass-trumpets as we passed, and she didn’t gawk or double-take like I did at all the gilded dick and fart jokes intricately detailed by anonymous monastic scribes.

			“But how do the marginal plains connect to the minds of others?” I asked breathlessly as Zella and I skimmed, then glided over the terrain, faster and faster. She pointed at the unpacked allusions spanning wide below, touching upon so many books, the intertextual bridges and marginalia webbing across multiple tales and tomes.

			“We read, listen, and consume stories from a shared collection across humanity,” she answered. “For some, their interpretations resonate, not replicate, with those of others, thereby inspiring more expansive and deeper explorations, or are elastic enough and allow overlapping reads, or are open enough to invite other minds to exchange, share, and possibly revise. That’s how I’ve accessed the marginal plains, how I’ve come to perceive it and navigate through it. Ms. Marie thinks it’s a kind of interdimensional realm, but I believe it’s more of a mundane art.

			“The Professor dabbles with the mundane sciences,” she said, “but regards them as supplementary, to utilize for his own amphibious ambitions, instead of regarding them as different but equally worthy perspectives on the same phenomena. He often espouses how alchemy is a science, but diminishes how the mundanes have created their own alchemy through metaphor and play, the need to seek and make meaning. There, I see them now, the stories and music I’ve shared with Fitch. He’s left me an opening and an invitation for us both. Hold tight—”

			We flew, not with my wings, but with my soaring trust. We landed in the silences between the notes, in the held breaths. Zella and I walked together, no longer in the marginal plains, but in a tightening space that pressed on my temples and squeezed my heart. We crawled through the tunnel that formed around us, then pushed ourselves through.

			We found Fitch in a small, empty cell with walls scrubbed blistered and raw. Fitch, in his same huddled crouch as in the world outside his mind. But here, he lifted his head and looked into our eyes when Zella said, “Thank you for letting us in.”

		
	
		

		
			42

			Kneeling before Fitch, Zella told him, “Lantos’s music distorts perception. Your father’s could bend wills too, also shape desire and implant curiosity. But your father’s music did not enact the violence, he did that himself. You, Fitch, are a prisoner of perception—that of others and your own. But I see you’ve been considering what we last discussed when you stumbled into the liminal stacks, searching for older stories from here that might’ve been coded in music, voices recorded on wax cylinders. Thank you for holding space open about your interpretation of the Passamaquoddy tale of the Chenoo, so we can continue our conversation. For Sharon, I will relate this variant you’ve extended to us, so we can all meet on our margins that overlap.

			“In the woods, a young girl meets an ice monster wearing a necklace of human skulls. Clever and brave, she refers to the Chenoo as Grandfather, assuming familiarity and casting upon him an identity that at first bewilders, then beguiles, and finally humbles. Thus named, the monster is tamed, made vulnerable. The girl ushers him into a sweat lodge, and the Chenoo asks for more heated rocks and water. The girl’s brothers return to camp, and she tells them to call the monster Grandfather as well. They help her make the lodge hotter and hotter until the monster purges from his throat a lump of ice in the shape of a heart. He is human again, a grandfather elder in the village, fulfilling the name given by the girl he’d first met in the woods.

			“Fitch, I’m going to echo Sharon’s song, which I know you heard too. I want you to remember that the myth and monster in your family is also a man. Name your father for what he is—the man you came from but not the one who’ll consume you. As monster, he cannot be killed. As man, he can be buried and let go.

			“As for these walls, all your efforts in erasing and obscuring, these are mere thoughts and imaginings. You wonder what it would feel like to be the hands and teeth that did these things. You wonder what it would feel like to be these women. But these are not your memories of deeds committed. Take away their power. I see what’s been scrubbed, and I do not fear or hate you. I’ve lived my entire life within walls, and what use is my Tower collection if it remains locked, if I only invite a few in? I’ve taken steps to leave my Tower but wasn’t brave enough to truly emerge till Sharon led me to you—and I finally understood what I’ve been working towards while pulling on certain strings and knotting others together.”

			The surrounding walls faded. In their place, enclosing us—my intricately etched bronze feathers. Faintly, Fitch’s voice: “I could try—I want to let him go.”

			Zella replied, “You’re not like Lantos and your father, because you wish others to see you, even when you’re frightened to let them. Now, I believe there is another here who could use our help, who also wishes to be seen. Shall we?”

			Fitch nodded, and I was back in my own mind and body, with my wings around them both. But when I opened my wings, Fitch screamed with soul-rending terror, his eyes wild and horror-struck. We saw nothing, heard nothing besides his wretched agony. Fitch shoved Zella and me away and ran into the wall, ramming himself repeatedly as if to knock himself out, as he kept howling: “Still fucking here—all around me! Ripped apart—their bloody tortured bodies!”

			Enzo tackled Fitch to keep him from hurting himself. Briony tried to help but, with her massive size, was afraid to touch him. Zella’s braids grew to wind around Fitch’s head to keep him from bashing it against the floor.

			Ambrose stepped back, his lips white with fear, his blue tongue also pale. “Fitch was protected while shut in his head and when you cocooned him. But now, Lantos’s voice echoes, tearing his mind apart. Fitch’s screams are bolstering his Master’s illusions. Now I’m hearing it too! Not Lantos, but Fitch’s fear, like music that makes me feel the artist’s pain as if it were my own!”

			“None of this is real,” Zella implored Fitch. “You can make it all go away.”

			Enzo tried to shush and soothe Fitch while looking at Ambrose, who had his hands clamped over his ears. Enzo called out to him. “I know you’re scared, I am too, but not as much as Fitch. You understand him more than we do. Do something—it’ll help you too.”

			Ambrose stopped retreating. He closed his eyes to focus his hearing, moving toward me, then looked at me with apology and dread. “Your wings, their hardened shape—like receiver and amplifier.”

			I could feel the emotional waves of pain collecting and resounding off my wings, too much of it absorbed in my head and body too.

			Ambrose groaned, hands over ears again. “Lantos used this room like a power reservoir, to store up stolen magic. You’ve got to fold these fuckers down—or make them fluffy soft again!” Grimacing, he pushed on my wings, shoving me to my knees on the floor. “Fuck, I’m sorry! I don’t know how to help!”

			

			Ruth patted his shoulder. “Let me try.” She knelt beside me, holding my hand. “You can do this, Sharon. I believe in you. Please. I can’t bear to see you suffer like this.”

			Ambrose, with shame, turned to Enzo, who responded with “You are helping. Come here, be with me and Fitch, tell him you care, that you’re here for him.”

			While Ms. Marie tried to wave her twig-wand over my wings to no avail, Sylvana yelled at Bambolina to look for hinges or joints to undo. Briony moaned apologies because she didn’t know how to assist, so unaccustomed to being her fullest size. Her insecurities magnified, and in a fit of weeping she shrank, so much that Sylvana and Bambolina had to rush over to stop her from disappearing. “No, no, stay with me, amore mio, vita mia!” begged Sylvana.

			“Nick, help me get Sharon into the tub,” Ruth demanded. “Or let’s use it to cover her. She didn’t grow up privileged like the rest of you, doesn’t know how to wield generational magic!”

			But I was rigid as my wings and too broad with them spanned. So Ruth suggested we cover Fitch’s banshee wailing with the tub instead.

			Zella warned, “No! Trapping Fitch in a smaller cell would kill him!” She bowed closer to his ear. “None of these broken bodies are real.” She placed the bird-bone flute in his hands. “You have the power to rid this room of all its illusions and lies and false faces.”

			Ruth grabbed Nick because he became curiously still, deep in thought or distracted and puzzled.

			“Nick!” she shouted desperately. “Can you still not hear anything? I don’t know what to do!”

			He calmly replied, “What if Fitch actually succeeds in ridding this room of all its illusions and lies and false faces?”

			“Fitch has Zella helping him,” she snapped. “We need to help Sharon! Focus!” Then she understood what he meant. She stopped her frenzy to stare into Nick’s face and hold it in her hands, as if to memorize its every line and curve and make him memorize hers as well. I’d never seen her look so fearful, so helpless.

			I noticed each and every one of us in our separate crises and dramas unfolding because Fitch’s pain had become an aural magic expanding time and awareness. As I was thrumming in tune with his wailing, so soulfully pitched—damn those rockers!—I realized how to alchemize his voice into the ragefully defiant and raw, into the guttural cry of the beast that was so primal and deeply human, but rarely allowed to sing full-bodied and free.

			I called for Ambrose. “If I’m the amplifier, then maybe—like Fitch’s rock music elder, Link Wray—I can retexture the sound to unleash its power-chorded howling?”

			“Are you seriously considering what I think you’re suggesting?”

			My wings softened into feathers and flesh. “Let’s take back what Lantos stole, make it ours, make it dirty and growly, distorted and new?” I laughed while crying as the why-the-fuck-not sunk its teeth into me. I headed to the tub. Ambrose shook his head, disturbed. But didn’t he get it? Barking my laughter eased my discomfort, helped reconfigure Fitch’s screams into something wild and absurd? Laughing so my throat hurt was like stabbing an amp’s wings to eclipse for a brief moment the all-consuming, marrow-deep hurt of Fitch’s pain. I reached for the jagged bone remnant Lantos left in the tub.

			Ruth was heading toward me so I acted fast, gripping the bone’s serrated promise, my wings soft and tender again. I found a stretch of thin skin between feather and bone. I stabbed and tore through one wing, then ripped through the other one. The flood of endorphins was no match for every nerve cell and fiber screaming louder than before. “Eh, worth a shot?” I mouthed the words, too pained to actually speak, then fell limp into Ambrose’s arms.

			“Oh Sharon, you fool. There are other ways to get a boy’s attention.” Ambrose held me, stroking my hair, then tilted his ear. “It’s changing—tonally, emotionally, and soulfully—into something different and new.”

			

			The others were snapped out of their intimate tragedies as we all shuddered from the soundwaves crashing through us. With bloodied wings, I left Ambrose and stumbled toward Fitch, who was no longer screaming. Enzo and Zella released him, moving aside. Fitch sat up, still dazed and battered. I sat across from him. “It’s me, your friend Sharon.” We leaned into each other, our arms draped like exhausted boxers at the end of a match, my forehead resting against his. “You don’t deserve this pain,” I told him. “And you’re hurting all of us, not just yourself. But you can make all this go away.”

			More awake and present, he held my hands and murmured, “Okay, Sharon, I believe you. I trust you. So no more lies and false images. No more illusions for any of us.”

			He softly sang a simple melody, a request or prayer, answering itself with solace and hope. Like the most haunting of lullabies that make us feel safe enough to close our eyes. Assuring us it was okay to give up our vigilance for a bit so we could rest, assuring us we could trust in the world, both waking and not.

			Then from the middle of the room— “Oh shit, so that’s who I am!”

			Nick let go of Ruth and walked toward Ms. Marie, not noticing his girlfriend’s reaching for him. “Feels like a loosening—like a veil lifted.” He sighed with his entire body, his voice deeper than before and much older. Even his posture changed, becoming more upright, his movements sharper instead of the mellow ease and languid cool he had before.

			Ruth pulled him back by the shoulder, spinning him around to face her. Despite this forceful action, her voice was fragile. “Do you know who I am?”

			“Yes, but in knowledge only.” His gaze held no affection. “I do not feel the same emotions as I did before. I apologize. That other person was a fiction that grew in me whilst my true self was hidden.”

			Ruth’s voice got smaller. “Sharon, is this really fucking happening? Everything else I can accept, but not this, please.” She walked into my arms, and I held her, not knowing what to say.

			Zella addressed not-Nick: “I can see you now with clarity, which means she can too. Do you feel her near?”

			“I can sense her approaching,” he said. “Our strands intertwined still with the warp that binds us as family, but also with the warp binding us to the stories given by the Elder Mothers. In time, she will at last purge her frozen heart. Zella and Ms. Marie, should we try? Once she recognizes me, before I’m unraveled too, should we at last give her what she wants?”

			“We’ve never gotten to this point before,” Zella replied. “Grand-M usually feels herself weakening by now, begins gathering for the slumber. The last time you were revealed, we only had a moment to plan for this. But we should attempt it, yes? If what Ms. Marie believes is true?”

			Not-Nick struck a commanding pose in his coat. “Then you’ve learned more since the last cycle? Found others who can help?” He turned to me. “The memories of my fictive self are fading, so let us be quick. I believe you, housemate of Ruth, can craft new warp tales?”

			Ruth, in my arms, hid her crying face from Nick then pushed away and walked off. I answered very awkwardly, feeling like I was betraying her. But this not-Nick was too authoritative to ignore, and I felt Zella and Ms. Marie looking at me expectantly too. “Well, not new warp exactly, more like I seem able to amend or stitch alterations and retailor interpretations, but only for myself. I wonder though, if it’s not about writing a new tale. Maybe it’s about realizing how we’re all made of more than one story?”

			“Go on,” said Zella and Ms. Marie.

			“Grand-M wants the Godmothers to acknowledge how she is also warped with the Invisible Child. Because she’s still that fearful girl, like you told me, Ms. Marie. Desperate not to be victim again. It’s why she rages and retreats, attacks and hides. Not because her son is being kept from her, but because she needs the Godmothers to acknowledge who she was and who she’s become. Her threats against the Loom Tree are how she gets their attention.”

			The marble trembled and shook as a muscular root shot up through the bathtub drain, growing so fast and big it shattered the porcelain. The surface under our feet cracked, revealing the widening ground below with more roots pushing up through the earth, hurling dirt everywhere as their tendrils and root hairs shook themselves free of velvety-dark soil.

			“Whoa-ho there!” yelped Ms. Marie. “I recognized we were echoing world creation myths with this cosmic egg—but now the world tree wants to have some fun with us too!” She asked Sylvana, “When Master Carver died, did you bury him in his garden?”

			Sylvana nodded, Briony by her side.

			“You may rest now, dear boy,” said Ms. Marie. “Briony, I neglected to teach you that a corpse of magic with power amassed over generations—if returned to the earth and its roots—can become absorbed by the Loom Tree with surprising results. Consider it a lesson in soil fertility, decomposition, and mineralization. Also makes my task much easier.”

			Ambrose cursed as one of the roots turned supple green, wrapping its tendril around his waist. Other roots grew thicker like branches, proliferating with twigs and buds and sprouting leaves. The crack in the marble spread along the floor up the curving walls to meet at the ceiling, the cosmic egg splitting in two. The roots and branches continued to grow and shove things apart. We were now exposed to the sky and the woods behind the cabin. And before us stood Grand-M with Petra beside her, Aurora and the Frog Professor too. Behind them, six Shadow Giants like storm clouds.

			Grand-M stared at not-Nick. She took a step toward him but then stumbled, as if struck dizzy. She reached out for Aurora. “Quick, I feel myself weakening. Gather the loyal. We must retreat, so I don’t unravel completely.”

			“You’ll have to count me out,” replied the Professor, “as I never claimed to be loyal to you alone. Above all, I am a faithful servant of science and learning.” He smiled at Zella. “And I’ve recently been gifted magnificent tomes catching me up to present studies, as well as revisions and corrections of past knowledge, exhumations of studies suppressed and maligned. Owing to these, I want to shift my work, as I can now glimpse a future in which Liminal creatures need not return to their former states in order to move forward and grow and evolve.”

			In shock, Grand-M watched the Professor step across to join Zella’s side.

			“No more hiding in sleep, my sad Snow-Child,” said Ms. Marie. “My sisters and I have been waiting, and I believe we’ve finally found the students we’ve been hoping for.” Holding Briony’s and Sylvana’s hands, she intoned in a loam-rich voice that resonated throughout the woods: “I call upon Pando, the Wollemi pines, Old Tjikko, Alerce Milenario, and Methuselah. Stretch your roots to convey my entreaty. I beseech the primordial flora to bring me home—along with friends, old and new.”

			Briony grew bigger than before, with power coursing through her. Vines erupted through the cracks in the floor, unfurling their green tentacular arms. Tiny buds burst into orange-golden flowers that flared with hungry mouths, waving their pistils and stamens. Ms. Marie squealed, “Pumpkin blossoms—how delightfully whimsical! Is this your touch, Briony?”

			“I don’t know!” Briony, still growing, grinned as a massive orange flower bloomed before her. Then it swallowed her whole, pulling her down into the earth, followed by another that took Sylvana as well. Bambolina, however, once slurped up by a blossom, shredded her way out with her knives, making mulch of the petals. She jumped out and ran into the woods.

			

			Ms. Marie continued to conduct her floral symphony, summoning more carnivorous blooms as we stood, stunned and held in place by roots that wrapped around our ankles. One by one—then all at once—we were swallowed deep into the hollow of the Earth.
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			It seemed an entire lifetime compressed into a moment before my flower pod spat me onto the edge of a massive crater that held a grassy meadow in its palm.

			This didn’t feel like the marginal plains or Zella’s mind cosmos or Fitch’s soul dungeon. But I couldn’t possibly be in the center of a hollow Earth.

			Behind me and overhead stretched a vast night sky, streaked and swirled with violet and olivine. I didn’t want to peer down over the edge, because I sensed that the crater was a floating disc in space. I didn’t recognize it from any particular cosmology or mythic conception, but felt this in my body and intuition—a weightless hovering within the soil under my feet.

			I joined the others who’d arrived before me to the center of this floating meadow. My friends were gathered around what I assumed was the Loom Tree because they were staring up at something with awe and wonder. But I saw absolutely nothing.

			I didn’t see Grand-M or Petra either, or Aurora and the Shadows. But the Professor was there with journal in hand, keeping his distance while he scribbled, smiling and looking up. Why was he allowed to see the Loom Tree, while I was not? I approached slowly.

			Ambrose’s voice was the most gleefully loud. “I knew the Fates would look like the Golden Girls in Grecian gowns! Oh, where’s Enzo? I want to share this with him!”

			“Was it a pumpkin blossom or a poppy seed pod that brought you here?” Ruth asked.

			“What else would mythic female archetypes look like? I can see them clear as a Miami day, wafting around in caftans, tending to this massive columnal tapestry. Exquisite craftsmanship, fit for Versailles—gold and silver threads. Why, do you see something else?”

			“No Golden Girls or any Godmotherly types,” answered Ruth. “No need, because this impossibly gorgeous tree is marvel enough! Endless Calabi-Yau manifolds intersecting and rotating in every direction and strung with warp accommodating all curves, twists, and torsions. I don’t know how I’m actually seeing this—the human eye can’t possibly!”

			With open notebook, the Professor approached Ruth. “Pardon me, you say the human eye cannot see this, but what about a frog’s? Does it help that we can see nearly 360 degrees owing to the shape and placement of our eyes?”

			She took a moment to recover from the tweedy, froggy sight of him, then realized. “Dr. Grünhartz, I’ve heard all about you from Sharon. It’s not about your impressive vision, though, but that we, and I’m assuming you too, can’t see dimensions beyond the third. Yet somehow, I see this tree that has—more than six dimensions now. Must be twenty-six or more? I haven’t studied superstring theory yet, and my mind shouldn’t be able to visualize this either, but somehow I understand this tree—and it’s still growing!”

			“Super string, yes, something about vibrations in the journals Zella shared with me. But not vibrations as that of a harp, yes?”

			“Is that what you see? A harp?” asked Ruth. I was happy for Ruth, her brain given this gift and distraction to ease her heartbreak a bit. But though she seemed genuinely excited by her vision of the Loom Tree, she was also looking around to see if Nick had arrived.

			“In truth,” replied the Professor, “I’m embarrassed to tell you what I first saw, and it’s fading anyhow, antiquated as it was.”

			She peered into his journal. “Sharon showed me a diagram like that. But what about the roots? Seems unfair to the Global South. Very Northern Hemispheric–centric.”

			He stammered, “It is symbol and metaphor, for pondering and teaching. What you see is also symbol and metaphor, I believe. And as a primordial amphibian, I admit I still clearly see a trough of water around the base of my envisioned tree, water that feeds it magic. Borrowed from ancient myths and my own penchant for splashing.”

			“Sounds pretty,” Ruth replied. “And very personal, our visions of this—axis mundi?”

			Briony cried, “Well, I surely see plenty of roots! Am I the only one? A pity, for this glorious network is where the real magic resides—how it drinks in power, channels it to the rest of its body, how it grows and anchors, connects and communicates with other living beings!”

			Sylvana nodded. “From my perspective it is equal and balanced—branches and roots, above and below. I see my ancestors as well as my descendants, their memories and potential, in every cell and fiber of this tree. I can read myself in its wood grain too, and others in my life.”

			Ruth asked the Professor to record what everyone said, then riffed on how Sylvana’s temporally expansive vision could inspire other conceptions, including a loom topology in higher dimensions for those still knotted to their warp and weft metaphor.

			“Yes, of course!” said the Professor. “I can already detect warp that is strung not only in this circular column but within and throughout this trunk, increasing its dimensionality and directionality. But with the higher dimensions you propose—”

			

			“There are more degrees of freedom and movement. Kaluza-Klein and superstring are mere cat’s cradle compared to what’s possible!”

			“And what about the chemical composition?” he asked. “I used to wonder if we could draw sand from the outer layers of the Earth and transform it into glass fibers for the Fates to spin and weave, proliferating potential designs with light and its entire mutable shifting spectrum, visible and invisible. But since we are in the core—”

			“Instead of fiber optics,” Ruth continued, “use silicon photonics, since the silicon is right there and doesn’t need high heat reduction and refinement.”

			“Who are you and why aren’t I your protégé?”

			“I’m Ruth Huang, and at least someone here recognizes my worth.” But her barbed tone couldn’t hide her sadness any longer.

			I stood off to the side because I could only see my friends in a lush grassy crater, all of us shrouded by a purple-and-green fog, while overhead hung a dark starless sky. I didn’t know what this meant, if I’d been brought here as a mistake, if I’d been found unworthy. Or maybe I had to be patient, to listen, pay attention, and remember.

			Fitch stepped onto the crater’s lip. As he approached, he craned his head up and stretched his arms wide, rippling his fingers. Ambrose asked what he saw.

			“A musical instrument with infinite strings you can move and dance through, climb and glide on, swing around and be suspended by—like Spiderman playing the strings as Xenakis! Atonality that frees the fucking note—endless possibilities, heard and unheard by the human ear. Unlimited motifs and patterns, rhythms and harmonies—dissonance too—all of it so beautiful and fucking wild and mysterious.”

			Ambrose didn’t shrink and stand mute like me. Instead, he asked to hear more. So Fitch explained how the warp strings could be played dynamically to express and expand possibilities in a person’s life—with plucking, strumming, glissando in all directions.

			“How would the music be recorded?” Ambrose asked, not in challenge, but to understand. “A tapestry serves as archive and documentation, so we can remember history.”

			Fitch replied, “Oral literature is passed from generation to generation. Call-and-response in Indigenous songs is all about communal interaction, making music together, listening, and remembering.” He seemed so much like his old self that I would’ve gladly allowed him to music geek–lecture us till the end of time. “Sound waves fade, but they can be echoed and remixed by those who carry it forward. And it’s fucking magic! Maybe the tree can record lives and history. It’s all energy, electrical currents translated to magnetic fields—or maybe a live concert, only existing in memory for those lucky enough to witness.”

			Ambrose began to hear it too, his smile widening. Then he grabbed Fitch’s shoulders and asked, “But do Blanche and Dorothy, Rose and Sophia know how to play this? Can they even squeeze in between all those strings?

			“Who are you talking about?”

			“Dammit, where’s Enzo? He’s the only one who gets me!”

			Ms. Marie joined us. “Those ladies are Ambrose’s Godmothers, but you’ll see your Elder Mothers soon, Fitch, when you claim your heritage without apology or feelings of being less than or undeserving. There is so much to who you are, you can’t take it in all at once. You’ll come to see more as you embrace all that you are.”

			Zella arrived onto the grassy crater with not-Nick behind her.

			“I don’t understand,” Zella said to Ms. Marie, “how you could’ve left such sublime glory! This cosmic web, filaments and strands connecting galaxies—all the stories of the multiverse nestled here!”

			“It is pretty,” replied Ms. Marie, “but I wanted to see the actual people and places, not just their shadows. Mind you”—she turned to the Professor—“we don’t choose the Design. We care for and protect the tree. In fact, I believe the tree allowed the Snow-Child to threaten and come close repeatedly, for her to be unraveled again and again for the reason of eventually bringing you all here. I myself have never felt the desire to return home till now.”

			Not-Nick was seeking something else. “Where is he?”

			The Shadow Giants seeped out, one by one, out of the olivine fog hovering at the edge of the crater. Forming a chain, they pulled each other out of the malachite luminance, and through this passage, reversed sublimation, becoming dense, small, defined—though still silhouettes. The last to emerge was the seventh figure, not a shadow, but a man—Gold-Spinner and father.

			Not-Nick moved toward him, staring into his father’s face. Was he seeking a reflection? What could he gain now that would make up for all the loss and unknowns of his life? Though I’d made peace with my not knowing, I couldn’t help wondering how I’d feel about meeting my own father like this.

			The Gold-Spinner recognized his son and embraced him. They held each other tightly.

			But this not-Nick was a stranger to me. He was the hero of his own saga, spanning lifetimes and dimensions, the amber whorl of a mythic family. But I had no real understanding. What I saw was simply a father holding his son, only a bare-bones story told to me by another.

			Ruth, however, was flesh and heart. My roommate and friend. Her story I understood more. Because from glimpses I’d witnessed, I could imagine the epic sweep of their love, tenderness, and tragedy. I saw her watching not-Nick, how she was becoming less to him, and my heart broke for her.

			So I went to Ruth. Just as she’d caught me when I’d fallen through our window into our dorm room, I caught her now in my arms. She scrunched her face not to cry, but her tears seeped into my neck. She breathed against me with focused determination to keep her grief from wrecking her completely. I held her tighter to give her some strength, to tell her she wasn’t alone.

			But before I could tell Ruth how sorry I was, that what she and Nick had was so wonderful and true, that her Nick would always be real and with her in memory—

			Grand-M arrived.
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			Everyone stood guard. But Grand-M barely glanced at reunited father and son.

			“My father, the king, lusted for me when I was becoming a woman, stoking my mother’s jealousy. But no need for heroics, I don’t care about these two.” She gestured dismissively toward not-Nick and his father. “I only want to ask my makers why my life had to fulfill this pattern in order to instruct and warn, and for others to fantasize upon. Where are your sisters, Madmother? Where is this Loom Tree that supposedly keeps the world turning, binding us in its warp?”

			“You don’t see the Loom?” asked the Gold-Spinner. Others also reacted with surprise.

			“You and the Shadows, you think you can make me feel stupid and weak again? I’m not that naïve little girl anymore. You can’t expect me to serve and obey because you give me food and shelter, because you tell me the world outside wants to hunt me, consume me. All of you, stop staring at me!”

			Whether because of the Gold-Spinner or Ms. Marie, she regressed to the girl she once was, hiding her face in her hands. But what did we have in common? Why were we denied from seeing the tree?

			“Oh, my poor child, how I failed you!” Ms. Marie crumpled in voice and body, her dress becoming a shroud of brittle leaves and reeds that withered and shed as she moved. Half of the thistledown of her silver hair blew away in her rush toward Grand-M. “I blame myself and beg for your forgiveness.” She gently tugged Grand-M’s hands away from her face, as the one she called Snow-Child stood rooted, trying not to show how overcome she was by Ms. Marie’s apology. But even Grand-M’s mineralized gaze couldn’t hide all her emotion.

			“I was afraid to use my magic,” cried Ms. Marie, “but I could’ve and should’ve helped in other ways! To varying degrees, we Godmothers are spun from the same warp as you. Some of us more interventionist, some merely observers. We make mistakes too, sometimes grave ones. None of us create the Design, but it is our duty to safeguard what we deem important and necessary. So I always hoped you’d have another chance, that you could grow your story in other directions, into other tales.”

			Grand-M yanked her hands away. “More of your meddlings and bindings? Haven’t I suffered enough? You fool yourselves and us, claiming to have no control when all you do is twist and twine us for your amusements so that we are at your mercy!”

			“No, no, it’s different because—” But Ms. Marie was struck uncertain and afraid. She shook her head, trying to convince herself. “The Elder Mothers chose a tale—one of beginnings, of being restored to be rewoven anew—or a tale that dangles free, extending beyond the fringes!” Ms. Marie called Fitch and handed him her wand. “Maestro, can you find the old songs of the Chenoo binding the Snow-Child?”

			Grand-M snatched the wand and broke it. “Enough. I’ve heard your whispers, calling me Ice Monstress. Whatever power’s been twined with me will remain mine. You can have your daddy and you can have your brat, but I want my vengeance. Show yourselves!”

			She turned in all directions, waiting for her self-professed enemies to appear, but only Aurora stepped onto the grass.

			All of Aurora’s frazzled anxiety melted away into serene entrancement when she saw the Child and his Gold-Spinner father. “It’s you,” she said, approaching, “who can spin straw into gold with your touch. More powerful than my stolen distaff and quill, along with my stolen will.”

			Grand-M protested but was silenced by her gaze, now fully awake.

			“You were once my lover,” said Aurora, “then became my captor. You embalmed and entombed me, made me into your instrument. Kept me drifting between sleep and waking. I only put up with you because I dreamt I’d meet these two someday. The Child who will spell the end for the Mother. And the Gold-Spinner, grounded and centered by his beloved Spindle Whorl son.” She extended her delicate hand to the Gold-Spinner. “Will you grant me my wish and spin me for the Loom? For you can turn to gold what was once living but is now desiccated. I want my magic returned to the tree, for I’ve forestalled deepest slumber, upset the balance and natural order for so many people. I want to dream again and share my dreams with others.”

			Grand-M rushed to intercept, but too late. Aurora kissed Father and Child and thanked them for appearing in her visions, giving her hope for this fitting end. To Grand-M, she said, “I am your frozen heart. Purge me at last, and let me go.” She closed her eyes, then fell into the arms of the Father and Child—and the arms of the now Widow.

			Grand-M cradled Aurora in her lap, rocking her body, begging her to awaken. No one noticed that Petra had arrived until she laid her hand on her teacher’s shoulder.

			“I can’t feel her!” Grand-M cried. “I know my heart must be breaking, but I can’t feel it—can’t feel her weight, warmth, and softness against my body. I need one last time, as we were long ago—to apologize, to hold her, and press my beating heart against hers, as we used to lie together as one before. Please, Petra—help me!”

			“I understand. I can gift this to you. A friend gifted this to me recently too,” said Petra, looking at me, “a simple embrace, a moment of compassion and human touch—and I remembered what I’d desired and needed for so long, why I left home and my mother in the first place.” She lay her palms on Grand-M’s shoulders, then slid them up her neck to the temples. Petra whispered minerals and their chemical compositions and crystal structures—a sorcerous periodic table—incanting the process of permineralization and petrification in reverse.

			I left Ruth, apologizing, then offered Petra my magic. “It’s your power, but together, we’ve made lava once and more besides. I’m sorry I didn’t offer my help earlier all those times when you wanted and needed a friend. Truth is, I can’t see the tree or the Fates. I was too ashamed to tell the others, but I’m telling you now. I can’t see that magic, but I can absolutely see you, Petra, and the magnificent force you’ve become. I trust you’ll take what you need from me, nothing more, in order to create something necessary and beautiful.”

			It wasn’t like before. This time, I controlled the flow of energy to keep it steady and intentional—a gift from me to her.

			Grand-M began to transform, mineral becoming flesh, spreading to face and hair, her body becoming aged and lived-in as she finally grew into who she was supposed to become—a woman with a long, difficult, complicated life, mourning the loss of her equally complicated beloved, and of their romance that deserved a better world in which to grow and thrive.

			Weeping, she kissed Aurora. “My love, I am disintegrating without you, but now can feel remorse and remember how we used to be. I’m so sorry that my fear made me selfish and callous. I thank you for being brave enough to show me my failings, my betrayal and cruelty. No more imprisonment for either of us, not in your wakefulness nor my armored body. True rest for you now, and I hope in dreams you may someday forgive me, and that I can watch you dance again, and that you might save one last dance for me as well.”

			She asked not-Nick and his father for their help in carrying Aurora to the Well of Water circling the Loom Tree. The family carried her body together, then placed her gently on the ground. I could see neither tree nor well, but I saw Aurora sink, with flowers weaving through her hair and grasses coiling around her limbs to draw her deep into the soil.

			Grand-M exclaimed, “How wondrous it all is, now that I can finally see the Loom Tree in its entirety, encompassing all of life’s beauty and pain, strangeness and mystery—with my tiny strand woven into it too!”

			She turned to figures I couldn’t see, saying, “You see me now before you, the child I was, the girl and daughter and mother. I refused to become the crone because I had no one to teach me how to be a wisewoman.” She listened to what nobody but she alone could hear, then bowed her head and nodded.

			Then she knelt before Zella. “So much was taken from me, and all that I took from others couldn’t fill that emptiness. But you, despite all I robbed, you still gave and shared. I’m sorry I can’t give you back your parents—at least for one last goodbye as I’ve been granted—but I can give you my stories of them—”

			“I don’t want anything from you,” Zella replied calmly. “Least of all your stories.”

			I stepped forward. “Maybe we can help with one last goodbye—or maybe with returning those bogged down by history and mired in lies.” I asked Petra, “Are you powerful enough to move the bog bodies in the pomegranate orchard? Zella’s parents were submerged in the iron-rich groundwater. Others too. I don’t think you can bring them back to life, but could you return their remains to the tree so their lives can be honored, rewoven, and remembered here? Maybe that will be a little comfort to Zella and Faye and others who’ve lost friends, students, and loved ones.”

			“I don’t think I’m that powerful on my own,” Petra replied. “Even with your help.”

			Grand-M struggled to get up from her knees, rapidly aging before us. “The two of you will be powerful enough when I return at least some of what I’ve stolen. Help me, Sharon. I want to join Aurora.” Supporting her arm, I walked with her. Even with her new fragility, her will was forceful, directing me where to go.

			She raised her hands overhead with fingers spread wide in supplication, echoing the shape of a tree, while she stood where Aurora had lain. She remained in this pose as she sunk into the soil, waist-deep, then to her shoulders. Her long white hair flared adrift as if on water—then she was gone.

			“Holy fucking shit!” Ruth shouted, pointing up.

			From high above, gleaming dark bodies descended. Slender and wraithlike, because they’d been drained of their lives. Yet Petra’s magic guided their movements with such grace as they floated down in concert, some with their long red braids intact, extending like comet tails. I wondered which was Deniz and hoped that wherever Faye was as the White Tiger in the stars, she knew that his body was being returned to the tree, that his story had a different ending, and perhaps their love could be preserved as another storied constellation, illumining the sky till the end of time.

			Dozens more freed from the mire in swirling elegiac dance. Two entwined in loving embrace. This couple floated toward Zella, and she peered into their faces, both darkened by time in the bogs, their foreheads touching, eyes closed, with hands clasped. She cried, reaching out as they hovered in their love immortalized. Zella walked around them with reverence and sorrow. Then gasped as Petra waved them back to the others, to join the orchestral whole. The bog bodies coalesced, forming a circle in the meadow’s center. Zella mouthed thank you, and Petra nodded. The bodies did not sink like Aurora’s and Grandmistress’s. They formed a ring around what I assumed was the Loom Tree.

			Then the Shadows approached. No longer giants but still silhouettes, unknown. With joined hands, they circled the bog bodies. Two rings, concentric, building momentum in opposing directions, in a slow, controlled cadence. Solemn and dizzying, as their rounds drew closer and tighter—while their bodies became brighter, more nebulous. At first, I thought they’d become a constellation, but it was more like a spiral galaxy I could see in its entirety, still spinning around a whorl, but not a child.

			All at once, everyone shielded their eyes, all except me. Maybe the Loom Tree had exploded with sudden radiance. I couldn’t share in their vision, so I gazed at their faces instead, the people I’d come to love, and through them felt a tremendous surge—my wings began to heal.

			Petra mused, “The Loom is mineral, siderophiles in the Earth’s core bonded with other elements. I wonder if I might be able to someday reverse some of the warp, de-constitute it into its previous strands, and recover the ones subsumed.”

			Zella asked what the Godmothers thought about this.

			Ms. Marie answered, “My sisters never planned to release Petra back to the world above. She’s much too powerful and dangerous in her ignorance. She must stay and learn. But with guidance, she may use her magic upon the Loom—someday, perhaps.”

			“I would like to learn that, someday,” she said softly. “So many Godmothers,” she whispered, smiling, looking around her with wonder and gratitude, “to teach and guide me, to care for me.”

			Fitch spoke up. “I’d like to try something similar with the Invisible Child, to extract the warp the Elder Mothers bound him with. I can hear the strands pretty clearly with him. I can do what Petra proposed, aurally, with the Elder Mothers for guidance. ’Cause there’s gotta be so much music, so many songs that have survived, through their influence on other warp. Our ancestors made sure that our art would live on. Oh, hey there!” he yelped, stumbling back in shock. Slowly, he spun around, taking in a vision not meant for me, but I could clearly see how Fitch had finally found home and family. “Whoa, there are a lot of you!” he said, grinning.

			“They’ve been waiting for you, Fitch,” said Ms. Marie. She turned to Zella. “And my sisters have been hoping to have you here as a Godmother Fate.” A bouquet of flowers burst from her bosom. “Silly me, the invitation is meant for all of you to apprentice, including you, Ruth Huang. Professor, you must begin as a student again. I hope you understand.”

			He bowed elegantly and glanced at Ruth with unsubtle eagerness.

			“And our Gold-Spinner Father,” added Ms. Marie, “should also be a fellow Fate, so he can teach his son as apprentice, yes?”

			Not-Nick and his father were pleased. My heart broke further for Ruth.

			So all this had been the actual admissions gauntlet. Everything before had been training, testing, selection. I asked Ms. Marie, my voice breaking, “If I’m here, why can’t I see a Loom Tree? Or Godmothers? I only see you, my friends and teachers. The bog bodies and Shadows in dance, coming to rest and return. Grand-M and Aurora finding the ends to their tales. Not-Nick and his father joining theirs together at last.”

			“What you’re describing sounds to me like a magnificently sprawling and gorgeous tree—one that you’ve helped to grow! Especially fitting for you, my Sharon, that your tree is formed of people and their lives. Do not their stories, loves, and heartaches all branch from the same roots? Some tales that bud may flower and fruit, then die to feed the soil. Twigs crisscross in a complicated weave, while within a canopy of mille-feuille leaves, light and shadows dance in the breeze. Some seeds drop near, while others fly on winds farther away. But together these form such beauty, whole and ever blooming.”

			

			Ms. Marie’s smile turned coy. The desiccated weeds of her shroud grew finer than spun silk, as if she were swathed in the soft gossamer threads of a spider’s cocoon. “As for Godmothers, you’ve always seen me and what I could offer. I’ve certainly enjoyed being your house mother, even if just for a nibble and chat about time and my travels, about seedlings and the natural world and all its secrets available to both mundane and magical, as long as they are humble and willing.”

			I wanted to hear more, but Ambrose interrupted with “Where the fuck is Enzo? Did you all forget him? Can’t you shoot up a beanstalk now, Briony, even if he’s missed all the drama?”

			“Alas, he wasn’t found suitable to be apprentice,” answered Ms. Marie. “Sweet child, but no use to us, at this moment anyhow.”

			“He’s plenty use to me,” Ambrose protested. “I mean, I want to be with him. And now that Grandmistress and Aurora have given themselves to the tree, Coach will finally get off his back. Enzo and I can roam—sniff out others like us. Take a chance out there, together.”

			“So you’ve made your choice?”

			Ambrose hesitated, then struck his most arrogant pose. “Yes. Faye wanted us to stay on campus and be magical, but I don’t want to constrain myself in that village, even if I must forego some of my charms. I could never be truly mundane anyhow.”

			Briony and Sylvana announced they’d be returning to Alvsdahl as well, to gather their tools and saplings—Bambolina too, if they could find her—and leave campus to continue their apprenticeships as journeywomen. “We’d like to find others like us,” said Sylvana, “and learn from our travels like the guild artisans of old.”

			“Perhaps after that,” said Briony, “we shall return to work alongside you, Ms. Marie.”

			But Ms. Marie replied that she was returning to the women’s dorm. “For there is always work to be done. Some villages like Alvsdahl may seem eternally still, but the shifts of power taken and imposed can be subtle, invisible but ever-creeping with their poison. There must be wisewomen in the fringes with very long memories to help the young survive through such reigns, to remember that all kinds of learning and teaching are necessary.”

			“My duties are above as well,” said Zella. “I’ve lived all my life in my Tower, but there are others who need their ancestral tales, especially among the mundane. I must teach them to excavate and preserve. For outside the Tower, we must remain vigilant. History isn’t a single long arc but ever looping, even without a Grand-M. There will always come a destroyer. We must protect our stories from those who seek to erase us and falsify a future without us.”

			Casting a sad glance at not-Nick, Ruth announced, somewhat regretfully, “I need to return too. I’ve got a widower dad and my little sisters. But even without them, it’s that world I can’t leave, not yet. Because I’ve known who I am for a long time. And even though all this is mind-blowingly incredible and I’ll need to revise my understanding of the universe, I must still honor the goals and dreams I promised myself, which remain the same, remain who I am.”

			She gave herself one last glimpse of not-Nick, then turned to Ms. Marie. “I do have one favor to beg from you. Please, return me to my old life without my memories of Nick, of magic, of everything and everyone having to do with him and this. I’m sorry. I’m not that strong. I can’t go on with my life after all this.”

			I stepped close to her. “But you can see the Loom Tree in all its twisty, hyperdimensional glory! You’d leave all that behind, and memory of everything—including me?”

			“I’m sorry, Sharon! I know the life and work and future I want. The only way forward—you’re too tangled up in all this! I have to choose myself and my family. Maybe it’s not possible anyway.”

			“It is possible,” replied Ms. Marie. “My sisters could unravel your memories. Actually, it’s recommended for mundanes who’ve witnessed too much. If you were to apprentice here, you’d have my sisters to foster you, you’d be enmeshed. But sounds to me you’ve made your choice—to forget all and return as you were.”

			

			Ruth nodded. I turned away to hide my heartbreak. But she turned me around again, making me look at her. “Just because I want to forget all this,” she said firmly, “doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. If you don’t choose to forget me too, Sharon, promise me you’ll find me again—eventually. When you’re ready. I’d love to know you, even if we have to start over from the beginning. Look me up, please. You know how to spell my name. I’ll always be hoping to meet someone like you—even if I can’t remember why.”

			Stunned with sadness and rejection, I couldn’t promise her anything or even say goodbye. Part of me wanted Ruth to hurt too. So when Fitch said he wanted to stay and learn from his Elder Mothers, I was already too bruised and exhausted to feel much more.

			“They don’t fear me,” he said. “They love me as one of their own. How can I pass this up?”

			There was an eagerness and hopefulness in Fitch that was so new and touching. Wasn’t it for this that I sang my heart out to him, tore my own flesh, broke through his fortress? To be his friend and help him find his family, his true teachers, and an instrument worthy of his gifts? I wanted to be happy for Fitch, but I couldn’t shake feeling betrayed and discarded. Especially after Ruth. She’d asked me to find her again, but that put the burden of memory and courage on me. I couldn’t take it anymore. I extended my hand to say goodbye. Fitch pulled a pen from his hair and wrote on my palm:

			“Loved yr song. IOU.” Then he held me tight in a warm, enfolding hug that soothed my hurt, his mouth close to my ear as he whispered, “I’m forever grateful I met you, Sharon Ghom.”

			I told myself this was enough, then read my palm more closely. “What do you owe me?”

			“My mind and soul? My life? How about a mix CD to repay the favor?”

			“Do you think you’ll stay here forever?”

			

			He shrugged. “I don’t know how time works here. By the way, Mildred’s version was a solo, but Ella and Louis did a duet of ‘Can’t We Be Friends,’ and were good friends in real life too.”

			“Stop trying to teach me stuff I already know. If you’re making me a mix, here are some of my faves to get you started: ‘Lush Life,’ Hartman and Coltrane version. ‘Just One of Those Things,’ Freeman and Wilber. ‘As the World Falls Down,’ the one and only Bowie.”

			“Epic narrative right there. I want to compose for you an original piece, actually. Maybe you’ll hear it someday.”

			“I’ll keep an ear out for it.”

			His words were a balm to my wounds, making it a little easier to part. But now that I’d lose him and Ruth, there was another thing I wanted taken away from me too.

			“Ms. Marie, can you or your sisters take my wings from me? The scars though, I want to keep. The memories, forever.”

			“Are you certain?” Zella asked.

			I wasn’t, how could I be? But I wanted to go home to my umma. She could keep the bedroom. I just needed a corner to lie in. To rest, grieve, and mourn alone. I couldn’t go back to Alvsdahl and encounter a Ruth who saw me as a stranger. I wasn’t like Ms. Marie and Zella, ready to rebuild and merge and repair worlds to share their magic and knowledge. I couldn’t even finish fall semester or deal with finals.

			Every fall, a few kids dropped out before Thanksgiving break—including those who were the first in their family to attend college, those battling demons having nothing to do with academics, or kids who felt alone and unseen, in such a different world from the one they grew up in. Some transferred to a school closer to home, near their family or community, or where the student body looked more like them. Some, I heard, were so broken by the experience, their identities and ambitions shattered, that it took them longer to regroup and recover—maybe not daring to try ever again. I just needed a breather, no other decision beyond that for now.

			Ruth asked, “Couldn’t Sharon have her memories unraveled like me, so she can go back to her life and finish school without trying to juggle all these worlds in her consciousness?”

			“No, Ruth. I want to keep my memories. All of them.” I showed her my unicorn diary in my satchel. “I’ve got a lot of work to continue. Just need some time, quiet, and distance first.”

			Zella stepped close, then wrenched a feather from my back.

			“What the fucking fuck! Can’t you see I’m already in enough pain?”

			She ran the golden plume across her wrist, brushed it against her lips, then pinched the quill tip, forming a nibbed pen, and handed this back to me. “For when you’re ready. When you find your ideal reader who’ll help you tell your story. By the way, my invitation is always open, my shelves offering infinite space.”

			I couldn’t see the Godmother Fates, but I felt their surrounding presence, nurturing and generous, as I molted and shed my wings. Like the easing off of a mantle I wasn’t ready for yet.

			“Zella,” I asked, one last time, “is my story still legible on me?” But as I turned, her reply was lost. The Godmother Fates or the Loom Tree had sent me home.

			The next thing I knew, I was in the plaza parking lot facing my umma’s dry cleaners, with my suitcases packed beside me. The California sun was warm on my skin. I felt light, but untethered and dangerously free-floating. My umma ran out to hold me secure, grounding me with her love. And I remembered who I was and which part of this bountiful universe I’d chosen to make my home. Ruth was wrong about juggling worlds. It was all one. But I knew where I wanted to grow roots, and I still carried my story upon my back . . .

		
	
		

		
			45

			V’s Tale and Mine Too

			Halmoni is asleep in Mom’s bed. I stayed up with Mom at the kitchen table, bringing her food and drink, while reading over her shoulder at her request. “Easier and faster for me when you’re reading,” she says, “because this magic is crafted with and for you.” She lays down her quill.

			I ask, “Do you need to crash? You can sleep in my bed—”

			“I feel good. Clearheaded. Sprightly even.”

			Taking my hand, she leads me past sleeping Halmoni still in her ballgown. My mom opens the back doors and we step onto the deck. We sit on the silver patio chairs overlooking her garden. Dawn is breaking. Is someone playing music? Gorgeous and haunting, with strings and woodwinds—bluesy birdsong? Fitch’s, maybe?

			“I’ve wondered about them over the years,” says my mom. “Sometimes fantasized about seeing them in the car next to mine at a stoplight, then us taking off on the road to find the others.” She smiles, looking into the far distance, then returns her gaze to me. “But when I came back that middle of fall term, I needed to be in my old room, which Halmoni gave back, sleeping on the floor beside me for weeks while I stayed in bed, mostly remembering, thinking, and dreaming. When I finally left the apartment, I wasn’t going wild like Halmoni believes—I was searching for a narrative pull or some dynamic or connection to replace the ones I’d lost. And yeah, I also went a little bit wild. Maybe honoring Faye and Ambrose in my own way—wanting to finally be in my body, not just my head.”

			Catching my expression, she smirks, patting my hand. “Don’t worry, V—, won’t get into details. Actually, I felt most in my body, for the first time, when I was pregnant, then especially when I became a mom. Felt so instinctive, primal, when clutching your newborn body to my chest, all that love and fierceness, needing to protect and guard you—even after all those hours in labor, the hormones surging through me, adrenaline keeping me fucking vigilant and so awake! I felt like a beast, a mama bear—but I also imagined all the pain and suffering that would come your way because you were a girl in this world, a tender little human, and my exhausted mind flashed through all that you’d have to endure and overcome in your life.”

			Sunlight begins to streak the sky as my mom lifts her face upwards. “I couldn’t sleep for days, even though I was raw and pummeled, inside and out. But Halmoni spoon-fed me miyeok-guk while I nursed you, simultaneously! I got stronger, nurtured by my mom and feeding you with my body. That’s when I understood how I was still connected to the Loom Tree, not because of old stories re-enacted, but because I was linked and knitted to something ancient, natural, mortal, and infinite. I imagined all the beauty and wonder you’d get to experience, and I hoped I could show you some of it, share some of it with you.

			“Then you got older and I got older.” She glances over her shoulder at Halmoni and gives a rueful laugh. “My past faded because there was so much to do all the fucking time to keep you and me alive. I wasn’t a single mother though. Halmoni helped me raise you. Took a long while, but I finally got my degree then got my career going. And everything before seemed unreal, an impossible fantasy. Maybe Ruth was right, that I couldn’t fit in that other reality I’d glimpsed. Not when I imagined all the heartache you’d feel. There was too much danger and loss in that world and this one too. Plenty of difficulty in the nearest reality, why disclose there was another? I’d forgotten that I’d believed it to be all one world. When I brought you home from the hospital, my mind went through all the ways you’d be made vulnerable. I still worry all the damn time. I don’t think I’ve really slept ever since. If I could, I’d keep you with me always. We’d live in a cave together.” She laughed softly, with a snort. “You see, V—, how I chose you. Always, all the time, I am choosing you.”

			“But I’ve changed, Mom. I am changing. So even if you’ve chosen me—you can’t choose my life and path for me.”

			“I know, I know. I’m trying—”

			“Have you ever tried to reconnect with Ruth, like she asked you to?”

			“I’ve googled her over the years. She’s reached all her goals, running her own neuroscience institute, on the board of the Chicago Philharmonic. Dr. Ruth Huang with a u—though she wishes it were with a w, am I right?”

			I point to the last page in the diary. “Zella said it was an open invitation, and I don’t think she meant the Loom Tree. I don’t see a call number here though—”

			“That faded a long time ago.”

			“Maybe she’s got a new classification system?”

			“I didn’t understand then what Zella meant by ‘there’s always work to be done.’ At that age, I only felt loss. Wasn’t until you reminded me of what I’d lost that I could remember so much more.”

			“You’re an Archivist. With deep storage memory.”

			“As an Archivist still in training, if I do take up Zella’s offer, I’ll be able to dig up myths and legends, gossip and rumors of that forest in Brittany. I’d only be an ocean away. To offer support, my research resources. A quick flight over if you need my cooking.”

			

			“Really? You’d let me go?”

			“We’d both let each other go. And return to each other again. I wonder what you’ll learn, what stories you’ll recover, and who you’ll help. I’m sure my friends are doing a good job. I hope there’s no iteration of Grand-M anywhere, but like Zella and Ms. Marie said, history’s ever looping, so we need to keep doing the work, along with the next generation, yes?”

			I glance at the feather quill Zella plucked from my mom’s body. The plume had drawn out the ink lost within the book. No—I elicited the words and drawings and reawakened the pages with my magic. Because I’m not just a daughter or Rose Red’s sister who helped the Bear shed her current skin.

			“Mom, my scar has completely healed. What about yours? Can you take off your robe? I’ve seen your back before, but now, after all you’ve regained, I wonder—even if your scars have faded, I bet I can still read the ink deep in your body. Can I try?” I stand behind her.

			“Not sure what you’re expecting.” She shrugs off her chenille lavender robe, baring her back to me in its silk camisole. More silver now in her hair, but also the softest golden down along her spine. I read past the faded scars into what was inked into muscle and engraved in bone—a story illegible to others, but not to me, not anymore.

			I pinch the space above the skin to tug the ink, to draw out the words and phrases that move across my mother’s body, over the peaks and along the blades, swelling over knotted and ropy muscles that have grown stronger with age. I read between the bones and under the skin, spotted and freckled by the sun. I read myself in these lines as well. Because, although she hadn’t originally written this story on her back with a future me in mind, she was letting it emerge now and be shared—had even written an entire fucking book for me!

			So I read more deeply for her between the feathers, to draw out new growth and possibility and stronger wings befitting a woman of her age and experience. And what I can spell out for her in the last line has no ending either, but remains open, ever-shifting~

			My mom’s flesh prickles with heat and memory as her wings grow, taking up so much space that the patio deck can’t hold us both. So we step off the ledge, hand in hand, as the brightness expands all around and the world beckons us forth.

			I lean into my mother’s light, basking in her luminous love, cuddling under the soft, warm strength of her ticklish wings—like I used to dream of as a child.

			

			My Dearest V—

			I understand the moms in fairy tales. How love can become selfish out of fear, how pain and regret distort memories into cautionary tales and never-agains. But you reminded me how I still have magic to grow from girl to hawk, bear, and bulsae, to woman and mother. And you—what do you wish to become?

			Go and find out—across the country and ocean to another continent, like your halmoni did long ago. I’m excited for you. I’ll never stop worrying, but I’ll also be thrilled and hopeful and eager to see who you’ll become. I know you’ll also feel this for me—when I go and visit some old friends and ask if they need my help, if they need my stories to add to their collection, to twine with the tales of others.

			I also have a new friend to find, someone I knew in a past life. She won’t remember me, but it’s never too late to start over and create something beautiful—again.
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			Discussion Questions

			These suggested questions are to spark conversation and enhance your reading of The Loom Tree.

			
					Which fairy tale or myth have you always had a personal resonance with, and why? How do you think it’s shaped your worldview or your self-perception? How would you interpret and revise this story for yourself at different points of your life, and why?

					How does this novel play with archetypes in fairy tales, pop culture, and the genres of “coming-of-age” and the “campus novel”?

					How do Ruth and Faye present their conceptions of Asian American female identity to Sharon? How does Sharon interpret and process this identity for herself? How does she seem to understand it through her mother? How does she present it to her daughter V?

					Early in the novel, Sharon is at a culture camp for Korean American LA teens. How is identity here more complicated than simply being Asian? What aspects of identity, including character and worldview, does Sharon learn about herself in college and afterward, that go beyond what is visible or presumed by others? 

					The “mundane” world and its characters are as important, if not more, to Sharon’s education and growth as the magical world and its characters. What do you think Sharon learns from each? How does she navigate between both worlds and make sense of them together?

					How do you relate to Sharon and V’s relationship and the secrets they keep from each other?  How do you think their relationship changes by the end of the book? How do you think the novel addresses the balance between personal privacy and genuine connection between parents and their children?

					How does the author weave together various academic/artistic disciplines or majors? How does the study of one deepen or broaden the other? Which disciplines or majors would you like to study, and how would you weave them together?

					Popular music, as well as movies and TV, are connection points for the characters. These function like fairy tales—compressed and widely shared, mythic in one’s memory, and identity-forming for communities and generations. How has music or other forms of art helped you to form your identity? Does it influence how you engage with and understand other people? Do you use it to explore beyond comfort zones and challenge yourself?

					Some of the most intense relationships in this novel are between friends. Have you had a friend who was formatively influential in your past, and how so? What are the dynamics you’ve learned and established in your earliest friendships that you continue to see in your present relationships—platonic, romantic, familial, professional? 

					How is college life like or unlike a “fantasy” with “magical people” whom you’ll never forget? How has college as a developmental stage for young people changed over the last few generations? How do you think V’s experience will be the same or different from Sharon’s? 

					While the story focuses on Sharon’s journey as a young college student and those she meets at Alvsdahl, how does V also grow and change through her relationships? How would you describe V’s friendship with Delia? How is her dynamic with Halmoni different from her relationship to her mother? How does V show that she is her own person, with her own life narrative to write, interpret, revise, and fulfill? 

					Hybridity is a key theme in this novel for art-making and identity-formation, in learning about and appreciating the world and its people. How is hybridity relevant to your own life?

			

		
	
		

		
			Read on for an excerpt from 
Folklorn by Angela Mi Young Hur. 

			Then

			Long ago—not in this land, but our own—the monks created giant bells so large they could only be rung by wooden beams made of tree trunks, suspended by rope and swung against the bronze like battering rams. These bells hung in temples in the mountains, looming over us all.”

			My mother always spoke Korean to me, but when telling her stories, she didn’t sound like herself. No rich amber tones, weighted with regret—instead, her voice hollowed like a will-o’-the-wisp untethered. Still, I preferred this to her looped medley of sighs, lectures, and rebukes. And while story-telling, she wasn’t so tense and bristled, expecting danger to burst through the door. Maybe not the commie or Yankee soldiers she feared in her childhood, but more likely a screaming husband raging over some slight or misstep. The back door wasn’t secure either, not when thieves had broken in twice while we were sleeping and once while we were on a semi-triumphant emigrant’s visit to Seoul. Tragedy could also intrude through the phone. Maybe my father had another accident at his auto body shop while wielding his blowtorch, or maybe he’d been assaulted again, not to survive this time. Or perhaps a relative we rarely heard from died across the Pacific, leaving my mother more alone than before.

			But even in times of relative calm, my mother anticipated danger. With a childhood forged in war, her default mode was to always be on high alert. As an immigrant, she had to double down on her fight for survival. Thus, her anxiety had become a constant, vindicated and put to action in times of emergency. Never subsiding, even when the threat had been diminished.

			My brother Chris said our parents were stuck in a war mentality. Hoarders and preppers, with cash and gold ready to smuggle across borders, and kitchen drawers stuffed with embossed napkins and ketchup packets from bounteous fast-food restaurants. It didn’t help that most of my father’s friends were also refugees like him from what was now North Korea. Some had even served together in the 502nd, a US military battalion. They were cooks, errand boys, and interpreters back then, working for the GIs. But in my childhood, these middle-aged men and their wives convened monthly as members of the 502 Club to dance and party, pooling their resources to help each other establish dry cleaners, liquor stores, and bodegas. So how could my parents accept the war was finally over when their immigrant village kept the specter of it alive in their drunken reminiscences, business dealings, and paranoia over hidden enemies—from both within and without—those foreign, and those resembling kin?

			But when my mother spoke of ancient times—long before the squabbling between men and their maps and their new gods of ideology—when she revealed to me women of divine magic and elemental power, I could relax with my head in her lap, her fingers combing my hair. She wasn’t really with me anyhow, wasn’t even in her own body. She was warm and forgiving instead. With a stranger’s voice she told stories, inevitable and unalterable, that had been retold by countless others before her. This kept her still long enough for me to simply be with her.

			That is, until her stories became something else—half-remem bered dreams and recovered memories, testimonies conveyed through her as vessel, maybe the voice of an ancestress demand ing vengeance.

			“These giant bells were rung as calls to prayer, as prayers in themselves. But one monk made a bell that would not sing. He asked the villagers for money to recast it. One woman joked she was so poor she had nothing to give except her daughter. ‘Why not take her—I’ve got nothing else.’ Later that night, the monk dreamt that the bell needed the voice of a little girl, so the next morning, he went back for the one who’d been offered.

			“He melted the silent bell and tossed the girl into the vat of molten bronze, glowing like liquid fire. Screaming flesh bubbled and swirled with metal. The recast bell was struck again, and the sound released was so beautiful, everyone paused to hear it and weep. The echoes in the valley crested like waves through the villagers, their hearts shuddering with each passing vibration. Every time the bell was struck, it sang ‘Eh-meh-leh, Eh-meh-leh.’ And that was how the child called to her mother, to everyone’s mother perhaps.”

			I asked why the girl was singing her own name be cause I thought “Emmileh” was “Emily” in a Korean accent. My mother sighed, her disappointment in me making her familiar once more. She explained that “Emmileh” meant “Mommy” in an old-fashioned dialect. Then she sang the bell’s cry again, low and mournful, burrowing deep into my chest.

			“Whenever I hear her sing,” she said, “there’s only sadness, but she must be holding back a terrible, fearsome anger.”

			“When did you hear the bell?”

			“Long ago, before I came here, before I was married. On a school field trip, when I was just another teenage girl with a dead mother and dead sister, both lost to war. It’s a national treasure, so nobody’s allowed to strike it anymore. But I hear her voice—the girl in the bell—and sometimes I hear the others too.” The softest smile caressed her lips. “But you’ll never hear them—I’ve made sure of it.”
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“Angela Hur is equally at home working in the fertile territories of myth and the
fantastic as in the nuanced portrayal of a contemporary. complex family.”
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