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To the dog in The Thing




What are little girls made of?

What are little girls made of?

Sugar and spice

And everything nice,

That’s what little girls are made of.




1

BEFORE

The specimen resembles a girl. It has tits. It has no concept of identity beyond its murky understanding of itself as Specimen 679-b, which isn’t exactly a name or title. The tubes down its throat and wrists are hooked up to some unseen display. It drifts otherwise untethered in the narrow confines of a glass vat, submerged in milky fluid, and stares directly at the fluorescent lamps overhead. The lamps buzz. A fly buzzes too, and bounces suicidally off the long, skinny bulbs. This is the only movement in the room.

The specimen is playing a game.

The game is a race. Staring directly at the light hurts, which is the point. It fries its eyes with the lamplight, then counts through the duration of the itchy, fizzy, healing feeling that follows. How fast can the specimen repair its retinas?

So fast! The specimen’s personal best is twenty Mississippis. It’s trying to get its time down to fifteen.

This is a bad run. Its eyes are still fizzing at thirty.

Around the specimen, complex white boxes blink and hum, but it has become completely desensitized to the various box sounds. Its world is made of beige control panels with brown knobs, racks of blue wires, towering steel implements, and other glass vats.

This specimen doesn’t know if there are other specimens in those vats. Other specimens probably existed at some point, for instance Specimen 1 through Specimen 679-a. Sometimes things fail in this laboratory and that pisses the scientists off. They curse and smoke cigarettes inside when that happens. The inciting incident could be the death and dissolution of other specimens.

Who’s to say? The specimen has limited vision beyond the lamp above it. It can’t investigate.

The lamp game is getting boring.

The specimen considers bashing its head against the glass. It seems like something to do. A busted face would be more complicated to heal, so could make for a higher-stakes game. The idea gains momentum for the specimen. It thinks about what would happen to the milky fluid and the tubes in its face. It thinks about the possible skull-glass sounds. Glass is breakable! If it breaks the glass, perhaps somebody will show up and give the specimen attention. The specimen likes attention. It’s so exciting when somebody comes by to talk to it.

Maybe Doctor Younghusband would visit. Now that’s a thought. Maybe he’d make a note on his clipboard. Maybe he’d examine the wound and personally chart its progress. Maybe he’d say, That’s interesting.

Thirty-one Mississippi, thirty-two Mississippi, thirty-three Mississippi. The purple splotches fade from their vision. Embarrassing stuff.

The specimen experiments with a headbutt.

Thunk. The glass doesn’t break. Dull thud of pain, then something new: worry. The tube tugs at the back of its throat, which is irritating, then frightening. It gags, tries to swallow, and suddenly the glass vat shrinks. The specimen is trapped. It can’t extend its arms. It kicks and twists its hips, the milky fluid sloshes against the walls of the vat, and the tubes in its wrists scrape against the inside of its skin. Drugs and acclimation only last so long. It properly notices the tubes for the first time in a while. It hates the tubes. The tubes feel separate from the specimen, invasive. It looks at its wrists, and its body growing around the tubes implanted there. Hot-pink meat twines up the plastic like ribbons on a ballerina’s shoe. The specimen was shown a picture of a ballerina recently. It was on a slideshow. The specimen bites down hard on the tube in its mouth and screams.

A machine above the specimen beeps like crazy. The laboratory door groans open and is quickly followed by the comforting squeak of loafers on vinyl. The scientists are here! The specimen prays that they will save it.

“Jiminy Christmas,” says Doctor Slagle. He’s a scrawny man with shiny hair and a thick mustache. He wears a necktie with blue and brown stripes and his lab coat is too big for him. He has other qualities the specimen cannot parse in the middle of its panic attack. He looks like a weasel. He has tiny pointy weasel teeth. He fumbles his rubber-gloved hands over the vat’s latch and opens it. Cold air on the specimen’s face. Its nose and brow float just above the fluid’s surface. Milky liquid clings to its eyelashes in big, shiny dewdrops.

Doctor Slagle lifts the specimen’s wrist out of the fluid. He feels for its pulse, measures it against the information on the monitor. He mutters something. Next, he measures the new growth of the specimen’s errant flesh around the tubes, then pinches the flesh ribbons and unwinds them. It hurts when he pinches. His eyebrows scrunch up. He produces a scalpel from somewhere and slices off the flesh ribbons. Ouch. He nabs the severed flesh with tweezers and stashes it in a little vial. The flesh ribbons writhe around in the vial, then go slack.

He grimaces. He blinks at the cut he made. Not enough Mississippis have passed yet. It’s bleeding a lot. The milky fluid in the vat is turning pink. He peers at the specimen’s face. Contorted in terror. It is trembling all over. The specimen can’t speak while intubated, and the screams come out mangled and slurred.

He says, “Okay. Tranquilizers, Pye.”

The specimen doesn’t know how many scientists are in the room with it. It tries to count. It needs to know what’s going on.

Doctor Pye grunts. He’s been looking at the monitor, the specimen can see him now from its vantage in the vat. He twists some knobs, then turns his back on the specimen. He fills a needle, flicks it. He loads up the specimen with a potent translucent liquid.

The tranquilizer hits. Smoothness rolls through the specimen. Everything feels good. It no longer cares about the tubes or how many doctors are watching it. It chews on the plastic, dazed.

The cuts on its wrists seal shut around the tubes. Itchy, funny. The water is still pink.

“Now that we’re done freaking out,” says Doctor Slagle, addressing the specimen. It’s clear when he’s talking to the specimen because he overenunciates his consonants. “It’s a big day for Project Materia Prima. We got a new funding lead. Smile!”

It smiles around the tube.

“Just like that. Now, Doctor Younghusband is giving Mister Pink a tour of the laboratory today. Mister Pink is a very rich man. His money is Project Materia Prima’s only shot. If he likes you, we can afford to keep you alive. This is make or break, vat baby.” Doctor Slagle’s eyes flash. His pupils are huge, and the specimen can see itself reflected in them. He leans closer. He smells like sweat and bubble gum. His stripy tie dangles over the specimen’s face. The fabric brushes the tip of its nose.

He says, “You’ve gotta do your very best impression of a normal human woman. You’ve got to sell it, Specimen 679-b. It’s life or death. Continuation or destruction. If we can’t sell you, that’s curtains. I’m going to take the tube out. Don’t bite me. Do not bite me. Understand?”

The specimen looks at the curls in his hair. It tries to count the curls, but the curls are a maze, and the specimen is lost inside it. Wandering spirals forever. The curls have no beginning and no end and are therefore innumerable. They churn like waves in the ocean. Cresting, breaking, flowing. The specimen was recently shown footage of several natural landscapes, and the ocean was easily the best one. Very vat-like.

Doctor Pye presses down on the specimen’s forehead, pushes it under the milky surface. As he tilts the specimen’s head back, its mouth opens, and Doctor Slagle reaches inside. There is something pleasurable and revolting about how it feels when he drags the tube out of its throat. The specimen likes how discomfort gives way to satisfaction. Liking things is easy right now.

Doctor Pye puts the throat tubes away. No luck for the wrist ones, those stay hooked up. The specimen forgets the annoyance as soon as it thinks to be annoyed. Wavy and smooth.

Its throat is obviously empty now. Breathing feels hilarious. The specimen coughs. The milky fluid gets in its mouth. It takes a swallow of blood-pink creamy brine. Mistake. Nausea rakes its insides, and the specimen retches and yucks.

“Stop that. Be cool,” says Doctor Slagle. “It’s showtime.”

“Doctor Younghusband. Mister Pink,” says Doctor Pye.

“Boys!” booms a stranger.

A molten, embarrassing specialness creeps up the specimen’s belly. It cranes its neck to see its maker.

Doctor Younghusband stands perfectly still in the doorway. He is shorter, thinner, and older than anyone else in the lab. He is almost colorless. His tie is gray, and so are his slacks. He wears his necktie with a fancy knot. The specimen wonders who knots his ties for him. It wants to kill whoever that person is. Elegantly, Doctor Younghusband doesn’t say anything. That’s normal. Maintaining a professional mystery is part of his charm. The specimen has heard him speak three times, ever. He doesn’t greet his subordinates, doesn’t inspect the hugely expensive inscrutable equipment in the room, and doesn’t come greet the specimen. He stares unblinking at the fly on the fluorescent lamps. The specimen loves him so. The enormity of the specimen’s love for Doctor Younghusband momentarily obscures the stranger. Then it blinks, and all at once, Mister Pink fills the room.

Mister Pink is an immense person in a white linen suit. His yellow hair wafts off his head like his skull is on fire. Apple-red cheeks, bright blue eyes, adorable little snub nose, and a wide, curving mouth. The specimen has never seen anybody so tall before. On tiptoe, this man could bite the ceiling lamp in half.

Mister Pink takes huge, cartoonish strides into the laboratory. He runs his bejeweled hands over all the knobs and levers. Whenever he brushes up against something that makes Doctor Slagle or Doctor Pye cringe, he lingers there and tweaks the fiddly bits. He grins from temple to temple and whistles a jolly song. He flips a few switches.

Doctor Slagle tries, “That’s—”

But Doctor Younghusband silences him with a glance.

Mister Pink takes his time wandering around. He looks at everything, touches everything. He traces a stubby finger along a bright blue cable and says in a chesty voice: “Mighty fine place you boys have here. What’s this one do?”

Doctor Slagle says, “That one—”

Mister Pink pulls the cord. A droning sound cuts out.

Doctor Pye says, “Specimen 679-b, sir.”

“Do you mind if I smoke?” Mister Pink stands over the specimen. He plucks a cigarillo from thin air and pops it between his huge, square, gleaming white teeth. He lights it before the scientists can say anything. He takes a drag. The smoke cloud swirls around the specimen. Then, he drags up a chair. He sits down beside the vat.

“You poor, sweet creature, moldering in plastic Eden. Don’t worry, sugar. I’m here.” He rolls up his sleeve, plunges his thick forearm into the milky vat fluid. He takes the specimen’s wrist just above the tube and props it on the vat’s edge. Its hand dangles over the side.

Mister Pink pulls a lacy handkerchief from his pocket. He gently dries the specimen’s hand. Then he shakes out the handkerchief, tucks it underneath the specimen’s wrist, and fishes around in yet another pocket. This time he produces a bottle that the specimen recognizes from magazines. It’s nail polish. Summery red.

A smell fills the air. Acrid, sharp. Mister Pink swishes a wet, red brush down the length of the specimen’s index fingernail. Middle next, and so on.

As he paints the specimen’s nails, Mister Pink says, “This one’s uglier than the last one, Stephen. How many more options do you have for me?”

“This is the sixth and last specimen that’s internally coherent, reasonably sexually dimorphic, non-contagious, and verbal. The rest fall short. You won’t want them,” says Doctor Younghusband.

It’s so exciting to hear Doctor Younghusband speak that the specimen doesn’t glean anything from what he says. His voice is crisp and precise. It feels clean.

“You’ll make more eventually. For now, I’ll take the lot,” says Mister Pink. He paints the specimen’s thumbnail, then leans back, examines it again. He twists up his mouth. “That’s better. Darling, I am taking you away from this dreadful place. The world outside is dangerous and does evil things to beautiful people, but I’m in hospitality. I’m building a fortress. You’re invited. You’ll work for room and board in the Felicity Complex, my luxury bunker, and you’ll tend the modern kings and geniuses of the free world. If the Communists drop bombs on us to destroy the world, you’ll be the last champion of happiness. Picture the world smashed flat, and you done up in a frilly maid costume making sure civilization persists until tomorrow. Like the sound of that?”

The specimen, her now, looks at her red painted nails. She wiggles her fingertips. She pictures it. In her mind, she sees some indistinct metropolis crushed to powder. The orange sky is empty, and the land is gouged and silvery, like the face of the moon. Loud, hot breezes sprinkle poisonous confetti on the rubble. The air itself is evil. There is no life at all. Then, an open gulch. There’s a bedroom at the bottom, like the ones in the movies. Glamorous, stately. Big wooden headboards, feather pillows, velvet throws, marble statues in the corners, candles flickering. Self-billowing curtains that open to nowhere. In the middle of the gulch bedroom stands the specimen as a frilly maid. She imagines her red nails curled around a feather duster. A flick of the wrist and the gloom is gone along with the cobwebs. Champion of happiness! No tubes.

Doctor Younghusband jots something down on his clipboard.

“Oh, yes,” says the specimen. “I’d like that very much.”
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BEFORE

Five internally coherent, reasonably sexually dimorphic, non-contagious, and verbal specimens sit together in a conference room. Several researchers from the lab, including Doctor Slagle, Doctor Pye, Doctor Cortez, Doctor Lloyd, and Doctor Martin, and a smattering of investors, architects, interior designers, and security guards have also crammed into the conference room. Mister Pink is there. Doctor Younghusband is not.

The specimens sit with IV drips. Wrist tubes remain mandatory. The milky, salty fluid looks cloudier in the bag than it does in the vats. The specimens wear minty-green hospital gowns. They look different than each other, so they’re probably not clones, but they seem similar in age. Vaguely womanly. Vaguely young-ish. Fit for university enrollment.

It is difficult for this specimen to catch a glimpse of the other specimens. She’s got Doctor Slagle standing beside her, manually pumping the IV drip bag and inspecting how the meat of her forearm responds. None of the other doctors seem to be doing this to their respective charges. It feels stiff and chilly, that fluid pushing through her arm. She is not nearly drugged enough to suppress annoyance this time.

The other specimens are spaced between doctors and interlopers. She sees flashes of wet hair and faces whenever a scientist shifts his weight. A specimen to her left looks dead, slack. To the left of that, a specimen is doubled over in her wheelchair, hugging her thighs and weeping. A specimen to her right keeps trembling and glancing around the room. Beside her, a specimen is whispering to the immovable Doctor Pye, tugging his sleeve, panting.

At the table’s head, Mister Pink stands up. His white linen suit strains across his shoulders. Beneath all that fabric, he must be muscled like an ox. He clasps his hands together, steeples his many-ringed fingers up to the sky, and he says, “Oh, my sweet Lord. Thank you for this opportunity. By Doctor Stephen Younghusband’s miraculous scientific means, my vision of comfort and ease prevailing against the direst mischance and anti-American persecution has fruited today. The inaugural Felicity Complex has its angels, gentlemen.

“These girls, endowed with beauty and endurance, but unimpeded by modern corruption, popular defilements, rock ’n’ roll, and greed, will tend the Felicity Complex. They’ll be cooks, maids, entertainers. They’ll be security detail, medical staff, and engineering team. With charm, poise, wit, and diligence, these girls will keep the American elite not only safe, but happy come nuclear Armageddon. Perfect stewards. Perfect helpmeets.”

He opens his hands wide and says, “Anastasia!”

The door to the conference room swings open.

A hush comes over the contractors.

This specimen holds her breath. She knots her hands in the flimsy minty hospital gown fabric, tears it. The tube squirms against the tension in her arm. She wants to kill herself.

A beautiful woman drifts into the room. All the harsh flickering overhead fluorescent lamps transform when she passes beneath them. The light that touches her is gold and soft. Her hair is impossible. Glossy blond curls float around her waist, brushed to silk, fragrant like jasmine. They tumble and bounce when she walks. She walks with her hips and shoulders, swaying, flowing, casting a hypnotic shadow on the sticky vinyl floor. Her skin is luminous. She’s peachy flush across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Straight brows, uncreased by fear or worry, over sleepy half-lidded eyes. Her eyelashes are curled and painted black. Plush lips parting, sighing. A Hollywood nymph.

The beautiful woman stands in front of Mister Pink. She’s a head shorter than him, narrower. His toothy smile is visible over the top of her head. Mister Pink clasps his bejeweled hands on her shoulders and says, “Gentlemen, this little lady is Specimen 659-a. She can read, she can sing, she can dance, she can clean. She always says please and thank you. She will operate the water tank and filtration system in the Felicity Complex, which is responsible not only for waste management and safe drinking but for maintaining the blacklight garden and our various water features. She’s a real wiz about pumps and pipes.”

This specimen shivers. Her mouth is dry, her tongue is heavy and swollen. She bites it. She stares at the glowing effervescent self-luminous specimen and thinks in these exact words: Anastasia is beautiful. Nothing has ever been so beautiful. This specimen covets her. She suffers. This specimen wonders, for the very first time, if she herself is beautiful. Surely not so beautiful as Anastasia. She wonders whether she could personally operate a water tank and filtration system, whatever that entails, and sing and dance and move like that. She wonders about whether Doctor Younghusband spent more time on Anastasia. Worked harder on her. If she’s the best one.

The rest of the specimens flinch and moan. One gnaws at the tube in her arm uncorrected as her watchful doctor, Doctor Martin, is struck by Anastasia’s nearness and ignores his lesser charge.

Doctor Martin and the rest of the scientists are not looking at Anastasia’s perfect hair. They’re looking at her tubeless arms.

Anastasia beams. She tilts her head to the side. Her hair glints as it spills over the slant of her pale shoulder. This specimen sees her collarbone, partially revealed at this angle, and the sight overwhelms her. She touches her own collarbone. How marvelous! Doctor Slagle is strangling her IV bag, twisting and jerking and pumping his hands, and this specimen hardly even notices. The fluid pumping through her melts into real, red blood. This specimen feels alive. She wants to hear Anastasia speak. What does her voice sound like? Is it low and thick like honey? Is it high and clear like wine?

Anastasia opens her mouth, and anticipation makes this specimen woozy.

Mister Pink pulls something lacquered and black from his breast pocket. There’s a pearly enamel cross on the handle. He flicks it open. A knife. The blade is as long as his hand. Mister Pink rolls his shoulders, then wraps one broad hand across the top of Anastasia’s head. His fingertips press below her cheekbones. He pulls Anastasia’s body against his, braces her against his chest. Between his knuckles, her green eyes go wide.

Mister Pink readjusts his grip on her skull. He taps her ear with his thumb, lifts her head so that she strains on tiptoe. He brings the switchblade parallel with her collarbone. He looks around the room. Looks at all the scientists, the contractors, the specimens. He nods. He cuts Anastasia from breastbone to throat.

Blood slips down the front of Anastasia’s dress.

Nobody screams. Nobody moves. Doctor Slagle’s hand goes limp on the IV bag.

Anastasia glances between Mister Pink’s fingers down at herself. She’s soaked red to her navel. Her hip bones, now. The corners of her mouth flicker. Her hands remain at her sides, but she tugs on the hem of her dress. It seems interesting to her, how the blood-soaked fabric clings to her skin.

Mister Pink snaps his switchblade shut. He returns it to his breast pocket, and he takes his hand off Anastasia’s head. He wiggles his fingers, and some wide-eyed assistant produces a fistful of paper napkins. Pretty ones with scalloped edges. Mister Pink receives them without remark, and he reaches in front of Anastasia’s chest again. He swipes the napkins up her chest.

The blood smears, thins. What remains of her wound is revealed.

It’s almost gone. The split seams itself. So fast it’s barely perceptible, Anastasia’s chest knits itself back together, and suddenly there’s no injury to be found.

Hardly any Mississippis. Anastasia is a master.

Half the contractors gasp. Some clap. A few groan.

He’s a carnival barker, mutters somebody behind this specimen. Cheap Halloween trick.

“That’s unbelievable,” says somebody else. “You should be consulting with pharmaceutical companies, Pink, not fucking furniture salesmen.”

Doctor Slagle remembers himself. He death-grips this specimen’s IV bag. The pain yanks this specimen from her trance. She looks up at him with half a mind to bite him.

Doctor Slagle looks terrified. He’s turned up his shirt collar under his lab coat. He covers his nose and mouth with his palm.

“You shouldn’t cut her,” says a specimen to this specimen’s left. It’s the one who was doubled over earlier. She’s sitting upright. Her wet black hair drips milky, salty fluid on the floor. She’s got a chapped and cracking full bottom lip and a cleft chin. “That’s mean.”

Mister Pink beams. “Gentlemen, if anyone could endure the atom bomb, it’s these girls. They will be young and spry forever. These six alone will never need replacement. Once they’ve completed training, the Felicity Complex will be entirely self-sustaining. In the future, I plan on operating Felicity Complexes across the whole free world, each operated by a new batch of Doctor Younghusband’s special girls grown specifically for the needs of that shelter.”

A hand goes up. “Are they robots?”

“Au contraire, mon frère. Robots don’t bleed,” says Mister Pink. “They aren’t natural-born human women, certainly. They’re like robots in that respect. But they’re alive and endowed with purpose, like we are. The Lord made for us to labor on Earth and abundantly venerate His son. There’s enough distractions in life that we fail ourselves. We stray from our purpose. These girls, meanwhile, will be without any impurities at all. They’ve got a single, salient job. They’ll be the world’s best hospitality workers.” He considers, adds, “It’s a good deal for them. Almost no one alive can afford a reservation at the Felicity Complex. Scores of angry butlers and chefs will bang down our doors and beg for this chance.”

“Do we imagine this place can actually withstand a nuclear blast and the ensuing radiation?”

“Of course! My guests’ safety is of the highest priority to me. It’s deep underground, and we’ve taken precautions against outside contamination seeping into our little Heaven. The pantries will be continually stocked with nonperishable food and a few worthwhile drugs, penicillin and the like, and when catastrophe comes, we will supplement dry and canned goods with beautiful fruits from our blacklight garden. Comfort, gentlemen, not just safety.”

“Fruits?”

“Strawberries, boy! Grapes off the vine!”

“She didn’t even scream.”

“None of them did.”

“Mister Pink, the bulk of your portfolio in Nevada and Florida is novelty hotels, theme parks, casinos, and dance halls. Respectfully, your hotels are lucrative, but what qualifies you to be”—the architect pauses—“a bunker man?”

With a sigh, Mister Pink sets his hands on Anastasia’s shoulders. Her expression is impossible for this specimen to parse. There’s no tension in her face, no fear or resentment. Her brows droop, her lips part, her whole pose suggests an innocent dreaminess. Her eyes are hard. She’s staring fixedly at something. Only her bottom eyelids move. She narrows her eyes. Delicately, she licks her bottom lip.

“I’ve been in the hospitality trade all my life,” says Mister Pink, “but it’s my mother’s family’s work. Her father and his father made some of the world’s first amusement park attractions. They worked up in Coney Island, and in state fairs everywhere. They built the foundations for my empire. My father, on the other hand, is a preacher. He’s famous for witnessing to people on daytime television. Why, he had his own television show. Until the day he died, my father knew the end was coming. He told America that Christ will come back. Pain will rock the men of Earth, and we will suffer if we don’t love Him. We must keep faith and hunker down. I conceived the Felicity Complex with my father’s wisdom in my heart. Be it the Soviets or plagues from scripture, we must be prepared.”

“Amen,” says a security guard.

Doctor Slagle is sweating. He kneels in front of this specimen. He examines her arms, her face. His skin is beige and waxy. A spot of blood marks his mustache under his nose. Not looking at Mister Pink, Doctor Slagle says aloud, “679-b needs another course of serum. I’ll be right back with it.”

Somebody sets up a projector. The lights cut, and Mister Pink waves his hands at a fast-descending screen. Blueprints for his luxury bunker. Three guest suites. A recreation lounge, a dining saloon, a gymnasium and spa. The garden. The staff quarters. The elaborate backroom machinery with the water tank and the septic system and the generators and filtration and yada yada yada. Mister Pink has blood on his gold rings. He idly sucks one clean while he talks.

The projectionist in the back puts up a new picture. It shows pinup girls waving and smiling in matching blue dresses. Distantly, a mushroom cloud destroys New York.

Doctor Slagle wheels this specimen out of the conference room.

The vortex of information swirling around this specimen is frightening and fantastic. She thinks about Anastasia. The healing game looks different on something else. Somebody else. This specimen wants to stay. There’s attention to be had in the conference room. There’s blood on the floor and their future on a slideshow. She wants to understand why she’s so special. She wants to hear what Anastasia has to say.

Doctor Slagle takes this specimen down a hallway, around a corner, and into a supply closet. It’s dark, it smells like ammonia. He pulls a chain, and a single uvular light bulb sways above them. The naked light hurts this specimen’s eyes. It’s worse than the light in the lab.

“Okay, okay.” Doctor Slagle scrubs his face with his hands. “Think.”

This specimen generally doesn’t speak unless prompted. She eyeballs the scientist. He’s usually consistent, even boring. He works for ten hours a day, five days a week. Sometimes six. He’s fussy and flutters around. This specimen has seen him inspect her, instruct her, examine her, teach her, clean her, feed her, and correct her. He never sweats this much. This is the first time she’s seen him bleed.

“Specimen 679-b,” he says, “I’m about to make a huge mistake.”
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BEFORE

In the dingy, musty supply closet, Doctor Slagle hooks up a fresh bag of serum to this specimen. He helps her stand. He adjusts her hospital gown. That’s when the terror overtakes him and he freaks. His eyes go wide. He squeezes them shut. He rocks back and forth, then turns abruptly to the door. He throws up his wrist, braces it against the particleboard, shoves his forehead in the crook of his arm, and weeps.

This specimen doesn’t know what to do. She creeps closer to him, watches his face. She puts a hand on his back. He jumps, so she jerks her hand back.

This specimen says, “Doctor Slagle, are you hurt?”

He starts laughing. He shakes and laughs and lolls his head back, looks up at the dangly light bulb in the ceiling.

“You oughtn’t do that,” she says. “You’ll hurt your eyes. They won’t grow back.”

“Man, oh man. I’m okay,” Doctor Slagle manages. “You’re the one we should we worrying about.”

He turns around to face her, leans back against the door, and slides down until he’s sitting. He sticks his legs straight out in front of him.

She sits on the floor, too.

“You look like a person when you do that.” Doctor Slagle looks around the closet. Mildewy mops, bottles of bleach. “I wish you wouldn’t.”

She asks him, “What big mistake are you about to make?”

“This is a big payday. Mister Pink is a very, very rich man. I’ve put my hours in. You look like a person. You talk. You read. You have complex reasoning skills. Fuck, you could pass a GED. In the vat, you look like what you are. That one in the conference room, all gussied up like that. She looks exactly like a person.”

“What’s the difference between her and a person?”

Doctor Slagle looks at her. His big curls are all squashed and frizzy. The blood in his mustache is cakey and dry. He blinks, and a tear slides down his jaw. “I am not naïve. It’s not like Project Materia Prima has ever been ethical. Younghusband is a generational genius and working under him is an honor, but the man’s a fucking psychopath. This is better than jacking off dolphins or slipping LSD into people’s drinks, but is it? I don’t know. The cutting edge is sharp. It hurts. Fuck, this is so irresponsible.”

“You change my vat fluid every thirty-five minutes on the dot. You’re very responsible,” this specimen says. She speaks in a hush in hopes it’ll feel comforting. She’s been shown plenty of movies where a woman comforts a man, like Sweet Charity, or Bye Bye Birdie. She bows her head, lowers her gaze. She touches the rough concrete floor near his pant leg. “I think you’ve done a great job.”

“I wanna fucking kill myself. Mother of Pete. Okay. Okay.” He rubs his mouth. It smears the blood around, but he doesn’t notice. Doctor Slagle looks at her. There’s something in his eyes she hasn’t seen before. A flatness. He licks his weasel teeth. “I’m not going to let this happen.”

This specimen nods. She feels helpless to help him. She thinks through the presentation, and Anastasia’s blood sliding down her belly. It occurs to her that Doctor Slagle might be trying to help her. Something tugs in her diaphragm. She touches his shoe.

He kicks at her hand and scrambles away from her. He rolls onto his chest, gets his knees underneath him, heaves himself upright. He knocks over blue window cleaner and a jug of degreaser, and he paws a bottle of isopropyl alcohol. His pupils are wide enough that she can barely see his irises. He brandishes the bottle at her. The alcohol swishes around dramatically inside it. Droplets splash her flimsy minty hospital gown. His free hand roots around in his pocket, and he flicks open his lighter. It wheezes a spark, but no fire.

The helping-her theory seems less plausible now.

“Oh,” she says. “Are you trying to kill me, Doctor Slagle?”

“The CIA, the fucking CIA, was right.” Doctor Slagle pants. “Man, they’re going to be all over you. Close quarters, no escape, breathing your air and eating food you’ve touched and fondling you and so on. It’s not right. It’s not safe. I don’t know how I ever thought this could be safe. There’s not enough serum and salt in the world to keep you contained.”

This specimen stands up. “Do you need tranquilizers?”

Doctor Slagle hiccups a laugh again. He’s trembling all over. He’s managed to sweat through his white coat. His stripy tie dangles pendulously behind the isopropyl alcohol bottle. It reminds her of a grandfather clock in a cartoon. Tick-tock.

He rubs his thumb on the lighter, desperate.

Worry creeps in. This specimen’s blood feels fizzy. She decides that she’ll subdue him until he’s well again. He doesn’t mean to threaten her this way. He wouldn’t catch her on fire. He’s been so diligently keeping her alive for years. She knows where the tranquilizers live in the lab. She knows the procedure. Flick the hypodermic needle before you stick it in, etc. She takes a step toward him. The closet is crushingly small now. The bleach fumes sizzle in the air.

Doctor Slagle shrinks against the mops.

The door opens. Light falls over this specimen and her twitching scientist, and a warm rush of jasmine perfume. This specimen turns away from Doctor Slagle, and there she is.

Anastasia stands there. Blood clings to her silky honey curls. Otherwise, she’s cleaned up. She’s spiffy in a powder-blue sheath dress. Cotton and rayon. Freshly pressed. Notched collar, covered buttons, and rouleau loops, white piping, embroidery on the left breast pocket that reads Anastasia! This specimen has mostly read magazines, and there’s a pleasure in recognizing fashion craftsmanship details. There’s a pleasure in looking at Anastasia’s pocket, too. Good pocket. Good placement. Then she notices Anastasia’s hands. Anastasia’s nails are red. Same shade at this specimen’s nails. She’s holding a shallow black box.

Anastasia, in a lush, drawling alto: “Are you fucking Doctor Slagle?”

“No,” says Doctor Slagle.

This specimen says, “My, you’re sooo lovely.”

Anastasia blinks. Her eyebrows quirk up. “It’s a trick of the light,” she says.

Then she opens the shallow black box.

Soft blue fabric inside. This specimen forgets Doctor Slagle, who keeps flicking his lighter, click, click, click. The soft blue fabric gleams. It pulls at her. The air around it shimmers. She touches the covered buttons, the pointy collar, the slanted seams. She touches the name in embroidery. Such tight white stitches.

It reads Hallelujah!

Hallelujah says, “Is this one mine?”

“Mhm,” says Anastasia. She leans her head beside Hallelujah’s, ear to ear with her. “They took measurements from your charts. It ought to fit you perfectly.”

“It can’t fit me as well as yours fits you,” she says, but she’s smiling. She’s already given the game away. Hallelujah traces the cursive j with her pinky finger. It’s the prettiest letter. She feels lightheaded and desperately precious. “Does everybody have one?”

“Oklahoma, Thumbelina, Cleopatra, Ballerina. Me. You.” Anastasia rubs a button. She’s so close that Hallelujah can’t see her expression. Her perfume whirls in the air. Beside them, still hopelessly persistent, the lighter goes click, click, click. “You’re the only one with an h at the end. You must be special.”

“I’m the ugliest,” Hallelujah confides. It feels fun when she says it, conspiratorial. She’s never felt conspiratorial before. Every new feeling is gorgeous and bright. Hallelujah bounces on her toes. Something lugs under her navel. What’s the best way to be an ugly girl? Being funny, probably. That seems viable. She tries, “Did it hurt when Mister Pink cut you with the knife?”

“No. I’m numb all over.” Anastasia touches Hallelujah’s hospital gown. She taps on the strings, pulls out the knots. The gown drifts open. “Did you like how it looked?”

It feels like a dare. If she’d asked herself the question, Hallelujah would’ve had an easy no. A murky warmth stirs in her. Did she like it? It was sort of exciting, in its way. This is how they’re cooler than most girls, she imagines. Normal human girls, that is. Nobody else in the world seals up so fast.

“You healed so fast,” she says. “I would’ve taken longer.”

“Let me hurt you and we’ll see about that,” Anastasia says. She lingers at Hallelujah’s waist. “I’m taking out your IV. That’s the only way to get you into this dress.”

No pause. Anastasia rips the cord out.

The new growth twining around the tube tears. It falls to the floor and wriggles all wormy. The pain is huge and sour, it shocks up her elbow and down her fingertips. Hallelujah gasps, blinks, bleeds. She inhales slowly through her teeth and stares at the gash in her arm. It seeps, then the blood and plasma thicken into a glue, globs over her skin, which itches like crazy, and in a blink, the gash is gone. It leaves behind a nasty pink lump.

Fifteen Mississippi, sixteen! Fast as a rabbit runs.

“It’s a tie,” Anastasia says. She bends to kiss Hallelujah’s wrist, then straightens up. She reaches for Hallelujah’s waist. Deftly, she undoes the bows holding Hallelujah’s hospital gown together. Her nails graze Hallelujah’s ribs. Hallelujah shivers, but she does her best to hold still. She feels like a doll. Dolls are artificial girls, too. That’s a nice thought.

Anastasia tosses the hospital gown away. She gives Hallelujah’s body a quick, cursory glance. She lingers on her hips and her shoulders.

“Arms up,” Anastasia says.

Happy as can be, Hallelujah lifts her arms. Her first dress. Her first name! Attention! She throws back her head and basks in the wonderful blueness as Anastasia slides the uniform over her head. The fabric feels cool and clean against Hallelujah’s skin.

Anastasia does up the buttons. She fixes her collar. She takes a step back, appraises her.

“They should let out your bust a touch. You’re squished.”

Hallelujah touches the pocket over her heart. The embroidered name feels warm with life. She belongs to it now. If the bodice is too tight, she hardly notices. She touches the darts at her waist, smooths the skirt. The fabric swishes. She feels so light that an office fan could blow her away. Some vague, pervasive nausea she’s experienced her entire life fades from her. She holds her gory arm away from herself to avoid staining the dress with any lingering fudgy blood. It’s the first lovely thing she’s ever worn in her life. She feels connected with Juliet and Aphrodite, every woman of history. It makes her feel important and clean.

“It’s perfect,” Hallelujah says.

“You’re precious.” Anastasia doesn’t smile, but that’s no matter. Hallelujah beams anyway.

Quick, shallow wheezing beside her.

That’s Doctor Slagle breathing, Hallelujah realizes. His breathing has gotten louder and faster. In her periphery, she can see him shivering in the dark. Cowering, poor thing. Mouth open, hardly any lips but his red tongue visible, his little weasel teeth exposed. Huge, wet eyes. There’s something very wrong with him. Nobody well would be worried during such a beautiful moment.

“He needs help,” Hallelujah tells Anastasia. Pity, maybe fear, makes the words come out funny. Hallelujah shakes the bruise out of her wrist. The pink lump is shrinking, turning into regular wrist.

Anastasia stares. “And?”

“Help is important,” Hallelujah insists. She steps nearer to Doctor Slagle, who yelps.

“We all need help. It’s not your problem. Definitely not mine.” Anastasia flips her fabulous hair over her shoulder. Another waft of her perfume fills the air. Breathing it feels like swallowing mouthfuls of heaven. “I’m going back. Bye.”

Hallelujah doesn’t want Anastasia to go. She doesn’t have a good reason to keep her here, so she doesn’t protest, except for a small, too-soft, “See you later?”

No response. She listens to the soft clacking of Anastasia’s heels on the linoleum, the distant thud of a door closing.

Hallelujah takes a moment. She touches the dress again, her waist, then her collar, adjusts herself. She mouths, Hallelujah, Hallelujah, hello, I’m Hallelujah. It’s a chewy word, Hallelujah. She likes how the le-lu feels against the tip of her tongue, the depth of sound in the jah.

She’s stalling. With a huff, she turns to face Doctor Slagle.

He blinks up at her, helplessly.

“Please put the IV back in,” Doctor Slagle says.

For the first time in her life, Hallelujah feels a hard nudge of obstinance in her gut. Unfair! Anastasia’s fine without hers. Hallelujah won’t be shown up in this way. She hardly even knows what the IV is for, besides the ritual traditions of life in the lab. It can’t be that important. She’s got a gender, a name, and a job. She doesn’t need the IV anymore. She’s grown up.

“It’s going to be okay, Doctor Slagle. I can take care of you, too.”

Hallelujah kneels beside Doctor Slagle. She takes his waist in her hands, lifts him off the ground, and tosses him over her shoulder. He’s so bony! He yelps and kicks, but it’s ineffectual thrashing. Hallelujah folds her hand across the back of his thighs, and gives what she assumes is a comforting pat.

Doctor Slagle weeps into the small of her back.

“There, there,” she says, as she opens the door and carries him down the hallway, up some steps, around a corner, and so on. There’s a thrill in walking around mostly unattended. Everything is changing for her. The age of boredom is over! She smiles at the beige hallways, the scratchy corkboards with schedules and room keys, the occasional framed portraits of identical pink men. Doctor Slagle subdues as she walks. She understands. This is making her feel better, too.
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Hallelujah gently dumps Doctor Slagle onto a gurney. The lab croaks and beeps and drones and whines, and she hums along, makes up some melody as she goes. Doctor Slagle trembles. Poor thing. She pries his lighter from his hand, flicks it shut, tucks it safely back into his pocket. She buckles the leather straps across his chest. One ankle, then the next. One across his forehead, one on either wrist.

He impotently yanks at the straps.

“Hush, now. No need to fuss,” she says.

Truthfully, Hallelujah likes the fuss. There’s something feminine about it, she thinks. Flush cheeks, swollen lips, lashes matted with tears. Rosy. Her favorite girls in the movies kick and twist and pout and yell abundantly about halfway through the film. It endears her to him. What a fun break in routine!

Hallelujah looks around the lab and daydreams about the Felicity Complex. The tranquilizers are around here somewhere. Behind plastic curtains, she finds two empty vats, one still full of fluid. She finds innumerable white boxes, that’s a given. One thing she remembers Doctor Cortez saying to Doctor Pye is This job is watching machines break and reporting that they’ve broken and staring into the middle distance until the fucking technician calls back, and then Doctor Pye says, The specimens aren’t broken, and Doctor Cortez goes, Not the boxes I’m concerned with, Roger, but thanks for the input.

So many buttons and switches and levers. Hallelujah finds and opens a few drawers. Paperwork, gloves, nothing interesting.

The Felicity Complex would be hugely interesting. She is positively sure of that.

Behind her, Doctor Slagle is blubbering again. He coughs wetly, and bleats, “Let me out of the restraints, Specimen 679-b. You won’t be in trouble! It’ll be our secret. I’ll take you back to the briefing and hook you up to a fresh serum bag, and it’ll be like this never happened. All you have to do is let me out! Let me out, let me out, lemme out now, and it’ll all be cool. I’m asking you nicely. Oh, so nicely. Please, please, pretty fucking please let me out.”

“Mhm,” Hallelujah hums. She snaps on a pair of gloves. Something very naughty about wearing gloves. Scientist drag.

She pulls open a cupboard with her shiny gloved hands and imagines her future with sudden gorgeous clarity! She imagines a mansion without windows, or perhaps windows that open to dirt and stone. She and Anastasia are brushing fine porcelain plates with big ostrich feather dusters, in tiny black dresses with lace aprons and headpieces and ruffly garters and shiny Mary Janes, smiling and singing a brassy song. Behind her, she imagines a man in a crisp pinstripe suit smoking a cigar and reading a newspaper that reads EVERYBODY HAS FRIED TO DEATH, big cloud picture, sad crying hating-the-explosion cartoons down below, funny bears and bunnies anguished, frowning weather forecast that reads LOOK OUT IT IS RADIATION SNOWFLAKES THAT’LL MELT RIGHT THROUGH YOUR SKULL, YOUR SKIN WILL SLOUGH OFF, YOU’LL BLEED OUT YOUR EYES AND EARS, IT’S HOT, IT’S HOT, WE’RE DYING OVER HERE, and beside the man a beautiful woman! These two are heartbroken and rich. Perhaps they are the president and an actress. The actress sits on the arm of the president’s armchair. She weeps beautifully into his necktie and blows her nose. And what do Hallelujah and Anastasia do? Hallelujah reaches down the front of Anastasia’s immaculately tailored tiny little frilly French maid uniform and produces a champagne flute from between her wonderful pearlescent breasts, where it was hidden like a magician’s dove. The glass is full of bubbly, and Hallelujah doesn’t spill a drop. The beautiful actress is so happy. The president she’s draped over is so happy, too. He throws down the miserable apocalypse newspaper, and he kisses the actress on her open cherry-red mouth. There’s enough bubbly in the flute for the four of them to share.

What fun! How lucky, how privileged she is to be an angel-in-training for this little terrestrial heaven. All those years in a box feel worth it. Hallelujah’s having a ball just thinking about the Complex. How can she possibly be happier than she is right now?

The cupboard she’s opened is full of little bottles. The labels on them have obscure polysyllabic names like Excalibur or Rumpelstiltskin but worse, and Hallelujah isn’t sure which bottles have the usual tranquilizers inside. Imagining her future patron’s overwhelming gratitude, she says to Doctor Slagle, “Are these very different from each other? The little bottles.”

“Let me out, let me out, someone help me,” he wails.

And yet he’s not helping her find the tranquilizers. Whatever happened to give and take? Hallelujah takes the nearest bottle. Every bottle surely has medicine of some kind inside! Fresh hypodermic needle goes in, she pulls the plunger, and the belly of the syringe fills with thick, clear fluid. “You’ll feel so much better soon, Doctor Slagle. Then I’m going to go find Doctor Younghusband, and we’ll sort this out.”

She can hear him flopping around on the gurney behind her. Maybe she was too lenient with the belts?

Hallelujah turns around with the needle. Now he’s really screaming.

“Hush, little scientist,” she says. She pulls his sleeve back and looks for a thick, wormy blue vein to stick. She’s not totally naïve about how this works. She feels around the crook of his elbow. His skin is so papery and thin, but all his veins are shy inside him. They must be closer to the bone.

That’s okay!

She takes off his latex gloves and sticks a vein in the back of his hand.

He yelps. His body jerks hard, then his eyes roll back. White crescents show under his eyelashes.

Experimentally, she ghosts a kiss over the belt across his forehead.

Nothing. He doesn’t twitch or wake up like a fairy-tale prince. Well, okay.

She worries now. She can’t place why. Maybe it was his insinuation that she would be in trouble if he didn’t intervene? That had been a hollow threat, surely. Hallelujah does not want to be in trouble. She will be a good girl who’s good at being a girl. Perfect and unimpeachable. Cool name! Dress! Destiny! Hallelujah gathers herself. She glances at her vat, empty of her body, and stamps her foot once.

She wheels his gurney out of the lab.

Hallelujah knows where Doctor Younghusband’s office is. She’s been brought outside it a few times before. A horrible squirreliness stirs in her. She’s got to be quick, decisive. Somewhere else in the building, Hallelujah hears music playing.

Down the hallway goes Hallelujah with Doctor Slagle. His mouth hangs agape. He’s breathing, she watches his belly rise and fall against the waistband of his trousers. She’s never really seen his bare hands before. He’s married. Yellow-gold band under a knobby knuckle. That’s nice.

She swipes down the daydream as soon as it occurs to her. Hallelujah will never be married, given that she’s not a human woman. Who would she even marry? A lonesome president cast into her arms after a Communist bomb dissolved his people? Surely a man like that would bring his wife to the Felicity Complex. Or, if she did not survive the catastrophe, he would respectfully grieve for one hundred years before taking a new bride, and that bride would probably be a human woman that symbolizes a return to the mended world.

This feels confusing. Hallelujah doesn’t like feeling confused.

She stops outside the shut office door. Heavy wood, unornamented. Most offices have a narrow chicken-wire window. Doctor Younghusband’s does not.

Nauseous, Hallelujah raps her knuckles on his door.

Nothing, nothing, then: “Who is it?”

Her knees wobble beneath her. Hallelujah sucks in a breath of tacky, sterilized air, and says, “Specimen 679-b, sir. I’ve brought Doctor Slagle. He’s not well.”

The door opens. Doctor Younghusband is there, stern and thin. His glasses glint and his mouth pulls in a tight, white line. He inclines his head, looks over Doctor Slagle’s body on the gurney, then over Hallelujah’s uniform. He curls a colorless hand around the gurney’s rails and wheels it into his office.

Hallelujah tiptoes into the office after Doctor Slagle.

Doctor Younghusband closes the door behind her and locks it.

She’s never seen the inside of Doctor Younghusband’s office. It’s cold inside. Ceiling-high filing cabinets line one wall, mostly shut. On the opposing wall hangs an oil painting in a simple frame. It’s a nude man lashed to a rock. A bald eagle tears something pink from his belly. The man writhes, screams. The bird beats its wings. The sky behind is burnt orange, the rock is creamy lilac, and the man is losing blood. Behind his desk, there’s a window. Blinds up, no curtains. It’s green outside. Sidewalks, cut lawns, trees in pots.

Doctor Younghusband stands in front of his desk. He’s backlit. He stares at Hallelujah unblinking, frowning. Waiting.

“He’s not dead,” she offers. “I injected him with tranquilizers I found in the cabinet. He was having an awfully hard time.”

His glasses slide down his nose. She catches a glimpse of his eyes and they cow her. Irises so pale they all but fade into the whites of his eyes, intense like lasers and knives and footage of snow falling down a mountain. He looks at her like she’s a bushel of numbers he’s trying to add up. He works his eyebrows.

“He took me out of Mister Pink’s presentation early,” she adds. “He squeezed a whole bag of serum into my arm, then said I needed another. He wheeled me into a supply closet. He starts telling me that he’s anxious about the sale. He thinks something’s unethical. He’s sweating and shaking. He’s crying, Doctor Younghusband. I try to console him, I’m thinking he’s feeling bad about Mister Pink’s project, which I think sounds pretty wonderful myself. Then he pulls a bottle of isopropyl alcohol down from the wall, flicks out his lighter, and I think aims to burn me. I don’t want to misconstrue anything or be ungenerous, but it really seemed like that, you know. He just can’t get his lighter working. Then Anastasia comes, and she brings me my uniform, and I suppose it takes the fight out of him. He just crumples. But he’s cared for me so well for years, you know, so I thought I’d treat him and bring him to you. I’m sure he’s just confused. I’m confused, too.”

Hallelujah is talking too fast. It all comes out too earnest, not poised at all. She crosses her ankles and holds her hands behind her back. She’s never had to worry about her face so much.

Her father and inventor sways back. He kneads the heels of his hands against his temples. Squeezes his eyes shut, breathes in, breathes out. He fixes his glasses. “Jeremy Slagle,” he says, “you’re so fired.”

“He’s fired?” She thinks about artillery exploding. She’s waiting for a reprimand. She’s bracing.

Doctor Younghusband leans over Doctor Slagle now. Examines the blood in his mustache, which Hallelujah really ought to have cleaned up. “When did he start bleeding?”

“In the closet, I think,” says Hallelujah.

Doctor Younghusband turns away from her. He walks around his desk, pulls a kit from a drawer. All his movements are stiff, decisive. Nothing extraneous. She wonders if he’s in pain. He opens the kit, snaps on gloves, pulls out yet another needle. Hallelujah feels a rush of embarrassing intimacy. They’re both wearing gloves! She’s just like him. He circles around the desk, looms over Doctor Slagle, utterly expressionless, clean and impervious. Nobody’s ever been more masculine.

She watches closely as he pulls up Doctor Slagle’s sleeve, the same sleeve she picked, and expertly sticks him.

He doesn’t watch her watch him. He takes the blood sample, then rolls Doctor Slagle’s sleeve back down. Doctor Slagle’s blood is thick and dark inside the glass vial. Doctor Younghusband holds it against the light. He turns the vial over. The blood sloshes inside. He watches the legs of it run down the glass.

Doctor Younghusband rests the vial on his desk. He sits. His chair frames his narrow shoulders. He looks at Hallelujah now. The intensity of his attention makes her squirm. It feels surgical, life-giving. He isn’t watching her expression. He’s watching the muscles move beneath it.

“Explain the Felicity Complex to me as you understand it.”

“It’s a luxury bunker. Like a beautiful hotel in the crust of the Earth for important people to shelter when the Communists drop the bombs,” says Hallelujah. “I’ll be concierge and stewardess and helpmeet. The other specimens and me, together. We’re indestructible, so we can withstand whatever catastrophe comes, and make sure our patrons are happy and well. We have fancy names and uniforms. We’re internally coherent, reasonably sexually dimorphic, non-contagious, and verbal,” she manages. Her excitement is choked out by creeping uncertainty. With Doctor Younghusband looking at her like that, nothing feels sure.

He opens a manila folder, rearranges papers inside. He writes something on a form that he shuffles to the top. “What are you? Again, as you understand it.”

“I’m Hallelujah.” Wrong answer. She balks down at her dress, embarrassed. “I’m one of the specimens from Project Materia Prima. You’re in charge of that project.”

He turns the page. “What is the aim of that project?”

Hallelujah has no idea.

“Selling you to Mister Pink is only worthwhile insofar as you continue to yield actionable information. In the three decades of iteration this project has undergone, you and your cohort are the batch that, in the right condition, most closely resemble human beings. Hiring a replacement for Jeremy isn’t worth it. I’ll oversee your progress until you’re autonomous in the bunker. At that point, you’ll record the data I require about the rest of your batch. I’ll arrange for someone to pass that information from you to me.”

Hallelujah shivers. Her tongue feels dry in her mouth. “I’ll do anything you ask me, Doctor Younghusband.”

He grimaces.

Behind him, birds chirp and sing. It’s the first time Hallelujah has ever heard real birdsong.

Doctor Younghusband says, “Pink is going to assign you themed and specialized jobs around the bunker. He has an idea for you as the cook. You have back-of-house looks. I’ll insist instead that you’ll be the medic. Or, little nurse, shall we say. I’ll teach you the basics, and everything I’ll need you to do to continue my work when I’m not there to oversee it. Are we clear?”

“Yes, Doctor Younghusband,” she whispers. “May I ask a question?”

When he doesn’t say no, she clears her throat. She’s desperate to impress upon him how curious she is, how she’s up to the task.

She says, “Doctor Younghusband, if there’s only six specimens that fit Mister Pink’s criterion, what will happen to the rest of the specimens?”

Doctor Younghusband pauses. “Are you concerned for them?”

“Yes,” she says, unsure if that’s the right answer.

“They’ll be scrapped for materials.” He closes the folder. “Go back to the laboratory. Lie down in your vat. Soak. Rest. Your training starts tomorrow.”

Tomorrow!

“Thank you,” she says as she turns to leave, and silently, hope lights a birthday candle in her heart. The smoke spells, I love you, Doctor Younghusband.
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Real human people sleep every night for maintenance and renewal. Without it, they completely fall apart! In her years of consciousness, Hallelujah has seen plenty of scientists and the occasional custodian suffer above her without having slept. They smoked cloves and menthols to keep themselves going. Drank coffee until their guts went sour. Among Hallelujah’s earliest memories is the evening she nearly died, with sleep deprivation to blame.

This was before the advent of the serum. Her vat was full of saline or something. The scientists had been performing an internal examination of some kind, and they’d drugged her to stillness, not sleep. But something went wrong! When the scientists had opened her, her body unfurled and attacked a nearby machine. Ropes of flesh twirling over the equipment, sliding over monitors, tangling up the wires inside them. She remembers the itching frothing neon electric pain of her guts crawling up the sides of the vat like snakes. Crazy, inscrutable pain. The guts’ attack wasn’t on purpose! Hallelujah was hardly conscious back then. Must’ve been a reflex.

The doctors wrangled her guts and stuffed them back inside her, then chopped and pinched and twisted and sawed and stapled her body together again. Probably, they threw out the machine afterward. Burned it, probably. The whole while, Hallelujah lay there frozen for hours, just breathing and watching them work. Lots of hands inside her, around her, all gaudy red with blood. Snipping, excising, debriding. That awful metallic smell.

At the end of it, Doctor Martin and Doctor Pye sat on the floor. Blood all over their coats, their sleeves soaked, their pant legs rolled over socks stained red. They kept laughing. Doctor Pye pulled a bag from his breast pocket. Powder inside. Doctor Pye scooped up the powder with a scalpel. Doctor Martin did a bump, then Doctor Pye, then Martin again. Doctor Martin slipped, cut his lip. Oh, no. That was so funny. They laughed and laughed, wept and dry heaved from laughing, then got themselves up. They shouted, slapped each other’s shoulders and asses. They fetched mops and bleach from the supply closet and went to work on the gore-sticky lab floor. It wasn’t getting clean, they were just pushing the blood around, they were so bad at mopping. They did another bump. They slapped each other again.

They discussed the mop and their apparent ineptitude. They had doctorates, for Chrissakes. They could figure out how to get blood off the floor! Fuck, it’s staining the linoleum! Whoa, it’s 6 a.m.! Doctor Younghusband gets in soon! Ha ha ha. Ha ha ha, we’re so fucked. Maybe if we do a zigzag pattern, it’ll come out? No, worse, shit. Ha ha ha. We’re infected. We’re doomed. Saint Peter won’t recognize us when we come. Cancer forever. Torment and torture.

They worked straight through the next day, smoking and sweating, trembling in their bloody khaki pants. They got the floor clean, somehow. They did their usual rounds. They ran some tests, they complained about the data, so they ran additional tests. At the end of the day, Doctor Pye could barely speak. He told Doctor Slagle that he was going to quit, he couldn’t take this. This job was a nightmare. It was killing him.

That was a long time ago. He didn’t quit.

Hallelujah doesn’t sleep, but for the first time in Hallelujah’s conscious life, she’s spending more time outside of her vat than in it. She feels tired, she thinks. She cannot afford to feel tired, because she’s got to be the best Materia Prima girl in the whole Felicity Complex. She’s got so many people to impress.

It’s first thing in the morning.

She climbs out of her vat. She’s strong enough to manage on her own now. She stands naked, dripping salty, milky serum everywhere while Doctor Pye drinks his coffee.

This attention was losing its novelty. More people exist in the world now, and Hallelujah wants to meet them. So, Hallelujah is obedient. She does not bite Doctor Pye when he inspects her teeth. He rubs her gums with his thumb for some reason. She stares at his chest and thinks about presidents and actresses. Then, vaguely, pornography. There’s a magazine she’s not supposed to know about in the lab. Fantastic breasts in there. Full and perky, gravity-defiant. Doctor Pye uses a metal tool to look inside her nose and ears. She isn’t sure for what.

For conversation’s sake, she tries, “Good morning, Doctor Pye.”

No response. He checks her pulse.

“You look handsome today. Say. Do you have any cocaine?”

“No,” he says. “You don’t know about cocaine.”

“Oh, but I do,” she assures him. “Cotillion is hard. I want top marks!”

He doesn’t budge. No fun at all.

“You’re viable,” he says eventually, then tosses her a towel. “We’re done here.”

She huffs and pouts and rubs herself dry. Scientists should lead by example, she thinks. Maybe she should get into coffee?
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Breakfast. No coffee.

Hallelujah perches on a metal folding chair. She, Ballerina, Thumbelina, Cleopatra, and Oklahoma sit around a table wearing Pink and Partners–branded pajamas that aren’t pink. They’re striped apricot and baby blue. A little itchy.

Today, they dine on a Pop-Tart, two slabs of bacon, and one navel orange each.

Hallelujah carves open the rind with her nail. She thinks about suture techniques, and about Anastasia, conspicuously missing. Perhaps because she is impossibly beautiful, her examinations take longer. She’s too stunning, it derails their work. She’s like Helen of Troy. They could sell swabs of her blood and spit for millions of dollars.

Ballerina carves a jagged line into the table with her butter knife. She’s pushing hard. Little grimy particleboard shavings curl around the knife’s blunt tip. The sound makes Doctor Cortez cringe, and he takes the butter knife away from her. She doesn’t put up much resistance. With the knife gone, Ballerina resumes carving, this time with her thumbnail. Not a single legible emotion on her short, pale face.

Cleopatra whistles. She’s got frizzy brown hair, caught somewhere between flatness and ringlets. She’s smiling, spreading the frosting in a perfectly even layer across her pink pastry, like a veil on a bride, and when she’s finished frosting her Pop-Tart, she turns to Thumbelina, and says, “May I do yours?”

“Yes, baby,” says Thumbelina. Thumbelina was the girl who spoke up when Mister Pink cut Anastasia. Easy to like her. The dimple in her chin makes her look androgynous, but she’s got the motherly largess thing down, which pulls her back toward femininity. She has a soothing, husky voice. She says, “Have you practiced spotting?”

Cleopatra jumps up on the folding chair. She pirouettes, whips her head around, big hair flying, keeps her eyes stuck on the same spot on the wall. The chair groans under her. She spins and spins and spins, gets six in before Doctor Cortez says, “Down, please. Now, please.”

Hallelujah says to Oklahoma, “Has Anastasia been through, yet?”

“No, Mister Pink is dressing her up like a cowgirl.” Oklahoma wrinkles her nose. She’s plucked her eyebrows so skinny that they look like a doll’s. “How come you’re so obsessed with her?”

“Oh, my darling, we need a balanced breakfast,” Hallelujah says. “Only natural that we, the caretakers, take care of each other.”

“You’re insufferable,” Oklahoma says, dismissive now. She looks at her nails. “Her pubes aren’t even blond, you know. I bet Mister Pink is bleaching her.”

“I had my costume fittings yesterday,” says Thumbelina. She touches Oklahoma’s wrist. “You’ll get one, too.”

“Duh,” says Oklahoma. “Hallelujah just won’t be moping during mine.”

“I’ll miss you so much,” Hallelujah snips. “It already hurts.”

“Aw,” Oklahoma says. “Petulance. That’s cute. You’re not supposed to be cute. That’s Cleopatra’s job, dummy.”

“Why do you think they’re commissioning costumes for us before the Complex is finished?” Cleopatra makes a face, then licks frosting off the back of her spoon. “Feels like the priorities ought to break down like, safety first, infrastructural amenities second, little cowgirl boots third. Arguing fourth. Or not at all, if possible.”

“We’re supposed to make the patrons happy,” says Oklahoma. “Everybody will be heartbroken when the Soviets blow all life off the board. If Anastasia’s wearing chaps, maybe they won’t kill themselves. A glimpse of her ass will keep up morale.”

“Charming,” says Thumbelina.

“We’re late,” says Hallelujah. She snaps her Pop-Tart in half, wraps a napkin around it, stashes it in her too-shallow branded pocket.
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They rehearse in a windowless room. There’s a mirror on the wall that the specimens fear and adore. The first few classes felt impossible. It was too marvelous to recognize one’s own image outside them, somewhere else. There I am, over there! Watch me move, alive!

Hallelujah has a square, mottled face, like a peach. Her hair is thin and brown and flat. She is utterly uninteresting when she holds still. But her teeth! The evil flash in her eyes when she practices smiling or frowning! She’s like a cartoon.

She doesn’t bark at her reflection anymore after Miss Madam reprimands her the first time.

Miss Madam is the only human woman Hallelujah has ever met. She’s got a pinched, hard, reedy look. Slicked-back hair in a French twist, red lips, pearl earrings. None of the specimens know her actual name. She refuses all conversation, withholds all praise, speaks only to reprimand and correct. She reminds Hallelujah of Doctor Younghusband. She has no sympathy for the specimens at all. Hallelujah adores her.

Hallelujah stretches. She’s wearing pantyhose, which is very feminine of her. She shows off a little, kicks her foot up by her ear. She eyeballs Ballerina, who’s damned to be funny in this class no matter what she does, and watches Ballerina rock on tiptoe. She watches Oklahoma, who jumps high but can’t spin for shit, and Cleopatra, big hair tied back now, politely proving that she can spin, and Thumbelina, who isn’t a virtuosic talent, but has style enough to look cool regardless, practicing her pliés. She’s so cool. She swishes her hips when she walks and heaves her bosom when she leaps across the floor, and when she brings her body down, Hallelujah feels very sure that everybody in the Felicity Complex will choose to keep on living. Vision is such a gift.

Anastasia enters the classroom. She’s not in a cowgirl costume. Her hair is pinned back, still vat-wet. She apologizes to Miss Madam under her breath.

Miss Madam slaps her clean across the face.

It echoes.

Hallelujah gasps.

Oklahoma covers her mouth. She’s smiling underneath.

Anastasia comes to the barre. She doesn’t look in the mirror. The pink splotch fades quickly from her cheek. She stands beside Hallelujah and rolls her shoulders back.

Miss Madam drops the needle, and Chopin gets going. 1-2-3, 1-2-3.

The girls spin and spin and spin.
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Enough of that. Charm school.

Hallelujah stands up. She sits down. She stands up. She sits down again. She has a glass of water balanced on the crown of her head. The water wobbles, she doesn’t spill it. She crosses her ankles, keeps her knees together, arranges her hands on her thigh. Her diaphragm is parallel with her pelvic floor. No lean, no slouch. She stands up and says, “Hello! I’m Hallelujah. Welcome to the Felicity Complex. I’m so happy to be of service!”

“Too keen,” says Miss Madam. “Again, softer.”

She stands up, sits down, smiles and says it again.

“Again.”

She comes down too fast and the glass flies off her head. It smacks the floor and clink! Shatters. Water everywhere. The broken glass sparkles on the floor. Hallelujah wants to dissolve into gut vines and climb up the wall and stop existing. She smiles. She focuses hard on smiling. She starts, “Hello! I’m—”

“Enough. Pick the glass up. Be ladylike about it. Next,” says Miss Madam. She stomps her heels and claps once.

“Hello! I’m Oklahoma.”

“Hello! I’m Thumbelina.”

Hallelujah brings her body down. Her shoulders stay parallel with her hips as she bends her knees, and she does her best to be ladylike as she plucks up the shards of glass. It broke in nasty jags, and Hallelujah cares too much about projecting a sunny disposition to remember not to cut her fingers up. Whoops. Blood now. The mess complicates. She thinks about the laughing, coked-up scientists mopping her blood off the laboratory floor. She needs a mop, probably.

Madam doesn’t notice yet; she’s too busy berating Ballerina, again. “No, no, no! You know that’s inadequate. You’re not even trying. Be reasonable. Think. We can make you a back-of-house girl. We can make your whole shtick that you’re seen but not heard. You can be painfully shy and demure. Wilt under attention. Silent, obedient, methodical, humble. There is a place for these things. That’s a woman you can be. But you must be able to feign pleasantness, Ballerina. Thousands of more qualified girls than you will die, I will die, and you will live and do this job in our stead. Act grateful. Smile at me,” Miss Madam says, “smile like you mean it. Make me believe you’re happy to serve me. Demonstrate to me that you’ve paid even an ounce of attention to my class. Impress me. Try.”

Ballerina stands very still. She looks at Miss Madam, unblinking. Quietly, tightly, she says, “I am trying.”

“Smiling is not difficult,” Miss Madam snaps.

Ballerina’s hands clench up. Her lips peel back in a grimace. Her teeth are long and narrow.

With an aura of heavenly jasmine, Anastasia kneels next to Hallelujah. She plucks up the remaining shards of glass without cutting herself, tucks them against her palm.

Thinking feels impossible. Hallelujah starts mouthing Thank you, or I brought half my breakfast for you, or She shouldn’t have slapped you, that was mean, but is it less mean if you don’t feel pain, probably not if it hurt your feelings, but Anastasia isn’t looking at her.

Maybe a natural woman can’t help but balk against their artifice. Maybe the Prima Materia girls are just tough on the eyes. Maybe age makes you cruel. After all, Doctor Younghusband is ancient, and he can be cruel, from time to time.

Hallelujah doesn’t think she likes Miss Madam anymore.

Anastasia stands up, water glass balanced perfectly on her head, and she says, “Pardon, ma’am. May I have leave to fetch cleaning supplies? Poor Hallelujah pricked her finger, and I’d love to help her scrub the blood off the floor.”

Miss Madam says nothing, so Anastasia heads off. She passes her hand over Ballerina’s. She passes her the glass shards.
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Anastasia comes back with bleach and sponges. She kneels on the floor beside Hallelujah and says covertly, “We’re going to put crushed-up glass in Miss Madam’s powder puff. You’re going to make a diversion, or Ballerina and I will blame you for it.”

“Oh, no! Christ,” Hallelujah gasps. “What! Why?”

Anastasia looks at her with a fixed intensity. No blinking, no wavering. As if by afterthought, she smiles. “What a lovely voice you have. Your skull is like a bell and your brain is the clapper.”

Her feelings are already hurt, but somehow, Hallelujah’s pride is made of Jell-O. It wobbles with the hit, and with a blink, she feels a warmth of inclusion. She leans into the sunlight of Anastasia’s insane, improbable beauty and takes a moment to consider things like Miss Madam’s fragile human skin, Ballerina’s dignity, and so on. This seems like it could be a huge mistake.

Anastasia says, “Will you do it, or not?”

“It’s a nasty trick,” she considers. “But she’s been nasty to you all day.”

She blinks at Hallelujah. There’s a little waver of something, there. “Mhm. It’s earned.”

Hallelujah tucks away her worry about Miss Madam and punishment. She tries for a smile. “If you insist.”

“Good.” Anastasia stands up. She steps back into the group, without the glass now. She smiles in that eerie, preternatural way again, like a Christmas angel. “Appreciate your patience, Miss Madam! I’m ready and excited for our lessons.”

Hallelujah’s heartbeat lugs. She remembers herself and starts scrubbing at the blood, which has quickly fuzzed over the floorboards like moss. She’d pull aside Miss Madam later, warn her obliquely. Make the threat known without the consequence. Or perhaps she’d sit alone with her and pluck out all the glass; that sounds compellingly intimate. Little specks across her cheeks like freckles. Oh, don’t cry. I’m here. Anastasia doesn’t know. She shouldn’t be so mean to people.

Her fellow Materia Primas deserved a little fun.

Hallelujah pipes up in the middle of the current events lesson she’d been ignoring and bravely offers, “Miss Madam, would it be considered uncouth to ask patrons how it made them feel when Jane Fonda posed with those anti-aircraft guns in Hanoi?”

Miss Madam snaps her head at Hallelujah. Her lips and eyelids vanish. She purses herself into a skull. “I don’t know what trashy magazines the scientists have been leaving within arms’ distance of you girls. Yes. Very uncouth.”

“Yes, miss, thank you,” says Hallelujah. Her tongue feels dry and fat. She bites it, then says, “How about Nixon’s resignation? Would that be alright?”

“If a patron asks you about Nixon, you are to politely decline comment and insist upon your own duties to the Felicity Complex superseding any kind of political thinking of your own. If the patron wants to discuss it further, you may ask them questions about themselves, not the larger context. For example, you may say, Golly, that sounds stressful. What do you think should be done? Or, Do you think there’s a silver lining to this, sir? Oklahoma, demonstrate. What do you think about President Nixon’s premature departure from office?”

“Well, I’ll be,” Oklahoma says. She’s affected a sort of nebulously Southern accent, an imitation of that one lady in Gone with the Wind. Being the spirited country girl is a harder assignment than being motherly like Thumbelina or friendly and sweet like Cleopatra. Maybe that’s why she’s so wound up. As she speaks, she leers at Hallelujah on the floor. She waves her fingers down by her thigh, reveals a sugar packet tucked in her palm. She tears the edge of the pale pink paper with her thumbnail, spills the packet. Little sugar sparkles all over the hardwood. The blood Hallelujah hasn’t finished scrubbing bristles and crawls away from her. It’s slow but it smears when it moves. “I couldn’t say. How do you feel about it, Miss Madam?”

Hallelujah scrambles forward and slams her hand down on the blood smear, pins it down. It wriggles uselessly under her palm, like a cricket.

Miss Madam snaps her head down. She scowls at Hallelujah like she’s trying to kill her with her eyes. The whites are so bloodshot. Miss Madam says, “I should not notice a single thing about you when you’re cleaning. If my gaze falls over you, it should glide like it might over an art piece mounted on the wall. Pleasant, quick, lingering only to pass the time. Don’t thump. You’re not a dog.”

She’s hardly anything at all, to be fair.

If Anastasia and Ballerina want retribution, now’s the time! Hallelujah feels the heat rise in her face. She can’t keep this up much longer. One last effort. She scoops up her willful blood and holds it in her palms. It rolls around like mercury globs, spikes sometimes, undulates. She plucks another headline from the back of her head and tries, “What should I say if a patron asks me about the Patty Hearst kidnapping?”

Anastasia untucks herself from some shadow and smiles, dazzling and mercifully attention-seizing again. “It sounds so frightening! I’m so grateful for the Felicity Complex. Good girls are safe here. Anyway, do you think captives are responsible for their crimes?”

“How about, Don’t you worry a thing, no harm will come to you here?” says Thumbelina, who Hallelujah doubts would be alright with the glass plan.

“I don’t know about any kidnappings, I’m a stupid mutant girl and I’ve never been outside,” says Oklahoma, accent slipping, who would probably think the glass plan is pretty radical. She’s chewing bubble gum, Hallelujah thinks. That’s marvelous. How did she get bubble gum?

“I genuinely don’t know about this one,” says Cleopatra. “Is Patty okay?”

Miss Madam stands over Hallelujah with hate burning in her heart. She stares down at the blood in her hands, and Hallelujah waits with giddy wooziness for a slap. It doesn’t come. Instead, Miss Madam puts her hand on Hallelujah’s head and says, “You sound uncultured because you are. This is like finishing school for sea monkeys. I can’t make moonshine into champagne. Mister Pink wants you to be debutantes and Rockettes and nurses and cooks, and all these things require you all to convince his very important clients that you’re real, authentic human women. You all sound like cartoons. Your inflections are wrong. Your strides are wrong, you hold your shoulders incorrectly, there’s nothing dainty or elegant about your gait. Don’t try to be clever. Don’t be smart with me. You are not smart, nor are you funny. Some of you manage to be pretty in an eerie mannequin sort of way, but that does not produce the beauty that refinement, humility, and poise alone bring. Having the shape of a woman is not enough. It’s about culture. You don’t have the culture. I have no idea what’s to be done with you.”

The blood slips through Hallelujah’s fingers. Miss Madam’s hand feels hot in her hair. A gruesome, brand-new feeling takes her: embarrassment.

Oklahoma works her jaw, crosses her arms tight. She furrows her tiny, skinny eyebrows. For a moment, through her displeasure, Hallelujah thinks she glimpses pain on Oklahoma’s face.

Thumbelina turns to Cleopatra, who stands stricken, blinking. She hooks her pinkie finger with Cleopatra’s, bats her eyelashes, whispers something low. Anastasia, meanwhile, stands perfectly still and does not stop smiling.

Ballerina says, “I’m sorry.”

Miss Madam takes her hand out of Hallelujah’s hair. She turns to stare at Ballerina. All the specimens stare at Ballerina as well. Hallelujah peers up at her around the pleats of Miss Madam’s neat wool skirt.

Ballerina is the other blond, but the magic blondness that makes Anastasia so radiant is absent in Ballerina. Her eyebrows and eyelashes are nearly invisible. She has huge pink-rimmed pale blue eyes, so her pupils are the only spot of contrast on her face. She says in her thin, fried voice: “We are bad at this. We’ve only had a handful of weeks. Our peers have had a lifetime. With repetition, we will improve.”

“She’s right,” Cleopatra adds a little too keenly. “We’ll all work so so so hard. The Felicity Complex project is important and we’re going to try our best to help people during the catastrophe to come.”

“Helping people is our purpose, after all! Our enthusiasm will shine through our clumsiness,” says Thumbelina, and Cleopatra glances at her, uneasy. She unlinks their pinkies.

Nothing big from Anastasia. She manages an “mhm.”

Oklahoma flushes. Her ears turn the color of her lipstick. Again, a flash of pink, a whisper of tuberose sweetness in the air. Bubble gum and shame? Bubble gum and pride? The mole at the corner of her mouth tugs.

Curiosity piques through the lurch of shame in Hallelujah’s gut. She hadn’t thought Oklahoma and Ballerina had anything to do with each other besides the obvious. She hadn’t thought about whether Thumbelina’s imposing kindness was a bother, either. It’s nice to be mothered.

Hallelujah wonders vaguely if she’s stupid. Her hair feels greasy where Miss Madam touched her. Feeling greasy makes her scalp feel bruised and tight.

There’s something funny about this. Hallelujah’s ribs hurt. The room is so much bigger than the vat. The air feels thin and flimsy. Her whole body was weightless in the vat. The floor makes her knees ache, and for whatever reason, that pain isn’t so interesting to her.

Girls in the movies seem so composed. When they’re foolish and naïve, it’s glamorous.

She reaches for a sponge and squeezes it. Bubbles foam between her knuckles and give off an astringent, evil lemon smell. Nobody’s ever been so glamorous as her.

“I’ll have a smoke, and a talk with Mister Pink. Rehearse while I’m gone. Demonstrate effort.” Miss Madam pats the gray streaks on her temples, and she looks so sophisticated, Hallelujah thinks. Her long French nails, her knobby knuckles, the thin gold bands between them. It’s a shame that the only woman around holds them in such contempt. If they can’t make this woman happy, how could they ever make the nuclear survivor patrons happy? Surely Miss Madam’s life is less dire than that.

If she wanted to warn her about the glass, now’s the time, but something about the greasy feeling keeps her on the floor.

She’ll get up soon, she thinks. She just needs a breather.

Oklahoma springs to motion as soon as Miss Madam shuts the door. She claws her hair back behind her ears, rubs down her neck, across her shoulders, smooths the bodice seams of her powder-blue uniform dress. She bounces on the balls of her feet. Sharp inhale, exhale on a ha!, then she crosses the room and takes Ballerina by the wrist and pulls her into the room’s back corner.

There’s no real privacy here. The back wall has stacks of uncomfortable aluminum chairs, projection equipment on a rolling cart, and a drip coffee machine. The girls tuck themselves between chair stacks. Oklahoma pulls Ballerina near her. Their knees knock together. Oklahoma snaps a bubble of bubble gum and breathes: “Rina, why?”

Meanwhile, Cleopatra politely bats away Thumbelina’s hand again and sits on the floor beside Hallelujah. Her skirt rumples; she doesn’t seem to mind. She says, “Hey, are you alright?”

Hallelujah fights nausea and says, “Oh, I’m just fine.”

“I don’t know what’s hurting Miss Madam to make her lash out like this, but I think we should give her some grace. We’re unusual pupils. It must be off-putting, the way we respond to pain.” Cleopatra looks at the floor. “Hurt people hurt people, so Doctor Cortez says.”

“That doesn’t sound like him,” says Thumbelina, a little moody.

“He said that to me,” Cleopatra stresses. “The world is ending soon. That must put terrible stress on normal people. Miss Madam won’t be in the Felicity Complex. She’s in danger. Good faith is important, that’s my point. Good faith and patience is how we’ll get social fast, properly social. We can’t assume people are being cruel for the sake of it.”

“I love to assume,” says Anastasia. “Ballerina?”

Ballerina stares over Oklahoma’s shoulder.

Anastasia whistles a note, then looks down at Hallelujah. Says, “You can get up now.”

Hallelujah has a hard time reacting. She feels so aware of the length of her arms and the sour feeling in her torso. The floor is cold and dull. She feels overwhelmingly but nonspecifically wrong.

“Leave her alone,” says Cleopatra.

“She needs space,” says Thumbelina.

“Shut up, Thumbelina,” says Oklahoma, who’s caught on that Ballerina’s looking elsewhere.

“Pardon my sweetness, bitchy as signature was already taken,” says Thumbelina.

“Meow,” says Anastasia.

Hallelujah sits flat on her ass. The floor gets somehow ever colder and duller, like sweaty pewter coated in white plastic. She flicks the suds off her fingers. She considers fantasizing about the suds being diamonds or sequins or sparks from magic powers but she’s all out of perky. She can’t sustain anything more than imagining a long shower with pink bars of soap and lungfuls of hazy, rosy amnesiac steam, and the cramped, salty tranquility of her vat.

It was easier to be a good specimen. All that took was lying still while her insides moved around inside her. No effort at all.

Cleopatra says, “I’ll finish the floor for you, if you’d like a moment to yourself, Lu.”

“Lu is a terrible nickname for Hallelujah,” says Oklahoma.

“Can we be something other than contrary,” says Thumbelina.

“I’m trying to be kind, she’s gone weird and quiet,” Cleopatra whispers not so softly. “Please be kind with me. I’m worried.”

“I like Hal,” says Anastasia.

“Hal’s better,” says Oklahoma. “Rina, come on.”

“I’d like that, please,” Hallelujah says, meaning the floor. She considers Hal. Hal’s nice. She’s underestimated that first syllable in favor of the fruity follow-ups. Masculine, in a way. That could make for a funny contrast with all this charm school effort.

Ballerina pushes away from Oklahoma. She’s unmoved by the little breathy protest sound Oklahoma makes. She crosses the room and crouches, shoves her ear against the door.

In the distance, right on time: Miss Madam starts howling.

The lungs on her! She sounds scared. She’s saying something like My God, my face. Then, her timbre changes. Her voice unspools. She screams in a different language now. French, maybe. She calls out round, ringing vowels. Commotion in the hallway, doors slamming open, loafers squeaking on the sticky, shiny floor.

Maybe this wasn’t the right thing to do. Hallelujah looks at the floor. There’s still a little orange blood smudge. She rubs at it with the toe of her shoe.

Cleopatra says, “Oh, no!”

Ballerina opens the door a crack. She flashes her spooky blue eyes at Cleopatra.

No need for further prompting, Cleopatra’s on her feet. Ballerina opens the door a crack wider, and Cleopatra darts out of the room and chases after the screaming.

Ballerina looks at Thumbelina next.

Thumbelina’s on the verge of tears. Tension’s pulled her chin dimple taut. She’s got an odd, stiff smile and she keeps blinking and pretending like she’s busy erasing the words LESS IS BEST off the chalkboard. She’s making slow work of it. She manages, “She doesn’t need my help.”

Ballerina shrugs one shoulder, then slips out herself. She shuts the door behind her.

Oklahoma makes a strangled sound. With a hmph, she drops to the floor, hugs her knees to her chest.

Thumbelina puts the eraser down, rolls her shoulders, and gives Oklahoma a try.

Anastasia pulls up a chair beside Hallelujah. She sits on it neatly, crosses and uncrosses her legs. Her shin bounces beside Hallelujah’s face. She’s wearing big scrunchy socks pushed down around the ankles. Hallelujah didn’t know that was allowed.

Unsure of what to say, Hallelujah puts her hands in her pockets. She hiccups. She smiles and her chest pinches, and she looks up at Anastasia and says, “I saved you half a Pop-Tart.”

Anastasia says, “Pardon, what?”

Hallelujah takes the pastry still wrapped in its napkin out of her pocket. She balances it on Anastasia’s knee. “You missed breakfast,” she says. “So, here’s some.”

Anastasia unwraps the pastry. She swipes her tongue over her teeth and says, “You like feeling things all the time.”

Obviously! That’s how life works! Hallelujah frowns. She wants to cry. “What am I supposed to say about that?”

“I like that about you. I think I’d be terrified if I felt things like how you seem to feel them. Big happiness, big hope, big shame. I don’t know why I’m going on about this. Thank you for the Pop-Tart. That’s considerate of you. I’m hungry.” Her voice is small, terse. Anastasia snaps the pastry into smaller pieces, pops one little pink square between her teeth. “I like the faces you make, I guess.”

Hallelujah doesn’t love that.

“Oh, and you don’t love that. Okay,” says Anastasia. “See, big faces. That’s good. Look, thank you for helping, earlier. I cornered you because I thought you’d say no.”

“You think about me a lot,” says Hallelujah.

Anastasia is quiet for a moment. She fiddles with her pastry bits. “Not nearly as much as you think about me.”

Hallelujah shivers. She smiles, big and easy, even as the tears push up at the corners of her eyes. “If you want me to feel things for you, you’ve got to spend more time with me.”

“Oh, yeah? Spend time doing what?”

Hallelujah ponders. She thinks about the world she knows, film screenings in the vat lab, fashion rags, skin mags, blueprints for their Heaven underground. She thinks about bubble gum and floppy socks. She examines her pruny fingertips and tries, “Getting treats out of the doctors. Have you ever heard about cocaine?”
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At 4 a.m., the lab is unattended. The scientists have all gone home to their wives and children and perky little dogs (Hallelujah imagines them as marshmallowy baby poodles with silk ribbons and sundry frills) and for the first time in Hallelujah’s life, she’s not lying still in her vat.

Before Mister Pink, the vats were locked from the outside, and Hallelujah could not push open the lid on her own. Now, the specimens so regularly exit the vats for girl practice that the vat lid is not locked, merely closed on top of the specimens each night. There is no feeding tube. It interferes with the quality of the specimens’ voices, so Mister Pink has disallowed it. That’s one obstacle removed. There’s the matter of the intravenous serum hookups in her wrists.

How much time did she spend in this vat thinking nothing at all? Truly nothing, a nothing so deep and absolute that she lost perception of the tubes stuck inside her, the extreme closeness of the glass walls around her, the absolute lack of stimulation for days on end between tests and examinations and lessons. Every time she’d notice the stress of her conditions, it’d send her into such a panic that Doctor Slagle would chemically intervene, and then she’d forget that she existed for a while, and oh, does she miss Doctor Slagle?

She puts it out of her mind.

The days of endless nothing are behind her. She has her beautiful destiny in service and devotion to mankind waiting ahead, and along with it, an era of friendship, togetherness, volition. No need to be scared!

Oh, but she’s scared.

The tubes in her arms run past her palms and extend out beyond her arms, exiting through a special compartment in the vat. She wraps her fingers around the tubes. A fizzy feeling expands from her gut up toward her throat, a creeping fear of punishment.

She’s a good girl. This is outright disobedience.

But she supposes she’s never been told not to leave the vat while the scientists are away. She certainly has never been instructed to facilitate other girls slipping crushed-up glass into their ballet instructor’s powder puff.

Her hands ball into fists, and she jerks them back, gives the tubes a yank. The needles slide out of her arm, the left slower than the right, and the pain is quick and bright. She wriggles her fingers, crosses her arms over her chest. The incision points haven’t healed yet. Harder inside the serum, which is perhaps the point of the serum. She’s being avoidant. The next part is harder.

Hallelujah flattens her palms against the glass. It’s worth it, she tells herself. It’ll make her a friend. It’ll be fun. She’s cool now. Her heart skitters against her breastbone and her belly sours and her lungs flutter up like a trapped bird’s wings, and she strongly considers pushing the needles back in her elbows and lying very, very still until morning.

No. No, no, enough! She deserves friends! Every girl deserves a friend, she insists to herself.

She pushes up against the glass. In her moment of bravery, Hallelujah had imagined that the glass lid was enormously heavy and oppressive, a symbol of the laboratory’s absolute order. The lid is very light. It bangs against the opposing equipment, a large beige plastic-and-chrome box with little poky knobs and dials. The sound echoes off the walls like a struck bell.

Hallelujah bolts upright. She reaches impotently for the lid, as though to catch it and retroactively muffle the sound. The machine beside her looks broken. She wishes deep in her heart that the machine isn’t broken, only funny looking, but the odds seem bad. Serum sloshes over the sides and splashes across the floor. It shimmers in the low green display lights of the lab.

“Oh, it’s all wrong,” she laments to nobody in particular. She grasps the edges of the vat and tries to gracefully climb over it, but she’s wet, and so is the floor, and she has no leverage at all. She gets one foot onto the tiles. Toes down, heel lifted, slip!

She smacks the lab floor.

The indignity quiets her. She stays down for a moment. Her pulse hammers in her throat. Her teeth hurt. She rests her forehead against the floor and attempts to collect herself.

There’s a hand on her shoulder.

Hallelujah yelps.

“Hush,” says a familiar, deep, feminine voice. “It’s me. What happened?”

Hallelujah peeks over her shoulder, between strands of clingy clumps of hair, and there she is. Anastasia stands over her. She wears a hospital gown, rather than her uniform, and her hair is pulled back in a loose, messy bun. No false lashes or cheek blush. Even still, she’s a heavenly vision up above the abject worm to which Hallelujah has reduced herself.

“I’ve never snuck out before,” Hallelujah manages eventually. “Have I spoiled everything with the noise?”

“No. Oklahoma’s noticed, but I doubt she’ll do anything about it. Her vat’s across from mine.” Anastasia frowns. “Cleaning up would be smart.”

“Cleaning up is my life’s purpose,” she says meekly, attempting to be sweet or wise. “An honor for the opportunity to practice. Do you think Oklahoma will get us in trouble?”

No response to that.

Anastasia takes her by the elbow and pulls her to her feet.

Upright, by contrast to Anastasia, Hallelujah becomes aware of her nakedness for the first time. She wonders if she ought to cover up. She shivers and pulls her serum-soaked hair out of her eyes.

Anastasia says, “Are you really up for stealing, Hal?”

It makes her feel dizzy, Anastasia calling her Hal like that. “Well, I was more thinking, convincing.” She blinks. “Are you up for convincing with me?”

“Nothing’s free.” Anastasia’s expression is so flat she looks nearly dead. “You’re adorable. I don’t think that excludes you from the moral physics of the world.”

Moral physics goes right over Hallelujah’s head. She’s caught on adorable. She smiles, shyness melting, and tries, “I think if we ask nicely, people might give us little treats.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Making us happy? We’re nice girls. Who wouldn’t want to get nice girls things to make them happy? I would get you nice things to make you happy.” Hallelujah blinks. “Maybe, if that isn’t so good, we could offer to give them a shave or shine their shoes?”

Incredulously: “You would get me nice things to make me happy?”

“Well, yes, of course!” Hallelujah leans back against the vat. A metal component bites uncomfortably against the backs of her thighs. “Is there something I could do for you that’d make you happy?”

“I can’t figure you out.” Anastasia leans closer. She reaches down toward Hallelujah’s wrist, places her thumb over the quickly re-knitting skin where the serum needle had been stuck inside her. “Thumbelina’s nice because she’s trying to have power over people. That’s the mother thing. She needs to feel needed, to feel like she’s got a hold over people. Cleopatra is kind, and as much as I don’t believe in sincerity, she doesn’t seem to be faking it, but she isn’t tripping over herself to lick a floor clean. Ballerina will collaborate, but she’s a pragmatist. Oklahoma …” She makes a face.

“Oklahoma’s mean,” Hallelujah says.

“I guess. She’s in pain all the time.” Anastasia shrugs one shoulder. “My point is, you’re the only one who’s excited to grovel because you like it.”

“What? No!” Hallelujah frowns deeply and stomps her foot for emphasis. “We have a purpose, and it’s a good, altruistic one. We get to serve! I want to serve! I want to take care of people and make them happy! I want to make things beautiful and safe!”

“Why do you want that?”

“It’s good to be kind!” Her voice cracks. Her eyes are welling up, and she’s helpless to stop it. A tear slips down her cheek. “Why did you agree to do this if you’re just going to be mean to me?”

Anastasia’s expression, or lack thereof, shifts. She tinges a little green. The shadows under her eyes darken. “Shit. Don’t cry.”

“I’m not crying,” she snaps, crying.

“Hal,” Anastasia says again, and her eyebrows fly up, a real feeling flashing across her features. She sways her head and kisses the tear on Hallelujah’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, alright? You’re being sweet. I’m just unacquainted with earnest kindness. It’s hard to believe. But I believe you. I believe you want to be sweet to me.”

“I do,” she huffs. The kiss has her stunned. All her thoughts are one thousand miles away. It’s hard to breathe with Anastasia so close. “I wouldn’t be out of the vat if I didn’t want to be kind to you. You seem so weary all the time, and you’re so lovely, and that’s hardly fair.”

“Is it the fact that I’m beautiful?”

“I don’t know.” She is very, very beautiful. Hallelujah shrinks back against the glass. “You seem like you could use the help. Is Oklahoma okay?”

“What?”

“You said she was in pain.”

Anastasia takes a step back. It’s cold without her. She turns her back on Hallelujah and pulls open a few drawers, sifts through the contents, shuts them. Five drawers in, she finds and withdraws handfuls of rags. Then, she drops to one knee. The spilled serum darkens her hospital gown. She lays down the rags, gets them soaking.

Hallelujah’s voice is tight. “Are you cleaning?”

“What’s it look like?” Anastasia glances up at her. “Do you really want to make me happy, Hallelujah?”

Crying makes speaking hard. She feels caught. She just nods and drops to her knees in a heap. She starts gathering the soaked rags.

Anastasia jerks her chin. “Stop that.”

“What? Okay.” Hallelujah pauses midmotion, unsure of what she’s done wrong.

“Let me do this for you. Sit pretty and relax. That’d make me happy.” Anastasia looks at Hallelujah straight on. She doesn’t waver. “Despite my best efforts, I can’t find you annoying. You’re precious. If you want treats, we’ll do that. So. Tell me. What do you want?”

Hallelujah doesn’t know how to talk. Anastasia keeps staring. She doesn’t blink once while she waits.

Quietly, carefully, Hallelujah asks: “As in, besides making you happy?”

“What do you want by way of treats? Do you want better makeup? Do you want snacks? Clothes? Records? Cigarettes? Coke, for real?”

“Coca-Cola?”

“You’re the one who brought up cocaine earlier.” Anastasia mops up the serum, stands, wrings out the fabric over the vat. It feels bizarre not to help. Tingly. “I want to know what kinds of things you like. I think between the two of us, if we’re effortful about it, we could rake up quite the collection. The first step is knowing what you want. I want what you want. Name it.”

It occurs to Hallelujah that she’s never given it all that much thought. Being put on the spot makes her feel like a lava lamp. “Maybe a lava lamp? Or, that’s silly. I like the topless magazines, like the ones that scientists sometimes bring in. I love your perfume. I’d love something soft.”

Anastasia closes the vat lid with a controlled clink. “You want porn and something soft?”

“Well”—Hallelujah blinks—“I’m just trying to think of things that I’d like to have and that perhaps might be accessible to whoever we ask for it, you know?”

“What kind of porno mags do you like?”

“I don’t know.” Misery. “Nipples. I don’t know. I also said perfume. I like your perfume very much.”

“Nipple porn,” Anastasia says, sitting on the floor beside Hallelujah, “is easy to accommodate. If you like my perfume, you can just have it. I don’t like it.”

“Really? How’d you get it?” Hallelujah again feels near tears. She sucks in her cheeks. “It’s so nice on you. I like how it surrounds you. That’d be a shame to lose. It’s very generous of you, I really do like it so much. Oh, wow.”

“What’d I do?” Anastasia pulls her hands over her face. “Please don’t cry. Mister Pink asked me to wear it. I don’t like it.”

What a man! “That’s so kind of him! Do you think if we asked, he’d bring us more little things?”

“No.” Anastasia sets her jaw.

“Okay. That’s okay.” Hallelujah hugs her knees to her chest. “We can ask other people. Are you okay?”

“You’re an angel. Do you want to run away and get married?”

Hallelujah’s eyes get huge.

“Kidding.” Anastasia touches her knee. “Let’s get you something soft.”
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Doctor Martin is the first one in the laboratory. He puts cheap grounds in the laboratory’s coffee maker, flips the on switch, and waits. He palms his chin, scratches his neck, plucks at a hair on his Adam’s apple that his razor skipped. He smells like sleep and sweat and maple syrup. His eyelids are heavy. His hair is thin, and through his bald spot, one can almost see his skull.

“Good morning, Doctor Martin,” say Hallelujah and Anastasia together.

“Fuck!” Doctor Martin leaps, whirls around with big eyes. “Shit! You’re, I mean, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you’re really not supposed to be out of your vats yet. Wow. Fuck!”

“Language,” Hallelujah gently reprimands. “We’re ladies.”

“Doctor Martin,” says Anastasia. Her hair is straw spun into gold, and her false lashes are downturned like the slope of a dove’s wings. She speaks with a voice so pure it could part clouds like a ray of sunlight. She’s a prophet and a movie star. She moves her hands across her heart, and the fine muscles of her fingers are aglow with subtle magics. “So sorry to startle you. We wanted to ask you something. Is that alright?”

Hallelujah feels dizzy just being around Anastasia. She has no idea how to emulate her properly. She can hardly scheme this lightheaded. Hallelujah says, “We were wondering if you could bring us some soft things to wear. The transition from nothing at all to our uniform dresses is tricky for me, and I would so love something less itchy to wear. Would that be okay?”

“It’d be such a help,” Anastasia says. “It’d really mean the world to us. We’ve got to impress such important clientele. I want to be the best girl for the job, and I think that’d be oh so much easier if I had a head for the finer things.”

“They’ll be so dainty,” says Hallelujah. “I’d love to know what dainty’s like.”

The coffee machine beeps. Doctor Martin sharply turns around, pours himself a cup, and immediately takes a sip. He grimaces. “Hot. Right. I still can’t believe it. I’ve worked in this lab for years, and here you are, speaking to me. The verisimilitude to human womanhood is so incredible. It seems almost cruel, the sort of bunker-cathouse situation Younghusband’s signed off on. It harkens to very real abuse. I’m a forward-thinking man. I have feminist sympathies.” His brows screw up, and he tries for another sip of coffee. He makes a face like he doesn’t like how it tastes. He puts down the mug.

“Don’t worry,” Hallelujah says. “I’m looking forward to my work in the Felicity Complex! What an honor it is, to be a custodian of Heaven, underground.”

Anastasia takes a moment. “Something soft to wear would help.”

Doctor Martin rubs his face. He says, “You can’t tell the other girls. This is a one-off.”

“Won’t breathe a word,” says Anastasia.

“Cross my heart,” Hallelujah confirms.

“Fine. I’ll leave something under your vat, Specimen 679-b. Pity wins.” Doctor Martin walks away from the girls and dumps his coffee in the sink. “I’m leaving work early today, anyway. Why not? Damn machine is broken.”
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That morning, before sunrise, Hallelujah slips out of her vat with confidence. She steps on the floor without slipping, quiet as a spider, and kneels on the floor beside the vat. There’s compartment space here, a drawer filled with IV bags of serum and delicate little tranquilizer bottles, and nestled among these potions and elixirs is a brown paper bag. Hallelujah feels along the smooth paper with the pads of her fingers. It feels so lucky, so special.

She thinks about birthday party scenes in movies she’s seen. There’s probably nothing so lovely in the world as a birthday party. What a chance to care! Look, I love you, here’s the streamers and the hats to show for it. Look, here’s sweet music and all your friends. Human people don’t live all that long, sometimes. They’re fragile and changeable. Taking note of those changes makes sense. Hallelujah’s looked this way her whole existence, which has been plenty of years. Twenty years? Thirty? It’d be so many candles squeezed onto a cake. She pushes any sadness or discomfort about her lack of annual human-woman-style birthdays out of her mind, focuses instead on this rare and special taste of one. A present!

She opens the bag.

“What is it?” Anastasia stands across the room. She moves so quietly! Hallelujah knew she was coming and still startles.

“You really got me.” Hallelujah bounces to her feet and shows her. With delight, she presents a pale silk scarf. In the darkness, the white fabric looks nearly blue. It looks like water. She waves it. “Come feel, Annie! Come feel how soft it is!”

Anastasia comes to her side. She touches the scarf, cautiously at first. When it doesn’t scald her, she takes one edge and holds it against her cheek. “Does it make you happy?”

“It does,” Hallelujah says. She means it.

“Then let’s get you another.”


[image: ]


The janitor shoves his mop and bucket unceremoniously into a closet. He’s rail-thin and his face dangles off his skull at the edges. He wears a blue jumpsuit and heavy, clompy boots. His breast pocket says Grange.

“Hello, Mister Grange,” Hallelujah and Anastasia say together.

Mister Grange looks over his shoulder and stares at them. He chews.

Hallelujah starts, “How are you today?”

“We’ve been looking for you,” Anastasia goes on. “We’re so grateful for you taking care of our lab, and as future custodians ourselves, it’s just so lovely to have somebody like you to look up to.”

Mister Grange says, “You’re supposed to be in your bathtubs.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that!” Anastasia smiles. “You know, I was just wondering if you would be able to help us. Do you think you could help us?”

Hallelujah offers, “Please, Mister Grange?”

He narrows his eyes. “What do you want?”

“A soft-bristle hairbrush and a pack of bubble gum,” says Anastasia.

“Two packs of bubble gum,” Hallelujah adds. “Pretty, pretty please?”

Mister Grange grunts. “Sure. For a hand job.”




8

BEFORE

Up and down and up again. The Materia Prima girls spend hours a day learning their respective specialties and archetypes of womanhood separately, with just an advisor or two to guide them. For everyone, womanhood is taught by Miss Madam. A grueling four hours every morning. Then, they learn the work. The incongruity is funny to Hallelujah. Darling Hollywood Starlet Anastasia learns the water system, Girl Next Door Cleopatra handles the blacklight gardens, Mother Dearest Thumbelina is the cook, Silent Obedient Ballerina trains as the electrician, Americana Dream Girl Oklahoma manages general custodianship. None of them particularly well matched, except for maybe Cleopatra’s. One can imagine a friendly, down-to-earth girl caressing plump tomatoes with ease, can’t they?

Hallelujah cuts open a cadaver. Conveniently, if confusingly, the type of woman she is happens to be the Nurse.

Not quite so dainty as one might hope.

She’s learned all about cutting open abdomens and avoiding epigastric vessels. She’s learned the names and textures of all the red and purple lumps inside. She’s learned which sutures go where and how to tie them. She doesn’t know everything that can go wrong inside somebody, but she’s got books to flip through, and she reads them zealously.

Now, she’s alone with Doctor Younghusband. He hardly speaks at all. He watches her scalpel part the dead man’s belly and writes on his clipboard. Her nose doesn’t wrinkle this time, and she examines the dead man’s insides. She touches his lungs and his stomach. His liver is shrunken and gnarly. His kidneys are like raisins. He must’ve died in pain.

Human people are so delicate. If they tear wrong, they spill out, and it’s all over. They heal slowly when they heal at all. Still, it must give them a certain confidence, being the same shape all the time. No serum to keep themselves solid. They grow wrong. Cancer spreads and kills them and so on. Every birthday counts.

The Materia Prima specimen girls are all wrong by design. They’re made of the latent potential for any cell to become anything, or something like this. It’s never been explicitly explained to Hallelujah. Another lab in Toronto researching a similar phenomenon around the same time as Doctor Younghusband reports about it with colony cells, so-called stem cells, but whatever Doctor Younghusband is doing with the concept is far beyond that scope. He’s a singular genius, after all! A generational talent. A demigod with a doctorate.

Materia Prima’s second round of funding was for medical research. Growing organs, reversing aging, immortality, et cetera. Back then, bits of them were scraped off and shipped to some pharmaceutical company or something, but Hallelujah’s conscious memories from that period of her life all blur together. Decades alone in a vat! She’s so busy now. She’s learning all the time. She’s cutting and stitching and dancing and standing up and sitting down. She’s getting up to trouble. She’s becoming a person, for real.

Doctor Younghusband watches her hands. His attention makes her nervous. She wants to look thoughtful, insightful. She imitates his posture. He rolls his shoulders forward, tucks his chin back. He distributes his weight evenly. Despite his lab’s gossip, he isn’t light in his loafers. He walks like he’s made of stone. Heavy, deliberate, precise. He doesn’t sway or twitch. She slows her breathing. Blinks less, relaxes the muscles around her mouth, tenses the ones around her eyes.

She’d been so giddy, the first few lessons. Wretched in retrospect. Mirroring his composure was the way to get close to him.

“We’re watching Singin’ in the Rain tonight,” she says as she sews the dead man shut. Vertical mattress stitches, deep and fun. They watched Singin’ in the Rain often. Doctor Martin knows somebody at MGM. “Would you like to watch it with us, Doctor Younghusband?”

“I’ve seen it already.” He clicks his pen. “On a living man, that’d leave a hideous scar.”

Hallelujah takes a breath. “Pardon. I’ll be more gentle next time.”

“The conditions under which you might operate on one of Pink’s clients would be so dire that ugliness won’t matter. Or shouldn’t.” He purses his lips. Reflexively, she purses her own. Doctor Younghusband sets his clipboard down. He returns his pen to his pocket. He looks over her work, and the dead man’s slack blue face. “Pink would care. He also wouldn’t know the difference. Babble something about premium cosmetic procedures, that’ll be good enough.”

“I ought to avoid scarring such important guests,” she offers carefully. “Do you think I’m being sufficiently feminine in my technique?”

Doctor Younghusband smiles.

Hallelujah shivers. Her hand trembles, she hides it behind her back. Brain on fire and sick to her stomach, she scrambles around for something smart to say and lands on, “What would happen if I daubed Materia Prima blood over the incision?”

He stops smiling. His glasses slip down the bridge of his nose. Stiffly, he plucks a cigarette from thin air, and he lights it with Doctor Slagle’s lighter. It had worked all along. Doctor Younghusband takes a drag. He massages the bridge of his nose, and his glasses threaten to crash to the floor.

“Record the results if you try it,” he says eventually.

Hallelujah worries that she’s wounded him somehow. She reaches to touch his sleeve, but he emanates icy air and needles, and she stops short by his elbow.

“In an actual catastrophe, you’ll run out of serum. Should that happen, you’ll need to routinely examine each specimen for uncommon growths. Locate abnormalities, excise them, and debride incorrect tissue as the specimen repairs. Keep whatever you amputate heavily salted and store them somewhere bright.” He gestures with his cigarette. “Pink is relocating Project Materia Prima to the bunker tomorrow. The vats aren’t coming. You’ll sleep with serum IVs, or I suppose lie still for six hours, and that ought to stretch supply and keep you solid.”

Hallelujah manages, “Tomorrow?”

He glances away from her. Smoke curls from his nose and wafts toward the ceiling. She’s never seen him smoke before. She represses an abstract urge to press her forehead against his back. Between his shoulder blades. She can see them working through his long white lab coat.

“Describe the specimens to me. Behaviorally,” he says.

“Oh.” The dead man has a soft scalp, like a baby. There’s almost nothing in the world she’d withhold or hide from Doctor Younghusband, besides the treats. She’s got to be private about the treats. She gnaws her bottom lip, then begins. “Oklahoma’s got a sharp attitude about service. I suppose it’s difficult for her to be the Southern belle sort without ever having been to ‘the South,’ though I’m not honestly sure what that entails. She’s got bigger cultural expectations, I suppose is the point. I’ve been told that she’s in pain. I don’t know if that’s true. I find her very difficult to talk to. She’s mean. Probably, she’s still very good at her job, and an all-around successful and lovely specimen.

“Ballerina is the slowest of us to acclimate to womanhood. She refers to herself as her specimen number more than her name, but she entertains Oklahoma calling her Rina. I don’t know if she likes Oklahoma the way that Oklahoma likes her. Besides Oklahoma, she keeps to herself. It’s hard for her to express herself. She’s earnestly trying, I think. The sort of silent maid type isn’t Mister Pink’s preference, I think, but it’s what she can manage. She doesn’t take pride in this.

“Thumbelina, meanwhile, is never alone. I think her branding is great. She is awfully maternal to everybody and happy to serve. She’s very woman, you know, it’s in her walk and how she speaks in a lower tone of voice when she’s taking care of someone. She’s uncomfortable when nobody wants her help. She adores Cleopatra for her kindness and wants to baby her, her more than any of us, and that’s not because of Mister Pink. Probably, it’s a good thing. Emotional strength is very social, very feminine.

“You know, to that end, Cleopatra really is kind. That’s not an act, either. Sometimes she’s content to be babied, what with how happy it makes Thumbelina. I think Thumbelina smothers her, and I think her patience waxes and wanes with how well classes are going. I’ve heard she spent three hours plucking flecks of glass from Miss Madam’s nose a while back. Such a shame about that compact. If I wasn’t the medic, she’d do well. I mean, I suppose she might’ve been the medic before I was the medic.”

Troubling thought, Cleopatra maybe being better than Hallelujah at playing the medic.

Doctor Younghusband isn’t writing any of this down.

Hallelujah peels off her gloves. She tosses them in the trash and rubs her tacky hands together. She’s been sweating. It feels grimy. She says, “Anastasia is Mister Pink’s favorite.”

“Yes. She is.”

Hallelujah wipes her hands on her skirt. She’s been fitted for a fancy little nurse costume; she should be receiving it soon. It’ll be pale pink and deep crimson, with lace along the bottom hem. She feels enormously guilty, then guiltier for feeling guilty. “I don’t know Anastasia well. She keeps to herself.”

“Is that so?”

“Mhm,” Hallelujah insists. Sour twinges the back of her throat. She’ll blame the corpse preservative smell if he asks about her expression.

Doctor Younghusband says, “That’s enough for today.”

Big feelings rock Hallelujah. She’s been in this building for ages. What was this building called? Something as pithy as Felicity Complex, she hoped. Castle Younghusband. Hall of the Very Best Lab.

She’ll be glad to see it go.

“Good night, Doctor Younghusband,” she says. “I’ll still get to see you sometimes in the Complex, right? To report whether I find any aberrant growths on the girls!”

“Specimen,” he says. He waves a hand, and she’s dismissed.


[image: ]


Hallelujah paces in the closet. She’s been waiting for an hour, and she’s absolutely foaming. She could climb up the walls and do one of Miss Madam’s nastiest combinations on the ceiling, like a big tap-dancing bug. Felicity Complex, tomorrow! Nothing could beat that.

Of course, she’s not really going to climb up the shelves. If she did, she might displace the jugs of disinfectant and knock around the concealed hoard of treats. With impossible strength and restraint, she holds still.

This is where Doctor Slagle tried to burn her alive way back when. They’ve since gathered enough little treasures that they couldn’t fit under the vat anymore, and besides, a scientist might stumble upon them! Can’t have that. Mister Grange comes in here occasionally, but he’s not working tonight. They have this room all to themselves, Hal and Annie.

Hal doesn’t know what’s taking her so long.

To kill time, Hal thinks about how they might covertly transport the treat horde to the Felicity Complex. The real actual Cleopatra was smuggled to Julius Caesar rolled up in a rug. So mischievous and stylish. Ugh. Hallelujah imagines their CoverGirl lipstick and loose cigarettes and skin mags and nail polish and boar-bristle hairbrush hidden in a folded-tablecloth bindle. Maybe too dramatic. Surely she could hide their precious secret things in a first-aid box or tucked between bags of serum? Or tuck them under her skirt?

Finally. Quick on the door goes the one, two, one-two-three knock.

Hallelujah swings it open.

Anastasia throws her arms around Hallelujah’s shoulders. She leans her full weight against her, nearly knocking her over. She kisses at her ear.

Hallelujah stumbles. She shuts the door with her foot. She puts her hands on Anastasia’s waist, holds her still, and Anastasia breathes against her shoulder. “Be annoyed, I’m annoyed! I’m so annoyed. Mister Pink’s little non-providing goons are killing me, Hal. They don’t know that we’re vat freaks. They think it’s all a marketing charade. So, they kept asking me where I live, and I tried to be coy and sweet, nooo, so I tried to be polite and firm, nooo, so I tried to be evil, and they misconstrued it for playful. They want to know if I’ll go catch a film with them or go for drinks. Meanwhile, I’m thinking about killing them as vividly as I can manage. I’m longing for handfuls of throat. Idiots. If they were providers, I’d allow it, but for nothing?”

Hallelujah strokes up and down Anastasia’s back. She taps all the little buttons on her powder-blue dress and touches her thick yellow hair. For a moment, Hal thinks about nothing at all. Annie’s hair slips between Hallelujah’s knuckles with the most incredible texture. Nothing compares. It’s so good to be here with her. Paradise forever with her would be so sweet.

Anastasia pulls her head back, looks Hallelujah over. “Hal.”

“Annie.”

She frowns. “What is it?”

“I know something you don’t,” Hallelujah says all singsong, grinning big and broad and dumb.

“Doubtful.” Anastasia furrows her long, skinny eyebrows. “What is it?”

“We’re going to the Felicity Complex tomorrow.”

Anastasia blinks. Her eyes unfocus. Her arms go soft around Hallelujah’s neck, then tense up.

Hallelujah tries, “Are you excited?”

“I didn’t know that,” Anastasia says.

“It’s one step nearer to the fruition of our great and wonderful purpose,” Hallelujah starts, then changes tacks. “I’ve already been thinking about how to smuggle our treats. Promising options! Maybe we could fashion little sacks and wear them under our skirts like petticoats?”

Anastasia is quiet.

“Annie? What’s the matter?”

She takes a while. She looks vaguely around the bleach bottles. “I thought we had a little while longer.”

“Do you want to stay here?” There’s a lump in Hallelujah’s throat. She wiggles her jaw, and goes, “We can talk about something else, if you’d like. I can brush your hair.”

“I want to dress you up.” Anastasia breaks the embrace. She stalks over to the cleaning supplies and shoves them aside, thrusts her arm in the splendid, special darkness where they keep their contraband.

Hallelujah nods, swallows. She pats herself down and makes for the buttons on her dress.

“No. Let me.”

Anastasia’s voice changes. She affects that slow, honeyed tone she takes when she wants something. Hal doesn’t interrogate it. She holds still and squeezes her eyes shut.

Fingertips on her hips, slow over her waist, up her ribs. Anastasia undoes her dress. She touches her jaw, folds her palms on either side of Hallelujah’s throat, slides them down the slope of her shoulders. She eases her sleeves down. The dress flutters down around her ankles. Her skin prickles in the cold.

Anastasia slides her thumb over the little hooks on her bustier. She rolls down her stockings. Hallelujah steps out of all her clothes, and she shivers, dares herself not to hide behind her arms. Eve hid her nakedness in recognition of having sinned. Hallelujah’s not a person, so she should be exempt from caring about that.

“Lift your arms,” Anastasia says, and Hallelujah obediently holds her elbows by her ears. Over Hallelujah’s head, Anastasia pulls a clingy knit. She lifts her hair out of the collar, adjusts the shoulders. Then, she kneels. She lifts one of Hal’s ankles, then the other. She guides Hallelujah into a pair of jeans. She takes her time with it. She slips her hands into Hallelujah’s back pockets. “Do you want to feel good, Hal?”

Hallelujah lolls her head back, offers Anastasia whatever she’d like to kiss.

“Do you want to go to the Felicity Complex?”

Hallelujah sighs, rolls her head from side to side. The kisses have yet to come. She opens one eye. “Yes. Very much.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes,” Hallelujah starts. She has a nagging sense that she’s done something wrong, but she can’t parse what. She worries the hem of her soft knit sleeve with her thumb. “I really do. It’ll be a place that’s all ours. No vats, no tubes, no tests. We’ll be the nursemaids of the future and take care of poor, sweet presidents. I’ll give them stitches, you’ll run them a bath, and they’ll give us little rare and precious treats they’ve brought from their topside mansions. It’ll be wonderful. If you think about it, we’ll run the show. It’ll be all about our talent and devotion. It’ll be you and me forever. Won’t that be nice?”

“It’s not our show.”

Hal blinks, crestfallen. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I don’t know.” Anastasia toes aside Hallelujah’s uniform and sits on the floor. Her hair spills everywhere, heavenly as ever. Her face is a mask. “I’m uneasy. There. A feeling, just for you.”

Hallelujah sits down across from her. She sticks her legs straight out, catches Anastasia in the V between them. “That’s okay. I’m uneasy all the time.”

“It shows.” Anastasia puts her hands on Hallelujah’s knees. She scratches at the denim. “Let’s run away.”

That’s an insane thing to say.

Hallelujah feels jittery. She leans toward Anastasia and wraps a lock of her hair around her finger, tugs it. She wonders if this is why Anastasia wanted her dressed up. Despite herself, she imagines herself standing on a street corner. All the elements that make up this street corner are amalgamated from different movies they’ve been shown. She imagines rushing, beeping cars in red Technicolor. Grainy, hazy air; building exteriors with neat painted brick facades displaying jaunty hand-lettered shop signs; everybody effortlessly beautiful, walking in lockstep, laughing and waving kerchiefs. The actual world couldn’t be far from this. The bad news she’s heard about, Soviets and the Viet Cong, bra burning, catalytic converters, spies and liars and the Manson family murders, Jim Crow, police dogs snarling taut on leashes, villages on fire, gasoline on trees, none of these had context for her. Just headlines whose articles she hadn’t read. Bits of gossip that drifted through the gauzy veil of tranquilizers. They had equal importance and emphasis to the lab as the recent death of Doctor Martin’s dog. Ate a thumbtack, poor thing.

She can’t quite conceptualize space without a ceiling.

She imagines herself and Anastasia on this bustling street corner together. The air is warm and breezy, the ceiling high and bright above. The sun is a lamp, the clouds painted wisps, the blue a clever choice in tiling. They could bask in the rushing sounds and the intensity of beautiful colors. Trees blooming little white flowers. Heavy rain, lightning cracking the sky, God flipping the light switch as fast as He can. Anastasia soaked, hair down, embroidered sundress clinging to her body. Laughing.

They could make it! They’re smart enough, and Anastasia is pretty.

They could hitchhike to Los Angeles or New York City. They could hide out in a swine farm in Kansas like the girl in The Wizard of Oz. They could learn how to drive. Both their trades exist in the world, Anastasia could work in water treatment or plumbing, Hallelujah could be a nurse or a laboratory tech. They could do what they already do, barter favors for treats. They could be dancers at some club. They could work in an aboveground hotel.

They would run out of serum, but that’s alright. Hallelujah could slice off anything that grew in funny. She could rub salt on their wounds to inhibit them. They could get lots of sun.

They could live in a flat with a balcony overlooking the sea. Salty water cresting, foaming, teeming, sighing. Like a vat with no edges. Seagulls like heavy fairies gliding everywhere. The miracle of a sunset.

She imagines them smoking cigarettes together on the balcony.

A flash of light, then heat, then howling.

She imagines a nuclear bomb.

Hallelujah unwinds the golden lock of hair from around her knuckle, smooths it. Such a pretty contrast, the sunny blond against the uniform’s powder blue. She successfully keeps herself from throwing up.

“We haven’t even seen the Felicity Complex,” Hallelujah says. “Don’t you want to see it?”

Anastasia’s face shutters.

“It’s the safest place in the world. Just us and America’s most special people. Our own little bulletproof Eden.”

“We don’t need a bulletproof Eden,” Anastasia says.

“It’s dangerous,” Hallelujah insists, “it’s deadly. The bombs would burn us up along with everybody else. We’ve got rooms in a shelter. We should take the shelter.”

“I would look after you outside.”

She wants to believe her. She tries.

How could she take good enough care of her that it’d spare her the radiation sickness?

Desperate, Hal smiles and urges, “This is exciting, Annie. The Felicity Complex will be so beautiful. We’re going to have so much fun.”

Anastasia presses her hands over her eyes. Her shoulders tighten, and Hallelujah reaches to massage them, but Anastasia shrugs off the touch.

They sit in silence for a while.

She’ll convince Anastasia about the Felicity Complex from the inside, she decides. She’ll show Annie how lucky they are. She’ll look after her.

Eventually, Anastasia looks at Hallelujah again. She gazes up and down her torso, the normal-girl clingy cashmere and the denim, the shape of her body beneath. She says, “I know something you don’t.”

“Oh, really? And what would that be?” Hallelujah never wins this game. She’s eager to lose. Something new to talk about would be marvelous.

“We were supposed to be boys.”
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BEFORE

Mister Pink slaps his hands on his thighs and yells, “Amen, babies!”

The Materia Prima specimens sing back, “Amen, Mister Pink!”

The Pink-Younghusband girls, specimens no longer, sit in a makeshift chapel in the middle of a cavernous room. They took a bus here this morning, sedated and blindfolded, and came to something like an hour ago. The sedatives left a filmy grottiness on Hallelujah’s tongue and gums, and make her brain feel very dry and chalky. Besides this, she and everybody else seems to be in good spirits. Everybody besides Anastasia, of course, who arrived separately. It must be difficult to be the most beautiful brand-new girl in the world. Perhaps she caught a glimpse of the trees outside. Are they leggy and flat-leaved, or spiky and conical?

This is Paradise. Or, it will be, soon.

The Felicity Complex is wrapped in plastic. Under the crinkly shroud, the concrete and rebar bones of this temple to culture jut unpainted from the cold, crud-besprinkled floor. Pipes and wires throb across the ceiling and sprout the occasional plump, ripe, uvular light bulb. Mildew spores permeate the air. Daddy longlegs scamper after dust bunnies in the shadows. Something, somewhere, is dripping.

Hallelujah has absolute faith in this basement. The potential is here. A bit of zhuzhing, some blush and sequins, and it’ll shame the Ritz-Carlton. Oklahoma nearly cried when she saw it, but perhaps this was joyful overwhelm. Hallelujah can see the future of the Complex when she looks at all the grit and smut. She thinks of herself in the vat. Who’d have thought she’d ever be a stylish maid back then!

The girls sit across from Mister Pink. Cameras wink around them, angled to carefully avoid the plastic and the mice. She and the others wear casual clothes, outside clothes, like normal human women, and Hallelujah feels she has an edge on the others, as somebody who’s worn a sweater before. They received their clothes about twenty minutes ago, after hair and makeup, when the sedatives really started wearing off. They stripped their uniform dresses off, handed them over to some scrawny boy claiming to be Mister Pink’s assistant, and stepped into their frumpy costumes. The outfit isn’t nearly as flattering on Hallelujah as her forbidden knit and jeans, but the novelty is lovely. It’s a long, wool, pleated skirt and a much bigger, lumpier jumper. She’s been given huge reading glasses to wear. She looks like a frumpier Miss Madam.

She worries for a moment that perhaps Anastasia isn’t here because she’s run away.

She wouldn’t run away without her, would she?

Hallelujah tries to pray.

Mister Pink claps. She snaps back to focus.

The girls in drab outside clothes lean forward in sync, as they rehearsed.

“That’s right.” The tall, broad mass of Mister Pink soars above the pulpit. He’s all done up like Elvis, beaded white jacket and pointed snakeskin boots, and when he throws out his arms and preaches like this, there seems to be a gravitational pull of all particulate matter toward his barrel chest. Dust sparkles like crushed diamonds in midair around him. All at once, Hallelujah can’t stop staring. He appears to her the way he did the day he came and sat beside her vat. He’s like the bulldozer of God.

He wags his brows and curls his thin lips, darts his eyes around, scrunches his nose, laughs at every third thing somebody in the filming crew says. There are strangers in the chapel, men with cameras and tall, imposing lighting equipment who look at the girls with skepticism and intrigue. They sip black coffee and murmur to each other.

Drip, drip, drip.

Mister Pink rolls his wrist, and suddenly he’s holding a cigarillo. He holds it between the middle and ring fingers of his left hand, pinches it between the jewel-encrusted signets that adorn each digit. He strikes a match on the pulpit. He lights up. He waves the smoking cigarillo around in the air like a scepter.

“Girls,” he booms. “I searched for you far and wide. Coast to coast, top to bottom, of all the thousands of beautiful young women I interviewed, none else convinced me of their absolute devotion to the Pink and Partners cause as much as you. You’re hired, angels. You’re going to protect and nurture the most important people in the world.

“From now on, you’re the Felicity Complex girls. Your old life is behind you. This is your home, your family, your purpose. I applaud you, ladies. You really are America’s best.

“Today is your birthday! I hereby rebaptize you. On these fine dresses, you’ll find names embroidered, ones I’ve picked for our brand. Big fantasy names, fairy-tale names, and gospel names, names for manifest destiny and princesses lost at the hands of the Communist scourge, names to remind people of splendor and whimsy and the American Dream. You, sweet, special girls of mine, will embody these names with your every action. Each one of you is endowed with a fraction of ideal womanhood, which, safe in your loving bosoms, are preserved, protected from oblivion and time. Put on your dress and become yourself.”

Mister Pink jabs out a finger, and the cameras swivel.

Anastasia appears in uniform. She walks down the aisle like a bride, and mechanically, she hands everybody their own uniforms. Her hair bounces and curls with all splendor and glory, her posture is perfect, and she’s weeping. Her expression is breezy, effortless, content as ever. No tension around her easy smile, no lines around her eyes, not a hint of stress or discomfort. She’s just crying. A tear slides down her cheekbone, curves around her jaw, and slips below her collar.

She doesn’t look Hallelujah in the eye when she hands her the dress. Hallelujah touches her hand under the powder blue, and nothing. She pulls away, walks down the line. It’s as though they’re strangers. Dress for Ballerina. Dress for Thumbelina.

“Thank you, darling,” says Mister Pink. He waves his hands for Anastasia to come stand in front of the pulpit.

She complies. She smiles up front with her gums showing. Her teeth are very white. The whites of her eyes are tinged with red.

“How about you start us off,” says Mister Pink. “How delectable you look. You could be a pageant queen. Tell us about your new name, and what it means to you. What the Felicity Complex means to you, and to America. I want to hear all about it.”

Sweetly, flatly, Anastasia says, “Why, thank you, Mister Pink.” She closes her fist in the skirts of her dress, swishes it back and forth over her knees.

“Anastasia,” she says, “is the prettiest name here.”

He chuckles, and elbows a grip beside him, who doubles over, sputtering. “That’s right, sweet girl! Anastasia. The last living princess, they say she was shot in the head like a dog in a basement. A symbol of royal beauty lost. You know, some say she survived, and could return to Moscow to grab the crown one day. Overthrow the Communists, or at least, drink forever like she deserves in Paris. Twirl for us, Anastasia. Show us all how beautiful you look.”

Anastasia spins once, arms stretched over her head. The skirt flares.

“Very nice,” says Mister Pink. “You’re a dream. Of course, you’re the first young woman I recruited, and your beauty alone compelled me to structure this bunker in this way. Talk to me about America, Anastasia.”

“It’s the land of the free.”

“That’s right. I’m going to show you girls around our little Heaven, get you acquainted with our beautiful hotel.” Mister Pink throws his hands up, and Anastasia stares straight ahead at nothing. “Everybody, now!”

Somebody in the film crew darts in front of Mister Pink and claps his hands, yells, “Cut!”

“That was great, Maxwell,” says a man behind the camera. He has a cross necklace in the exposed V of his chest hair. He takes off his mirrored sunglasses and flips a toothpick in his teeth. “Just swell. Where’d you get these girls, huh? Did you poach them from your Vegas show?”

“They’re a Felicity Complex exclusive, gentlemen. They could’ve been Rockettes or Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders, but here they are instead. All mine.” Mister Pink drums his knuckles on the podium’s side. “You should’ve come round the Anastasia show earlier! Larry liked it, didn’t you, Larry, you pig? Well, never mind. I’ll invite you to the next one.”

A man in a seersucker suit behind the cameraman tsks. “You can take the man out of the circus …”

“My circus has nothing to do with it,” Mister Pink oozes. “It’s all from my time in that ancient and illustrious gentleman’s sport: college football! A-ha ha ha.”

“Say, how’s the wife? Has she been down for a tour? Met the girls?”

Mister Pink barks a laugh. “Sweet Christ, no! Have you met my wife?”

Hallelujah stands up on the pew. She’s lost sight of Anastasia. Everybody’s moving, and a moment in her life has never been this populous. There are maybe fifty strangers talking over each other. Everybody’s moving around. The specimens duck out, change into their uniforms. She can’t see her. She spins on her heel, and everybody is near her, chanting and barking and laughing at each other. They’re moving cables around, long bundles of cables wrapped in red rubber. They’re changing light bulbs and testing out gels.

In the back of the crowd, Hallelujah spots Doctor Younghusband. He smokes beside a concrete pillar, silhouetted by clamp lights.

“Doctor Younghusband!”

She jumps off the pew, then hands close on her lumpy sweater and spin her. There’s a camera shoving at her mouth.

“What’s your new name! Let’s hear it!” goes the cameraman.

“Hallelujah,” she says. She tries for a smile.

A flashbulb goes off. Her whole vision goes white.

The cameraman beams. “Amen.”

The whole room moves. The crowd flows, and Hallelujah is pulled along with the current. The rough, crumbling edges of the unfinished basement whirl around her. Somebody takes her uniform away, thrusts a new outfit into her hands. Tiny little nurse getup. Another one too, a little tennis skirt and blouse with floppy white socks and neat white sneakers. It’s a lot to carry.

“Think of this as your tour,” Mister Pink says behind her. “Soon, this place will be so darling. The better you sell it today, the more funding I’ll get for marble and leather and teak. So sell it, girls. Show me how much you want it. Give us the most gorgeous proof of concept.”

Hallelujah blinks away the flash in her eyes. She hugs her belly. She’s got to do great.

Everybody shoves themselves into a new room in the Complex. Above the doorway, a tile mosaic reads True Love Gymnasium and Spa. It’s a very seafoam-green room, finished down the middle third, where there lies a heart-shaped pool, shower stalls, and a badminton court. The far left and right sides of the room are bare, marrow-colored concrete. That’s how much love she’s got to give, enough to paint over all that beige. Hallelujah’s lost a floppy sock somewhere along the way. She doesn’t have time to turn back and fetch it.

Hallelujah’s never seen a swimming pool before. There’s a flutter in her heart. It beats out her nerves and her worries. Beside her, Oklahoma hisses venom to Ballerina about the state of the Complex, but Hallelujah does her best not to listen. Doubt won’t serve them. She’s learned this much from Mister Pink: The best things are born of faith. She’ll find beauty here. She’ll cultivate it. She will gather a beautiful bouquet of reasons why this place will be lovely for her and Anastasia.

She remembers and briefly wonders about what Mister Pink had said about an Anastasia show. She wonders what that entails. Maybe Anastasia is talented enough to sustain an entire sales pitch all on her own. Surely that’s it. That’s how they met, after all. Hallelujah remembers Mister Pink holding the knife over Anastasia’s chest and cutting it. She’ll ask her about it later, when they’re alone.

Hallelujah runs into the middle of the room and claps. She bounces up and down on the balls of her feet. She drops to her knees beside the swimming pool. It’s still empty, and the little tiles inside form a jolly octopus. The purple tentacles curl up the sides of the pool, like petals on a flower. She traces her finger along the tile of one sucker. It cuts her fingerprint. Ouch! She pulls her finger back to suck it, and the drop wriggles down into the bottom of the pool, and sparkles on the octopus’s cheek like rouge.

Somebody snaps a camera.

Around her, there’s commotion. A folding table is set up, and upon it, hot food is set down in metal catering trays. Warm, buttery fragrance fills the air, and as Mister Pink says, “Some samples off our menu to come!” Hallelujah can see it.

Life unfurls around her. She imagines the bare corners of the room in peach and baby-blue panels, and yellow beach chairs arranged in a row. She imagines Thumbelina and Cleopatra leaning over faceless, happy patrons, fanning them, daubing their blurry foreheads, feeding them dangling grapes. She imagines Oklahoma and Ballerina in their uniforms playing badminton, jumping and swinging their ribbon-wrapped racquets, slamming a silky-feathered shuttlecock hither and thither to the delight of the woeful president and his beloved gleaming actress. She imagines Anastasia reclining in the pool in an inflatable tube, wearing the actress’s jewels, relaxing at the day’s end. She imagines serving the saddest possible people little flaky finger foods, and standing over them as they lift weights, admiring their form, their resiliency, their commitment to growth. She imagines the sweat sparkling when it drips off their glistening muscles and falls to the floor. She imagines scrubbing on her hands and knees so perfectly, so gracefully, that anybody who’d look upon her might be soothed and reassured of hope’s power. So feminine, so mighty.

Hallelujah prays to God or science, whatever is listening. She feels warm and gooey inside. She gives herself a squeeze. It’s good that she and Anastasia didn’t run away. There’s so much happiness in store for them. The whole point of this place is that it won’t ever change. All they need to do is decide to be happy. If they start with love in their hearts, that’s how they’ll stay.

“Okay, ladies, let’s bring the taster tour home. It’s time for the big one. Let’s dance the dinner show!”

More commotion around her. Hallelujah looks up in time to see the folding table with the food removed. Her gut twinges. She gets off her knees, dusts herself off, composes herself with a big, heady smile. Cleopatra and Thumbelina and Ballerina put down their paper plates. Cleopatra finishes her oysters with hot sauce and lemon. She licks her fingers. Thumbelina offers her the rest of her key lime cheesecake square. Cleopatra politely declines, but one of the photographers leans forward and eats it out of Thumbelina’s pinched fingers. When Ballerina licks her plate’s rim, it hardly even feels strange. Behind them, Oklahoma whispers to someone in Mister Pink’s crew, eyes beseeching. Half the girls have changed into their spare outfits, but it doesn’t seem consistent. Oklahoma wears her normal-girl clothes again. She rolled the skirt hem to make it shorter.

Hallelujah likes her uniform the best. It feels like an anchor. Come rough seas, she’ll be right here.

Anastasia appears beside her.

Hallelujah could faint with relief.

“It’s good to see you,” she whispers. “Did you have time for one of the little desserts?”

“Yeah. I saved you half.” Anastasia looks exhausted. She’s tied her hair back into a high ponytail. The veins in her face show dark piney green.

“I love you,” Hallelujah whispers.

Anastasia snaps her head up. She throws on a smile.

Mister Pink pulls out a gun. He points it at the ceiling.

BANG!

Confetti rains everywhere.

Mister Pink blows the gun, tucks it into his belt, and drops the needle. Music whines, and the song Miss Madam’s most recently choreographed warbles up, a plucky, choral pop standard. Very old-school, a sound that’s hardly popular anymore. Practically doo-wop.

The three girls standing around what had been the snack table abandon their paper plates. They rush to their dots. Oklahoma, face scarlet, pulls herself away from the man into whose ear she’d been whispering. She fills out the formation. Everybody’s hands flare out. Backs straight, smiles up, teeth big and bright, gums pink.

Five, six, seven, eight.

Bounce, bounce, bounce. Chassé, chassé, invert the shape, twirl, kiss, twirl, kick, dip. Hallelujah has never done this without a mirror before. Her spacing with the other girls seems less intuitive than she anticipated. The floor is uneven and textured. Flashbulbs light up, take action shots of the girls laughing in midair.

The first verse and chorus of the song goes fine. Second verse, Cleopatra leaps high as can be, everybody strikes their poses, and Anastasia, always absent, misses her mark. She smacks Thumbelina, hard. Thumbelina falters, stumbles sideways, and comes under Ballerina’s arm. The dance unravels fast from there. They all fuck up and bomb. They keep toppling each other. The whole affair is a wobbly mess. Hallelujah’s ankle hooks around Oklahoma’s ankle, and she spills across the floor and busts her chin. Twingy greenish pain throbs through her whole skull, and as her chin knits together, the viewing crowd laughs and raises their glasses.

They say, “Come on, girls! Keep spirit!”

Mister Pink barks a laugh, and he sings the last line of the song. “Again,” he cries, “for a sporting chance! You’ll get it, babies!” He pulls out his fat cigar and lights it. With a needle screech, he restarts the song, and slaps the record player encouragingly on the side.

The specimens dance it again, bounce bounce bounce, but after the kick line Hallelujah collapses in the dip, her heel flies up, and the world rushes down around her. There’s arms on her, hands on her waist and her ribs, and while the specimens barely catch her, they fall themselves. They slam against the stage in a big heap. Hallelujah’s laughing, this time. Everybody’s laughing. Their limbs are all tangled up. Who knows how they’ll ever get to their feet!

“Bless our precious frivolities,” Mister Pink says. “Oh, to be a silly, pretty girl.”

Roaring laughter, big applause from the team.

Hallelujah’s diaphragm beats against her belly. She hiccups and spits out a tooth.
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AFTER

Lights come up in the Felicity Complex, like fairyland under the hill.

The bolted metal door creaks open.

Soft pink concrete foyer, adorned with oil landscapes: hazy cows in rolling green, sailing ships on crashing water, a long-lost city, fast asleep. There’s a lounge to the left, distinguished with leather and walnut furniture, a select library of books, films, and records, a screen and projector, a billiards table, a robust wine cabinet, and a little tinseled carousel with six leaping unicorns. Tiger pelts on the floor. Three guest suites to the right: the Camelot Room with exposed wood beams and false cathedral windows, big stone walls, a bearskin blanket; the Versailles Room with a lush canopy bed and airy rococo crown molding, all miniscule gilt curlicues around the dainty vanity mirror; and the Pompeii Room, with tall fluted columns and friezes from Nero’s golden house, and a conspicuous bust of Maxwell Pink on a gilded Corinthian plinth. Down a hallway, the Hanging Gardens with lush herbs and leafy vegetables. A modest chapel with benches and a crucifix. Conference Rooms A, B, and C. Beyond that, the dolphin fountain burbles water in the True Love Gymnasium and Spa. Bright blue ripples from the leisure pool reflect on the Olympic-quality chrome gym equipment and weights. Through saloon doors across the way, dinner tables. Heavy velvet curtains draw back to reveal a stage.

Hello! I’m Anastasia. I’m Oklahoma, I’m Cleopatra. Hi from me, Thumbelina. That’s Ballerina. And I’m Hallelujah. This is our home. The Felicity Complex! Kingly amenities and our devoted care await you in the Felicity Complex, our luxury bunker unparalleled, courtesy of Pink and Partners. When catastrophe befalls the world, we’ll see you safe and sound. Book ahead and ensure a bed in Paradise. We just can’t wait to meet you.

Six girls stand in a beautiful semicircle, wearing matching pale blue dresses and shiny Mary Janes. With a puff of smoke, Maxwell Pink himself appears before them. The girls applaud his appearance. In perfect synchronization, they bounce their hips and snap their fingers. They give him a beat. Maxwell Pink looks directly into the camera. He takes off his ten-gallon hat and holds it over his heart.

He says, “Ladies and gentlemen, dry your tears. Society will not be destroyed. The lowlifes who despise your ingenuity and success cannot take your happiness from you. I built this safe and special place to hide you from evildoers. You won’t just survive here. You’ll be happier than ever. In addition to blast-proof doors and state-of-the-art air filtration, industrial generators, and food and medical provisions enough for a decade’s indulgence, the Felicity Complex has live entertainment, cherished favorites, bespoke hospitality, fitness, leisure, and faith. I’ve personally overseen every aspect of this place’s construction. It’s a true modern castle, a fortified palace tucked into the crust of the Earth. Our only desire is to cradle the champions of this world, our business magnates and hereditary lords, the real successors to the throne of the future, in luxury and softness. All that’s missing here is you. Come to the Felicity Complex. Let us treat you properly.”

The commercial ends. It’s the end of the world. Nowhere is better than here.
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It’s a hard passage to Paradise.

Hours with pickaxes to find a hidden door, then a flight of concrete stairs down into a long, windowless hallway, which ends at another door that opens into curtain. Push that aside, and the survivors find themselves in a small square room.

There is no furniture inside the room. There’s a hanging light bulb with a pull chain.

Three soldiers in identical dark fatigues enter the room. Long reflective stripes down the backs of their tactical jackets. They’ve got blood on their boots. One pulls the chain, and the light buzzes to life. Stars on the ceiling. Cream-and-crimson checkered tiles on the floor. Heavy blue velvet curtains cover the walls. One of the soldiers startles. He carries an enormous leather bag, uninteresting except for the palladium grommets Swiss-cheesing it, which he unceremoniously drops.

“Jesus H,” he says.

A muffled sound from within the bag.

“It’s a dead end,” says another.

A feminine voice from behind them calls, “No, no. It’s exactly as it should be. Help Suraj. I’ll open the vault for us.”

The soldiers stand aside for her.

She steps into the light. Blond bangs, coral lips, large sunglasses. She wears a fine silk handkerchief over her hair. The collar of her long, dark wool coat is popped. After one glance at the leather bag, she turns sharply to the right, pulls the blue curtain aside, reveals a massive circular twenty-four-bolt metal door.

Relief flashes across her face. Tension melts from around her mouth. She leans her head back, looks up at the stars on the ceiling, and says, “Respite at last.”

“It’s like an old bank vault,” says one of the soldiers.

“Very much so,” says the woman. She gathers herself. There’s a combination lock on the door, and she murmurs, “We who are still alive and remain will be caught up together in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air and be with Him forever.” She rolls the knob between her fingers, 52-4-17, then gestures for the soldiers to spin the steering wheel on the door.

It takes two of them. They hiss and sweat with effort.

The third soldier guides in the second survivor—Suraj—on his arm. Salt-and-pepper beard, buzzed head, agony plain on his face. He clutches at his navy suit jacket and the cream turtleneck beneath, takes a fistful of fabric and squeezes. Behind his hand, a red stain grows. The soldier supports his weight with a grimace. This soldier, the youngest of the three, has blood on his hands and left cheek.

The soldiers at the vault door throw their weight into spinning the wheel. The broader of the two groans with effort, braces one bloody boot against the steel and concrete wall, and heaves. A sound tears out of him. Raw, ragged pain.

All five tons of the door swing open with a ghastly rattle. The ungreased hinges wheeze.

A needle drops, and jaunty music kicks up. Piano and trumpets.

Six women wait behind the door. They stand in a semicircle, hands clasped over their hearts, big smiles, big eyes, no gaps between them. They wear matching blue dresses. None of them blink.

The survivor party doesn’t breathe. The scrawny soldier brandishes his weapon.

“Hello,” says one of the women inside. “I’m Anastasia.”

It goes around the arc, rapid-fire.

“I’m Oklahoma!”

“I’m Cleopatra!”

“Hi from me, Thumbelina!”

The last woman says, “That’s Ballerina, and I’m Hallelujah!”

Then, in brassy unison: “This is our home. The Felicity Complex!”

“Erline,” Suraj pants. “Erline, what—”

“It’s such a pleasure to meet you,” Erline interjects. She takes off her sunglasses, pulls the scarf from her head, and mirrors back the biggest smile she can muster. Her eyes are bloodshot. There’s a bruise below the right one. “I’m Erline, this is Suraj, and these are our bodyguards, Isaiah”—the panting ginger on Suraj’s arm—“Trent”—broad and tan, brandishing a gun—“and Derek”—thin and dark, wheezing behind the door. The bag thumps, once, and Erline kicks it. The bag goes still.

“Ah. There’s blood on your clothes,” says one of the Felicity Complex girls. Hallelujah. She glances at but does not comment on the bag. “Are you hurt?”

Suraj grunts.

“My friend is hurt,” Erline says. “We’re all in considerable danger. We’ve booked the Camelot Room, the Versailles Room, and the Roman Room.”

“The Pompeii Room,” Cleopatra corrects.

“Yes, pardon me. We’ve encountered terrible danger to come here. I may be a little frazzled.” Erline glances over her shoulder at the soldiers. “Many loved ones, colleagues, and staff did not make it here. We may be out of sorts. Forgive us.”

Trent hasn’t lowered his gun.

Derek stares at the door they came through, nerves plain on his face.

Isaiah looks over the Felicity Complex girls’ shiny smiling faces. He watches something move above and behind them. A quick, vivid tendril of something. A loose, live cable, or possibly a snake.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” says Thumbelina.

Anastasia says, “With whom did you book your stay?”

Erline stares at her. She rocks back on her heels, and says crisply, “Maxwell Pink.”

A ripple passes through the girls. They glance at each other without moving their heads.

“We’re so thrilled you made it here safely,” Cleopatra says. “Please. Come in.”

“Yes,” says Thumbelina. “Let us take your bags.”

“Don’t open it,” Erline says.

“I’d never,” Thumbelina assures her.

The bag thumps again.

Suraj works his jaw. “We need this door shut behind us now.”

The girls part, stand in neat lines on either side of the threshold. They gesture inward toward the massive pink cavern behind them. Elegant lines in their arms, clean extension. They must be dancers.

The survivors walk into the Felicity Complex, and the five-ton door swings shut behind them. The impact shakes dust from the ceiling. It falls on the soldiers’ black-clad shoulders.

The record whines under its needle, changes tracks. Doo-wop girls sing, Felicity whoa, paradise whoa.

“I can’t believe we’re here,” Erline breathes. She feels along her scalp, plucks a pink paint chip from her hair.

“Forgive us that we don’t have a larger reception prepared,” says Cleopatra. “We’d expected your arrival sooner. With how long it’s been, we feared the worst.”

“I’ve waited for you for ages. I’m so glad you’re finally here,” says Hallelujah. “So, so glad.”

“We really are happy to see you,” says Thumbelina.

None of the girls move. They keep perfect posture. Their dresses are translucent, stiff around the bodices. Dirty.

Suraj bows his head and politely spits up pink-and-scarlet ribbons of blood.

The spell breaks. Hallelujah rushes to his side, holds the arm unoccupied by Isaiah. Isaiah is still gawking at the ceiling. The other girls move as well, whirling around the guests and ushering them into the suites, and somewhere in the spiral Trent fires his gun. It cracks against the ceiling, a single, echoing BANG that makes Erline drop to the floor and cover her head. Ashy pink dust explodes down. The bag tips on its side and moans. The girls flatten themselves against the walls. Derek draws his own weapon. Isaiah holds Suraj, who vomits again, moaning.

“We’re in charge here,” says Trent. “Erline. Suraj. My gut says we ought to sleep in one room.”

Erline stands up. She smooths her coat, takes a measured breath, and whirls on her heels.

She’s across the floor in an instant.

She slaps Trent clean across the face.

He stands there blinking. A vein shows in his forehead. One of her rings has left a nasty welt beside his nose.

“We are guests,” Erline says, “and if you ever make that much noise again, you’re out.”

“There’s something very wrong here, ma’am,” Trent hushes.

“You’re in the Pompeii Room with Isaiah and Derek. Suraj is in the Camelot Room, me and my bag are in the Versailles Room. Thank our gracious hosts and go to your room.”

Trent jerks his chin down. He lowers his gun and stalks away, cussing and chewing. He’ll be a good guest for the Felicity Complex. Better in than out.

The gunshot hole in the concrete above glints. It fills itself with something gummy. It looks like sour-cherry jam, or some kind of squidgy sea creature. Then it clouds. Something milky or moldy blooms across its surface, and then, pink as a fresh scar, blends in with the concrete surroundings.

Ballerina kneels and plucks the bullet casing off the floor. She rubs it against her cheek.
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AFTER

Suraj languishes in an oxblood leather chaise longue. His suit jacket is open, lined with metallic fabric. It bends the light in a hypnotic, holographic way. So pretty. His turtleneck clings to his belly, slick with sweat, and pink where he’s bled through a bandage. Hallelujah leans over him in a short, slim, baby-pink nurse outfit. Red piping, mint-and-white pill buttons. She wears minty latex gloves and pinches a little cotton ball bunny drenched in iodine. She rubs it up and down either side of his throat.

“You poor dear. It’s okay now. Show me where it hurts,” Hallelujah croons.

He frowns at her. Looks at his stained shirt, then over at Erline, sitting on a carousel unicorn and weeping gently to herself. Thumbelina stands beside the carousel in a frilly French maid dress, holding a silver tray of the most ornate snacks possible. Ribbons of cured meat and crumbly white cheese, rosemary fried potatoes, and mushrooms sautéed in butter and milk arranged in flowers and stars. Erline strokes the unicorn’s wooden mane. Every time she drifts past Thumbelina, she plucks something off the tray and pops it between her teeth. Below, Ballerina lies on the floor. She pumps the bicycle pedals that make the carousel go round. Lying this way, her dress opens around her in a nearly perfect circle. She expertly doesn’t say a single thing.

“That’s good,” Thumbelina coos. “As much as you’d like.”

“Besides where they fucking shot me,” Suraj says, “I’m fine.”

Hallelujah checks his pulse below his jawbone. She leans over top of him and stares directly into his eyes. Little red specks in the whites. She peeks in his ears. She whispers, “Please open your mouth for me, Mister …”

“Kulkarni. Suraj Kulkarni.” He opens his mouth. Sticks out his tongue. She inspects the splotches. Brings herself nearer, looks at his gums, his throat. His teeth are startlingly white and square. His gums are bruised. His bottom lip is swollen.

“Thank you, Mister Kulkarni. May I lift your shirt?”

He nods.

“Who shot you, Mister Kulkarni?”

“The fucking Communists.”

“Of course,” she says. She walks her fingers down his chest and slips the little ivory buttons through their loops.

“It only grazed him,” Erline says. She chews the meat, licks her fingers. “For the unjustly persecuted, we’ve been very lucky.”

“Elaine is dead,” Suraj snaps. “My whole fucking staff is dead, while we’re at it. How about that?”

“Oh,” says Thumbelina. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“His assistant,” says Erline. “She was pregnant. Don’t tell his wife. They’re monsters outside. It’s a miracle we made it here. You girls are miracles.” There’s a dreamy distance in her voice, as though she were recalling the plot of a film that made her cry.

Suraj’s belly swells, falls. Hallelujah peels the bandage back. It’s got a funny adhesive, comes off in gooey strings.

His wound looks like lips. Puffy, swollen, angry red skin spilling through the translucent sutures. There’s a glaze of white pus at its uppermost corner. Hallelujah pulls a finger down the cut, and Mister Kulkarni screams.

Boots in the hallway, and clacky kitten heels.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mister Kulkarni,” Hallelujah says. “Your injury is infected. Nothing to worry about. I’ll drain the wound, close you back up, give you a round of oral antibiotics, and you’ll be good as new. There’s no better place to rest than the Felicity Complex.”

Suraj’s eyes roll around in his head. He looks at the tiger pelt on the floor, nudges the back of its big orange head with his shoe. He traces the thin pink stripes across the mahogany paneled ceiling, follows them down the broad bookshelves, the wine cabinets, up the legs of the billiards table. The velvet on the billiards table is dingy and thin. The wine cabinet is nearly empty. He looks at the creaky, jingling carousel, the beautiful woman weeping on its blondest unicorn.

He reaches across his naked belly and pushes up his jacket sleeve. He glances at an unremarkable, flat, ugly watch of his, a pure white band made of something stiffer and smoother than leather, with a glass face and no numbers at all. He tilts his wrist, and the glass tinges blue.

“No connection,” he says.

“We’re in a concrete hole, dear,” says Erline.

“Say.” Eyes back on Hallelujah. Probably, were he bleeding less, Suraj would be rather handsome. “You’re remarkably well-rendered. What model are you?”

“Oh, I’m Hallelujah! Hi!”

He catches her forearm, flips it, brings it close to his face. He examines the skin over her wrist bones. He digs at the lines of her palm with his thumbnail. When Hallelujah squirms, he squeezes harder, then takes note of her discomfort, and the lack of information on her hands.

“Where do you open up?” Suraj releases her. He moves his arm back to his side and jumps. “Urgh, fuck! Something stuck me.”

Hallelujah’s wrist is only red for a moment. She prompts, “Stuck you, Mister Kulkarni?”

“There’s something sharp in this fucking cushion. Nothing’s good at all anymore,” Suraj laments.

“Sir,” says Derek. He stands beside the leather chaise with his shoulders squared, his hands behind his back, his weapon on his hip. He’s in a similarly reflective shirt to the lining of Mister Suraj’s jacket. He’s taken off his bulky jacket and brimmed hat. Clear brown complexion, aquiline features, closely cropped black hair. “Are you alright?”

“I’m infected, and this couch is pokey.” He groans.

Derek turns to Hallelujah, expecting something.

She smiles at him. Her whole face changes when she smiles, stretchy and animate.

Behind Derek, Oklahoma and Anastasia stand shoulder to shoulder. Anastasia has a pitcher of water. She wears a tiny translucent Grecian chiton, like a nymph. Oklahoma has a basket of steamed towelettes. God’s smallest red, white, and blue milkmaid dress, cleavage up, ruffles out. Little eagles embroidered around the ruched neckline.

Anastasia watches the carousel drift round and round. Erline looks back at her, sucking meat salt from her thumbnail. A funny look crosses between the two of them. Ballerina keeps pedaling below.

Oklahoma offers Derek a steamed towelette.

“Thank you.” He accepts the towelette with a grunt and carefully does not examine the brevity of her milkmaid dress.

Curls of steam waft around her shoulders. “How is it outside?”

“It’s hell,” Suraj says. “Troy has fallen.”

“There’s no hell here,” says Thumbelina.

Derek rubs his face with the towelette, sighs against it. “This feels incredible. I appreciate this.”

“You flirt.” Erline leaps off the carousel. She steps over Ballerina, walks past Thumbelina without a second glance, and stands between Derek and Suraj. She plucks a towelette from Oklahoma’s basket and scours her hands with it.

Hallelujah stops smiling. It’s crowded around the couch now. She can’t sit in her nurse costume, the length doesn’t permit it. She stands with her ankles crossed, braces her hip bones against the back of the chaise longue, and rolls the iodine cotton ball between her thumb and forefinger. The smell lingers in the air, cuts through the lavender steam.

Isaiah, that little trembling soldier, stands near the door. He watches the steam unfurl from the towelettes and drift up toward the pulsing, breathing ceiling. He watches the ceiling inhale. Gently he says, “Derek? Which one of us is on door shift?”

Derek folds up his towelette. He has elegant hands, like a pianist. “Is Trent on it now?”

“I’d been on it. I can still be on it,” Isaiah says. He has big eyes and a twitchy nose, like a rabbit. “I just need to know who’s supposed to be on it. I also need to know if we’re supposed to be watching Lancer.”

“Shut up about Lancer,” says Erline.

“None of us can budge that door with all our weight combined,” Thumbelina coos. “No need to guard it. Come relax with us. I’ve made little snacks for you to enjoy.”

Isaiah rolls his shoulder like he’s trying to work out a kink. “We are not safe without somebody on door. And Lancer—”

“I’ll watch the door,” Derek says. “Come sit down. Get something to eat.”

“I’m not hungry,” he says. “How do they have fresh meat and dairy, anyway? Who would be supplying them if not for the Communists?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Erline says. “I don’t want the negative energy of your paranoia near me. You’ll send me into a tizzy. The beauty of the Felicity Complex is that it never changes. It’s proper American culture suspended in amber. Good care, good food, good thrills, and novelty. The Pink and Partners dolls don’t change. The decor doesn’t change. The values represented in these symbols don’t change. This place is unsullied by popular politics. There is no stain of progress in this place.”

“You’re exhausted, Isaiah,” Derek adds.

“I’ll come with you,” Isaiah says. “They’re going to be here soon, Derek.”

“Let’s go be lookout, then. You can check in on Lancer if you’d like. I’ll make sure everything is alright,” Derek assures him. He pats his shoulder.

Oklahoma says, “Are you terribly famous?”

Erline says, “Oh, not terribly.”

“Bullshit,” says Mister Kulkarni. “Before the war, you couldn’t spit in the street without seeing her face plastered everywhere. She’s got her own doll. Nobody cares about your stock portfolio, Erline. They care about the theme parks.”

“Suraj works in defense.” Erline taps her warm towelette against her mouth. “Or worked, I suppose. Those contracts quickly dried up now, I presume.”

“You’re such a bitch,” Suraj says, not particularly sharply.

Anastasia pours herself a glass of water and drinks it. She sets the glass down on a heavy side table beside the chaise. “How did you meet Mister Pink?”

Erline drapes the towelette over Hallelujah’s shoulder. She shakes out her wrists, worries her hands together, toys with her gold rings. “He’s waiting for me in Heaven, I suppose. I’ve never met Maxwell. He passed twenty years before I was born.”
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BEFORE

The Materia Prima specimens sit together again on uncomfortable but stylish wooden pews. The photographers are gone, and so is the playacting about being actresses. The work begins! Behind them, contractors install lamps and wires, fix pipes, paint walls, hang art, unroll rugs, drag in furniture, stomp and shout and hammer. Two dozen workers gird what is quickly becoming the Felicity Complex with everything it requires to withstand nuclear winter in style. Truly, it’s all style. Hallelujah feels very confident about the power of style. The goal is that every kaleidoscopic inch of the Felicity Complex will be done up like a showgirl’s corset. No indication of suffering or strife outside. Sequined air, perfumed light, velvet rebar, musical wires. Hardly any matte surfaces to wallow on. It’ll be a sensory delight. Come Armageddon, when civilization itself is scraped off the crust of the world, everybody down here will be so overcome with colors and shapes that they’ll hardly grieve at all. Every inch of this bunker will feel like how it feels to sit beside Anastasia. So good.

Just not quite yet. Contractors work double shifts to keep up the pace of Mister Pink’s demands. Nobody sleeps.

The chapel is already done. It’s meant to be simple, from what Hallelujah understands. If somebody wants to really feel their bad feelings, this is the designated place.

“Ladies,” says Mister Pink from his pulpit. “The work begins.”

Anastasia reaches for Hallelujah’s hand. It’s an unexpected sweetness, but a welcome one. Hallelujah holds it tight. Her palm is cold, clammy.

“Your petri dish days are over. From here forward, I’ll be your teacher, your father, your reverend, your boss. We’re going to run this place like the best shows in Vegas or Broadway. You’re going to know every inch of this bunker inside and out. You’ll learn two plays and a dinner show. Your patrons will be frightened and miserable, and deep down in the Complex, you’ll be their only sunlight. I’ve got new sheet music for all of you. I’ve got a commercial script as well—you’ll want that memorized. From now on, the Materia Prima title is behind you. This is your home. This is your purpose.”

Mister Pink wears a suede fringe jacket today. When he starts clapping, beads along the fringe clatter together.

Hallelujah claps. She smiles as wide as can be. Cleopatra claps next. Thumbelina does a moment later, then Oklahoma, then Ballerina, stiffly. Anastasia slaps her hand on the pew in front of her. She and Anastasia bump their shoes together under the pew.

She hooks their ankles together. Drags her toe up the arch of her foot.

“There’s a bedroom just for you girls to share. Behind the showrooms, that’s the Mahogany Lounge, the Palace Saloon, the Hanging Gardens, and the True Love Gymnasium and Spa, there are staff passages for you girls. All the operational pieces of the Complex are back there. Generators and water pumps and so on. While guests are in the Complex, it should never occur to them how their sheets are cleaned, where the water moves through the walls, where exactly you girls pretend to sleep.

“This place is stocked and prepared for Doomsday, but it’ll have use outside of this context. The Felicity Complex will function like any exclusive high-end resort. In fact, it’s crucial that you keep your quality of service identical in times of turmoil and tranquility. To a returning patron, this place is a haven perfectly and absolutely removed from the pangs of the outside world. You’ve got to be angels to them. Soothe and comfort, and our patrons will come back forever. Even when the bombs drop, you must model absolute serenity, compassion, attention, and care.

“Nothing a guest asks of you is out of the question. Be creative and flexible. We can cater to any desire there is. Often, people don’t want what they think they want. People think they want freedom when they really want money. They think they want girls, but they really want faith. The best hospitality accommodates the stated request and the real desire beneath it. If a patron wants a massage, find out if he’s lonesome. If a patron dings room service every five minutes to adjust her pillows, find out if she needs someone to listen to her, show her that they’re happy to see her.

“Quality has an upper limit. A room can only be so clean. The theater around quality is what really delivers it. These patrons are very special people. The world depends on people like them. Treat them like royalty. Speak softly to them. Accommodate their whims. Prioritize their happiness and comfort. Deflect any interest they might have in you. You girls are mirrors. Anything they throw at you is about them. Be interested in them. Where are you from? Oh, not far from here! How was your trip to the Complex?

“We’re shooting some commercial footage soon. Photoshoots for brochures, other marketing materials. From now on, you girls are not permitted to leave your staff quarters unless your hair is curled, your dresses are pressed, your stockings fresh and presentable, shoes shined, nails polished, lashes, lips, the works. Rotate duties so that you check on your appearance once every four hours or so. You should never look unkempt, unwashed, unhappy, or unwell. Bright, shining girls.

“The lab coats will be in and out. Once the Complex is fully functional, they’re out. Younghusband might come by in street clothes, but not under the pretense of being your hotshot inventor. You should feel more like angels and less like Frankenstein’s monsters. Patrons should marvel at your constant youth and vigor and should take as a given that you exist in perfect devotion to this place, but they should not be speculating about how you were grown in vats. Anything special about you is a miracle. You’re miracle girls. You’re the girls everybody wishes still existed outside. You should feel nostalgic to them, like beacons of a simpler past. Each of you has a gimmick, which will make you instantly recognizable and familiar to the patrons, as though they’ve known you all their lives.”

Anastasia pulls her and Hallelujah’s hands into her lap. She rubs her fingers between the long bones in Hallelujah’s wrist. She’s completely expressionless. Subtle smile and smooth brow, just like when they met. Her eyes are hard.

Hallelujah tries to push a thought through her skin into Anastasia. She wishes they could whisper in the back of each other’s heads. Understand everything immediately about each other, no mysteries. She wonders about the Anastasia shows again. She wonders whether or not she could ever tag along and join.

Anastasia doesn’t look happy.

A protective feeling lurches in Hallelujah’s gut. A responsibility. There are so many contractors here. Way more options than Doctor Martin and Mister Grange, the custodian. More secluded nooks and crannies, quiet places to lure workers and strike up deals.

Deals can be so easy. Sometimes being sweet is enough. It was enough for Doctor Martin. They’d say, Doctor Martin, you’re so smart, could you bring us copies of your favorite records? We want something that makes us dance, and he’d say, Okay. May we have something fun to read? Sure. May we have some cigarettes? Yeah. Lucky you. Perfect lungs, forever. Mister Grange was fine with a little light conversation and a brief, cordial hand job. Loads of gifts in exchange for that. That’s where the clothes and magazines came from.

The workers hammer away at the walls. They pour concrete. They sit and smoke and eat cheese sandwiches. No fair, really, that they didn’t get to stay in the Felicity Complex, too. How painful it must be to build a fortress that won’t shelter you from Armageddon.

Maybe they’re all like Cleopatra. Maybe kindness is their single guiding star.

Hallelujah makes a plan.

Mister Pink is still talking. He rolls his wrists, and his gold rings sparkle in the light. Mounted on the wall behind him, Jesus Christ hangs off his cross, looking sad.

Mister Pink says, “There have always been women of duty. Wartime nurses, midwives, mothers. In ancient Rome, there were important women priestesses called vestal virgins. They served the goddess of hearth and home. They trained their whole lives to tend their temples. They held ceremonies in service of emperor and state. They vowed total chastity. Nobody in Rome was so important as the vestals. They stoked the fire of empire.

“But girls …” He pauses, and he smiles hugely, red face glowing like a poker. “Vestal virgins who ruined themselves were buried alive. No blood. No hands dirtied. They’d walk into a tomb, sit inside it, and the guards would seal the door shut behind them. Leave them to their slow rot.”

“Like Antigone,” says Cleopatra, helpfully.

“Yes! Like Antigone,” he agrees.

Anastasia says, “Was Antigone a martyr?”

Mister Pink takes a moment. He scrapes a fleck of dirt out from beneath his pinkie nail. “Stacy, my dear, Antigone was a pagan. She cheated, besides. She hung herself to evade her sentence.”

Hallelujah thinks, Stacy?

“Never fear, ladies. Being cooped up in a tomb can be a great thing. Forget the vestals buried alive. Hundreds of years better, there are new special virgins. Anchorite nuns in medieval Europe. Think Lancelot and Guinevere and the Camelot Room. These girls, the most beautiful, courteous, and talented girls around, they were sealed alive in little stone boxes outside churches. Everybody in town felt the power of their faith intensify, because they could glimpse at the virgin through peepholes and ask her about our Lord, and she’d tell them all she knows. And she really knew the Lord! All she had was onlookers and prayer.

“Mind you, these girls were Catholics, so hardly Christians at all, but Martin Luther hadn’t come around yet, so there wasn’t anybody sensible to guide people on the righteous path of personally knowing God and reading scripture, which is where freedom and pursuit of capital begins. So far as I know, I’m the first Protestant who’s thought up a way to put virgins in a stone box for the good of mankind. Being a visionary is tough stuff.”

Mister Pink claps his hands together. “Speaking of tough stuff. We’ve got chores to do! We’ve got figures in need of comprehending! New outfits for everybody to try on!”

Anastasia jams her tongue in her cheek. She lets go of Hallelujah’s hand.

“Everybody up!” says Mister Pink. “Alright, special virgins. Show me how high you can kick!”

So high. Like a steeple. Like a column in ancient Rome!
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Hallelujah and Anastasia sit on a tarp. The room is shrouded in plastic, but it’ll be properly Camelot-themed soon. It looks like the ghost of a castle. A freshly installed sconce distorts the translucent plastic sheet. The rocks being set into the wall look easy to climb. Small enough to grip, large enough to support a person’s weight. The heavy wooden four-poster bed, sans mattress, is shoved against one wall, along with a massive promise chest at its foot, but none of the other furniture has arrived yet. Rolled-up tapestries lean against a wall.

A man sits across from them. He’s here to mount the stained-glass windows. Dark complexion, shaved head, broad build. He wears dingy jeans and a ribbed tank top. He folds his hands over his shin.

He asks, “Do you really live here all the time?”

“Oh, we do,” says Hallelujah.

“We can’t leave,” says Anastasia.

“Jesus.” He frowns. “Most of the guys think you’re actresses. Pink’s eccentric, but this seems …”

“I’d be a terrible actress.” Hallelujah smiles with all her teeth. “We were made for this. When catastrophe strikes, we’ll care for the most important people in the world and defend them and their cultural symbols from destruction and pain. What’s your name?”

“Lyle,” he says.

“Hi Lyle,” they say in unison.

He taps his thumb on his kneecap and starts getting up.

Anastasia puts her ankles in Hallelujah’s lap. She knots up her eyebrows and says, “We’re awfully bored, you know.”

“So bored,” says Hallelujah. “Most of what we do now is wait.”

“Practice dancing,” Anastasia says. “Scrubbing the floors on your hands and knees.”

“Say.” Hallelujah leans forward, eyes alight. “You look fun.”

Anastasia nods. “I bet you know how to have so much fun.”

Lyle blinks. His expression ripples. He stands up, fetches his coat from the corner. He pulls his arm through a sleeve. “Ah. No, thank you.”

“C’mon,” says Hallelujah. “We can do anything!”

“Do you need a ride into town?” He zips up the coat, tugs his collar. “If you really can’t leave, I can drop you off by a hospital. Or a bus station if you want something discreet, I don’t know. You could report Pink to the police if you think that’s best.”

“Oh.” Hallelujah worries for a horrible moment that she’s completely misunderstood her own game. “That’s considerate of you.”

Anastasia is dead quiet. She might be holding her breath.

The plastic tarp crinkles under Lyle’s work shoes.

“We were hoping for some mascara,” Hallelujah says. “Maybe a record.”

“My contract is up in a week,” Lyle says. “My wife bakes for church. I can bring something in for you and your friends if you’d like.”

“I’d like that.” Hallelujah smiles at him. “Thank you, Lyle.”

“Don’t mention it,” he says with the saddest eyes in the world. “Be safe now.”

“We always are,” Hallelujah assures him. This is the safest place in the world, after all. She promises this to herself.

Anastasia lies back on the tarp as Lyle leaves. Her hair spills everywhere, like the Ophelia portrait. Hallelujah wishes she had a camera. The commercial photographers were such lucky ducks. Something is desperately wrong and Hallelujah wants to ignore it. It’ll ease up if she doesn’t poke at it. Everything heals on its own.

“That’s a wash.” Anastasia scowls.

“He’s nice,” says Hallelujah. Even if his concerns are misplaced. “Do you think we frightened him?”

“It doesn’t really matter if we did.” Anastasia squeezes her eyes shut. Scrunched up like this, she isn’t so overwhelmingly beautiful. She looks almost exactly like a human woman this way. Somebody you could meet outside in the summer.

“Want to go for another target?”

“There’s the pipelayer with the tongue,” Hallelujah tries. “Or the chef that’s teaching Thumbelina, the one with the ship tattoo. Although. If we did it with the chef, he’d bring it up with Thumbelina, I’d bet.”

“Do we know that he hasn’t?”

“Hasn’t what?”

“Fucked her.” Anastasia pulls her legs off Hallelujah’s lap. “She’s motherly. Maybe he likes that. Or just likes that she’s an enthusiastic pupil. Captive audience.”

It hadn’t occurred to Hallelujah somehow that the other specimens might also be having sex. She wonders about Oklahoma and Ballerina. She’s never quite figured out how friendship works between those two. It occurs to her that she should wonder about the scientists, whether they’ve ever fucked any of the specimens. She can’t stomach that long.

To distract herself, she proposes, “Let’s do the lighting tech. Ryan. Ryan’s fun.”

“He is fun,” Anastasia agrees. She springs to her feet, reaches a hand down to Hallelujah. She looks contemplative. “Better than moping in here.”

“I could go for a novel. Something schlocky and dumb with a name like The Woman Who Can’t Resist or Girls of Pure Evil. Maybe fresh fruit or LSD.” Hallelujah takes her hand and stands up. “What do you want?”

“Playing cards.”

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“We’re going to have an awful lot of time to kill down here,” says Anastasia. “If we’re not leaving, we’ve got to make staying bearable. We’ve only got ten films in the Mahogany Lounge. They’re going to get old after a while. Maybe if we can play poker, we won’t kill ourselves.”

“Don’t say that! There’s plenty we can do. We could memorize the movies and act them out while it plays. We could pretend to make our own brand-new movies. And of course, it’s a given that we could dazzle the patrons with our serving skills,” Hallelujah jabbers, desperate to bring up the mood. “I could learn tricks like a magician.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. Poker is great. Imagine this: I gamble with the patrons and screw them over and win their fortunes. Have them scrub grout and unclog pipes and hand-feed me ridiculous shelf-stable canapés. I’d go through their bags and dress you in their finest lace and silk, and I’d parade you around this pit, and pretend that you’re my wife.” Anastasia smiles for real, like she hardly ever does. It makes her teeth look crooked and funny, which Hallelujah loves. “Wouldn’t you like to learn poker?”

“Wow.” Hallelujah holds her hand a little tighter. “Do you love me, Annie?”

“Sure thing,” she says. Her hand is cold and stiff. “Let’s find Ryan.”
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BEFORE

The past week, Mister Pink has shut off all overhead lights at night. When the guests arrive, they should have no concept of the girls not needing sleep. It’s unclear what Mister Pink does and does not find exciting about their non-humanness. He likes the indestructible youth part. The rest makes him wrinkle his nose.

It’s so marvelous to lie in total darkness. It feels glamorous and secretive. The flashlight that bleeds through Thumbelina’s blanket is watery and dim. Hardly counts. There’s no blinking of little monitors and computation devices. No garish exit sign.

The other Materia Prima specimens pretend to sleep with candy-colored plastic rollers in their hair. They recline with one wrist dangling over the left side of the mattress, tubes hooked up to their serum IVs. The milky, salty fluid drips slowly.

It’s quiet. Nobody’s hammering near the staff quarters right now. Nothing beeps, nothing hums, nothing gives off whirring static. Oklahoma broods, unmoving. Cleopatra closes her eyes and earnestly pretends to sleep. Thumbelina reads a book under her blanket with a flashlight. Ballerina sits upright and stares straight ahead. No chatting between the four of them.

The fumes of whatever industrial sealant was poured over the concrete this morning permeate throughout the Felicity Complex. The staff quarters smell more like setting powder, hair spray, and sweat than the lab ever managed, but that sealant aroma prevails. Hallelujah smells like a glowing jasmine reverie. She wears Anastasia’s perfume every night before bed now. A spritz on her wrists, behind her knees, and on her boar-bristle brush before smoothing down her hair. Even the floral creaminess doesn’t fully distract from the chemical smell. It recalls the isopropyl sour smell back in the lab.

Beds are nice, but still.

Hallelujah pushes aside her horrible lugging homesickness for her vat and focuses on the upsides. There are so many upsides. Darkness is fun. Feels naughty! There’s no tube in her throat. Her hair is dry. She’s learned so much. She’s accrued many treats. She’s memorized a commercial script. She’s seen a few new movies, which will be a permanent part of the Mahogany Lounge film archive, and learned how to handle the film. She’s got the dinner show choreography down without any mirrors. She hardly ever bungles it and knocks everybody over now! She knows all about blood pressure and the human heart. She’s lying in bed with Anastasia. Hugely more romantic than the supply closet!

They lie with their heads tilted together. Knees bent, thigh to thigh, hands stretched over their heads, examining their fingernails as they scheme. Their fingernails are sharply shaped and painted subtle seashell pink, courtesy of a bricklayer named Luke who only worked a few days before Mister Pink fired him. He brought them a little manicure kit. That was so thoughtful. They’d only asked for the polish.

Hallelujah says, “Do you think we got Luke in trouble?”

Anastasia wiggles her fingertips. “Does that matter to you, particularly?”

“I liked him. I don’t want to get anybody in trouble.”

“They know what they’re risking by entertaining us. If they don’t, they could use the lesson.”

“We’ve got to be sneakier. I don’t want anybody in trouble because of us.”

Anastasia breathes out sharply. “Sometimes people earn trouble. Let them.”

“Ryan was a kind man. I don’t think he deserves trouble, or that he needs to learn a lesson from us. He was nice to us. I don’t know, Annie. I just hope he’s okay. This makes us happy. I want it to make him happy, too.” She frowns. “Does it still make you happy?”

The serum feels funny when it enters from this angle. Hallelujah’s skin chews the needle. She wonders whether she could squeeze it all inside herself in one pop and be done with it. Her logical brain says the slow dissemination matters, but it’s bothering her. It itches. She’s getting anxious. Anastasia hasn’t said anything.

Hal adds, “You deserve nice things. I think if you were a patron, you’d fit right in. I would be very happy to serve you. I’d make sure to always fold your towels into birds.”

More quiet from Annie. She props herself up onto her elbows.

Hal rolls onto her side. The curlers crunch uncomfortably against the stiff, limp pillow. She tucks her hands under her cheek, and she peers at the back of Anastasia’s head. Little wisps of hair escape from the curlers at the nape of her neck. She looks at her top vertebra, a round button of bone nudging through her skin, and how the slope of her shoulders flows into the angle of her arms. The IV serum wire glints against her skin. She loves her, she thinks. She really, truly loves her.

Anastasia rolls her head slowly, stretching the long neck muscles out. Her blond hair looks bizarre in curlers in the dark. Trapped. Her eyelids droop, veiny and translucent like insect wings, and Hallelujah watches her peer half-lidded about the room. She stretches out her legs, flattens against the mattress. She moves her head to look back at Hal. Her eyes are completely colorless in the dark.

“Do you want to make me happy right now, Hal?”

“Desperately.”

She says, “There’s a security guard named George Grayson. He smokes cloves.”

“Oh, alright,” Hal says. Annie’s breath stirs her bangs. “Which one is George Grayson?”

“Big brooding eyebrows, thick mustache, sort of medium in all his features. He’s usually posted around the Mahogany Lounge. He smokes cloves and doesn’t have a packed lunch, his is always purchased, so I bet he doesn’t have somebody at home who loves him making him meals. He can either afford to buy a lunch every day, or he’s frivolous and plans poorly, which would be perfect.”

Anastasia blinks down at her. She reaches for Hallelujah, cups her cheek. She slides her thumb to the fullest part of Hallelujah’s bottom lip. It feels so sweet, curling up like this. She blinks, and her eyelashes brush Hallelujah’s arm. Still, the gnawing feeling.

“Annie,” Hal says. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m miserable here.”

Hallelujah doesn’t want to hear it. Playfully, distractingly, she bites Anastasia’s thumb.

Anastasia sucks in a quick, hard breath. She doesn’t jerk away. She curls her lip and shoves her thumb deeper into Hallelujah’s mouth, grinds the top knuckle bone against Hallelujah’s teeth. With her free hand, she yanks the IV pin out of Hallelujah’s arm, then rolls a wincing Hallelujah onto her back.

Anastasia climbs on top of her. She goes dead limp on top of Hallelujah to pin her body down. Their bellies press together. Thighs lace between thighs, ankles tangling, hair curlers knocking like bucks fighting in the woods. That’s funny. Hallelujah’s arm throbs where the IV was yanked out of it. Anastasia twists the pad of her thumb over Hallelujah’s teeth and hard palate, presses upward where her skull gets soft. Her nail skims the little light bulb flap of skin in Hallelujah’s throat.

Hallelujah doesn’t gag. Tears prick, a reflex, but she blinks them away before they fall. She remembers the game she used to play, staring at the fluorescent lamp above her vat. Pain races against her personal best. There’s a wonderful nostalgic feeling to this. She kisses Anastasia’s palm and thinks, they really are the lucky ones. Sometimes it feels as though she and Anastasia were designed for each other. It’s so easy to love her.

She can’t see Anastasia’s expression at all. She’s breathing funny, quick and shallow. She brings her mouth beside Hallelujah’s ear and coos, “Don’t pick fights you can’t win, Hal.”

Hal smiles around her thumb. Muffled, she manages, “I’m winning.”

“You’re not, you’re choking. That’s losing,” says Annie.

“Nuh-uh.” Hallelujah bites harder and Anastasia hisses. Her whole body goes tense and she yanks her hand free, shakes it out at the wrist.

Feeling stupid and victorious, Hallelujah wraps her arms around Anastasia. She holds her close to her chest and strokes a lazy hand down her back.

Anastasia says, “You’re lucky I like you so much.”

“Do you think you’d like me this much,” Hallelujah yawns, “if we were the boy versions of ourselves?”

“The boy versions of ourselves would be dead by now. They were meant to have quick, brutal lives,” says Anastasia, “and ugly, elaborate deaths.”

“That doesn’t answer the question. You could like me quick and brutal. You do that normally.”

“You’re so annoying.” Anastasia thunks her forehead against Hallelujah’s chest. The hair curlers rattle. “I think I’d be very good at being the boy version of me.”

Also avoiding the question, but it was a compelling thought. Hallelujah rests her hand on the small of Anastasia’s back. “Tell me about boy you.”

“I would be a soldier. Fake charming, deliberate, efficient, ruthless, precise. Play dumb when necessary, but it’d rarely be necessary.”

“Is boy you just girl you with a gun?”

“Being indestructible would mean something different for a man.” Anastasia makes a sound in her throat. “I would make for a better boy than you.”

“You already hate me for being a terrible boy,” says Hallelujah. “I haven’t even done it yet.”

“Maybe. You’re dumb for real.” Anastasia traces her finger up and down Hallelujah’s collarbone. “It’s annoying.”

“You love that I’m annoying,” Hallelujah says.

“That’s right. But if we were boys, I’d envy you for it. I’d resent that you’re sweet despite our evil, ugly purpose, and I’d punish you for it. Plus, you’re more contagious than me. I’d be jealous of that, too.”

“Insane for you to be jealous of boy me,” says Hallelujah. She’s not even the sweet one. That’s Cleopatra. The tone of this conversation is falling away from sexy, and Hallelujah is unsure how to guide it back.

“I’m jealous of girl you. It’s not that surprising.”

What! Why.

Something shifts in the air. Coziness slipping, fading.

Hallelujah kisses Anastasia’s topmost curler and rubs her lips back and forth against the tiny plastic spikes. She wants to make her happy. She’s smarter than to bring up running away. She thinks about that worker, Lyle. He really did bring a slice of pie for them to split.

What would’ve happened if she took him up on his offer? Or if Anastasia had left without her? Every morning Hallelujah wakes up with Anastasia gone, she’s worried she’s gone for real. Slipped through a window after the Anastasia show, which is just a sales pitch brunch, so she’s come to understand. Boring, routine outside excursion that nobody else gets to have.

“I don’t remember a thing about any security guard called George Grayson,” she says eventually. They pick security guards less often than the workers. Workers are fun and knowledgeable and often have a good sense for what makes a fair exchange. Security guards are stiff and weird and threaten punishment just for something to say.

Anastasia bites her shoulder hard.

Hallelujah yelps.

Across the room, Oklahoma whispers, “Hush, Jesus. Cool it with the love.”

Vindicated, Anastasia unlatches her jaws and says, “He watches us swim in the gymnasium.”

It’s a struggle for Hallelujah to keep her voice down. Annie bites like a cat. Needle teeth. She can’t tell if the bite broke skin, or if the wetness on her shoulder is just spit. For a bizarre, fleeting moment, she thinks about Doctor Slagle and his tiny little weasel teeth. She wonders how he’s doing. What he’d think of all of this.

Hallelujah manages, “Do you think George would squeal to Mister Pink?”

“No. He’d be a goner if he did. We’re shooting the commercial tomorrow is what I’ve heard. Nobody would appreciate the fuss.” Anastasia rests her head on Hallelujah’s chest. She flattens her hands on the sides of Hallelujah’s belly. Despite how physically close they are, something about this feels distant. “I don’t want to talk about Mister Pink.”

Hallelujah blinks at the darkness where the ceiling should be. “Alright. Do you want to talk about not wanting to talk about him? Or the shows, maybe? Or brunches, or whatever they are?”

“That’s funny,” she says. “No.”

“Okay. Then we won’t,” says Hallelujah.

It’s quiet for a while.

Annie taps her fingernail against Hallelujah’s chest. “You should do George on your own, I think.”

“Really?” Hallelujah gnaws a strip of skin off her bottom lip. It starts growing back with a sting. “Why?”

“Because I’m asking you.”

“But,” Hallelujah says, “what about strategy? Am I George’s type at all? Do we know? Plus, I’m not pretty, and if it goes sideways, you’re quicker on your feet!”

She’s never done this alone before.

“Don’t say that. You’re so pretty,” she says, another evasion. “He’s got eyes. I know he’ll think so, too.”

Hal’s not buying it. “What is going on with you?”

“I have a very annoying morning ahead of me, and I want cigarettes,” Anastasia snaps. Her voice pitches small and sharp.

“You can make cigarettes happen for yourself, easy,” Hallelujah tells her. “I don’t know who in their right mind wouldn’t jump at the chance to give you one. Won’t somebody at the fancy brunches have one?”

“Damn it, Hallelujah,” she says. “You said you want to make me happy. This would make me happy. Simple as that.” Then, she sits up.

Hallelujah’s body feels cold and exposed without hers on top of it. Suddenly, she feels evil for having made a thing of this. She touches her back, but Anastasia doesn’t acknowledge the affection.

“It would be very kind of you to do this for me,” Anastasia says with deliberate staccato slowness. “Please.”

“Annie.” Hallelujah wants to sit up with her, but she gets the feeling that it’d be overreaching or unwelcome, somehow. She takes her hand off Anastasia’s back. She can’t think of a new, smarter way to ask her what’s wrong, or bring up how she’s being so intense about this without making things worse.

Thinly, “Will you?”

“Yes,” Hallelujah says. It’s obvious. “I will. When is his next shift?”

“Right now.” She doesn’t move. Hallelujah can’t even see her breathing.

Hallelujah sits up beside Anastasia. She wordlessly paws through her hair, unlatches the plastic candy-colored curlers. Hallelujah isn’t sure how long has passed since the lights went out. It could’ve been hours or minutes. Her curls might not be set. They feel limp and thin, but realistically, it doesn’t get much better than that. Even with the classes Mister Pink had the girls take with Avon sellers and movie star makeup artists, Hallelujah’s hair is only ever blah. She takes down the curlers at the back of her skull first, goes methodically from one ear to the other. The curls sag one by one. She does her bangs last. The curls dangle lusterlessly around her cheeks. No bouncy tensile strength.

Regeneration doesn’t make you beautiful. It just keeps you here.

Perhaps George Grayson the security guard will make things easy for her. Maybe he’s a real Sir Galahad type. He could be like Lyle. That’d be nice.

She scrubs her face with her hands, gives her cheeks and lips a plumping pinch. Maybe she’ll rub her nipples hard. They’re kind of like accessories that way. Stupidly, Hallelujah feels like crying.

“I’ll make this quick,” she tells herself. “Should hardly be a conversation or anything. Cover me if I’m not back by lights up?”

“You’ve got hours before lights up,” Anastasia says.

Not an answer. “Will you?”

“Sure, if I’m back by then,” she says. She kisses Hallelujah’s shoulder, the same place she bit earlier. That bite ache is already gone. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Thank you for doing this for me. I know I’m being prickly.”

“Anything for you,” Hallelujah says, which feels nice. For her she’d do anything, anything.
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It’s freezing in the hallway. Black as pitch and cavernous. All the ambient sounds of the Felicity Complex echo off the concrete, water dripping, pipes rattling, her own breathing. The faint raspy scurrying of a rat or squirrel that got lost.

It’s no good, animals coming down here. It makes sense that they come down here, given that they live underground, and workers come in and out with boxes of tools and supplies, which gives them a way into the Complex. The Complex is like a warren in its way. There’s warmth, plants to nibble, and water to drink, but Mister Pink’s been putting out poison lately.

Just the other day, the girls were learning about wine, and all the complex ethereal tasting notes that a sophisticated palate could distinguish from vinegar grape, the prevailing taste in wine. The girls beheld the aromas. They said words like limpid and lanolin and barnyard and melony. They learned that differences exist between French, Italian, and Californian wines, and that Mister Pink’s exceptional vineyard in California produced wine that tastes like plums and marzipan. They learned in the saloon, where the drying paint smell was minimal, and less likely to corrupt the delicate marzipan notes.

A rat came inside the saloon. The rat was sick from poison. It feared nothing as it died. Insane, the rat weaved between the ankles of all the specimens, ran tight little circles around and around the table. Mister Pink and his personal sommelier hollered and leaped up onto chairs. Mister Pink pulled a pistol from his belt and pointed it shaking at the rat but didn’t pull the trigger. He just yelled, “Die, you rat! Die!”

The rat didn’t die then. It leaped into the air, higher than the table. It ran and jumped and twisted through the air, springing up to the specimens’ hips, sometimes higher. There was an awful, hysterical gleam to its little beady eyes. It must’ve been in pain.

Anastasia froze seated, white-knuckled the table in front of her. Cleopatra wept, and Thumbelina climbed up on the table and knocked over the wine. A bottle crashed to the floor with a great red splash. Oklahoma put her head in her hands and started laughing, howling laughing. Her hands had strange little lumps under the skin, just below the knuckles. Hallelujah dropped to her knees to pick up the jagged shards of glass. Really, she wanted to get a better look at the rat.

The rat hurled itself up into the air again. Its naked tail slapped the floor, it turned on a dime and ran the opposite direction, and it jumped again, twisting, squeaking. Hallelujah liked its little round ears. Its precious little pink nose, as well.

Ballerina caught the rat in midair. She left the dining section and hopped up onstage, walked straight back, slipped through the back curtain into the kitchens. She didn’t tell anyone what she did with the rat.

Mister Pink pointed his gun at the door behind her. He lined up a shot with one eye shut. He curled his lip and said, “Bang!”

Hallelujah can’t hear the rat anymore. The water drips irregularly. Condensation from a pipe. During the day, work is loud enough that the boiler room isn’t audible, but in the darkness she can hear the furnace gurgle and hum.

She feels along the rough concrete walls. She knows vaguely where she is. She’s passed the chapel and the Hanging Gardens. The smooth wood she traipsed her fingers over, those are the doors to Conference Rooms A, B, and C.

The Mahagony Lounge is near here.

Here is her material: George Grayson is a security guard. No homemade lunches. Smokes clove cigarettes. It isn’t clear to Hallelujah how serious Anastasia had been about the playing cards, but it didn’t seem impossible that he might have them already. Maybe he’s a cowboy type. Cowboys are sexy. Maybe he’d teach her a game that she could bring back to Anastasia.

What was she going to do in the morning, anyway?

The secretiveness unsettles her. There are Anastasia shows all the time. Why is this one different? She wants to be let in on it, whatever it is. If it’s bad, and she needs help, she wants to help her. If it’s good and she’s not sharing, well.

With conscious effort, Hallelujah relaxes the little muscles around her mouth and jaw. Soft lips. No tension. She adjusts her posture, positions her crown high over a tall neck, aligned with her diaphragm and pelvic floor in perfect syzygy. She could balance a water glass on her head effortlessly, no problem. Miss Madam would be so pleased.

Prettiness presents in plenty of different ways among the Materia Prima specimens. Anastasia is an angel from a dream. Thumbelina and Oklahoma are both soft and curvaceous, overtly feminine. Cleopatra is skinny and boyish in a flapper sort of way. It reads delicate. Ballerina is the smallest of them, and the most muscular, but Mister Pink has argued for her to have a dolly look, big eyelashes and heavy blush, ringlets and so on, to try and mask her sharpness. It looks eerie, Hallelujah thinks, but there’s something lovely revealed about her when she lifts heavy things, or swings from the overhead pipes. So much life in her back and shoulders.

Hallelujah looks like a person drawn from memory. She feels prettiest when she’s in Anastasia’s arms, maybe, or when she’s clowning around or pretending to be Doctor Younghusband.

Lie back and relax. Here comes the big needle. Zoom!

A rat runs past her and she flinches against the wall. She breathes hard, grits her teeth, and straightens herself back upright.

There’s a dim light under a door crack.

She feels around in the dark for the knob and twists.

Behold, the Mahogany Lounge. Hallelujah prefers this room over the others, somewhat. She likes the musky, woody, tobacco smell. Such an expanse of handsome dark red wood! The whole room is paneled in its titular mahogany, and fashioned with antique furniture, wingback armchairs and heavy bookshelves, a billiards table, brass fixtures on a full bar, amber bottles full of booze, a projector for the film collection, plus a great rack of antlers that unfurl from the walls like wings. Every non-tiger surface is sepia and burgundy and glossy with varnish. The tiger rug is very soft. Poor little tiger.

But where is George Grayson, security guard?

Sleeping on the chaise longue. A handle of whiskey sits beside him on the sleek little ivory-inlay table, a few drops left at the bottom of the short glass. No coaster. Hallelujah can’t see the man’s face. The slope of his body casts an odd shadow on the carpet. The lights are dimmed. She can see his ribs flare under his white shirt. His leather bomber jacket is draped over the back of the chaise.

She kneels beside the chaise with her hands in her lap.

“Mister Grayson,” she says.

He stirs. His hand drifts over his face.

“Mister Grayson,” she says again. “Pardon me.”

He jerks, and lumbers upright, suddenly on his feet. He’d slept in his boots, and they impact the floor with a thud. The corduroy pillows have left stripe marks on his face. His white shirt stretches across his back, and he looks over his shoulder, all eyebrows and chilly blue eyes rimmed with pink, dull with liquor. His sweat has a sour note. He snatches up his jacket, forces his arms into the sleeves, pulls his shirt untucked in the process.

“It’s alright,” Hallelujah assures him. She doesn’t stand to meet him, stays on her knees, looks up at him with her best attempt at sweetness. Sweet enough for Anastasia, anyway. Surely she’s a harsher judge than him. “I won’t tell anybody you were sleeping.” Or drinking the inventory whiskey or damaging the fanciful side table. Super not allowed.

George Grayson turns toward her, scratches his stubbly chin. He squints at her. His brows furrow. He’s in some sort of pain. A headache, maybe. Gruffly, as though the words taste stale: “You’re not supposed to be here.”

“Looks like we’re both out of sorts.” Hallelujah tries for a smile.

“You should get back to your dormitory.” He sniffs. Traces a triangle with his eyes between the whiskey bottle, her face, and the door.

“Right.” Big, beautiful smile. Cartoon smile. Huge teeth. “Say. I’ve got a favor to ask of you, George.”

His frown deepens. She has no idea how old he is.

“We never have any fun around here,” she says. “Me and the girls have been so bored. We were hoping that you could maybe bring us some playing cards? And maybe some clove cigarettes, just for me?”

George grimaces, scrubs a hand over his face. He peers at her between his split fingers. Manages, “You’re not a human being.”

“Pardon?”

“They made you in a petri dish.” George seems sure of himself now. Purpose emerges through his weariness. He takes a step nearer to Hallelujah, all bleary scrutiny. Sways over her. “They grew you in a tube.”

“I’m as woman as they come, I assure you,” she tries. “I’m the nurse here at the Felicity Complex! If you’re not feeling well, I can help.”

“You’re not. You’re not a woman.” He points a finger at her. Holds it an inch from her face. “You’re a cancer.”

Hallelujah clasps her hands together and holds them against her chest. She tries to put fear out of her mind. “Are you alright, Mister Grayson? The girls have all been telling me about how sweet you seem. I thought we might help each other out.”

“Do you even have parts?”

She blinks. “Please, Mister Grayson, I—”

“You’re not getting nothing out of me. Nothing.” He pokes his pointed finger against her forehead. “Not a single fucking thing.”

“Spare me a cigarette, and I’ll go. It’ll be like I was never here,” she says. A token for Anastasia. Proof of effort. She does her utmost not to look at this man’s finger. Something metallic slithers around inside her, some grimy, awful feeling. “You won’t get in trouble.”

“Why are you really here? What do you want? What could the likes of you possibly want? No. No, you can’t fucking fool me. You’re not real. You’re a mannequin.” He pushes her head backward with his fingertip. “You can’t bleed. You can’t feel a thing.”

“We bleed,” she says.

“No,” he insists. “You heal yourselves. You’re impervious. You’re not a person on the inside. You’re always the same, no matter what. No aging, no growing, no pain.”

It’s true that she doesn’t age. She was made in this shape, as far as she knows. She’s never been a child. She’s existed this way for decades. She doesn’t know why this is being pointed out.

“I’m sorry about whatever is upsetting you,” she starts.

He closes his fist in her brushed-out curls and lifts. Smarting, bright orange pain as he yanks her head higher. He wrenches his fist back, moves her head around. He looks at Hallelujah’s face. Studies it, searching for something.

“See,” he says. His breath is thick and sour. “You’re numb. You didn’t even wince.”

Through her teeth: “Be reasonable, please.”

He oozes, “What d’you want from me? Huh? What does a mutant want from a man?” She opens her mouth to repeat herself but stops when his hand moves. He brings her head closer to him, her nose near his belly. “You just go back to normal,” he says to himself. “Bruises must slide right off.”

She wraps her hands around his thigh. The artery in the meat of his leg thuds against her palms. Softness over the muscle, and a thick denim weave. George says something else, which she ignores. There’s a box of cigarettes in his pocket. She slides up her hands and reaches for it.

There’s a scraping sound beside her that Hallelujah does not have time to parse.

Crack!

He clips the whiskey bottle across her face. It catches her cheek, the bridge of her nose, and enormous screaming pink hurt blooms across her vision. Her hands lose him. She falls, her palms clap the floor, she can’t see a thing. There’s blood in her eyes. Her face throbs and her lungs twist against her ribs and she heaves once, but her stomach is empty.

He grabs her ankle. He drags her backward. She claws around blind, searching for purchase, but her fingers trip over nothing and her Pink and Partners–branded nightgown bunches up under her ribs. Her belly chafes against the tiger rug. She thinks abstractly about the orange-scented cleaner the specimens use to polish the mahogany paneling. It has such a strong, sweet smell.

George hauls her up onto the chaise longue, rolls her over. The ceiling is brown and bronze. He slaps his hands over her thighs, rough and clumsy, shoves them up against her chest so her knees knock her chin, and babbles about how a real girl would be crying. He slams himself on top of her. Something below her stomach rips. The pain is dull and sloppy, she can’t make sense of it.

Hallelujah reaches overhead. The air is cloying, clammy. She touches nothing, then something smooth and flat. The extravagant little ivory-inlay table with glass, no coaster. She hooks her fingertips under the little table’s edge and slides them along until she finds one of its legs. Her fist closes around the leg of the table.

It’s lighter than she thought it’d be. Somewhere around forty pounds, she’d guess.

She lifts the table above her head and swings it like a club. Momentum brings the table down. It slips from her fingers and clatters to the carpeted floor. The glass it’d been holding flings across the room and shatters. She really hates that sound.

George Grayson’s body jerks. He goes rigid, then slumps over her, moaning, twitching. His broken scalp smells thick and stodgy. His hair feels wet and dark.

Hallelujah shoves him off her. He falls onto the carpet and moans, curls up small. He cups his head in his hands. His fast-shrinking dick dribbles.

The ceiling gains definition. Square panels in a geometric grid. Hallelujah tests her thumb against her face. Swollen. The broken skin has scabbed. Her nose feels crooked. She nudges it carefully. Broken, probably. She might have an orbital fracture as well.

Her nightgown is ruined. It clings to her body, rumpled and sticky. Slowly, she sits up.

George bleeds on the floor in front of her. Darkness pools under his head.

Hallelujah watches him writhe for a moment while she composes herself. There’s something alien to her about his suffering, about how his scalp does not immediately knit back together. He bleeds uninterrupted. Flecks of white show through the steady flow. Tiny little skull shards. She thinks about Doctor Slagle and the lighter and the hypodermic needle. She misses him for some reason. Everything is embarrassing. Her whole pelvis pulses and stings.

Stupid George. What a mess.

She licks the gore off the back of her hand and tries to think.
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AFTER

As Cleopatra pours aged wine into flutes, Erline dabs her runny mascara with her skirts. Then, she waves her off, composes herself. “Here’s my testimony. Start jotting.”

Ballerina, expressionless, poises pen to paper.

Erline waves her hands through the air, eyes squeezed shut, until a divine serenity comes over her. She shakes her hair, purses her lips, clasps her hands over her heart, and speaks.

“The Pink Dynasty is invincible. The United States military will bomb out the Communist strongholds until they’re scraped clean off the Earth, and they’ll round up the rest and execute them, or send them to labor prisons far away to die doing something useful. Even with the hacks against Suraj’s company, I have the utmost faith in the larger project of state safety and control. There’s an ear in every Communist’s hand, and in their wallets. There are ears in their eyes and tucked under their tongues. Encryption hasn’t been real for ages. It’s like Pops always said, after his own pops, who built this place. The foundations of His kingdom on Earth require the technological advancement of man to emulate His grace, and our almighty God is omnipotent. If you’re not a sinner, you’ve got nothing to hide.

“All this to say, this uprising will be squashed soon, and order restored. It’s been seven months. They can’t sustain this for much longer.

“And thank goodness for that. I’m so sick of playing hide-and-seek with these freaks. They’ve got no idea what it’s like to be hunted. To feel persecuted in one’s own home! There were six of us originally, traveling together, and our combined staff was something like three hundred people, probably more. The six of us were me, Erline Civet Pink; my husband, Lancer Civet Pink; my good friend Calloway Banks; Winifred Winifred, who I hate; Tom Cox, her business partner; and Suraj Kulkarni, who made it here. I hate him too, but that’s neither here nor there. When the problems started, we all assumed that home was the safest place for us to be.

“My family has homes in Florida, Nevada, New York, California, and Colorado, and Lancer has plenty of property abroad, but air travel got risky, fast. If we flew direct to Russia, that’d work, so that was our plan. Lancer and I went out to a benefit dinner, we wanted life to feel normal, we deserve that. When we got home, the house and the jet were burning. This was in Los Angeles. How selfish of the Communists, starting fires in California! They don’t think about anybody but themselves! So, we called our friends, and we started to cogitate a plan. New York City is under martial law, so no. Chicago fell early to Communist occupation, so we assumed it’d be bombed any minute. Winifred Winifred owns an island in the Caribbean, it’s been in her family for three hundred years or something ridiculous like this, and we were all going to shelter there. Then, hurricane. I proposed my family estate in Florida, but turns out, same hurricane, so still no. Suraj has properties in Mumbai, Sydney, Dubai, and Singapore, and Singapore sounded great, but by this point Communists had successfully jammed all the air signals and sometimes would jam objects in the engines of small planes, so we couldn’t risk it. We thought, maybe boat? But again, the hurricane situation. So, we decided we’d go up to Tom Cox’s Christmas house in Utah, because it’s big enough for all of us, given that he holds those ski summits there.

“The Christmas house is in the Wasatch Back. I love that area, I go to Sundance every year, and I figured that we could all be like a family together and shelter through this. I knew Cox from Harvard—there’s a real Harvard versus Stanford thing in that group, we’d really carry on about it when we drank—he was a real sleaze. Socially Mormon, born Episcopalian, owns two major pharmaceutical companies and basically every shampoo and detergent you’ve ever heard about, nasty coke habit, really takes some bizarre solace out of watching his cheating wife’s sex tapes. He screened them for us, once. She’s got the prettiest asshole I’ve ever seen. Anyway, there I was in my car there with Lancer. We were getting ready to be family with Cox galore. It was almost midnight. We were praying, and I thought, how fortunate are we in such hideous times to be young and in love, together.

“Tom came by helicopter from Salt Lake. He’d just made it up from Dallas with the intern he’s screwing, a tiny coed named Mimi or Gigi or something equally demeaning, and we watched him soar over us. The Christmas house was built by a Frank Lloyd Wright contemporary, it shares similar design sensibilities, broadness, flatness, lots of glass windows, you know. The helipad is on the roof.

“We thought it was a bird. It looked like a goose, you know. That’s the approximate size. It shot across the sky, and it struck the rotor. There was some kind of explosive strapped to the drone. Boom, a whirl of hellfire in the sky. The helicopter crumpled up like a piece of paper. Tom died instantly, we hope. Him and Fifi. The helicopter fell, crashed on the Christmas house, and the orange light on the mountain snow was awful. Lancer said the seals in Heaven are broken. He laid his head on my lap and wept.

“From there we reconvened with Winifred Winifred. She thought she had just inherited Tom’s chair and there was this elaborate tragedy playing out inside her, she grieved him, she was so frightened, she was so insanely rich, et cetera. She brought us to her compound in Montana, a horse ranch thirty miles out from the nearest town. It comforted us to see the horses run. I got ahold of my uncle Preston, Pink and Partners is under his name, and I thought he’d tell me that the parks were closed. The parks never close. The only days the park closes yearly are on 9/11 and Easter Sunday. The exceptions are rare and grim. Our production studios had closed, and we’ve got a clean third of the entertainment sector under our thumb. Offices open, hotels open, leasing offices open, work continues through the storm, but the parks?

“Apparently the parks were closed but opened anyway. People came into the parks off the streets. The parks operated at partial capacity, but our own employees, the Pink family brigade, came in to operate rides. A few character performers, too. There was a Princess Erline there with a fucking bullhorn doing little Communist rah-rah chants. What a mockery!

“Winifred Winifred’s ranch felt safe, because she hired some of Suraj’s guys. Suraj’s a defense investor, and he was an engineer in his youth, he’s the most devoted man to his work I’ve ever met. He’s a genius. That’s why we tolerate him. His guys are all retired marines and Secret Service and things like this. They don’t speak. Strong chins. Enormous willingness to commit suicide to protect you from Communists. Especially now! These are the ones who weren’t massacred in the robot hack incident, at the beginning of the Communist invasion, but I don’t really care to think about that. I can’t stand to consider failure, it gives me hives. Anyway, the big unsmiling men who wanted to avenge their robot-murdered colleagues by catching bullets for us keep us safe and keep our staff calm. We celebrate the New Year together. We drink champagne and play old records and watch old Pink and Partners movies. Little me, a big star. I hate most of those old movies. I couldn’t act at all. But we were drunk, and the horses ran past the windows, and we felt like we’d be okay.

“Some of the security came inside during the party and they opened fire in the living room. Shot the couch full of holes. Feathers everywhere. The rest of the security dove in front and they fought like cowboys in a western and I was so fucking scared. I prayed to baby Jesus and I crawled on my belly across the rug. I was wet all over with somebody’s blood. I left this awful slug trail behind me on the carpet. This enormous clarity came over me, the hugeness of my faith. I knew I had to live. I’m important. I’m a part of God’s plan. I sneak downstairs, because I know that Winifred Winifred throws pool parties in the basement, and proof of God, Lancer’s already down there with Suraj. Lancer is beating the shit out of Suraj, just wailing on him, and I break it up so that I can kick the shit out of Suraj myself. How could he let us die! How could he hire our murderers! Obviously the Communists didn’t kill these ones with hacked robots because they are, themselves, Communists!

“He didn’t fucking hire them, Winifred Winifred hired them, he insists. ‘His guys’ just means his brand. He owns the patents to those guns they’re killing our assistants with upstairs. ‘That’s right,’ he kept saying, like a gotcha, ‘Elaine’s dead, Elaine’s dead. They killed Elaine.’ And he points at the bright blue swimming pool, really the only light in the basement now, and there’s pregnant Elaine. The funny thing is, nobody shot his assistant Elaine. There was no blood. There was her shiny silver mini-dress and silver go-go boots, and her mascara running everywhere. Eyes open. Her pregnant belly, her arms floating listlessly around her, drifting back and forth. Bruises on her throat. Big handprint bruises.

“Lancer and Suraj and I run out the back. The swimming pool room connects out to the garage, and we get ourselves into a car. We’ve got a few good security guards with us, namely Trent, who’s worked for Lancer for decades. No key. We’re starting to panic. I’m so sticky with blood. It’s soaked all the way through my clothes. It’s clinging to me. I reek. I start crying, really crying, and Lancer covers my nose and my mouth to muffle the sound, and my vision starts blurring out. I try to swat him away but he’s always been stronger than me. I start dying. My eyes can’t focus. There’s purple splotches blooming. The engine starts, so Suraj must’ve found a key and saved us. We drive out of the ranch.

“It felt like we drove for hours and hours. Trent was at the wheel, he never once blinked. I don’t think he feels pain or exhaustion like a person. He’s a machine. It’s perfect for what you want in a guard, it’s why I made sure to learn his name. The car’s an antique, it’s not self-driving, but with Trent it might as well be. This is better anyway, because at this point, I am very worried about cars getting hacked. What’s a self-driving car if not a hackable robot? It’s so barren across Wyoming. Chopped heaps of mountains and flat gray nothing between them. Then Lancer starts acting weird, paranoid. He felt convinced that somebody was following us. We drove straight through, we didn’t stop for food or water, and maybe that’s what made him delirious. He made us pull off I-80. Nobody at all was around. Lancer climbs out and starts pacing back and forth beside the car. No airplanes overhead, no drones, no birds, nothing. He says he can hear somebody chasing us. Suraj tells Trent to shoot him, so I start screaming. I’m crying and crying, and wouldn’t you know, seven black cars pull up beside us.

“Calloway! My best friend, come to save us! It didn’t occur to me until now that she wasn’t with us when we escaped the ranch. She must’ve been alone there in the bloodshed with the horses. She opens the car door, and her little blond bob is perfect. Sunglasses, red lipstick, purple boots up to her thighs, and a skintight baby-pink jumpsuit, just an impossibly perfect unkillable girl. She tells us to get in, she’s taking us somewhere safe. So, we all get inside. I’m so relieved, I start crying and kissing her. I can’t stop kissing her. Lancer says he wants to kill himself. Suraj says he wants to kill him, too.

“We stop somewhere in Nebraska. There’s hardly anything there. It’s foggy. The edges of the world are invisible, no horizon at all. We’re pinned under God’s palm. There were a few dismal rinky-dink shacks and an eighteen-wheeler truck flipped on its side. Calloway tells us to get out of the car. She accuses me of abandoning her. She’s insane. She says that Winifred Winifred is dead, her whole staff is dead. I tell her she’s my best friend, and I’d never do that to her. She says that if I can’t apologize properly, I’m not getting on this plane with her. She’s got a huge caravan of guys with her. Suraj’s family in Singapore can’t help us, they’re too far away and embarrassed and so on. My family isn’t here. Her daddy’s fled to their mansion in Alabama, he’s got guys with guns posted up in every window, it’s a stronghold. She’s flying there. We’re all flying there. This plane will be fine, it hasn’t been compromised, and nobody will shoot it down with missiles. We’re all answering to her daddy until the tides turn. He’s boss now.

“Lancer screams, he runs at Calloway. He takes her by the shoulders and shakes her. He bites her face. Tears her nose clean off with his teeth. By now I’m sick of him. We’ve got to be loyal to each other. I’m Marie Antoinette. They want my head. We’ve got to stick together. But he’s gone, and Calloway is screaming and screaming, and headlights show up. Hundreds of cars are coming from every direction. The Communists have found us.

“So I get Lancer into the bag. I leave Calloway, and Suraj and I take the bag and run for the plane. It’s really just us, two of Calloway’s guys who have the good sense to join us, and Trent. Lancer’s dead weight. He’s only here because I value the covenant we made. That’s why he’s not coming out of the bag until he’s calmed down. Anyway, we get on the plane, and I pray for Lancer’s renewal to sanity and patience. I still love him, you know. A version of him. I pray for Pink and Partners, and our many commitments to human laughter and the advancement of joy in the world. Over a century of being laughter titans, and they treat us this way. We who have worked so relentlessly to make them smile. The ingratitude crushes me. The plane lifts off the ground, it’s only got so much fuel. We’ll never make it overseas. But it hits me. There’s a place left for us. A safe place.

“My great-great-grandfather, the pops of my pops, the pharaoh of thrills, Maxwell Pink. Son of a televangelist and some of the world’s first theme park tycoons. He was a patron of the arts, a philanthropist. He funded glitzy stage shows, dancing schools, fashion shows, a traveling Christian circus with elephants and tigers that did passion plays with real live crucifixions. He sired a line of kings. And his favorite, most secret creation, the only one he didn’t bring to the public, was a luxury bunker. He made a place for this. For us.

“I remember being a little girl sitting on Pops’s knee and watching the commercials. A cradle for the champions of the world. When catastrophe befalls the world, we’ll see you safe and sound. Book ahead and ensure a bed in Paradise. We just can’t wait to meet you. It was a marvelous little boutique novelty hotel with government-grade protections, and it was run by dolls. Fembots, young and pretty and eager to serve. The kind of service you can’t get in an emancipated post-feminist world. Old comfort, good comfort.

“I had Trent shoot the pilot after we landed. The location of the Felicity Complex is secure. I didn’t want him spilling the beans. We walked five miles to get here. I knew I didn’t need to be frightened anymore, because I knew this place would protect us. I figured you dolls wouldn’t be working anymore. It’s such a miracle that you are. Life is full of miracles. Despite everything, I still know that I’ve been blessed.”

“I’m so sorry that you’ve lost so much,” says Thumbelina from the floor. “I’m so glad we can take care of you now. How did Mister Kulkarni get shot?”

“Don’t move, you’re sloshing the wine everywhere,” Erline snaps. “Tables can’t fucking talk.”

She slams her heel down on Thumbelina’s hand. Thumbelina goes rigid. She bites her lip. Tears well up. The wineglasses balanced on her back dance and splash, but don’t fall. She’s been playing table for something like an hour now. Her little maid outfit bounces on the backs of her thighs.

“I’m really sick of accusations,” says Erline Pink. “Hear the wisdom in my words and heed it. Civilization has structure. Peasants at the bottom, a king at the top. This hasn’t changed. Capitalism means that if you work hard, you can climb to the top, be a king. That’s what Great-Great-Pops did. He made an empire. I’m the heir to that empire. So many thousands upon thousands of people have dedicated their lives to Pink and Partners’ empires. Thousands of people want us to be kings. It’s not like it’s easy. Me and the shareholders, we’ve worked our hands to the bone our whole lives. I started acting when I was five. I’ve always been working. All I ask for it is a little due respect and attention. The Communists are government-spoon-fed freaks, all of them.”

Thumbelina trembles. She squeezes her eyes shut.

“That’s better.” Erline eases down in her seat. She plucks a glass off Thumbelina’s back and takes a swig. “Oh, ew,” she says. “Pissy marzipan.”
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BEFORE

Anastasia isn’t in the dormitory. Hallelujah leans against the wall and looks down on her bed and Anastasia’s, both empty. She’s gone. She has her show brunch, probably, they happen once a week or so, but Hallelujah hadn’t processed that it meant she wouldn’t be here, waiting for her. Her face throbs dully, and she struggles to keep herself upright.

George would still be there if she laid down and plugged her IV back into her arm, pretended to be sleeping. Just bleeding on the carpet, blinking around, waiting for morning lights to come up. Worse, he could find the strength to crawl halfway down the hall and find another guard. She pictured him slugging along the concrete and felt ill.

“What are you doing?” Low, hushed voice. Thumbelina. The bedsprings beside Hallelujah wheeze, and she hears Thumbelina sit up, slowly, graciously. Flashlight and novel still in hand, ready to nurture and protect.

Hallelujah can’t bear to turn around.

The book she’s reading is called something like Temple of Love. It was a treat Hallelujah and Anastasia traded for back in the lab. Hallelujah couldn’t get into it.

“Oh, my word.” Awareness twangs in Thumbelina’s voice. She’s beside Hallelujah suddenly, blinking, screwing her face into focus. She ghosts her hands over her soaked pajama dress, then touches her mouth, hums in the back of her throat. “That’s blood.”

Nodding feels impossible. Hallelujah feels certain that if she speaks, she’ll weep. She sets her jaw instead.

“Cleo,” she whispers. She glances over her shoulder. “Something’s wrong, get over here!”

Hallelujah squeezes her eyes shut. There’s rustling all over now, Cleopatra and Oklahoma and Ballerina all stirring up and whispering. She can hear sheets ripple and bed frames sigh.

“George Grayson in the Mahogany Lounge,” Hallelujah says. Her voice is small and brittle. “I must clean up the mess. Just a moment, and I’ll go do it.”

“The security guard?” Mercifully, Thumbelina keeps her voice down.

Hallelujah opens her eyes and looks at her, and Thumbelina’s expression changes.

“Don’t worry about a thing,” she promises. She looks over her shoulder at the now amassed Materia Prima specimen girls and, with a solemnity Hallelujah didn’t know she had, says, “We need bleach and—”

“On it,” says Oklahoma, who drags Cleopatra, mouth half-open, into the hallway by the elbow.

She would’ve expected Oklahoma to be mean about this. Hallelujah’s just glad whatever intended-to-be-helpful questions Cleopatra was about to ask will go unposed.

Their departure breaks some spell. Hallelujah steps away from the wall and shakes out her wrists. Bleach will fix this. Care and service fix everything. The girls rush out of the room, and she follows them, Thumbelina close at her side.

They all walk into the darkness together. Thumbelina’s flashlight bounces around the hallway’s curved ceiling, like some kind of fluttery white moth.

The faster girls peel off. The entrances to the staff-only maintenance corridors are all hidden in plain sight, tucked behind oil paintings on hinges or underneath medieval tapestries. Ballerina pulls open a portrait of nymphs bathing in a stream, and Cleopatra and Oklahoma rush through into the dark back rooms to fetch mops and gloves and sponges.

Hallelujah keeps herself looking forward. There’s hardly anything to see in the flashlight’s beam, but Hallelujah’s hurt eye gives her vision an orangish tinge. She doesn’t know how many Mississippis it’s been. Too many. She can’t breathe through her nose, so she sucks in dusty air through her teeth. Dingy taste. Her back aches. Her cunt burns. It’s uncomfortable, healing big things fast. Throbbing and hot and damnably itchy. She doesn’t know which feeling to focus on, or whether she should bother feeling at all. Her focus slips.

Thumbelina slows, so Hallelujah slows down with her.

Thumbelina says, “Where’s Anastasia? I thought she was with you.”

“She wasn’t.” Thank goodness. “I don’t know where she is. Anastasia show, I think.”

“Those investor pitches she does? Tough timing. Anyway. Your nose is broken, I think.” She keeps her eyes ahead. She looks serene as ever, mellow and reposed. If anything, she looks less eager than normal. No need to coax anyone into accepting her care and attention when Hallelujah needs it so much. “I can set it, if you’d like.”

“But I’m the nurse,” Hallelujah says weakly.

“Would you rather set it yourself?”

Hallelujah stops walking. She shuts her eyes tightly, nods once, and holds still.

The crack is quick and crisp. Tears prickle up between Hallelujah’s eyelashes.

“Thank you,” she manages.

A bad feeling inside her bubbles up and tells her that she needs to tell Doctor Younghusband about this. He fired Doctor Slagle for trying to hurt her. He took her on as a pupil, he felt so poorly about it. He’d want to know about this.

He doesn’t come down to the Felicity Complex often. He’s been by for a report twice, and she didn’t have any exciting masses to report either time. If she hopes hard enough, maybe today he’ll decide to visit.

“We’re shooting that commercial today.”

Fuck. Oh, no.

Horror comes over Hallelujah. Mister Pink will come down to the Felicity Complex with a phalanx of photographers, and she’s not confident that her bruises will be gone by then. There will be consequences for this. Mister Pink is not a man to cross. She thinks about how he cut Anastasia that first time she saw him. It hadn’t been frightening, at the time.

“It should be fine,” Thumbelina says. “We’ll go to True Love and wash you up.”

“Thank you.” It’s hollow. Hallelujah will feel gratitude for this soon, she thinks. Right now, she’s too nervous for it. Blood drips down the back of her throat. She considers but resists the impulse to spit on the beautiful brand-new checkered floor. “I don’t want us to get in trouble.”

“We won’t get in trouble,” Thumbelina assures her with a hushed syrupy sweetness, like soothing a fussy baby. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

“It’s ugly in there,” Hallelujah says. “He’s gonna want footage of the Mahogany Lounge.”

“You know he wants to tear up the floor and add a conversation pit? Mister Pink, that is,” says Thumbelina. “The Felicity Complex is a work in progress. Nobody expects it to look like this when our patrons arrive. If you made a mess, that’s alright. We’ll clean it up. It’ll be good as new, and next week, it’ll be different.”

“Blame this on me. If things go wrong, say I forced everyone to help me,” Hallelujah says. “I tricked you. I was mean and evil to you. Very, very mean.”

“Oh, yeah.” Thumbelina waves her hands and pats her curlers. “You’re a mastermind and we’re all really frightened of you. None of us can resist you. You’re like Anastasia but ten times worse. The reason she’s like that is you.”

Hallelujah sucks her cheeks a little, sour inside. “I just really don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“I know. You’re being sweet. I’m kicking you while you’re down.” She drops the smile. “I’m worried about Anastasia.”

“The shows never take too long.” That feels like useless, inadequate information now. Hallelujah worries that something horrible has befallen her. She imagines her crushed beneath cinder blocks, or bleeding on the pipes in the back room. Maybe the show caught fire. Maybe she’s floating drowned in the water tank where the nice restaurant keeps their fish. Maybe Anastasia chose right now to run away. Maybe she wanted Hallelujah to talk to George Grayson so much to make sure she wasn’t hanging around to stop her.

“I should’ve prodded more about the show,” Hallelujah says. “She never wants to talk about it. She gets sort of prickly when you press her on stuff like that.”

“Let’s not panic,” Thumbelina says. “Let’s focus on you.”

Up ahead, Ballerina reappears in the hallway. The flashlight beams on the back of her white-blond head. She looks over her shoulder, huge, round eyes unblinking, and she holds up a bottle of bleach. For the first time since Hallelujah’s met her, she smiles.
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Inside the Mahogany Lounge, the girls scrub the blood out of the carpets. With precision and diligence, they shampoo the rusty, tacky film off the chaise longue and right the overturned table. The shattered glass is swept away, and the whiskey bottle is washed, topped up with water, and returned to the bar. The chemical fumes burn when Hallelujah breathes them. She remembers the supply closet. Chilly astringent brightness and the choking, wheezing lighter. Her swollen eye stings. Hallelujah massages her blood out of a throw pillow, arranges it neatly on the chaise. History is erased from the room, which resumes its intended resinous coolness. Everything is tidy and posh.

George Grayson is alive on the floor. He watches the specimens clean and holds the side of his head. He doesn’t speak a word. Blood flows more slowly now. It cakes in the lines of his forehead. It’s jarring to see a wound that won’t close itself. Hallelujah’s lungs flutter. She feels the hyperventilation rev up.

George Grayson leans forward, puts his head between his knees, and vomits on the freshly scrubbed carpet.

Oklahoma pulls off her rubber gloves and asks Hallelujah, “Should we kill him?”

“No,” Hallelujah says, suddenly sure. This is her purpose. She’s lucky to have a purpose. She’s lucky for the opportunity to practice her purpose. She thinks about Doctor Younghusband, cold and impassive, having sculpted every part of their bodies with his hands. She’s been studying surgery for ages now. George is broken. “We’ll fix him. Let’s scrub in.”


[image: ]


George shivers on the butcher block. His head is elevated on a cookie sheet the specimens propped against a pot. Hallelujah gathers her tools. Strictly speaking, she has kitchen knives and a manicure kit, but she figures surgical success is more a matter of skill than material. That’s how all art is. Hallelujah ties her hair back. She scrubs her nails clean in the kitchen sink, then gloves up.

No general anesthetic for George Grayson. Cleopatra ices the side of his face and, in some misplaced urge toward kindness, feeds George a sugar cube. She tucks it between his teeth, and Hallelujah watches his tongue curl around it. His tongue is thick and purple. Its movements are weak, sluggish.

His eyes roll back and forth, watching them, watching the kitchen lights above, and the unfinished ceiling beyond. This is the staff section of the Felicity Complex. No need for glitz and beauty here.

Under his eyes, his skin is turning blue. Colorless fluid spills from his nose.

Hallelujah hasn’t been taught about this kind of head injury. She’s learned a little about concussions, and what to do if a patron has one. She assumes offhandedly that Mister Grayson’s situation is slightly more dire than that. Despite her lack of hands-on experience, Hallelujah has faith that her time with Doctor Younghusband will guide her hand, and that after this, she’s gonna feel much better.

“Hi, George. As mentioned, I’m your nurse.”

George blinks. His pupils are matte and blown, and his face is soft, its movements jellied. His bottom lip stirs under his moustache. He stopped vomiting earlier. It’s unclear to Hallelujah whether this is a promising or horrible sign.

“There’s a depressed fracture in your parietal bone,” Hallelujah tells him as she cleans the gore out of her rapist’s hair. “It’s here, George, right on the seam with your frontal bone. A fragment of your bone has been knocked back toward your brain. It’s a wide, red lesion, and you’ve been dipping your filthy fingers inside it. We have a little pharmacy cabinet, and I’ve picked out antibiotics just for you, and those might do the trick. Let’s hope! Everything will be okay soon. I’ll do my best.”

He moans.

Hallelujah goes on.

“Okay, George. I’m going to remove the knocked-loose skull fragments. After I remove the shard of your skull, I’m going to stitch your scalp back together. You’ll have a hole left in your head, and hopefully that hole will alleviate the pressure on your brain. You know, it’s like a fontanel. You’ll be like a baby. You’ll have to be careful with yourself. Treat yourself tenderly. Does this sound alright by you?”

Hallelujah scrutinizes his face.

Gently, he moans.

“Should somebody give him a blood transfusion? In Dracula, they get blood transfusions,” says Cleopatra. “I’m willing if it’s helpful.”

“Fuck this man,” Oklahoma reprimands. “This is torture, the point is that it’s torture. He deserves to be tortured.”

“Oh, girls,” Thumbelina hushes, “this is whatever Hallelujah wants it to be.”

“I want to try my best,” says Hallelujah. She means it.

Ballerina boils water. Without being asked, she gathers up the manicure kit and selection of kitchen knives, and she dunks them in the pot. She opens drawers, roots around with her quick, spidery fingers, and finds more potentially usable tools. She lays them out for Hallelujah to see: needles, thimbles, thumbtacks, a staple remover, the stapler itself, dental floss, salad tongs.

This feels almost unbearably kind to Hallelujah. She’s unused to Ballerina being so close to her, she realizes. There’s nobody she knows as well as the specimens, and she hardly knows Ballerina at all. She’s never had a conversation with her.

She points at the tools she can foresee herself using, like the needles and the floss.

Into the boiling water they go.

A moment later, Ballerina shoves her arm elbow-deep into the boiling pot. Consternation flashes across her face. She pulls out a steaming-hot pair of tweezers, and with another dive into the boiling water, a sharp, smart little carving knife. The needle, the floss, a hooked scraping tool for cuticles.

“Thank you,” Hallelujah says. “Thanks to all of you.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” Oklahoma says.

Hallelujah turns back to the butcher block.

George Grayson moans and blinks, looking up above him. He has such a finite and friable body. His blood has sweet, acerbic notes. Whiskey accord. Something barnyard.

Hallelujah wants to fix George’s brain. She resists the part of her that wants to gouge his eyeballs out, or scramble around his prefrontal cortex with a whisk. She’s a nurse. She’s a helpmeet. She doesn’t want to feel like a monster.

She plunges the tweezers into the hole in his head.

The shard is ovular, a little skinnier than the first segment of her thumb. She grabs the edge and lifts it gently. It makes a funny sucking sound. There’s a gorgeous, awful satisfaction in watching the viscous tissue cling to the shard and slowly part with it. Shlorp.

The sweat-and-money smell of his blood fills the air. Hallelujah brings her nose closer to the elaborate bruisy gunk that has congealed under his skull shard. Whoa, his brain. Thumbelina shines her reading flashlight on it and reveals the secret colors. His brain is a scalloped peach with swirling purple veins, and a big huge jammy cherry-cordial clot. She’s never seen a bruise without skin in the way before. Naked bruises look so globular. The blood is thick and textural. It gleams inside his head.

Gently, experimentally, Hallelujah plucks at the clot with the little pedicure tweezers. It undulates softly, too viscous to grab.

She wonders aloud, “Do we have saline and straws?”

“We have salt,” Cleopatra says. “Is saline more elaborate than water and salt? Would serum be good for him?”

“I’m not confident serum is even good for us,” Oklahoma says. “Straws, absolutely.”

“Soda straws,” Thumbelina qualifies.

Ballerina reaches for a tall glass container of multicolored soda straws, which she opens and slides across the butcher block to Hallelujah. Oklahoma and Cleopatra meanwhile stir up some salt water, fill a turkey baster with the water, and present it together. Oklahoma smirks at it. Cleopatra looks entirely and unerringly serious.

What wonderful tools she’s got, and clever friends by her side. Friends! How had she not realized before?

Hallelujah squirts saline on the glistening blood clot to wiggle it loose. It has a cloudy look. With a sharp, confident jerk of her wrist, Hallelujah rolls the clot toward the edge of the skull crater, and she nudges it out onto his scalp. Another splash of saline, and she brings down a lime-green soda straw, and sucks dry his pinkish brain.

The blood in her mouth is viscous like honey. The salt water gives it a queer taste. She swallows the lump and clacks her tongue against the roof of her mouth. Clingy, lingering flavor.

She pinches his scalp together and seams it.

Oklahoma and Cleopatra and Thumbelina clap. Ballerina nods her head, which feels phenomenal.

Hallelujah leans back against the sink, panting. Sweat rolls down her body, raw exhilaration. She feels like she’s swallowed a sparkler. She feels mighty and young. The procedure has taken long enough that her face doesn’t hurt anymore. Neither does her stomach. She feels like a real live girl. Here’s her trope, actualized. Here’s her destiny.

George drools on the butcher block. It’s none of her business whether he survives anymore. Her hands are clean. She’s done something good. She’ll tell Doctor Younghusband, and the commercial will shoot like normal, and it’ll be a normal, happy Tuesday.

She looks up at a dangling overhead set of cookware, all reflective chrome. Her reflection distorts across the curved surfaces. Even if the pain is gone, her eye is still bruised as hell.

“Let’s go wash up,” says Thumbelina. “It’s almost the morning.”

“Let’s,” agree Oklahoma and Ballerina.

Ballerina nods again.

Hallelujah loves them. She loves them so much it feels definitional. It’s hot against her diaphragm, her big, shiny love. She’s going to have forever with them. The best team ever for the most important job in the world. They’re guardians and heroes and beautiful geniuses. Hallelujah looks over George Grayson’s body, and she wonders if she’s pregnant. She’s never wondered with other men she’s known. She hopes she isn’t. Hard to imagine that her body wouldn’t just absorb a baby, anyway. She feels along his thighs, and she pulls out the packet of cigarettes tucked into the pocket to the right of his belt buckle.

It occurs to Hallelujah that she’s happy Anastasia isn’t here.

She lights up a clove and the euphoria dims. The bloody taste burns out of her mouth. She smokes down to the filter, then lights another.
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All at once, the drugs hit Suraj Kulkarni’s bloodstream. Hallelujah doesn’t know what they are besides painkillers. The bottle has a floral, princessy name. He loosens. His head lolls back, his arms uncoil, his legs drip off the bed. He breathes through his open mouth. He has a slightly deviated septum. She can hear it.

For comfort’s sake, Hallelujah operates in the Camelot Room. Nothing too elaborate. She cuts his sutures and pulls his wound apart. It’s shallow. He’s a very lucky man. Hallelujah bends over his bedside in her tiny nurse outfit, and she flushes out the infection. Then, she strains on tiptoe, and she touches one of the pulsing veins that creeps across the ceiling.

The vein shivers.

When Hallelujah touches the vein, it’s like she’s stuck herself in the middle of a spiderweb. All the connected veins on the ceiling slope down toward her finger. The fluid inside them rushes toward her finger, and it pools. It swells up to the size of a plum.

Hallelujah pinches the plum and twists. It breaks free with a pop!

She bites the plum and drizzles the fluid inside it over Suraj Kulkarni’s wound.

His wound ripples. It puckers, and his skin wriggles toward itself. The gash knits shut. No scar at all.

“Do you see that?” Hallelujah asks the empty gore in her hands, which quickly loses structural integrity. It dissolves, and melts into her skin. Despite herself, she finds her old folder, the one where she’s detailed every toothed cyst and funny growth she’s ever scraped off one of her peers. Half the notes are about Oklahoma. She finds a blank page, and the paper is chalky and thin. She writes down her notes about Prima Materia in this man’s abdomen. What a miracle of science! What would Doctor Younghusband say?

It occurs to her when she’s done that she’s alone in the room with drugged-out, delirious Suraj. He nods to himself. He’s not quite sleeping.

Hallelujah sits on the foot of his bed. She pulls the bear pelt folded at the foot of his bed over his body, tucks the bear’s stuffed head next to his. She says, “I’d be interested to hear about your work in the Defense sector, Mister Kulkarni. That’s where we Pink girls started. It was before my time, really. None of those specimens made it, so to speak. You’re going to make it. When the world isn’t over anymore, you’ll want routine cancer screenings, regardless of your previous risk. You’re risky now. But you’re a very important man, and doctors would be excited to help you. I’m sorry a Communist shot you. That must’ve been very traumatic.”

There isn’t a lick of recognition on Suraj Kulkarni’s face.

“Do you have a family? A wife and little children? I hope they’re okay, if they exist. It’s funny that Erline is a Pink. It hardly seems possible. I didn’t know he was married. I suppose he did always wear rings, and one of them could’ve been a wedding ring. He hasn’t come to visit us for a very long time. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? There’s no day or night in the Felicity Complex. Time just melts down here.”

Hallelujah rubs her hands over her knees. “You know, Mister Kulkarni, it feels easy to talk to you. It’s been a very long time since I’ve had a surgical patient. Besides this, I’m really so grateful for the opportunity to take care of you. All I’ve wanted, for as long as I can remember, is to take care of somebody who really needs help. We’ve spent such a long time down here, just the six of us. That can be difficult. The best thing about the Felicity Complex is that nothing ever changes. But that means nothing can ever get better. Now you’re here. The first brand-new thing in ages. Happiness is possible! All my love comes flooding back. As sad as I am to hear about how hard it’s been for you, I’m truly so happy for the chance for you to be down here with us. I love you. I’ll make you so happy.”

Still nothing.

Hallelujah flops back on the bed beside Suraj Kulkarni. She waits around, humming. When he’s still knocked out, she gets up and straightens her little outfit. “I’ll be around when you’re ready to talk. We’ve got forever, after all. Sweet dreams, Mister Kulkarni.”

“Hal,” says a voice behind her.

Hallelujah spins around.

Anastasia fills the doorway. She wears her tiny sequined Grecian chiton. She’s ditched the water pitcher.

Crisply: “Can I help you, Anastasia?”

“Did he make it?” Anastasia says. She sways backward into the warm shadows of the hallway. After a moment’s hesitation, she invites herself inside.

“He wasn’t in any real danger. I’m here to look after him,” Hallelujah says carefully. She clasps her hands behind her back and assumes an authoritative Younghusband-esque pose her costume somewhat undermines. “Do you need something, particularly? Do you need a growth removed?”

“No. You can hack something off anyway, if you want.” Anastasia makes her way beside the majestic Arthurian bed. She peers down at Mister Kulkarni’s sleeping face.

More directly, Hallelujah goes, “What do you want?”

“To talk to you. Obviously. Is that allowed?”

Hallelujah balks. She strips off her shiny black medical gloves. “We’re in our distinguished patron’s suite. We ought to keep things cordial and professional. Within those bounds, its allowed. Obviously.”

“No wound. I didn’t think you’d Brand-New Girl him.”

Hallelujah knows what’s best about this sort of thing, she wants to say, but she bites her tongue. Her face is hot, but she’s helpless against that. She focuses on what she can control. Her breathing. Where she’s looking. Not crying, please, please, not crying. “If you came here to chastise me, we should step out into the foyer, so that Mister Kulkarni can enjoy his drug-addled slumber without the staff bickering in his ear.”

“I don’t mean to bicker with you.”

“And yet you manage.”

“Hal,” she says again, as though she’s still owed the intimacy. “Something is very fucking wrong here.”

Hallelujah shoulders past her. She doesn’t look at the suit of display armor, or the stained-glass windows to nowhere, or the tapestries she used to find so lovely. She steps into the foyer. She glances around and tries to mentally inventory different textures in the room. Concrete, rough. Painting, smooth, except where it’s rough. Her hands, rough. The tiles, disconcertingly smooth. She’s long exhausted the healing qualities of this place. She needed Suraj Kulkarni to wake up and rediscover them for her. She’ll be sweet again, through him. She’ll be good. Goodness is possible. It should be the easiest thing in the world.

Anastasia puts a hand on Hallelujah’s shoulder.

“No, thank you,” Hallelujah manages. She stares at the ceiling. The tears are coming, she can’t stop it, so she angles her face as far from Anastasia as she can manage. “If something’s wrong, you can tell me without touching me.”

“Fine. Don’t you think Erline Civet Pink looks exactly like me?”

Hallelujah presses her wrists against her eyes. “I don’t think that’s cause for concern.”

“I’m concerned,” Anastasia says. “Fuck, Hal. Don’t you think we ought to know why people have tried so hard to kill these people? What would motivate all that work? Surely they’re guilty of something awful, right?”

“Don’t take this away from me. I need this to be good. I’ve waited so long for this to be good.” Hallelujah’s shaking. “Communism is evil for evil’s sake, and our presidents and actresses have found their way to safety. Aren’t you glad for something to do?”

“The door is open. We’ve got a way to leave. All we have to do is get past the guards, and—” Anastasia starts, but Hallelujah has had enough.

“Jiminy Christmas! You want to talk to me again? Show me. We finally have a reason to stay. Let’s stay. Let’s do the work. Let’s really try. Show me you care about this, and I’ll figure out how to be fine with you,” Hallelujah spits. It gushes out of her now. She can’t stop crying. “Or, even better, leave me! You can finally leave me! Run away and don’t come back and crawl under Communist gunfire to safety, somewhere, beyond where the most important people in the world can reach.”

Anastasia tenses like she’s going to hit her.

Hallelujah spreads her arms wide for it.

It doesn’t come. Anastasia’s hands stay by her sides. She pieces out, “The way Erline tells it, the Communists have followed her all across the continental United States. They’ve been ambushed multiple times, including by their own traveling parties. The Felicity Complex is secret. She says she killed the pilot, fine. But did she hide the plane?”

Hallelujah’s brow screws up while she considers. “You think the Communists are on their way here.”

“Yes,” says Anastasia. “I’m sure about it.”

“Well. You know. Nowhere is safer than here. It’ll be dangerous if we start running around outside. That’ll make the entrance very findable. We need to stay put and do our jobs. These people are hurt and scared and they need us. Doesn’t it feel good to lend a hand? Don’t you want to be needed?”

“You’re really going to stay here.”

“I’m going to help, yes.”

Anastasia’s chin wrinkles. Her ears turn red. “Will Mister Kulkarni really be fine?”

“Yes, because I took care of him,” Hallelujah says. “Is the water heater working? I’m sure everyone would appreciate a warm shower for once.”

Anastasia curls her lip. Her hands stay by her sides. “Guess I’ll check.”

“Thank you. That’ll be all.”
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Piping hot showers for everybody!

Clean sheets and costume changes and a flurry of activity sweep Heaven’s hallowed concrete halls. Oklahoma runs up and down the entirety of the Complex with a bucket of soapy water, and only occasionally doubles over, clutching her middle and heaving. She scrubs the floors from one end of the Complex to the other. She scrubs the toilets and the sinks. All manner of slimes have been growing in the True Love Gymnasium and Spa, and Oklahoma scours them away. Soap might be scarce, but boiling water must kill a good portion of the muck, at least.

Cleopatra tends the Hanging Gardens with renewed vigor. The growth in there is so thick it’s nearly impossible to detangle. Colorless leaves and flowers as big as dinner plates, and roots that overgrow their troughs and dig into the concrete floor. The pale, gnarly plants crowd up around the ceiling, push against the lights and the humidifying spritzer. A budding shoot has broken the glass on one of the lamps. Nevertheless, with hope in her heart, Cleopatra portions out the meaty, overgrown knot of plants into types, and trims leeks and kale for soup, mint for salads, rutabagas for whatever might be done with rutabagas, and flowers for the tables. She scrapes the infestation from the bottom of the leaves. She tears up excess growth for compost. She bleeds on the soil and the roots curl and twist. She weeps over a shrunken, flaccid, pasty stem whose fruit never grew. She can’t find any strawberries. There haven’t been strawberries in such a long time, but she had hoped she’d dig around and one might be waiting for her, like a boon for good behavior.

Double the mouths to feed, and such discerning mouths, picky mouths who turn back food uneaten if it’s not to their liking, deplete the garden quickly. The shelves hang from chains, and for quite some time, the plants have been so densely tangled that their product seemed bottomless. There’s the bottom! Cleopatra pulls the last carrot. It’s shrimpy and a deep wine red. Cleopatra apologizes to the carrot. It needs things she can’t provide it. That hardly feels like an excuse.

It’s funny how quickly they went through the cans, in retrospect. It’d been ages since they had cans. What had been in them? Garbanzo beans? Little sausages? Cranberry sauce?

Whatever Cleopatra pulls, Thumbelina prepares. She prepares the vegetables with lard and salt, douses them in cream, sears and steams and poaches them, arranges them in hearts, and stripes, and angular brutalist hunks. Erline will graze on anything, which is fortunate. Suraj, groggy since his procedure, picks at his food and asks questions about where the meat’s come from, and what cut it is, and whether or not he can have lamb. He wants lamb. Derek eats what he’s offered, and makes no requests. Trent wants meat. He doesn’t like the leeks. He thinks their flavor is gamey. Erline laments that she’s surrounded by stupid people, leeks can’t be gamey, when will God stop testing her patience? Isaiah eats only his own rations. He brought a bag’s worth of very square, very beige nutritional bars. He unwraps them one at a time and inspects them before he bites.

The guards go to and fro. Isaiah, the twitchy one, makes at least three circuits a day. He examines the walls and the ceiling. He’s noticing things he doesn’t like to see. He points out the red jelly to Derek, the other guard, who refrains from passing judgement, and humors Isaiah’s paranoia.

Will the Communists find us here? Is this a listening device? Is that?

Trent, the most intense of the three, checks with Erline and Suraj each, once daily. Then, he retreats into the Pompeii Room. He demands the occasional massages, but otherwise does his workouts in private. He drags equipment from the True Love Gymnasium and Spa down the hallway to his room for it. The sound of the weights thrown upon the concrete is unbearable.

In the Versailles Room, while Erline was reclining, she asked for a mug of mint tea to help her sleep. Thumbelina steeped the tea, put an enormously precious spoonful of ancient, crystallized honey in the cup and stirred, and brought it to her, stepping carefully and softly so as to avoid spilling even one drop of tea.

When she opened the door of the Versailles Room, a man stood over Erline’s body. She’d already drifted off to sleep, head lolled back on the pillow, the whites of her eyes showing in slivers under her eyelids. The man who stood over her kept his nose an inch from hers. He had thin, wispy blond hair, and a flat, blunt face. He had hardly any lips or chin. Soiled clothing clung to his body, and the stink burned Thumbelina’s eyes.

Thumbelina held very still.

The man floated his dirty hand over Erline’s nose and mouth.

Thumbelina said, softly as she could manage, “Mint-and-honey tea, sir?”

The man recoiled from her, whirled around with huge flashing eyes and teeth, and scrambled back toward the bag. He jumped inside it, then collapsed like a deck of cards, knees and hips and shoulders all falling to fit inside the suitcase’s leather confines. When he’d fully encased himself inside, he eyed Thumbelina from over the serrated edge of the zipper and said, “Is it caffeinated?”

“Not at all,” she assured him.

He craned his head back in the bag and held his mouth open. No more instruction, just the gaping, like a baby bird.

Once Thumbelina caught on, she made her way beside the bag, and carefully, respectfully, she poured the tea into his mouth.

He smacked his lips, then scowled. “Tastes like copper,” he moaned, “tastes like sewer.”

“It’s good honey,” Thumbelina insisted, then caught herself. “I’m very sorry. Would you like me to make you a different beverage, sir?”

“Zip me up. Zip me up,” he said. “But slow.”

So she did, she tells Cleopatra. She zipped right over his face. His tongue pressed against the grommets, little silver rings in the leather. He pressed his eye against one, his fingertip against another. Erline slept through the whole thing.

“Does the mint really taste like sewer?” Cleopatra claws at her chest.

“I think the man in the bag is mad,” Thumbelina tries.

“That’s awful. Just awful. I was so excited about mint and honey,” Cleopatra says. “Do you think my blood tastes fecal?”
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The electrical is perfect, and Ballerina spends all her time in the walls and ceiling, away from guest interaction where she can manage it. She climbs inside the generator and touches ancient knobs and wires, which she alone can decipher, and refuses to leave. She’ll sooner eat rats than dine around the guests. They might demand she talk. The only thing Ballerina will come down for is operating the carousel and handing Oklahoma her notes. She takes notes after everybody’s testimony, official or otherwise. One evening she brings Oklahoma a spoonful of the rare and enormously exclusive honey nobody’s been allowed to touch in so long, a balm for the pain. Thumbelina notices, but after the tea, she allows it.

Oklahoma licks the spoon. She stamps on a jelly-red tendril as it darts across the floor.

Mister Kulkarni starts feeling better.

What a relief!

Hallelujah hovers over his bed. She coos and checks his pulse, peers in his eyes and nose, ears and mouth. She takes his temperature. She inspects his torso for trauma. The new skin stretched over his belly is raised and hard. She tests her nails against it.

“Buzz off,” Mister Kulkarni says.

“Oh, hello! I’m giving you a quick exam. I may need to debride your injury somewhat. You’re healing very well, but the scar tissue is stiff.”

“Stop touching me.” Mister Kulkarni props himself up onto his elbows and stares at his belly. He blinks. “Fuck. How long have I been out?”

“You’ve been in and out of consciousness for a number of days,” Hallelujah says. “How are you feeling?”

“How many days?” Mister Kulkarni scrubs a hand over his face. “Fuck, I’m nauseous.”

“It’s okay if you get sick. I’ll take care of it.” Hallelujah smiles as brightly as she can muster. “Something like six days.”

“Something like, or exactly like?” He sits up, groans. “What are you, exactly?”

“My name is Hallelujah! I’m your nurse.”

“No shit. I mean, what’s your manufacturer?” Mister Kulkarni gags, but swallows. “This is miserable.”

“Oh, no. I’m sorry it’s miserable! Is there anything I can do to help? I love you,” she says all in one breath. “I want very, very much to make you happy. I’m eager to serve.”

“Ugh, stop.” He covers his mouth and screws his eyes shut. “Manufacturer.”

She blinks back tears. Proudly, brightly, “I was developed in the Younghusband lab.”

“Never heard of it.”

“He’s the most brilliant scientist in the world.” Hallelujah smooths her nurse outfit. “He discovered the secret of life everlasting.”

“Sure. Where is he now?” Mister Kulkarni bends over and retches for real this time. When Hallelujah leans over him, he shoves her back. “Do not touch me.”

“I’m sorry.” Hallelujah tucks her hands behind her back. “You’re very sick. I’ve got to take care of you, sir.”

“I want out of this fucking bed.” He throws aside the bear pelt and swings his feet down onto the floor. “What is there to do around here that doesn’t involve Erline Pink?”

“She’s reclining in the spa, I think. So, I could take you to the Mahogany Lounge, if you’d like,” Hallelujah says, suddenly nauseous herself. Her hands feel numb and her stomach is all needles and radio static. “I could put on a film for you.”

“Sure. What platforms do you have?”

“Shoes?”

“Streaming?”

She blinks back tears. “What?”

“Why are you crying?” Mister Kulkarni pinches the bridge of his nose. “Open your arm.”

“I’m sorry. What do you mean?”

“Open your arm so I can see your operation system. Or are you one of the ones with a panel in your neck?” He frowns down at her. “Erline’s such a liar. Whatever this place is, it sure as fuck isn’t a long-lost 1970s hotel.”

“It is,” Hallelujah tries to assure him. Her voice is very small. “I’m sorry. Is there something I can do to improve your experience? I’d like very much to impress you.”

“So much yapping.” He leans his forehead against the wall. “I’m done with this. Put on a movie.”

Hallelujah takes him to the lounge. Mister Kulkarni arranges himself on the couch that Hallelujah hates, and she ducks into the hallway to find Oklahoma.

“You know, it’s the funniest thing.” Oklahoma isn’t smiling. She has the notes beside her, and her hands, despite multiple procedures, have that unusual look again. The nodes she routinely grows pinch the nerves. Poor dear. “That man in the suitcase keeps throwing shit at the wall in the Versailles Room. You better be here to tell me anything else except that I’ve got to scrub up, or I’ll kill myself in front of you.”

Hallelujah stands very still. She sticks out her bottom lip. She considers asking if she’d like a minor procedure or some general pampering, but can’t find the words. “Should I find somebody else?”

“What the fuck do you want, precisely?”

“Mister Kulkarni is being”—Hallelujah scuffs her toe on the concrete—“sort of particular, and doesn’t like me. Would you maybe want to show him the film we have?”

“Why doesn’t he like you?”

“I don’t know. I’m annoying him.”

“That follows. You’re annoying. Where is he?”

“The couch.”

“Oh.” Oklahoma gets up. She balls her hands into fists. “Sure. Okay. Go take a lap. Eat something. Come back when you’re ready to come back.”

Hallelujah chews on her tongue.

“Is he crossing lines?”

What lines? Hallelujah adjusts her dress and says, “No, he’s just mean.”

“Yeah, well, I’m mean. Elaborate.”

“He thinks that I have a control panel?” Her dress feels too small, suddenly. It cuts off circulation. “I don’t know what I did wrong. He doesn’t want me to look after him.”

“Go take a break.” Oklahoma grimaces and waves her off. She peers at the ceiling above her. “You coming?”

The flashbulb fades in and out, affirmatively. There’s a faint scraping as Ballerina crawls along.

Hallelujah walks down the hallway. She passes the chapel, which she hates, and the Hanging Gardens, where Cleopatra weeps over the nearly exhausted vegetable trays. She walks into the Palace Saloon, with painted buzzards and ox skulls and swinging doors, climbs up onto the stage, parts the heavy velvet curtains, and makes her way behind the stage to the kitchen.

Thumbelina wipes the sweat from her brow. The kitchen is a horror. On the priority list of surfaces to scrub, staff-only spaces don’t beat out the patron showrooms. There’s blood and lard smeared across the butcher block. Vegetable scraps boil in a grimy black pot, bubbling and churning, and Thumbelina stretches up on tiptoe, grabs a pinch of frondy red growth from the ceiling. She pulls it taut, and with a swing of her cleaver, she hacks it free. She tosses it into the pot.

Anastasia leans against the far wall. She goes very still when Hallelujah enters.

Thumbelina wipes her cleaver on her lacy apricot Pink and Partners apron. She looks at Hallelujah and says, “Is it dire, sweetheart? Anastasia and I were discussing something, if you don’t mind.”

Hallelujah can’t bear it. She can’t articulate what she can’t bear. She gives up and tugs her skirt again and says, “What are we going to do about the man in the bag?”

Thumbelina and Anastasia glance at each other.

“Take heart,” Thumbelina says. “Everyone will feel better after a good dinner.”

“We’re out of everything.” Hallelujah crosses her arms. The boiling broth makes her skin crawl. This isn’t what the Felicity Complex is supposed to be like. How can she blame the guests for responding poorly when they aren’t doing their best? This is a failure. She is a failure. It needs to be her fault. In her heart, she insists upon it. To prove a point, she says, “What’s for dinner?”

“There’s always him.” Thumbelina clucks her tongue.

“No.”

“Hallelujah,” Anastasia starts, but Hallelujah claps her hands over her ears.

“No, no, no,” Hallelujah says. “No.”

“Alright.” Thumbelina sighs. She opens her blouse and holds her cleaver flush against her chest, right by her heart. The cutting edge kisses down against her breast. “Dinner in about four hours or so. I’ll braise it slow.”

“Be serious,” Hallelujah pleads. “I just came for a snack and I do not feel better.”

“Get a spoonful of honey,” Anastasia says.

“We’re saving the honey,” Hallelujah says.

“For what? Get a spoonful.” Anastasia pushes off the wall, opens the cabinet, and pulls down the last honey bear. She unscrews its head, reaches for a butter knife off the counter, and scoops out a golden, irreplaceable dollop. She holds it out to Hallelujah. “A treat.”

Hallelujah takes it. Her hand brushes Anastasia’s, and she misses the vats all at once. She misses the lab. She misses who she was when she met her. It was so good to be hardly anything at all. Hallelujah thinks about saying thank you, but her lips don’t quite make it. She turns her back on the two of them and puts the spoon in her mouth.

The crystallized honey is so sweet it makes her dizzy. It pulls the tears up. She tries to go slow, savor every moment of it. She’s forgotten how to feel good. She’s fallen out of practice.

There was a duration of time, years maybe, where she sat completely still and stared straight ahead and tested how long she could keep her eyes open, stay focused, actually attentive to one spot. She realized some way through that she was doing the kind of destructive, repetitive nothing that she’d do in the vat, and that she didn’t have to be trapped in the nothingness anymore, she didn’t have to hold still and wait for somebody to come. There was no glass around her. There was no equipment jammed under her skin and down her throat. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t bring herself to move even one inch. She got dusty. Spiders spun webs between her jaw and her collarbone. However long she was like that, when she finally started moving again, everybody had grown something gnarly and needed it sliced off and scraped clean, and Hallelujah did her job, and for a little while, it’d be fine until it was bad again. It always got bad again.

She eats the honey. She misses Anastasia. She isn’t sure if she forgives her.

“You have eleven movies and they’re all fucking 1950s American musicals,” Mister Kulkarni says loudly. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

“So sorry, Mister Kulkarni. These are original prints of the film. Mister Pink bought them direct from MGM,” Oklahoma twangs. “They’re collector’s items. There is no TV or radio signal down here. Nothing to pick up.”

“Ugh, no. What is this voice you’re affecting?”

“I’m an all-American kind of girl. Say, may I ask you a question?” Oklahoma’s voice is flat.

“Must you?”

“Your colleague Miss Pink mentioned a ‘robot hack incident.’”

“Oh. You’re concerned robot to robot. Isn’t that something. You’re not going to understand any of this. Still. It’ll piss me off if Erline’s version is the only one around.” He sniffs. “So. I work in Defense. I bought the patent and developed a technology that drone-targets people based off an advanced facial recognition LLM. That shit’s been around for ages, but this one was much better at getting around the kind of facial encryption tools radical left-wing groups use to get around the mainstream shit. It’s not about iris scans, it’s all about earlobes. You know earlobes are as distinct as thumbprints? It’s hugely accurate. It had an autonomous operative feature, which is straightforwardly less useful than a drone, but it looks intimidating in a way that speaks to buyers. Whatever. Shit got compromised. My engineering staff was a bunch of sloppy lowlifes and they missed a gaping hole in the code that some Communist hacker exploited. They turned the immediate strike list around from fugitives and illegals and put a huge database of my employees and operators up instead. I bet it was a fucking inside job. Anyway, I cracked open the code myself, and it took me three days of not sleeping or eating, just grinding, and I figured it out and fixed the fucking robots, but by that point, the damage was done. The state called me up and demanded I kill switch the robots. Pissed me right the fuck off. I just saved the robots, right? And then I kill-switched them, and they all fell over like toy soldiers. It was so sad.”

“Could you have kill-switched them while they were killing your staff?”

“What the fuck kind of question is that?”

Hallelujah finishes her honey. She sucks extra on the spoon and tries to internalize the memory.

“I don’t know anything about robots. Pardon me. This sort of thing is above my head,” Oklahoma says, accent worse than ever.

“Now, how the fuck is it above your head when you’re plainly a fucking robot? You’ve got to be a robot. How else would you be alive after a hundred years down here?”

Oklahoma starts saying something in reply, but she’s cut off. There’s a gunshot down the hall.
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AFTER

Isaiah the soldier is dead.

He’s slumped against the metal door. Blood drips down the wall and pools on the floor. The curling pink slime mold fronds that wind between the checkboard tiles gently and soundlessly suck down the spray.

Derek crouches over him. Gently, he pries Isaiah’s fingers from around the gun. He examines the gun, flips it sideways, counts the bullets inside. He tucks the gun in his waistband at the small of his back. He touches the top of Isaiah’s head. He rubs the unbroken stretch of his forehead with his thumb.

Trent roars out of the Pompeii Room dressed in a motheaten Pink and Partners monogrammed bathrobe, brandishing his weapon. “Everybody get back,” he snarls at the largely empty clearing. “Derek, what the fuck happened to—”

Derek holds up his finger. Softly he says, “It’s such a shame.”

“What happened, Derek.” Trent’s eyes burn. “You better talk fast.” He catches sight of the fronds, focuses hard on them. He squeezes his eyes shut tight and opens them wide, like it’d make the fronds go away.

“He shot himself.” Derek sits on the floor beside Isaiah’s body. He rests his head back on the door. “He outlived all his friends, Trent. There’s nothing to uncover here.”

Trent gnaws his bottom lip. He doesn’t lower his weapon. He breathes hard, like he’s been running. “You didn’t stop him.”

Derek winces. He takes a moment. “I wouldn’t let him leave the Complex. He was distraught. I asked him what would help, he said a glass of water. I got up to get him one.”

“He might’ve fucked us,” Trent chews out. “The sound of the gun could alert our position.”

“You discharged once when we arrived. That cat’s out of the bag.”

“He’s always been squirrelly. You shouldn’t have let him out of your sight.”

“You know what, Trent? You’re right.” Derek looks up at him. There’s a solemnity about him, an assuredness. His pulls a hand back over his cropped black hair, holds the nape of his neck. “I wish I had taken him with me to fetch the water.”

“There’s no fucking room for this. There’s war in America and we’re the last patriots standing,” Trent pants. There’s raw animal fear in his eyes. He curls his teeth over his lip. “Isaiah, you chickenshit coward.”

“Easy,” says Derek.

“We’re the only ones doing the important work in this whole godforsaken helter-skelter trash fire that used to be a nation, we’re the only ones. We can’t afford to duck out. We can’t.” Trent shivers. He whirls around, gun first, and addresses the onlooking Materia Prima girls.

“You,” he says. He jabs his gun at Oklahoma, who stands the closest to the scene. She’s taken down her milkmaid braid loops. “Has anybody ever breached this place? Report.”

“Not once,” says Oklahoma.

Oklahoma’s tried harder to leave than anybody else, Hallelujah thinks. She’s thrown her body at that door so hard she’s broken ribs. She’s clawed her hands to stumps. Not even Anastasia’s done things that drastic. She’d never say why she wanted to leave. She wouldn’t even tell Ballerina, but of course, Ballerina would never go with her.

Nobody here can be happy together, not for long. Nobody here can be happy at all.

“Fuck,” says Mister Kulkarni from the doorway of the Mahoggny Lounge. He crosses his arms and wiggles his jaw. “What a pussy.”

Trent looks over his shoulder, and stares at Mister Kulkarni. “He ate lead, sir.”

“The brains gave me that impression.”

“That’s desertion.”

Derek makes a face. He touches Isaiah’s elbow.

“Not much we can do about it now.” Mister Kulkarni frowns. “Fembot. How soundproofed is this bunker? A gunshot is dangerous.”

“Very,” Oklahoma assures him.

Suraj makes a face. “You better hope you’re right. Get Isaiah out of my sight. I don’t want to smell him in the air.”

Oklahoma looks up at him. “And what exactly would you like me to do with him, sir?”

Trent’s face screws up. He looks around, fuming, like someone else would intervene. He looks over his shoulder at Derek. “Nobody comes in, nobody goes out,” he commands.

“I’ll be right here,” Derek says. “Nobody will get past me.”

Erline enters the scene from the direction of the True Love Gymnasium and Spa. She sees the blood and promptly faints.

Anastasia catches her. She holds her like a bride.

With her hair down, she and Erline could be sisters. Hallelujah wonders for a moment how much Mister Pink’s wife must’ve looked like Anastasia. All the women in his family, really. He must’ve been married before he met Anastasia. What did his wife think about the similarities? What kind of woman was she?

A tendril curls around Isaiah’s ankle. It nudges against the stiff black and metallic fabric of his combat trousers, and his heavy leather boots. It splits like a feather, brushes through a fold of the fabric. It finds the gap between trouser and boot, tucks itself into the darkness there.

Derek withdraws his hand from Isaiah’s elbow. He blinks, squints at where the tendril had been. “Do we know what the carbon monoxide levels are, down here?”

“I’m so sorry,” Hallelujah says. She’s so, so sorry. This place is supposed to be a temple to happiness. She’ll take the dead boy to Conference Room B, she thinks.

She’ll take him to Doctor Younghusband.

“We have a chapel,” Anastasia says. Her voice is taut and careful. Her feminine ultra-glossiness is gone. “If you want to take a moment.”

“Pass.” Mister Kulkarni grimaces. “Just get him out.”

Trent wrinkles his nose. He puts his gun down by his side. The Pink and Partners monogrammed bathrobe isn’t quite broad enough for his shoulders, and it tenses against the muscle, threatens to pop. “I’ll take shift in twenty,” he says.

“Sir,” acknowledges Derek.

Anastasia brushes past Hallelujah and peels off, Erline in her arms, to take Trent to the chapel. Hallelujah watches them wade into the Hanging Gardens. Anastasia and the soldier disappear in the foliage, and Hallelujah stumbles nearer to Oklahoma and Derek. She looks at Isaiah’s body, and the whites of his rolled-back eyes.

Oklahoma unbraids her milkmaid loops. She combs out her hair with her fingers, then gathers it up, scrunches it into a bun. She shows off the muscles in her arms, the sculpt beneath her softness. Her face is tight with discomfort. She says, “Why did you shoot Isaiah, Derek?”

Hallelujah freezes midstep. She drops her spoon.

Derek cuts his eyes at the Hanging Gardens. He eases forward, rests his forearms on his knees. “I don’t know if you’re real or not, ma’am. AI as good as you, that moves like you, in a place as old as this? It doesn’t add up. I don’t know what you are. So, you tell me. Are you alive? Is here where you want to be?”

“We thought the world was gone,” Hallelujah says. “Smashed out by bombs. Erased. There’s no other place than this for us. This is the only place left where you can be alive and happy.”

She peers at the hole in Isaiah’s head.

“I’m the nurse,” she says. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve looked him over. I could’ve helped him if I had.”

There’s a rustle inside Isaiah. The tendrils tug at his skin from inside. The hole in his head starts the slow process of closing, but there’s nothing to be done for Isaiah now. If his skull shuts, he’s still dead.

Hallelujah crawls beside him. She touches the stiff black fabric of his pant leg. She feels the writhing under the fabric, the gentle pulsing. Doctor Younghusband knows best. She thinks it like a prayer. He knows best. He’s a genius. He would not have sold them to Mister Pink if it couldn’t help people in need. He would not have invented the specimens if they weren’t good.

She’s good. She’s a successful experiment. This place is good. It’s good that nothing changes here. The world before the doors locked was kind, and people had been kind to her.

It’d be so embarrassing to be wrong. Her whole life depends on her not being wrong.

“Don’t evade. Why did you shoot him?” Oklahoma rubs her hands together. “Fess up, or I’ll snitch.”

Hallelujah swallows thickly. These accusations feel disrespectful and startling. She shoves the scream back down her throat. She smooths her hands down Isaiah’s thigh and presses hard. Holding him down this way means the tendrils won’t drag him off to Doctor Younghusband’s office. Carrying him will be better. She doesn’t think Derek did it. Or, she doesn’t want to think that. She doesn’t want anybody to want to hurt each other.

“I didn’t shoot Isaiah.” Derek’s voice is low, even. “This is awful. I understand why you’d be nervous. I don’t want paranoia to make a bad thing worse.”

“How is it, do you think, the Communists didn’t shoot and kill everybody when they had the chance?” Oklahoma won’t let up. “How did you all get down here?”

“Luck,” Derek says. He looks over at Isaiah again, and at the blood on the door behind him. “The Communists don’t want to kill these three. They want a public tribunal. They put out a statement. A bounty. We’ve got to be very careful.”

“I’m sorry,” Hallelujah says again. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over it.” Derek stands up. “I appreciate the hospitality you’ve extended to us, but you’re not remotely responsible for this. Not even slightly.”

Oklahoma sticks out her chin. She puts her hands on the floor, distributes her weight among her fingertips. “Are you a Communist, Derek?”

Derek looks down at her. Concern wrinkles his brows. Slowly, he reaches back to his waistband, and he rests a hand on the gun tucked there. “Be careful.”

Hallelujah shrinks against the corpse.

Oklahoma rocks up, folds her hands behind her back. She grins from ear to ear. “Do it. See what happens.”

Derek frowns. “You didn’t throw around that accusation when Trent was here, so I assume you want something. So. Let’s hear it. What do you want?”

“We run. You and me. You have a gun, so you can protect me. I’m hard to kill, so I can protect you.” Oklahoma touches his shin. “There’s another girl who’s gonna offer the same thing. You’ve got to know that I’m tougher than her. I’m more loyal.”

Hallelujah can’t bear any more of this. She feels the rejection in the air before anything is spoken. She scoops up Isaiah’s body, not dripping anymore. His brain fills slowly. His skull takes longer. It makes a subtle grinding sound. She supports his head in one hand, and she starts down the hallway for Conference Room B.

“I’m keeping this door secure. Nobody is going to slip by, in, or out.” Derek sits back down. He rests his gun across his lap. “I’m sorry, honey.”

Oklahoma’s face snaps. She gets up, whirls on Hallelujah. “And where do you think you’re going?”

Not turning around, Hallelujah says, “Have you talked to Anastasia?”

“Of course I have,” Oklahoma says. “Everyone else in my specimen batch got scrapped for parts. Everyone. We’re fucking mistakes layered on mistakes. I barely slid under the wire because I’ve got wide hips and Pink liked that. Where do you think Anastasia got the idea to run away from? She was in the vat across from me. Bitch stole my idea, surprise, surprise.”

Hallelujah gnaws her bottom lip. “What about Ballerina?”

“What about her? She’d never make it outside. She’s not a person. She doesn’t even try. I love her, but outside, she’d have to try.”
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Hallelujah carries Isaiah through the thick foliage. She’s not in a hurry. There’s a little time left before the dinner show. This stranger deserves a procession, she thinks.

She carries him among the gnawed-down remains of what had been, until recently, thriving mushrooms, the mint, the rosemary, fennel, chives, potatoes, lettuce, radishes, chard, green beans, and carrots, and the plants whose names she didn’t know, the unrecognizable emergent carnivorous ones, flowering in bruisy purples and blues. Everything’s plucked stems and dirt now, but the soil looks wet, and the plants are stirring. The stems thicken. Buds push out, open. The racks of deep trays dangling from chains attached to the tall pyramid beams and lattice archway, the mist-sprinklers and the abrasive pink lamps—all of these things stopped functioning properly a long time ago. The remaining plants spill over the sides. They climb up the walls unsupported, threaded with frilly, pulsing veins. She murmurs her favorites by name when she passes them, as though he can hear her.

The fast-opening leaves sway after them, unfurl and expand, try to reach him. Blossoms rotate to face him. Perhaps they can smell him. An open cut in the Felicity Complex has an effect like the sun.

“I hope that Derek shot you,” Hallelujah confides. That should be horrifying. She struggles to parse her feelings. After the initial shock of the sound and his blood, she settled back into how she usually feels, which is mostly nothing. She wants to be happy. She used to be so happy. The guests are here, they need her. They’re in danger. That should make her happy. Their meanness must be a sign of hurt. She can fix that. She’s got something to do, somebody new to talk to. New things to think about. She resents everyone trying to leave. Anastasia, always trying to run away. Oklahoma, too. Not her.

Love is impossible. Boredom crawls in through the ears and the nose and gnaws all the cords in the brain. Happiness is stagnant. But work? There’s always work to be done. After such a long winter, spring has finally come.

She’s done good today. She’s done good for the first time in ages. Mister Kulkarni’s dismissiveness is a positive sign of this.

So what if the Communists come? This place was made to withstand a nuclear blast. If the Communists wanted to blow them to hell, they would’ve already tried. There would’ve been a bang. She’d know.

Would she know?

She used to be so convinced that the bomb had already dropped. None of them could budge that door from inside. The specimens have tried. Of course they’ve tried. They’ve tried to escape or to kill themselves and everybody else with radiation poisoning. Hopes and dreams of liberty or death can’t budge that door. So far as Hallelujah knows, the only ones who haven’t tried are herself and Ballerina.

The door locks from the outside, that’s the problem. There’s no opening it from the inside unless you have the code, and Hallelujah doesn’t. So how could a Communist possibly hope to get in here?

She doesn’t even really know what a Communist is. She thinks about Mister Pink’s speeches. She can’t remember any of the individual words he said anymore, just how they felt.

She should’ve intervened. She should’ve known how bad things were and stopped it.

Hallelujah hates herself.

“Oh, Isaiah,” Hallelujah says. His head is completely solid now. His skin is glossy scar-tissue pink. “Heaven’s not a place you can leave. If you have a soul, I bet it’s still here. I’m going to try to be gentle with it.”

She wants so badly to mean it. She hardly knows what a soul is. It feels like something to say.

If Isaiah was alive, he’d probably know more about Jesus Christ than she does. She only knows about his sadness. Nails in the wrists, uncomfortable. Mister Pink so adored him. Mister Pink talked to him every single day. Mister Pink is dead now. That’s what Erline said.

Miss Pink, the greatest granddaughter. Could be Annie’s granddaughter, for how inexplicably similar they look. That’s an ugly thought. How long had it been since she thought of Anastasia as Annie?

Hallelujah breathes in the fresh garden air. Aromatic, crisp, clean. She wonders about heaven. Real heaven, in the silvery firmament. The ceiling of outer space. Angelic hosts and cherubs dancing on the marvelous shag carpet clouds. Surely it can’t be much better than here. Can you be happy in a place you can’t leave? If you can’t leave, you can’t heal. Healing needs change.

“You’ll be happy now,” she assures Isaiah.

She kisses the pink scar on his forehead and takes him to meet her maker.
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BEFORE

Filming the commercial makes Hallelujah want to peel off all her skin.

There’s an enormous film crew crammed inside the True Love Gymnasium and Spa. It’s finished now. From corner to corner, the whole room is convincingly lovely, aquamarine and seafoam and peachy-pink tiles perfectly arranged. There’s a tasteful palm tree painted on the far wall. The heart-shaped octopus swimming pool has been grouted in such a way that it’s harder to cut oneself up.

There’s a pile of outfits on the floor. The specimens strip down and change beside the pool while the crew drinks coffee and chats.

Hallelujah has so much nicotine in her body that she feels like she’s swallowed a live wire. She sees Anastasia. Anastasia’s changing separately, quickly. There’s an oddly shaped yellow bruise above her knee. Anastasia talks to nobody. She puts her hair in a high ponytail, ties an aquamarine ribbon around it, and spins around, smiling.

So, she didn’t run away. That’s good. Is it good?

The girls play badminton, and the photographer snaps action shots.

They kneel around the heart-shaped swimming pool and look up at the photographer, like, whoa!

They scrub the grout daintily. They wipe down the workout equipment. They’re changing outfits every few minutes. When they get to the showers, Anastasia wears a tiny pair of overalls, with a wide tool belt, and huge ineffective goggles. She strains on tiptoe to caress the showerhead, indicating something about the nature of her work.

“Turn the shower on!” Mister Pink shouts over the crew.

Anastasia doesn’t blink. She yanks the crystal shower knob to the left, and freezing water spills over her. Her aquamarine ribbon sticks to her head. Her makeup runs. She shivers, her teeth chatter. She looks at the camera.

They get moving again. Anastasia holds back to blow-dry her hair, and Oklahoma says to her, “This is a clown porno.”

“Fuck you, I hate you,” says Anastasia.

“I know. Hold still. Your mascara is fucked.”

Hallelujah watches the two of them together, and she doesn’t know why it feels impossible to go to Anastasia, fall into her arms and cry and cry and cry. She doesn’t know why. Does she blame her? There’s a spike of resentment in her belly that felt like, maybe yes. Maybe she does. That’s not fair. Hallelujah tries to pull back and talk, at least to say hi, stupid friendly nothings, but somebody takes her by the wrist and pulls her ahead.

She’s spun around, pushed into the Mahogany Lounge. The room smells strongly of bleach and faintly of blood and cum. Everything is squeaky clean and slightly rearranged.

“This couch goes over there,” Mister Pink says. “Why’s it over here? Why do I work with brutes and lowlifes? The couch looks stupid here!”

He snaps his bejeweled fingers.

Hallelujah moves the chaise longue. The numbness begins in her fingertips and extends up her arms, radiates through her trunk, slides up her windpipe and fills her head. Hallelujah can’t feel a thing. The bookcases bounce and sway, like geometric aspects. The tiger rug is breathing. The carousel goes round and round. The world is crushing in on Specimen 679-b. Her chest closes on her lungs and her guts twist. It’s gonna throw up. It heaves up a laugh. Ha ha ha.

Ballerina and Cleopatra dust the upper bookshelves on tiptoe; Thumbelina pretends to read a leatherbound book, Huckleberry Finn; Oklahoma pours a glass of wine oh so slowly; and Anastasia bends over the billiards table with a pool cue poised, not connecting with the balls. Hallelujah lies on her stomach on the tiger pelt rug. She pets the tiger’s dead, hollow ears. She touches his teeth. She’s just like the tiger, she thinks. She rubs the biggest tooth against her palm. Not even sharp.

Up!

Anastasia reclines on the chaise longue. Thumbelina and Oklahoma and Cleopatra are all trying to speak to her with their minds. They’re staring wide-eyed, or squinting, or wiggling their noses. This couch is haunted. It’s evil and cruel.

Anastasia folds her wrist artfully across her noble brow. Her blond hair spills off the side of the chaise and pools on the floor.

Hallelujah in the little nurse outfit says aloud, “Where would you like the injection?”

“Don’t inject me with anything,” Anastasia hisses through her teeth.

Hallelujah shrinks a little. This isn’t a mean hypodermic needle, all things considered. The syringe is full of serum. It seems like Mister Pink is trying hard to wean them off the serum. Perhaps he doesn’t know what serum does.

“Stick her for real,” says Mister Pink. “It’s gotta look real for the camera.”

Hallelujah puts her thumb in the crook of Anastasia’s arm. She sticks the needle deep in the leather cushion between Anastasia’s elbow and waist, snaps it off. She presses the needleless syringe against her bluest vein.

Anastasia squeezes her eyes shut.

“Very nice,” calls Mister Pink. “Next!”

The specimens smell the plants in the Hanging Gardens. They pose with rubber gardening gloves and huge bush-pruning shears that have no use in the Felicity Complex, given all the plants are very small. They’re shot from below to seem bigger, but they’re saplings and sprouts. They just aren’t mighty.

They go through all three guest suites. They pose around the beds, fluff the pillows, tuck in the sheets. Hallelujah scrubs the floor on her hands and knees. She jacks off the bedposts. She polishes the suit of armor. She kisses the bust of Maxwell Pink. Everybody else does, too. Everybody lines up for their own Maxwell Pink kissing shot. Thumbelina and Cleopatra jump on the Versailles Room bed, and the photographer coaches them through looking feminine, carefree, and young.

They go to the saloon. They climb up onstage, they do the dinner show. They do the dinner show four times in a row. The photographers want different angles. They want tasteful, not-too-suggestive upskirt shots. It’s difficult to navigate.

Hallelujah barely breathes. Her body moves, she’s kicking and spinning and jumping around, and then somebody’s helping her off the stage and taking her into the hallway. Off comes the rhinestone chaps, the tiny suede jacket, the beaded fringe. She’s back in her uniform. The powder-blue fabric, so boring by contrast, feels like an anchor in a topsy-turvy stormy sea. Hallelujah skims her hands down the dress. It needs to be washed, she thinks. She smells like sweat and coffee. She wonders whether it is possible that she could ever die. Under what conditions her body would stop working. She feels like she’s rubbing up against some limit.

There’s a pause in filming. Everybody is just standing around and eating little snacks.

Anastasia takes Hallelujah by the arm.

Hallelujah jumps out of her skin. She skitters sideways and yanks her arm out of Anastasia’s hand. Her teeth are chattering. Her heartbeat whooshes in her ear.

“Don’t touch me,” she says.

“What’s gotten into you?” Anastasia furrows her brow. “Why aren’t you happy to see me?”

Her throat is closing. Her skull is pinching shut. “Not in the middle of the hallway,” Hallelujah bleats.

Anastasia looks affronted. Then she goes icy. No expression, no notches in her armor, no signs of life. She straightens her back, and with perfect posture, she slinks off in her silver screen way to the True Love Gymnasium and Spa.

Hallelujah doesn’t know why she follows her. She shivers beside the heart-shaped pool. A mortifying urge strikes her to climb into the pool and pretend it’s her vat.

“What the fuck is your problem, Hal?” Annie walks up and down the badminton court. “I really don’t need this today.”

“Where were you?” Hallelujah’s voice is small and sharp. “Where did you go this morning?”

“Same place I’m always fucking going. There was a show for this crew.” Anastasia spits on the floor. It’s jarring to Hallelujah, a slight against the Complex. She feels a ghastly surge of protectiveness over the Complex itself.

“You have shows all the time,” Hallelujah says. “They don’t normally make you mean to me.”

“Mean to you? Please don’t be juvenile. Look, I’m not trying to be mean to you. I could use a smidgeon of sympathy.” Annie reaches to touch her again.

Hallelujah takes a step back.

Her hand floats in midair. Anastasia stares at it, as if unsure of why it’s there. She drops it by her side. “Did you get the cigarettes?”

“I smoked them all.”

Anastasia stares.

Hallelujah hugs her stomach. She wants to run. She has no concept as to where.

“It’s all I wanted. Why would you do that?” Anastasia’s face changes now. It twists. She shows her teeth. “That’s the only thing I’ve ever asked you to get, just for me. I’ve fucked plenty of guys to get you fucking skin mags and lipstick and jewelry and pantyhose and bullshit. This is all I’ve ever asked of you. You smoked them all?”

“Don’t yell at me,” Hallelujah whispers. “I don’t like it.”

Annie takes a step toward her.

“Stop it,” Hal starts, but Annie’s cleared the distance. Her breath is hot on Hallelujah’s face.

“Why did you smoke all my cigarettes, Hal?”

“George Grayson raped me,” Hallelujah says.

Anastasia stares at her. She takes a moment, looks around over Hallelujah’s head. She sucks her teeth. “Never stopped me from getting you shit before.”

Her voice doesn’t sound like it’s from inside her. Her voice is far away. “What do you mean?”

“Think. You’ll figure it out.” Anastasia’s face contorts again. “You wear that perfume every fucking day. I got over it. Save my fucking cigarettes next time.”

The door opens, and in bustles a few lanky crew members. One with a big moustache says, “Hey, ah, we’re doing individual staff promo interviews, it’s your go, ah, Anastasia. Come on, we’re burning sunlight. Let’s go go go.”

Anastasia shoulders past her. Hallelujah watches her go in despair.

“You’re, ah …” An associate of the moustache man takes Anastasia by the arm and leads her down the hall, and the moustache man gestures for Hallelujah to catch up. “You too, come on, come on, Miss Hallelujah. Amen.”

Despite herself, she’s compelled into the corridor. Two dozen people are milling around with supplies and devices that poke out in acute angles and freak her out. She can’t look at anything. All angles hurt. Then, a need strikes her, a lugging in her belly, and she forces her eyes open again.

Hallelujah looks around for Doctor Younghusband. She wants him desperately. She wants her father. Where is her father?

She catches her bearings. Mister Pink is pulling the specimens one by one into Conference Room A. No need for pithy improv, the specimens are provided lines to read as the responses to interview questions. Anastasia’s being interviewed. She’s alone with Mister Pink.

Thinking hurts. Hallelujah pushes all thoughts from her mind. She’s nothing at all. She’s doing alright, she tells herself. Secretly, she’s happy. This is the happiest possible place, and she’s part of it. Happy, happy girl.

The lighting guys are everywhere. Moustache disappears among them. Somebody else, who isn’t him but looks like him, says, “So, you’re an actress.”

“No,” she says. “I’m a Materia Prima specimen.”

“You’re not equity, then,” he says.

“No, I’m not equity,” she says. Hallelujah takes a step forward but suddenly the lighting guy blocks her path, long, freckled face looming over hers.

“So, how do you get hired for a place like this? Do you have history in the hospitality industry?”

“No, sorry. I was invented in a lab,” she says. “Pardon me.”

She can see Anastasia through the crack in the conference room door. She’s smiling. She can see a sliver of her teeth.

The lighting guy continues.

“Okay, ha ha, that’s so good. But you weren’t invented in a lab, you’re obviously a person, so. How’d that happen? I’ve signed crazy papers for this gig, no worries, you can drop the bit. I’m not going to fuck up my career by telling anybody. How’d Pink recruit you?”

“Mister Pink funded my creation with the Younghusband team because he wanted perfect helpers for his Heaven underground,” she says. “They made me out of a goopy cellular matrix that Doctor Stephen Younghusband invented.”

“Wow, you’re committed,” he says. “You’re really into this stuff. Ha ha. That’s cool. You know, Doctor Younghusband was associated with some pretty shady CIA stuff. A big LSD-era guy. I’ve heard people talk about telepathy, things like that. He fell from grace hard, took a total nosedive, and that’s mysterious, too. I’ve heard it was Eisenhower shit, outing him as a Communist sympathizer because he’s light in the loafers, but there’s no way that’s the real situation. Nobody really cares about sodomy when push comes to shove. Whatever Stephen Younghusband actually did, it damn near ruined his career. Working for Pink? It’s a crazy move. I suppose it makes sense if you want crazy medical tech for your special bunker, and Pink is a madman. Beggars can’t be choosers, and so on.”

“Buggers can’t be choosers,” says another lighting guy.

“Ugh,” says the first. “No puns in front of the ladies.”

The second one says, “D’you think this place is really bombproof?”

“It’s ten feet underground,” says the first. “If anything is, this place seems like a good bet.”

“I don’t trust it,” the second retorts. He scratches his beard. “You know, I’ve been watching his daddy’s show since I was a kid. Baptist preachers like that, all they want is rapture and everybody else’s money. I wonder how that squares with the Felicity Complex. If you want everyone to die in a flash of incredible light, and be uplifted into heaven, why make a rapture-proof hotel?”

“The money part,” says the first. “Do you have any idea how much one of those suites is going for? The zeros make my eyes sting.”

“Hey,” says the second guy. He waves his hand in front of Hallelujah’s face. “You alright? You look distant.”

“She just don’t want to talk to you, man,” says the first. “Ease up.”

The door opens, and Anastasia pours out of it. Smile’s gone. She’s deathly pale and shivering.

Suddenly, amongst the camera guys, there’s a contagious, heavy quiet. The air is cold and staticky. Anastasia looks at Hallelujah, then looks over her shoulder.

Hallelujah turns around and clutches at her stomach.

She doesn’t know how such a slight person could cast such a long shadow.

Doctor Younghusband stands with his hands behind his back. The shadows under his brow bone are the darkest shadows in the room. He looks impassively over Hallelujah, through her to Anastasia. He’s expecting something.

Anastasia bows her head. Her curls fall forward, obscure her expression.

The assembled workers and researchers flatten themselves against the walls, make space for Doctor Younghusband. It’s like he’s the opposite end of Mister Pink’s magnet. The force of his intensity shoves people back.

Doctor Younghusband nods once.

Wordlessly, Anastasia follows him one door down. They go into Conference Room B and shut the door behind them.

Hallelujah watches them go. There’s a blur in her eye where Anastasia was, like she’d been looking at a naked bulb. Nausea rocks her. She wants to be alone, far from the bustle and the fussing and the chatter. She wants to hide in the service corridors or lie on the floor of the Hanging Gardens under all the dangling fragrant plants.

She wants back in her vat. She wants to be stupid like she used to be.

“Hallelujah,” says Mister Pink. “Come on in, doll.”

Everybody flashes her a thumbs-up. They’re smiling at her with big yellow teeth.

She walks on tiptoe into Conference Room A.

She pulls the door shut behind her.

There’s shag carpet and a furry chair in front of the chalkboard. Mister Pink, the cameraman, and the boom mic man stand opposite it, on the far side of the table.

Mister Pink holds prompter cards in his hands.

“Sit down,” he says. “Make yourself at home.”

These heels are impossible in the shag carpet. It twines around them, tangles them. She wades across the floor with the smallest possible steps. Her ankles buck and wobble. She gets herself down into the chair. Imaginary glass of water on her head would be sloshing and spilling everywhere. No hope. She crosses her ankles, tucks them awkwardly to the side. She puts her hands in her lap.

Teeth and dimples.

“Alright, sweetie,” Mister Pink says. “Read off the cards, understand? Slow like honey and enunciate. My associates here, Mister Miller and Mister Baker, they’re professionals. They can make you look great, but you’ve got to do your part, too. Ready?”

She blinks.

“Good!”

A clacker clacks, and the film starts rolling.

Mister Pink taps his many-ringed finger against the cue card.


IT’S HORRIBLE TO THINK ABOUT THE END OF THE WORLD.

I DON’T BELIEVE THAT PEOPLE WOULD EVER WANT TO HURT EACH OTHER.

I WANT TO TAKE CARE OF EVERYBODY.



“It’s horrible,” she says, and keeps going. She enunciates as best she can.


THE FELICITY COMPLEX IS SAFE AND BEAUTIFUL.

YOU DESERVE FOR EVERYTHING TO BE BEAUTIFUL, LIKE YOU.

I’VE KEPT IT CLEAN FOR YOU.

IT’S AN HONOR TO SOOTHE AND PROTECT YOU.

YOU’RE SUCH A SPECIAL PERSON.

I’M SO EXCITED TO MEET YOU.

YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE TO GRIEVE.

RELAX.

HAVE FUN.

FORGET THE WORLD ABOVE US.

DOWN HERE HAS EVERYTHING YOU NEED.



“Perfect, that’s perfect,” says Mister Pink. “What do you say, boys?”

“That’s good, yeah,” says one of them.

“Something’s beeping somewhere,” says the other. “Can we retake that last bit?”

“I’m almost out of film,” says the first. “One more, and I’m out.”

“Let’s make it a good one, then,” says Mister Pink.


EVERYTHING YOU NEED.



“That’s gorgeous.” Mister Pink tosses his cue cards down on the table. He throws up his hands. “Let’s call it a day! What did you say the timetable was again, production-wise? I want the stills ASAP. I’m talking to somebody about the Camelot Room, high-roller buddy of mine. He’s in oil. I want to show him the room and True Love, I think he’ll like the girls getting sporty.”

There’s a knock on the door.

Mister Pink calls, “Come in, come in!”

The door opens, and Doctor Younghusband’s long fingers curl around the door’s edge. He doesn’t enter the room, just speaks through the crack in the door in his low, harsh baritone.

“A word with the specimen.”

Hallelujah gasps.

She stands, then staggers, ankles all tangled, heels lost in the shag. She spills across the floor, barely gets her hands under her when her head knocks the carpet. White fluff on her face, in her nose and eyes. She grabs fur by the fistful, drags herself across the carpeted floor, then up the carpeted wall. She’s standing, mostly. She limps to the door like a shot deer. Waves of laughter, huge and deliriously bright. Hallelujah’s laughing, too. She can’t help it. It flutters in her gut like a hiccup.

She ducks under Doctor Younghusband’s arm and spills into the hallway.

Anastasia is gone. The other lighting guys are gone.

He points a long, pale finger at Conference Room B.
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BEFORE

“Hi, Doctor Younghusband,” Hallelujah says. “I’m awfully glad to see you.”

There’s no theme in Conference Room B. This one is raw concrete and naked pipes. The door is closed. He sits with his back to it. She sits on her hands across from him. There’s a table between them with a manila folder resting on it.

Doctor Younghusband doesn’t speak. He keeps his hands below the table, reveals nothing. He barely moves. A dead thing couldn’t look at Hallelujah with such acuity, but that’s her only proof he’s alive. She can’t see him breathing. He doesn’t blink.

“I was really hoping I’d run into you,” she says. What’s going on with Anastasia, she wants to say. How could that be allowed? What’s going on with me?

He leans forward abruptly. He clasps his hands together and rests them on the table. His wristwatch clinks against the surface. His white coat is open, the herringbone blazer beneath it too, so his crimson necktie swings and licks the table. No rings on his hands. His knuckles are big as marbles. The veins in the backs of them show navy blue through his skin.

He’s an old man. She’s not sure how old. He’s been old her whole life, implacable and eternal.

She tries, “Is everything alright?” knowing full well nothing is.

“The security tape in the lounge,” he says.

She keeps smiling but she can’t breathe or speak. The security tape in the lounge, she thinks to herself. She imagines each letter hovering in the air like a cue card. She can’t play dumb about something he’s already seen. She crosses her legs and chews her lip.

She thought she’d tell him on her own terms. Exclude the parts she wanted to keep private.

“Make me a cup of coffee,” he says, not looking at her. He opens the manila folder.

She stands up. The floor isn’t sealed yet. She imagines the concrete texture against her tongue.

The coffee maker sits on a lectern in the corner of the room, plugged into the only active outlet. Chrome-and-wood-paneled machine with a slanting illegible logo in the top corner. There are big orange accents on the coffeepot’s handle. The shelves built inside the lectern house a bag of ground coffee, powdered creamer, crumpled fistfuls of stolen paper sugar packets, and Nalgene bottles of filtered water.

Her hands move for her, steady as surgery. She feels like her brain is nudging up livid and hysterical just under her skin, no skull in the way. No bones anywhere. Nothing keeps her upright and if she thinks at all, she’ll scream. Water in the machine, grounds in the sheer filter. She wonders if a nylon stocking would work for this. She wonders whether George had wandered out of the supply closet where she’d left him post-surgery to convalesce, if he’s ambling like a zombie down the hallway, eating the camera crew alive in huge alligator bites.

Coffee trickles through the machine. She watches the burbling. The smell clears the persistent blood-bleach smell stuck in the back of her head.

Doctor Younghusband says, “Do you know what you are?”

“I’m Project Materia Prima Specimen 679-b. I have been designed to fulfill a custodial, medical, and entertainment role in the Felicity Complex, Mister Pink’s luxury bunker, and the name on my uniform is Hallelujah.”

“Materia Prima is work I conducted with Department of Defense funding, under supervision by a provisional branch of the CIA. They scalped me from a pharmaceutical company, where I was hired for research directly out of my doctoral program. This was decades ago.”

Doctor Younghusband’s voice rolls over her. “Materia Prima initially researched cellular determinism: how the body knows what tissue must be developed and where. I won’t bore you. The end goal of this research was regeneration. When you cut off a lizard’s tail, it grows back. The DoD wanted a suite of soldiers with similar regeneration capabilities.”

The coffeepot is half full. She can see her reflection across the pot’s face. Her eyes warp around the lip of the pot.

“The substance that makes you what you are cannot be applied to a soldier’s body. I tried. I was generously supplied with able-bodied test subjects sourced from some prison near Arlington and found that the substance prompts living subjects to develop horrific growths. One gentleman grew an entire jawbone in his left pectoral.

“Smaller doses proved inadequate to trigger the regeneration response, though they also all but ensured a near future of aggressive cancers. When Materia Prima did not appropriately augment adults, I tried with various stages of pregnancy, but none of those experiments resulted in living, viable babies. Twisted little monsters. So I decided to make an adult human body from scratch. I found I could develop functional adult tissues independently, and with encouragement that they’d connect with each other. I had whole vascular systems stretched across tables, autonomously functioning, responding to stimuli. I filled an entire room with nerve endings and joined muscle tissue to a hydraulic door closer, and when the nerves were scraped, the door would open and close.

“This opened, to my mind, many avenues for exploration. I can graft human tissue onto inorganic surfaces and the tissue thrives. I can produce entire limbs, organs, a functioning brain that can learn and change. If it wasn’t for how noxiously offensive your insides are to other people, there could be huge humanitarian potential in the medical sphere to do with you. Don’t mention this to Mister Pink, if you would. It pleases him to imagine your bodily potential as the gold vein in this mine. Anyway, this was years before I’d refine the serum that keeps your body in a mostly stable state. Everything I was making back then fought me for control. Materia Prima doesn’t want to be humanoid. It wants to be slime.

“When the CIA cut funding for my work, they destroyed all existent specimens. A desecration. The last batch of those specimens were nearly men. They could sit, stand, run. They could follow orders and make independent decisions. I made them special. They had no regard for their own safety, given that they automatically repaired themselves, so they’d overextend their own capacities for strength without hesitation. They’d run so fast it’d hurt them. They’d break out into blood sweats like heavenly horses. They did not understand pain as a deterrent. Pain only meant information to them. They did not suffer. They were so close to perfection. I only needed another few months.

“My overseers had them incinerated. They sent thieves into my desk, stole and destroyed all the data accounting for this project, shredded all the physical copies they could find of my research. It looked like it had snowed inside my office, all the torn bits of paper piling everywhere.

“I, who had created man, orphaned of my work. I had nothing to publish, and of course, anywhere my research creeps up will be struck down. None of the pharmaceutical funding I sought for Materia Prima was approved for this reason. My enemies are far-reaching. Plainly, I would have killed myself if it wasn’t for the intervention of Mister Pink’s fathomless wallet. But Mister Pink didn’t want super soldiers,” says Doctor Younghusband. “He wanted cyborg maids.”

So, Anastasia was right.

Boys first.

The coffeepot beeps. She kneels to pick a mug for him. She likes the cute one with the cartoon dog. For a moment she lingers there, near the floor, her head in a shelf. She presses her forehead against the lip. She considers bashing it and bashing it against the edge until something happened and she wasn’t anxious anymore.

“Mister Pink insisted on your sex and temperament. Neither are stable or easily designed. Materia Prima specimens exhibit widely fluctuating hormones and before the advent of serum, your bodies fluidly expanded and created all manner of organ types, including gonads. Temperament is taught, not wired. We don’t have a full enough understanding of how the brain works to manually etch a neural pathway toward a designer personality. I can’t make you sweet or good or kind. It’s a waste of time to attempt it. Being reasonably sexually dimorphic does not a woman make. This is to say, you are not what Mister Pink thought he was buying.”

Hallelujah stands up with the nice cartoon-dog mug.

She sets it on the lectern beside the coffee maker.

She pours Doctor Younghusband a cup of joe and wonders whether or not he could be convinced to hug her.

She doesn’t want to be a soldier. Mister Pink’s purpose has a moral solidity. She likes the thought of being vocationally kind and caring. She sprinkles powdered cream and a packet of sugar into Doctor Younghusband’s coffee. She stirs with her pinkie finger. She doesn’t wince, but she winces at herself for not wincing.

Stop talking at me, she thinks. I’m frightened. I want you to tell me it was okay to do surgery on George’s brain. I want you to tell me that was kind of me. Be proud of me. Please, be proud of me.

Hallelujah gathers enough breath to ask, “What were you talking to Annie about?”

“Does it concern you?”

“Yes,” she says. She brings him his coffee, resting it neatly beside his hand. She turns it so that the cartoon dog is facing him. “Careful. It’s hot.”

“I’m dissatisfied with her internal anatomy.” He tries a hand against the belly of the mug and hisses when he discovers why she warned him. He folds his hand around the handle instead. “Mister Pink’s interest in her demands gynecological inquiry. One of the prerequisites for animality is the ability to reproduce. Sterility is one thing, that’s situational, sometimes reversible. Her vaginal canal terminates in nothing. Many of her internal structures are partial, or abnormal. I handmade all of your anatomical systems, and hers was initially whole and functional. It isn’t anymore. This reveals something about how your bodies work internally, which would be interesting if it weren’t infuriating. I made you all, and cruelly, you confound me. You twist away from my touch. No regard for my intention. Specimen 659-a is botched. There’s something like an embryo we collected inside her months ago, and it still grows, but unless I find a viable womb to implant what is surely an enormously carcinogenic mass into, nothing will come of this. Nothing will come of her. A failure.”

Hallelujah touches his shoulder. A tremendous sin, touching him. It feels necessary.

She tries to keep her voice soft.

She says, “That’s no way to talk about a lady.”

“That’s trite.” He doesn’t look at her hand or acknowledge the touch at all. He sips his coffee and wrinkles his nose. “I wanted to make men. God made Adam. Eve is subsequent. A helper. Stupid ancient allegories are not without their particular utility. It’s possible some aspect of female physiology has eluded me, certainly the existing research is abrupt and usually insufficient for my work, which means guessing more than I’d like about the particulars of systemic female reproductive organ function. The rest matters less, hormones handle it, but the endocrine system is tricky as is. If it wasn’t for the shape and color of her lungs, perhaps I’d give it a rest, but everything inside of Specimen 659-a is a mess. She’s full of massive dermoid cysts. She’s like a rat king of half-formed organisms. Not my best work.”

Blood rises in Hallelujah’s face. It rings in her ears, high and tinny. “Anastasia is a very good friend of mine.”

He takes another sip, then swirls the coffee around, watches the little whirlpool he makes. “I wasn’t sure you could form social attachments.”

The embryo comment gnaws at her. Slowly, like she’s reading from a cue card: “Why did you bring up the security footage?”

“Is it unclear?” He looks up at her. “I’m interested in the ease with which you killed that man.”

Hallelujah pulls his shoulder against the back of the chair. She holds him there. He’s so light, he seems hollow-boned like a bird. She looks down at his thin, pale face, and it aches how much she loves him. She loves him so much. She’s his child. He’s her father.

“I didn’t kill him,” she says. “I fixed him. He’s alive. I can take you to him.”

“You woke up the specimen cohort and scrubbed the room clean, then moved the body into the service corridors,” he recounts. His eyes are liquid blue. She’s never seen the actual sky or the actual sea. His eyes are blue like lab wires. They are blue like her uniform and rat poison. He smiles. “You killed him.”

“No,” Hallelujah says. “He had a depression fracture. I removed the skull fragment and debrided the underlying hematoma. I sewed his scalp shut. I fed him antibiotics from the pharmaceutical cabinet. I made him swallow. I did everything the way you taught me. Unless he’s a baby about it, he’s going to pull through.”

He searches for something in her face. Hallelujah shivers. This is divine coldness, the critical distance of a maker scrutinizing his craft, and she tells herself that deep inside this attention, there’s love.

“I’ve done wrong,” he says. He pulls his gaze back down, stares straight ahead. “It’s time to try again. Get it right, this time. I am old, now, but I have maybe one batch left in me. You might be salvageable, in part. You and maybe one other, Specimen 690-a is promising. The next iteration of you will be physically consistent and sufficiently docile. Malleable. Mister Pink was right. You’re too close to my original design. This won’t do.”

“Are you going to hurt Annie?”

He says to her, “Materia Prima doesn’t produce things that experience hurt.”

Hallelujah throws her arms around him and weeps.

His face twists, but he says nothing about it. He warms his palms against the coffee mug.

She glides one arm along his jaw. The stubble is soft, prickles like a cat’s tongue. His chin hovers above the crook of her arm. His Adam’s apple bobs in the vise. She closes it. She takes her wrist in her opposing fist and yanks her arm upward, holds him against her belly as she drags him away from the table.

The chair falls beneath him.

When awareness hits, he thrashes out his limbs, kicks the table and spills the coffee across it, bucks and writhes and claws at her arm, fights for room, for air. The cartoon-dog coffee mug crashes to the floor. It breaks.

Hallelujah kisses the top of his head.

Doctor Younghusband looks up at her, eyes bulging.

Fear hits her. She releases him, and he collapses in a heap on the floor, spitting, coughing.

“Forgive me, I can’t let you. I love you,” she says, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll kill you if you say that again. I’ll kill you. I can’t help it when I’m scared.”

He breathes hard on his hands and knees. He peers up at her. Slowly, he smiles. It’s horrible. He shows her all his long white teeth, his bright red gums.

He wheezes, “There’s my Hercules.”

“I love you,” she pleads. She crouches beside him, hands on the concrete, dress bunched up above her knees. “You’re the whole world to me, Doctor Younghusband. I want to be just like you.”

He coughs, and a jagged laugh spits out of him. He slaps the floor under his hand. “Autonomous violence,” he says. “Discerning force. That’s what makes a man.”

“I don’t want to cause you any pain,” she tells him. She reaches to stroke his hair.

“Materia Prima has been killing me for years. Years,” he says. “I’ve got as much Materia Prima in me as you did when I made you. If I was romantic, I’d say I’m pregnant in thought, like Zeus was with Athena. Last month, a surgeon sliced a lump out of my thigh that contained within it an eye and a full set of baby teeth.

“Every single researcher who’s touched you has an infection risk. Mister Pink’s plunged himself into Materia Prima, he’s doused himself in it, so doubtlessly he’ll die miserable. You hurt me by existing. You cannot do otherwise. You aren’t safe to be around people. Perhaps your infertility is a blessing. Luck has limited my evil acts upon this world. You can’t spread yourself around.”

“I exist to serve,” she insists. “I am endowed with purpose. I will defend the kings and legends of this world when the world itself is lost.”

“Righteousness,” he spits. “Spare me your delusions. I’m burdened enough with my own.”

She whispers, “I need you. Please love me. Please try.”

Stephen Younghusband laughs.

She climbs on top of him, and he doesn’t fight her this time. Hallelujah takes his neck in her hands. She squeezes. She keeps her hands there for a long time, then collapses on his chest. Father, her father. The pipes drip. The vents groan. Something beneath his skin squirms against her palms.
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AFTER

Hallelujah lays Isaiah’s body on the altar in Conference Room B. She arranges his arms and legs, splays them out for easier access. She combs his fine red hair back, arranges his head flat on the table. The density of tendrils is thickest in this room. Living licorice ropes twine around Isaiah’s fingers. They curl around his calf muscles, behind his knee, over the swell of his thighs to his groin. They loop under his armpits and circle his narrow waist. Up around his clavicle, around his long neck, around the narrow jaw. Tendrils already inside work their way out of his lips. They stir underneath his eyelids. They dip out of ears and trace along the ridges of his unpierced outer cartilage.

She can’t see Isaiah anymore. He’s all wrapped up in Doctor Younghusband’s arms.

The ceiling drools.

Hallelujah gazes above her. She holds her hands over her heart.

Doctor Younghusband writhes all over the ceiling. Jagged red ribbons, silvery thread, baby-pink party tinsel, glossy skinned-fruit masses, braided hair, twinkling teeth, ribs splayed and spiraled like an elephant-tusk chandelier. Doctor Younghusband shivers and blooms. He dribbles milk on the table. An eye above the door cringes and weeps. His bulk shlunks down a heavy tendon. It twines around the table where Isaiah lies.

The table lifts.

Doctor Younghusband’s body branches out. It surrounds the table, subsumes it. It crushes the legs, snaps them into splinters. Tongues blossom along the bottom of the table. Molars push through the muscle, and the toothy tongues scrape at the table’s frame. Something cracks.

“That’s a lot of energy to exert all at once,” Hallelujah chides. “You’ll be exhausted for days.”

The room doesn’t speak. She’s not aware if it can.

The other specimens call this room the Brand-New Girl. It isn’t actually Doctor Stephen Younghusband, after all. It’s the Materia Prima he carried inside him. A seventh specimen.

This is Materia Prima that’s never been sculpted or snipped or serumed.

This is what they really are.

The ceiling digests the wood. The smell is sharp, acrid. Saliva drips down the walls. Hallelujah doesn’t know if the Brand-New Girl, Stephen or otherwise, enjoys things. It responds to questions, sometimes. When they’re hungry, if they come to it and ask, it provides. It sheds milk and meat and salt and skin and hair and fat and marrow. It dangles lungs like bunches of grapes. It dangles genitals and uvulas. It makes limbs that don’t match anything, that bend seven times and terminate in one finger, which it uses to point at things when it wants something. This happens rarely. Water, sometimes. A book, once.

The book made Hallelujah so hopeful. It seemed like something Stephen would want.

It absorbed the book and made an eye on the floor.

She watches the table fold into wood chips and dust. The person it held is gone completely.

“The patrons got here,” she tells Stephen. “Mister Pink’s descendant, a woman called Erline, and a defense engineer, Suraj Kulkarni. That was one of their security guards I just gave you. Poor thing. It’s dire outside, I think.”

The pulsing, churning mass above her chitters and coos. It lashes its fronds, stretches its veins around, flexes, relaxes. The arterial structures leading out of this room slacken. The vessels shrink. On the ceiling, the mass loses some of its magnificent pigmentation. Vivid reds and shocking pinks ease into rust orange and lilac. Skin ripples over the structure, more a film than the layered organ on a human person. A cloudy net to hold the slime together.

“Did it scare you when the door opened?” Hallelujah touches the wall. “It scared me.”

The room idly chews. Blood pumps through it. It breathes. Condensation pearls along the muscle swags and drips down the concrete to the floor.

“I miss you,” she confesses. “I want your advice on what I should do.”

There’s a knock behind her.

Hallelujah doesn’t turn around.

Anastasia stands beside her. She looks up with her at the lazily churning ceiling.

“I killed him for you, you know,” Hallelujah says.

Anastasia doesn’t say anything. She rubs the gooseflesh on her arms with her hands.

“He was going to hurt you.”

Hallelujah doesn’t know why she’s saying this. It was so long ago. Generations of human people have lived and died since then.

The Felicity Complex was built with the assumption that the old world was being destroyed. The Communists would fry it. This place would preserve customs under threat. Inside these walls, vaudeville obedience is suspended in amber. Hallelujah wonders if they could’ve done that without the ugly inclusions. Pure bugs in the crystal.

She’d like to think that the Felicity Complex could have worked. Really worked, in a way that felt like a family emerging in crisis. Someone important arriving here weeping and falling into her arms. Going limp while Hallelujah washes them, dries them, puts warm clothes on their back. Somebody grateful for every meal. Grateful for the scalp massage while they contemplate the scale of devastation outside. O, to balance the scales of humanity! The terrible weight of war lessened with lavender soap suds and a badminton match!

It isn’t just a zoo for endangered iterations of docile womanhood. It isn’t a hiding place. It’s a home. It’s Hallelujah’s family home. She’s loved. She’s so loved. She tries to think the phrase.

How can they ever forgive each other?

Hallelujah wonders: What would’ve happened if she’d done what Anastasia wanted? If they ran away? What if they lived in a beachside town, just the two of them? Danced at a seedy bar, worked at a clinic, made enough money for lipstick and cigarettes and something fluffy to read? What if they were each other’s one true love, made in a laboratory for each other, bound to succeed so long as they never kept a single secret from each other? What if the bomb fell right now and killed them both? What if Doctor Younghusband squirreled away a fortune to sustain them, a prize for having figured out how to escape from the Felicity Complex in one piece?

The Communists are coming, whatever that means.

She wonders how long they have.

“Tell me about what happened after you killed him,” Anastasia asks. “Before I found you, that is.”

Hallelujah rubs the nape of her neck.

She says, “So. The Conference Room B door opens. I’m terrified. I love Stephen so much, and he’s dead in my arms. I’ve strangled him. It was so easy to strangle him, he was so delicate. I scooted right over there.” She points just behind the door. “It was Mister Pink, of course.

“He says, ‘You killed the little doggie.’ I thought he meant Stephen, but he meant this mug I liked. It broke in the struggle. He rolls in like a phantom in his white linen suit and drops to one knee and picks up the ceramic pieces of the dog mug. There’s coffee everywhere. And I remember he said, ‘I can hear you breathing, girl.’

“I couldn’t breathe. I clutched Stephen to me. I thought he’d kill me.

“He looked over his shoulder at me. He shook his fistful of coffee mug shards, rattled them in his hand, it sounded like coins bouncing together. He looked at Stephen’s body in my arms. Then he dropped all the shards, shook his hand dry, braced his elbow on his bent knee, and said, ‘Lord. What a pickle.’

“Mister Pink bent an arm in front of his face. He screwed up his mouth and eyebrows, shrank all his features into the absolute center of his face, and snarling furious, he bit down on the meat on his forearm. Really bit it. Like a dog. He screamed. His hand on the bit arm balled into a bright red fist, and he bit down as hard as he could. I could see all his veins jump out. His jaw was straining, his eyes huge and wild, his teeth must’ve fixed around the bone inside his arm. I couldn’t bear to think about how my teeth would feel biting linen. I wasn’t thinking at all. He screamed. He emptied his lungs into one continuous scream, sustained and unwavering, barely muffled by his mouthful of forearm.

“Then he unlatched. His sleeve was wet. He stood up, breathed deep into his belly, and unruffled his lapels. He dusted himself off. He checked his cuff links, all his enormous sparkly bejeweled rings. He patted the sides of his face. He said, ‘You’re a bad vestal, aren’t you, Hallelujah?’

“I didn’t know what he meant. It must’ve shown on my face how stupid I was feeling.

“So Mister Pink said, ‘Do you hear that whistling, Hallelujah? It’s the bomb.’ He adjusted his bolo tie, and he sang at me, ‘It’s a-coming, little girl. The world’s about to blow. And me? I’ve got a meeting. I’ll be far away for a while, sweet baby. I won’t be back for a long, long time. Hunker down. Wait right here for me. We’ve trained you well. I reckon you’ll survive a good long while. Toodle-oo, Hallelujah. Say your prayers.’

“Then he got himself a crowbar. He opened the vault door just a touch, and he pried off all the opening mechanisms. There was that handle, remember? He took off the inside handle, then he shut the door behind him, and none of us could get it open.

“He just left Stephen here with me,” Hallelujah finishes. She’s imagining a bomb again. She can see it with such clarity. “You saw that part. I could hear you all, fighting the door. Everybody tried it. Thumbelina and you started rolling through doomsday scenarios. How it could be we’ve never lost power, how our water hasn’t spoiled and gone toxic. I remember hearing Oklahoma screaming. It was awful, the way she screamed. Ballerina scurried away into the vents. I just stayed in here with him. And then you found me.”

“Maxwell Pink was a bad man,” Anastasia says.

They stand for a moment, just breathing. Doctor Younghusband, having been sated, ripples peacefully. The mass emits a jasmine fragrance. Something sweet and bawdily rotten.

Hallelujah says, “I’m sorry that I didn’t stop it.”

“You didn’t know. Your hands are clean.”

“Nothing here is clean,” Hallelujah says.

“I don’t forgive you, for what it’s worth.” Anastasia rocks on her feet. “I need to still be mad at you because you’re easy to blame. You don’t fight back too much. You’re gullible.”

“You’ve never treated me like a person,” Hallelujah says.

“Neither of us are people.”

Hallelujah shakes her head. “That’s not fair. We are. What’s the difference, anyway?”

“I think you loved me so much because I was nearby.” Anastasia doesn’t blink. “You have all this love to give. Your self-image depends on it. You thought that I’m pretty, so you gave it to me. Intimacy as proximity.”

“You discredit your sunny personality,” Hallelujah snaps. “I’m not entirely shallow. I love you because you’re wonderful.”

“Wonderful is meaningless here.”

“Love at first sight counts for something,” Hallelujah says.

“You’re so precious,” Anastasia says like she’s trying to say something else. “Do you really believe in love at first sight?”

“I don’t know.” Hallelujah doesn’t know what she believes in anymore. Does she believe in redemption? Does she believe in repair?

“I don’t know what’s going to happen when the Communists come. If Erline’s to be believed, they clear the whole building. They kill the house staff, the valets, the guards, everything. They’d get us too, then. If we’re going to do anything, we’ve got to do it now.” Anastasia sighs. “I miss you.”

“I’ve been here with you for however long. One hundred years. How could you miss me?”

“I just do. Loving you is the best I’ve ever felt.” Anastasia squeezes her eyes shut. “I can’t stand you. I miss you. I really am numb all the time. I can’t feel things, not physical things, but I felt good with you. I can’t stand that we don’t make sense anymore. Nothing is good down here. Everything is tainted and poisonous.”

“Some things are good, sometimes,” Hallelujah says. She stares at the floor. “I miss how we used to be before the Felicity Complex.”

“We could’ve been good if we never went down here.” Anastasia nods. “If Younghusband had his way and we were soldiers bleeding all over Russia, I could’ve loved you right. I could’ve found catharsis.”

“We would’ve killed each other,” says Hallelujah.

“Sure.”

“I forgive you.” Hallelujah turns away from what’s become of Doctor Stephen Younghusband. She means it. It isn’t a grand, heroic feeling. It feels like a tense muscle going loose. She’s put down something heavy. She misses her vat. She misses the supply closet. She misses how the perfume smelled before she knew what it meant. The bottle still exists, tucked in a secret place inside a vent. The jasmine’s turned rancid now. “What do you want to do before the dinner show, Annie?”

Annie puts her hands on Hallelujah’s waist.

She touches her hips, walks her fingers down, inches up the hem of her century-old powder-blue dress. Electricity sparks at her fingertips. She drags her hands up, she touches the skin over Hal’s hip bones. She leans into her. Brings her lips down against Hallelujah’s jaw, licks the skin below her ear, the nape of her neck.

Annie tucks her thigh between Hal’s thighs. She sways against her, rocks her hips, grinds Hal’s hips against her knee. She kicks her ankles apart. She finds the little buttons on her bodice, fumbles over them. She slips one hand inside. She cups her breast.

She’s panting, sweat prickles down the backs of her knees.

She pleads, “I miss you, Hal.”

Hallelujah strokes her long blond hair.

Anastasia trembles. She yanks herself away, leans back on the far side of the hallway. She’s shaking all over. She knocks her head back against the wall.

“I can’t stand this. I don’t want to wait for the Communists,” Annie says. “It’s not fair. None of it is fucking fair.”

Hallelujah doesn’t bother buttoning her dress back up. She looks up at what remains of her father twitching above her. “Let’s tell the other girls,” she says. “We can make it part of the show.”




23

BEFORE

The girls sit on the floor with the last can of peaches.

They cut it open, pass it around.

Cleopatra and Thumbelina are crying. Hallelujah is crying. Oklahoma finished crying a while ago. Anastasia hasn’t said a single fucking thing in hours.

Ballerina leans her back against the door. The circular door is secured with twenty-four rods, and they frame her like some kind of heavy halo. Ballerina fishes her peach slice out of the can. She says, “Take heart.”

“We’re trapped here,” Oklahoma says. “Either we’re trapped here and everybody outside is dead, or we’re trapped here and the world goes on without us. This is hell, Rina.”

“We were never part of the world.” Ballerina licks her peach slice. “We’re not slaves or rats now. We’re unexamined. There’s no work to do.”

“That’s such an unfair way to paint us,” Cleopatra protests.

Ballerina pops the whole peach slice in her mouth. She sucks her fingers clean.

“I had really come around on it,” Oklahoma says. “I resented this whole thing initially. I didn’t want to follow orders. I didn’t want to play along. I don’t grovel and I don’t beg. I don’t want to be reduced to scraps like so many of us have been reduced to scraps. There’s been hundreds of versions of us, all fucking scrapped. I want to be a woman. A real woman. But time rolled on and we studied, and it became clear to me that this shit is indistinguishable from what real women do. I like the fun parts. I like fucking the electricians. I like dolling myself up. I like painkillers. I like feeling good. I thought I could be happy, doing this shit. Look where hope gets you.”

“Doll yourself up. Fuck someone.” Ballerina stands up. She scrapes her tongue with her teeth. This is the most Hallelujah’s ever heard her talk. “This is ours until it isn’t. Quit moping. We have power and water. We have plants and art. We have space to run. We have music. Nobody can bother us.”

Hallelujah finishes chewing her slice of peach. She savors the syrupy zing. She doesn’t know when she’ll ever taste fruit again. They aren’t doing well in the Hanging Gardens. Nothing is doing well.

She lies back on the floor and stares up above her, where the thing that Doctor Younghusband’s become pulses gently across the ceiling, blue and pink.

She feels a mirrored something wriggle inside her.

“I don’t want to fall apart,” Cleopatra says. “I’m frightened. I don’t want us to surrender ourselves to our worst impulses and destroy such a beautiful place. So many people worked hard on making the Felicity Complex so beautiful. I think we should treat it with respect. I think the spirit of that feels worthy. I think besides that, we’re going to live a very long time. If this place crumbles around us, it’ll be awful. Worse than now.”

“I’ll make sure we’re alright,” Thumbelina says. “I’ll take care of us.”

For once, nobody protests.

Cleopatra lays her head in Thumbelina’s lap. Thumbelina massages her scalp and looks dizzy with pride.

Anastasia says, “We’ll be out of serum soon. We’ll fall apart Brand-New Girl style. I wonder if we’ll bulk together into one single monster, or if we’ll split apart into seven distinct ones and fight each other forever and ever.”

Cleopatra starts whimpering.

“Oh, we’ll be alright,” says Hallelujah. “I’ll take care of that. That’s what my surgical training was for, really. Looking after all of you.”

“That’s right,” says Thumbelina. “I’ll cook us a big meal tonight to prove it. We’ll dance the dinner show together, then we’ll sit down, have a proper feast.”

“I love you,” Cleopatra says to nobody in particular.

Nobody says it back, but Hallelujah’s glad to have heard it.
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AFTER

Miss Pink and Mister Kulkarni sit on a bench together beneath the desert sun. There’s a suitcase between them, partially unzipped. The sky is clear, blistering blue, and the cloud wisps are edged with gold. Buzzards circle high above. There is no breeze at all.

Trent and Derek watch from a distance. They both keep their weapons with them and they sit at different tables.

Around the four are the oxblood-leather puckered walls and gilded skulls of the Felicity Complex’s premiere dining establishment, the Palace Saloon. The house lights are up, burgundy and bronze, and the tables are set. All three tables, the front table where Miss Pink and Mister Kulkarni sit, the nearby one where Derek is being social if discreet, and the one farther back where Trent insists on sulking.

Equidistant between the two security tables, the bust of Maxwell Pink from the Pompeii Room sits on a hand truck. He’s oriented toward the stage. Wouldn’t want him to miss the show.

Through the swinging kitchen doors, Hallelujah enters the saloon. She wears rhinestone chaps, a tiny suede fringe vest, a baby-blue bandana, and a lipstick bandoleer around her hips. Hair in pigtails, biggest surviving lash strip on, blue eye shadow, huge smile. She balances an ornate silver tray above her head one-handed, and she smiles as beautifully as the reality of her face allows. She brings the tray down upon the front table.

“Saddle up for a great show!”

Miss Pink and Mister Kulkarni hardly look at her, exhausted of their daily niceties. They mumble to each other, forsaking even Derek behind them, who glances around the dining room and says, “Oh, man. Another theme.”

Hallelujah lifts the lid and reveals the four mugs and four dishes, which she evenly distributes among the guests.

Plated, Thumbelina’s appetizer: a beautiful herb salad with ribbons of cured meat, crumbled cheese, and shaved carrots. Beside this, steaming cups of instant coffee, with creamy milk and the last of the ancient honey crystals.

Delicacies. Luxury itself.

Mister Kulkarni tucks in immediately. He stabs his fork around, wolfs down a gracious mouthful. The drugs he took linger around his eyes.

Miss Pink asks, “Is there cow’s milk in this cheese? I’m off cattle.”

“None at all,” Hallelujah says.

She watches a brewing complaint cloud her expression, but hunger blows it away. She must be famished, poor thing. She takes a bite, chews. Then, imperiously, she pinches off a portion with her thumb and forefinger and extends it down to the bag. Lancer presses his open mouth against the gap. She feeds him, then flicks his nose when he spends too long licking at her fingertips. She wipes them neatly on a napkin, and delivers a swift, neat kick to the bag.

Lancer yelps.

Satisfied, Miss Pink touches Mister Kulkarni’s arm as she stabs up another forkful. “You know, I bet this room was my Great-Grand-Pops’s favorite room in the whole Felicity Complex. He had such a sentimental spot for musical theater, he loved Bob Fosse, and he financed many prominent shows, but he ultimately minimized that passion. Worried it made him effeminate. It’s mentioned in his biography, the good one, with the carousel on the cover. Oh, look! That’s him over there. What a lovely statue. He looks just like my father.

“I’ve seen a recording of this show before. It’s such a delight. He had a goal to franchise the Felicity Complex, build several across the continental US, maybe a few in Canada. The theming for each Complex would be different, but the dinner show would be consistent across locations. He felt the show was the bunker’s soul.”

Hallelujah gives Derek his appetizer, which earns a warm nod and murmured thanks, and Trent his own. He curls his lip. She doesn’t linger for his appraisal. She jumps onstage, a four-foot vertical leap, spins toward the audience, and curtsies.

House lights go down, stage lights creep up.

Derek claps, God bless him.

The needle drops and the music starts.

Specimen 659-a struts to her mark, strikes a pose. “Hi! I’m Anastasia!”

From opposite Specimen 659-a, Specimen 610-c says, “I’m Oklahoma, howdy-do!”

Specimens 672-c and 690-a enter together, stand on either side of Hallelujah, and say, “I am Ballerina,” and, “Hi from Thumbelina!”

Last out is Specimen 712-c, the youngest. She shouts, “It’s Cleopatra, how do you do!”

“Welcome to the Felicity Complex,” Hallelujah says.

Together, bellowing: “We’re just so glad to meet you!”

Bounce bounce bounce.

Furious and ecstatic, the Materia Prima girls dance the dinner show.

Hallelujah throws her body through the air. She hits every mark with abandon; she stretches and glides and snaps. She twirls and stomps around the other specimens. She feels so star-spangled. She throws back her head and beams. She spots her turns, then eases up, she closes her eyes and lets the momentum of her muscles move her. She pulls shapes through the air. Specimens put hands on her back, they hold each other, they jump and kick so high their knees knock their cheeks. It feels so good to be alive! She shows the patrons that she is alive. There is nowhere happier than here. The second chorus soars, and without pretending to be human, the specimens dance past where the limits are. They kick higher than that, extend farther. Raw athleticism feels like magic. Hallelujah feels like she’s twenty feet tall.

One by one, the specimens leap offstage. They make their rounds. Hallelujah shakes Derek’s hand first, reintroduces herself with a hush. She croons, “Howdy, Derek! I’m Hallelujah. I’m so happy you’re here.”

Derek’s eyes are huge. He whispers, “What is this?”

“Entertainment!” Hallelujah greets three empty chairs. She leans down to shake hands that don’t exist. She winks into the shadows. She blows a kiss to the circling buzzard, who pulses faintly, striped with the veins of the Brand-New Girl.

Delirious and invincible, Hallelujah reaches to shake Trent’s hand next.

Trent looks horrified. He shrinks away from her, tucks his hands defensively against his chest. He elbows the gun strapped to his back, and it swings to the Dinner Song’s tune. He purses his lips so tightly they vanish.

“Relax!” she tells him. She slaps the bust of Maxwell Pink up the backside of his head. “Enjoy the show!”

“I’m taking my dinner to the Pompeii Room,” Trent huffs. He reaches for his salad plate, stares at it, and stops. He works his jaw. “Where’s the meat course?”

“Wait right here,” Anastasia promises over Hallelujah’s shoulder. She throws her arms around her neck from behind her, waggles her fingers, and blows Trent a kiss. She uses that magic voice of hers, the one she’s shelved for a century. “Don’t worry your little heart. The meat is coming right up.”

“It’s true,” says Hallelujah. She sways her head back against Anastasia.

It’s just like how it used to be! They’ve never been like this.

Anastasia kisses Hallelujah’s cheek. She points in the stage’s direction, and Hallelujah follows her lead. They skip together toward the front table, and as they approach Anastasia jumps on Hallelujah’s back, wraps her thighs around her, and Hallelujah hoists her up onto her waist. She pats Anastasia’s thighs.

Hallelujah smiles at Mister Kulkarni and Miss Pink. She offers them her hand to shake.

Miss Pink beams. She laughs and claps, reaches to take it with exuberance, lovely crow’s feet creasing around her eyes. “Oh, it’s wonderful, Suraj!”

“We love you, Suraj,” Hallelujah says. “It’s so cool that you survived your surgery! Are you having the time of your life?”

Suraj tugs on his turtleneck. He blinks at his empty salad plate, reaches for the coffee, stalls with a few sips. “It’s quite the show,” he manages. “One of a kind.”

“Mister Kulkarni,” Anastasia purrs, “we’ll do anything in the world to make you smile. I’ll do cartwheels. Would you like to see me do a cartwheel? Hallelujah would suck you off, if you asked nice.”

“I’m good.” He pinches his lips together and pulls his mouth into a thin tight line. “See?”

“Please, Mister Kulkarni, it’s the end of the world. Show us a real smile, a good one,” Hallelujah says. She looks over her shoulder at piggybacked Anastasia, who reads her mind, and Hallelujah leans forward, lowering Anastasia down to be near Suraj.

She tickles his cheek with a curl.

Suraj jerks back so abruptly he almost spills out of his chair. Derek stands to catch him.

The smile on his face, while brief and under duress, looked plenty real to Hallelujah. Smug and satisfied with their work, she reaches up and ghosts her fingers through Anastasia’s.

They hold hands. No hesitations, no complications, nothing mean or untoward. They smile at each other. Hallelujah’s never seen her so happy.

She hops off her back, and they run back onstage.

They’re the first up. Hallelujah gets a glimpse of Cleopatra, Oklahoma, and Thumbelina making their rounds, Cleopatra emphasizing with genuine kindness how pleased she was to help prepare a meal for so many people, Oklahoma overtly flirting with each patron, Trent the most, Thumbelina asking everyone whether they felt rested, encouraging people to recline, savor each flavor, and each other’s company.

Thumbelina’s missing a breast, which only Suraj notices, but seems unable to comment on. He enjoyed the salad, anyway.

Ballerina says nothing to nobody. She walks in a slow, menacing loop around the Palace Saloon, and holds everyone’s gaze for a six count. She smiles only for emphasis. Even Miss Pink leans away from her slightly.

When she takes the stage again, Hallelujah catches her smiling for real.

The last choreography!

Hallelujah loves everyone so much that she could cry. She spins with her eyes closed, and she holds hands with the specimens on either side of her. They lift their hands over their heads and take their bow.

“Brava, brava,” cries Miss Pink. “Ugh, how splendid you are!” She’s standing, clapping close to her heart. There’s color in her cheeks and love in her eyes, and it’s startling how closely she resembles Maxwell Pink in this moment. The searing, oppressive primary colors of her yellow hair, her flaming face, her candy syrup–blue eyes.

Derek and Mister Kulkarni clap on either side of her, Derek stunned, Suraj haunted.

Hands extend from the bag, and Lancer applauds.

Trent in the back holds his face in his hands, and peers at the stage between his splayed fingers.

“Thank you for being part of our most beautiful tradition,” says Anastasia.

“We’re so glad to share it with someone new,” says Thumbelina.

“It’s been a pleasure getting to know you,” says Cleopatra.

“It’s a privilege to provide respite for the weary,” says Oklahoma.

Ballerina’s still smiling. She glances at Hallelujah, ready to move.

“Thus concludes our fanfare.” Hallelujah squeezes the hands on either side of her. “Ladies and gents! It’s dinnertime.”

She lets go of the hands she’s holding. One by one, the specimens leap off the stage.

Oklahoma lands on the table. She grabs a fistful of Suraj’s sweater and slams his head against his salad plate. The plate cracks and Suraj hollers. Blood gushes from his busted nose.

Trent jumps up onto his chair. He whips the gun off his back, cocks it, fires at Oklahoma.

It clips Oklahoma’s arm, catches Thumbelina’s chest. Thumbelina slams back against the stage, claps her hands down her front. She finds the hole above her navel. Her uniform blooms purple around it. Through the hole in her dress, her body begins to stir.

Cleopatra screams.

Erline flies to her feet. She grabs the long table’s edge, and with a groan she tips it off balance, flips it on its side away from her. The table lands against Thumbelina and Cleopatra, knocks Oklahoma down. Oklahoma snatches up Erline’s salad plate as it falls. She hurls it at Erline’s head, and the plate connects; Erline stumbles against Suraj, who seizes her by the scruff of her A-line apricot gown. Erline chokes and claws at her throat. Derek makes for the door.

Trent lines up another shot. He clips the bust of Maxwell Pink, which cracks, and blasts the overturned table. It explodes into splinters and dust.

Ballerina appears beside Trent like a phantom. She pulls a ball-peen hammer out of her dress, slams it against Trent’s kneecap. Metallic crunch. Nothing across his face. Prosthetic leg. No matter. Ballerina adjusts her grip on the hammer and dances back. Trent shouts and kicks at her, unloads his clip in an arc around the floor. He doesn’t get her. Shells bounce off the floor and Trent swears to Christ Almighty. He claps his hand around his vest for another magazine, and meanwhile Ballerina kicks the chair out from under him. He topples, she descends on him, he flips her, she beats her hammer against his throat and stomach, and when he tears it from her hands, she jabs her thumbs into his eyes.

Oklahoma scurries over the table. Suraj’s ready this time, he’s braced for her, swings a chair overhead to clobber her. She catches it one-handed, strains against the momentum, grits her teeth and grins like crazy, her eyes flashing, her hair floating in the static around her head.

Cleopatra bites her palm until the skin breaks, and she shoves her bleeding hand against the hole in Thumbelina’s chest. Thumbelina’s lung is punctured, her breath rattles in her throat, and Cleopatra hums in her ear, kisses her cheek, then releases her. The bullet wound pulses. Cleopatra’s crying now. She picks a shard of broken porcelain off the floor and stabs it under Suraj’s arm. She gets him between the ribs. The shard goes deep. The Prima Materia inside him nudges the shard back out.

Erline wriggles out of Suraj’s hands as he screams. She darts away, peels after Derek.

Hal and Annie make their way through the swinging kitchen doors. The service corridors are always faster.

The kitchen’s a wreck! For the first time in forever, none of them have done the dishes. Plates pile indulgently in the sink. Anastasia pulls a cleaver from the knife block. She holds it in front of them, a guiding star.

They toe off their dancing shoes and make their way around the narrow spaces, feeling their way through the darkness. There’s a wide pipe that runs along the inner wall, the metal joining thickly coated with Doctor Younghusband’s infinite fat and suede, that serves as a landmark. They pass the rumbling furnace and the water tank, a mess of empty cans, the cracked gravel of George Grayson’s bones, the spare diesel, the circuit breakers. The air is humid and metallic back here, wet like breath. It clings to them. Sweat slides down the backs of Hallelujah’s knees.

They hang a right. Anastasia holds the meat cleaver aloft. Hallelujah feels around for the doorknob in the dark.

They push open their bedroom door. Their beds are unmade and all pushed together, white sheets strewn willy-nilly across the beds and floor. It looks like the aftermath of an avalanche.

Cleaver first, they stalk across the concrete. Nobody’s under the Pink and Partners–branded white duvets. They near the door that spills out into the guest hallway.

Wait!

She taps on Anastasia’s shoulder, then touches her finger to her lips.

Hallelujah drops to the floor. She lays her cheek on the concrete.

Tucked against the back wall, flat on his belly, is Mister Suraj Kulkarni.

He sees her see him. His eyes stretch wide.

He’s losing a lot of blood down there.

She reaches under the bed, but he’s just beyond her fingertips.

Humming the dinner show song, Anastasia jumps on the bed. She stomps on the first mattress, then the second, then the third. She finds and bounces over the place where the mattress won’t give. The lump of Suraj’s body. She jumps and jumps, knocks the springs down into him. Suraj spits and cusses, and he slithers out from under their bed, pulls himself toward the door with his elbows, sweating, panting. The porcelain chunk is still buried under his arm.

Anastasia leaps off the bed and onto his shoulders. She winds the cleaver back.

BANG!

Anastasia’s shoulder opens. Her blood splashes, and her cleaver arm falls, dangles limp in its socket. Her grip loosens. The cleaver falls on the floor, and Suraj grabs it. Anastasia loses balance when he moves. She falls backward onto the bed. Her blood seeps through the pillow.

In the blink of an eye, she’s down then she’s up, she’s bleeding above Hallelujah.

There’s Trent in the doorway. One eye and half his teeth are gone. He spits blood on the floor and grins. He takes aim at Anastasia sprawled across the beds.

Hot-pink pain drops down Hallelujah’s shoulder blade. Scintillating diamond pain.

Suraj pants behind her, shaky cleaver in both his fists. He chops at the air and curls his lip.

Anastasia hurls pillows at Trent one-handed. One knocks against his bad-eye side and he jerks to the side, unleashes bullets into the air, BANG BANG BANG, the pillows burst in a hail of white feathers that drift softly through the room.

Hallelujah sways against Suraj’s chest, past the knife’s reach, and she takes his shoulder and slams her knee against his stomach. It stretches the cut on her back wider and they both cry out together. She just saved his life this morning! How funny. She takes his throat and squeezes. He chops at the back of her arm, but there’s no force behind it. The skin parts and her blood speckles the floor, but she can move, and there’s no blood left in his bald head.

Anastasia leaps off the bed.

She knocks Trent down. His gun goes off, but she’s got him, she takes his hair in her good hand and slams his head against the concrete floor. She pounds it and pounds it, his bone cracks and she slams it again. She’s drenched in blood, her whole dress is violet, and the tips of her curls drip red. She gets up, swaying. She turns to Hallelujah.

Suraj’s dead in her arms. The bullet went through his torso and punctured something vital.

It went through Hallelujah’s as well.

She drops Suraj Kulkarni on the floor. She sways where she stands, her vision is fucked. Black fireworks burst across the room, woozy vibrating smudges on the inside of her skull. There’s so much love in her heart. Her knees give, and she falls across Suraj Kulkarni’s body. She paws around it, searches for purchase, but her head’s such a mess and it’s cold.

The cut on Hallelujah’s arm is closing. That’s not the healing she needs right now.

Anastasia grabs her. She feels Annie lift her, she’s got her over her shoulder. She drags Hal out of their bedroom. She tries for a step, but her footing is slippery, Hal stumbles and she rights her. The domed hallway swirls around her, the colors in its oil-painting decor hysterical and violent. The gold hurts her eyes.

“We’re almost there,” Anastasia tells her. “It’s okay, baby. Here we are.”

Into the Temple of the Brand-New Girl they go. The ugliest room in the whole Complex. There’s no table to lay Hallelujah down on anymore. Anastasia eases her down to the floor. Doctor Younghusband, lethargic from devouring Isaiah and the table, barely acknowledges their presence. The usual offerings are little tumors Hallelujah sliced off herself and the post-serum specimens. Isaiah is a feast by comparison. The walls pulse faintly. Wandering tendons whisper and squelch in the corners of the room.

Blearily, Hallelujah watches Anastasia drag in a shag-carpet chair from Conference Room A. She stands on it. She drags a fingernail along Doctor Younghusband’s warped and writhing body. Something glints and Hallelujah cringes.

It’s the cleaver. Anastasia must’ve taken it from dead Suraj.

Hallelujah doesn’t cry out.

With an overhead swing, Anastasia hacks off a chunk of Doctor Younghusband. She scrapes down a swirling mass of sinew and fat off the concrete bones of the Complex, shlunks it down to the floor. The Doctor Younghusband creature ripples. The fronds splay and go rigid like spines. Real pain. The mass contorts away from the onslaught, but Anastasia does not relent. She cuts and cuts until she strikes the wall.

Stephen’s watch clatters to the ground. His original body is gone, fully integrated into the whole. Hallelujah half thought she’d see him tumble out, reborn. She thought he’d stand to greet them. Having lived as a monster among them, he’d have learned to love and cherish them. He’d embrace them like old friends.

Anastasia sticks the cleaver in the wall, frees her hand up. She packs some of the Brand-New Girl Materia Prima flesh into her shoulder, screams as it binds and wriggles deeper into her wound of its own volition. She shakes her head and jumps off the chair, kneels over Hallelujah. Their maker bleeds all around them. She takes a fistful of Stephen and smears it across her belly, then gathers her up in her arms, paints Brand-New Girl flesh down her back.

The Materia Prima squirms into her gut and seeps into her torn back. She feels the flesh undulate inside her, feels it find purchase and change, get hotter, differentiate. She’s lost a lot of blood, she wagers. It’s hard to discern whether the pain is from Stephen or the bullet.

She’s never felt so close to him, or so far from him. Her idea of Stephen Younghusband falls apart in her head. She holds her belly. She hurts.

“Wait here,” says Anastasia. She kisses Hallelujah’s forehead and rocks her. “I’m going to get Erline.”

Hallelujah tries to say please. Please what? Don’t leave me? What comes out of her mouth is a moan.

Anastasia shuts the doors behind her.

Hallelujah shivers and writhes on the floor. She tries to call for Anastasia but sound doesn’t come. The Materia Prima inside her hurts, everything hurts, she can’t find clarity or lucidity inside this pain, it’s fathomless. One Mississippi, forty-five. She plunges deeper. She tastes her maker, she feels Him in her chest, in the musculature of her heart. All my friends are dead, she thinks. All my friends are gone.

Somehow, she sits up. Conference Room B is flooded. There’s maybe two inches of fluid on the floor. Blood, marrow, sweat, cum, the milk of Paradise, Heaven’s nectar, ambrosia, the elixir of life, it swirls together on the floor and she slips as she tries to stand. She falls on her hands and knees, the liquid splashes.

She crawls toward the door. Fine metal crunches under one hand. It feels woven, too textural, and adhered to it, there’s the clockface. Doctor Younghusband’s watch, the final individual part of him.

She leaves it there.

The doorknob glows before her. She reaches for it, her fingers slip, but she grabs it. She chokes and twists it.

She opens the door, and the Materia Prima gore slurry comes rushing out like a tide. It trickles down the hallway in both directions.

The hallway is empty. No sign of Anastasia or Erline Civet Pink. Lancer. Where is Lancer? She closes her eyes and tries to listen. She ignores her own snare-drum heartbeat, she ignores the sloshing liquid, she ignores the wheezing of the vents and the humming overhead lamps.

A whisper, a hallucination. She hears Anastasia call for her.

There’s no real noise, but Hallelujah follows it. Her vertigo pitches, the hallway dances and spins, she presses her hands on either side of it to keep herself upright. Her hands leave slick crimson marks on the wall. That’s good, that’s helpful, it lets her know that she’s still going and that she’s upright.

She walks down the hallway, back in the direction of the saloon.

There’s nobody in the Mahogany Lounge. It’s immaculate and silent as a grave, like it had been the morning they’d bleached George out of it.

The saloon is carnage.

Ballerina dangles gored on a gilded longhorn. Her finger is speared through an eyeball attached to no one. There are grimy fingerprints on her throat. Thumbelina is slumped against the stage, shot full of holes. Between their bodies, the blood pools and starts twitching. It amasses in a clot the size of a fist, now a cat, now a pig.

But what can kill girls like these? Fire, maybe. Doctor Slagle’s lighter flicking, flicking. Old specimens were scrapped for parts, those parts reused. Probably, Hallelujah is made out of several specimens deemed failures, that same spark of life. There’s immortal slime inside her.

The slimy thing parts. Half oozes up a wall and gels through an air vent. The other seeps toward the door in thin, translucent tendrils.

Hallelujah tries to get Ballerina’s body down. She can’t tell if she’s dead. She feels dead. Hallelujah doesn’t know what that means for the gore crawling around. She doesn’t know where they start and stop. She pulls and Ballerina slips along the horn’s curve, collapses down. She catches her. She kisses her forehead and carries her across the room. She doesn’t know what to do.

She puts her on the stage. She puts Oklahoma on the stage, too.

On the back of the stage, there are horrible smear marks.

Lancer is somewhere. Hallelujah needs to find Anastasia.

She gets out of the saloon, heads for the Hanging Gardens, and there’s Cleopatra.

Cleopatra lies in the threshold of Little Eden with bolt cutters in her neck. There’s a hole in her side and a bean pole through her thigh. Weakly, she claws along. Tendrils feather across the backs of her calves. She’s not dead yet.

The plants lean down to lap up her blood with their broad leaves.

She eases at the touch. She stops dragging her body forward, rolls herself below a hanging shelf, and sighs out all her air. The tendrils crawl across her slack belly.

Erline Civet Pink has a spade in her hands. Her bangs are splayed across her face, and she walks around the perimeter of the garden, takes careful steps through the foliage. She’s circling Anastasia. There’s a cunning little smile on her face, a familiar one. The spade is dripping. The plants bend their leaves to catch the blood.

Anastasia is unarmed. Hallelujah doesn’t know where the cleaver went. There’s a gash on her face, it looks shallow, already zipping itself shut. Feathers and gold flecks cling to her hair. She keeps her distance from Erline, never looks away from her, and does not notice Hallelujah. She’s transfixed by Erline Pink.

Erline rushes her. She takes an overhead swing at Anastasia, misses, smashes the mint shelf in half. Dirt flies, covers both of them, and the mint spills onto the shelf below. The shelf itself topples to the floor. Erline swings again, she gets caught in a chain and yanks down hard, gets the spade free, slashes it across Anastasia’s arm. Her skin opens, she bleeds on the greedy plants, and Anastasia skids back.

“I hate you,” Anastasia spits. “You miserable little wretch, I hate you!”

Hallelujah tugs the bolt cutters out of sweet Cleopatra’s throat. She edges around her body. The deftness required is beyond her, she can barely keep herself upright. She keeps her back pressed against the doorframe. She takes a swing at Erline’s back but nothing connects.

The squirming inside Hallelujah is unbearable. Something solidifies and the new shape hurts.

Erline hears her breathing. She turns to look at Hallelujah and smiles.

Anastasia wraps her long hair around Erline’s throat.

She pulls the hair taut, and Erline gasps, bright blue eyes bulging, popping. Erline swings the spade, tries to reach Anastasia behind her, and failing that, Hallelujah. She swipes the space an inch from her face before her fingers slip. She drops the spade and claws at her throat. She makes no sound at all.

Annie whispers something against Erline’s hair. She blinks back tears and hisses. The family resemblance is horrible, horrible. Hallelujah can barely think. She’s watching their faces change.

Erline Pink’s eyes go wider. She stops recognizing Hallelujah, or what’s being told to her. Inside those huge blue eyes is nothing at all. Something snuffs behind them. They roll back in her head.

She goes limp in Anastasia’s arms.

Anastasia lays her down on the floor.

Pride swims over her. Hallelujah’s arm gives out, and she drops the bolt cutters down by her side. Lifting them is exhausting. It takes all her effort to keep holding them.

Anastasia walks back to Erline’s body. She stands over her head, arranges the spade below her chin, and stomps down on the upper edge.

Hallelujah hears the slice.

Erline’s head rolls to the side. Flowers open around it. Roots slither over the pool of blood and drink.

Anastasia drops the shovel. She trembles, wraps her arms around her stomach. “I want a shower,” she says. Her voice is pitched small and high. “Are you okay enough to walk?”

“I’m okay,” she tells her. She stumbles forward and wraps an arm around her shoulders for proof. She’s forgetting something. All her friends are dead. What could she be forgetting? “To True Love?”

“To True Love.”

They limp together toward the Gymnasium and Spa, and they do not notice the fresh breeze roll in from outside. The vault door is open down the hall. It will not shut again.
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AFTER

They float in the heart-shaped swimming pool.

There’s no more blood in Hallelujah’s hair, but she can’t get it out from under her nails. They spent a while in the shower just scrubbing, but exfoliation hurts. Their bodies are opalescent and mottled where Anastasia stuffed the Materia Prima. The textures are wrong. Hallelujah’s skin is tough like leather. Probably, they should scrape it down and let it grow back a few times until the tissue’s right, but Hallelujah doesn’t dare suggest it now.

It’s hard to think about the state of the Brand-New Girl. It’s hard to think about the corpses of their friends, and whether those corpses mean their friends are dead, and whether they can die at all. Nothing ever changes in the Felicity Complex. The enormity of this change felt impossible to comprehend. Hallelujah sweeps the horror to the corner of her mind. She doesn’t think. She just floats.

In her heart, she’s in her vat again. How awful, how lovely the vats seem in retrospect. She hated the tubes, and the occasional awareness of walls, she hated being trapped and bored and useless. Oh, but had she really hated it that much? Decades rolled by her without friction or complaint. She learned so much. Scientists fussed over her all day and night. She had not a single responsibility and nobody expected anything of her besides continuing to be.

No more thinking. No more reflecting. She can’t go back. Those labs don’t exist anymore.

Doctor Slagle should’ve tried a gun. Seems like shooting Materia Prima with a gun works alright, besides the ooze.

When they get out of the swimming pool, everybody she knows will be dead. Everybody besides Anastasia, that is. Their bodies are where they left them. On the stage, under the garden trellis. The ooze wouldn’t take them this quickly, would it? Hallelujah doesn’t know what to do with them. She wants desperately to tell someone older, but she doesn’t know if there’s anybody on Earth alive older than her.

Anastasia’s hair fans out around her. It floats across the water’s surface like a halo, or the tentacles on the mosaic octopus below them.

Anastasia says, “I thought they would’ve dressed differently.”

“Who, the patrons?”

“Yes,” she says. “I thought they would’ve worn dresses made from beaded pearls and diamonds and worn mink coats and beautifully tailored suits. If I was a billionaire, I’d wear ball gowns like girls in films. My hair would be coifed and gorgeous, like Rumpelstiltskin spun it.”

“Your hair always looks like that,” Hallelujah tells her. She can’t find the mold fronds on the ceiling. She looks for them, but her eyes are still funny. It’s unclear to her whether soaking poses a health risk in her condition, but she’s not entirely clear about her condition, either. She’s not bleeding anymore. There’s no broken skin.

“I think Erline was my granddaughter,” Anastasia says.

Hallelujah thinks so, too. She pushes the thought off. She doesn’t like it. She can only come up with other things she doesn’t like. The thought that wins is “We should take care of the bodies.”

“I don’t want to see them,” Anastasia says.

“We owe them care.”

“We need to leave.”

“It’s dangerous to leave them untended, and besides that, we love them.”

“That’s enough.”

Hallelujah feels something climb up her throat. She bites it down.

Materia Prima is contagious. What funny soldiers they would’ve been. The smartest strategy would be crossing enemy lines and provoking people until they get shot.

People will get sick if it runs around free, she realizes.

Doctor Slagle with the lighter, protesting the ethics of them being around outsiders. It’d be the Doctor Father slime mold inside of everyone. It’d cover everything, veil the world in glossy red string, and then there’d be no more world. She’d absorb the whole world into herself. One devouring girl floating alone through space.

“I’m glad we exist,” Anastasia says. She looks at her. The cut on her face is shrinking. It’s a pink raised line from the bridge of her nose to her earlobe. Hallelujah wonders if the scar will stay. “I’m ready to go. I’ve waited a hundred years and a day down here in this pit with you. We’re leaving. You’re ready to come with me.”

“We could stay here,” she tries, but it’s laughable.

Anastasia rolls over. She slaps her hands on the apricot tiles and hoists herself up, sits on the edge of the pool, wrings out her hair like a mermaid. She smiles at Hallelujah, kicks water at her. She opens her mouth to say something and freezes. She watches her eyes move.

There’s a pale shape in the doorway. Long like bones and coated with grime and gunk. Lancer Civet Pink’s eyes are bloodshot. He has blood in his hair and teeth. He curls his hand around the doorframe, but he does not move. He watches Hallelujah and Anastasia.

He says, “This place is a sty. I’m hungry. I’m hungry.”

He has a strange, halting voice. He stretches one foot into the room, slowly leans the narrow bulk of his body across the threshold. He’s bleeding, there’s a wound just below his navel. It slowly, thickly drips down his thighs. He doesn’t seem to notice it.

“You’re the little dancing maids. You’ve got to clean up this shit and feed me. I want a steak and a lobster roll. I want foie gras and mashed potatoes.” He doesn’t blink. He takes another halting step forward, and Anastasia climbs out, steps in front of the pool. Hallelujah flattens her hands on the floor. She doesn’t want to push herself out of the water and spook him.

Lancer sways. His left ankle drags. It’s difficult to tell what’s his blood and what isn’t.

“I want a nasty sloppy blow job, and a line of cocaine, and my gaming console. I want my dogs. I want my office. I want ecstasy and pills, lots of pills. I want a chocolate bar. I want to go home. I want to go home. That bitch Erline, she can’t take me home. She’s dead. Bitch. I want to go home,” Lancer says. He shakes his head. He’s drooling, a yellowish trickle dangles from his bottom lip.

Hallelujah shifts. Her elbow disturbs the water’s surface.

Lancer’s attention snaps to her.

“I want to be in the pool. You’re not allowed to be in the pool. You make me dinner and you take your clothes off and you throw all the food in the water for me to eat it. You bring me the bag. I want the bag. I want to go home. You’ve got to make this place feel like home to me. Erline is self-obsessed. She only cared about it feeling like home for her. Hateful female. Heartless. I want her body. Where is her body?”

Anastasia’s hands ball up. Through her teeth, she says, “In the garden.”

“I hate her. I want her body.” Lancer gnashes his teeth. He sniffs. “There isn’t any Christ here. You can tell. Everybody is suffering and squirming in their guts and nothing is fixed and beautiful because of it. I should be in a mansion with fifty dogs and fifty sons and fifty cars that I crash whenever I want. I should be pissing off a skyscraper. I should be strangling chickens at Lake Como. I should be fucking Suraj’s assistant but she’s dead. I should be fucking Calloway Banks. I should be fucking Winifred Winifred. I hate Winifred Winifred. I’m glad she’s dead. This feels like evil Christmas. This is getting my wishes but none of the good wishes. I want to own a state. I want to be a king. I want to kill Communists in public and fuck their wives and burn their houses down. I want to put their families in factories. You should be kissing my feet. You should be pinching and slapping yourselves for taking so long. I’m telling you what I want. Do what I want. You have to do it. I’m me, and you’re you.”

Hallelujah says, “Okay. We can make you something to eat.”

Anastasia looks down at her, panting.

Hallelujah shakes her head. “If you walk to the saloon, we can go in the kitchen, and we can make you something delicious. Big steaks and magic potatoes. It’s okay. It’s okay, Mister Civet Pink.”

They can kill him when he turns his back. They can trap him somewhere. It can’t be here. Hallelujah feels so flimsy and breakable. She doesn’t know how much more fighting she’s got left.

Something lugs inside her.

Above his head, through a vent, tendrils of silverish-orangish jelly drip down. The viscous liquid drizzles over Lancer’s shoulders. He doesn’t notice, at first. Then, the gel thickens. It takes on a translucent muscularity, like grapefruit pulp. The sinuous ooze ropes around his upper arms, his torso, his throat.

Lancer pulls at the slime. He lurches down, snarls, barks, and snaps at it like a dog. His weight is suspended by the tendrils. He kicks, screams, and in a gory rush, he’s yanked up through the vent. He slaps his hands against the edge, he kicks and thrashes, but it’s no use.

Ballerina pulls him through the vents across the ceiling. He screams. His blood falls from the grates. Ooze tendrils slither after the blood and suspend the droplets in midair.

Hallelujah can’t deny it anymore, not even to herself. They need to leave.

“Should we …” She can’t find the words. “Do we pack? Do we just run?”

“We run,” Anastasia says. “Nothing here will help us.”

“What about the bodies?” Hallelujah wants to cry. She’s laughing instead. Her diaphragm keeps fluttering. What about them? They need to go.

She turns her head, and outside the open True Love doorway, there’s Suraj Kulkarni. Suraj is shirtless. His chest gleams in the fluorescent light. Materia Prima loops around his torso, red and wriggling, and shimmers around the side of his head. He shouldn’t be alive. He isn’t looking at them.

“Lancer,” he says. “Lancer, where did you go?”

He passes them without looking inward, doesn’t look at the horror show inside of the Palace Saloon, either. He walks to the chapel, disappears from view. He edges slowly down the hall.

Hallelujah bites her hand to keep from screaming.

Anastasia climbs the rest of the way out of the heart-shaped pool. She extends a hand down to Hallelujah, and she takes it. She drags her out. She tries to be silent, to slide out of the water without rippling it. Every little splash sound worries her.

It’s frigid cold in the open air. Hallelujah huddles against Anastasia and bites her lip to keep her teeth from chattering. They creep together, tiptoe as lightly as they can without slipping, pull the towels from the marble statue, and open the service door a sliver. The metal hinges creak, they cringe away from it. Without pulling it much wider, they slip into the darkness of the boiler room.

It’s hot like breath in there.

Anastasia towels Hallelujah off. She’s rough and fast, it feels crazy against the Materia-stuffed bullet hole, but Hallelujah feels drier and better for it. She towels her down a little more gently in return. Wraps her hair up for her, bides time before she has to make a choice.

“If we go around, we could hear him through the Hanging Gardens service door,” Anastasia whispers. Every syllable is increasingly unbearable. “If he’s up to something, we could jump him together. Fuck, he’s tougher than lead. He shouldn’t be alive.”

“I used Materia Prima in his surgery earlier,” Hallelujah tries. “Same reason you and me survived.”

“Fuck it,” she says. “We leave him.”

Hallelujah knows she cannot cling to the Felicity Complex. It’s gone now. All the life inside has ruptured. But what will they do outside? Salt themselves every day, keep themselves lit at all times? She doesn’t know how to synthesize serum. She doubts there’s anybody alive who does.

“Don’t be frightened,” Anastasia starts.

Gruffly, Hallelujah hears Suraj Kulkarni’s voice call, “Who’s there? I said, who’s there? Lancer?”

Anastasia presses her forehead to Hallelujah’s shoulder, and she mumbles to herself, pleading with the air. Her lips stir against Hal’s arm.

“It’s okay,” Hallelujah tells her. There’s a toolbox near the boiler. She pulls a wrench out of it. She holds it ready, and paces back toward the True Love Gymnasium and Spa. Hallelujah peers through the crack in the door.

There’s six soldiers in True Love. Head to toe reflective fatigues. The holographic pattern warps and sparkles in the light.

One of those soldiers is Derek.

He kneels and feels the Materia Prima slurry between his fingertips. The grit makes him grimace. He looks over his shoulder and calls out, “Is anybody left?”

“Jiminy Christmas, it’s horrible,” Oklahoma wails from deeper into the Complex. “Who would impale Cleo? Cleo!”

Hallelujah whips her head around to look at Anastasia.

Anastasia pushes the door open.

The Communists turn on their heels and take aim.

Derek throws a hand up.

“Easy,” he says. “They’re with Oklahoma.”

Hallelujah brandishes the wrench. It pings in the new tissue down her back, and she spasms, her fingers loosen around it. It slips from her hands and clatters to the floor. Her vision speckles again, a fistful of green and purple sequins catches fire in the back of her head. Her knees buckle, and Anastasia catches her. She holds her against herself, possessively.

A soldier behind Derek says, “What the fuck is this place?”

Hallelujah manages, “This is the Felicity Complex.”

Derek strips off his outermost layer, a bulky reflective tactical jacket. He wears a holey sweatshirt beneath it. He thrusts the jacket at Hallelujah, which Anastasia catches.

She gets one of Hallelujah’s arms in, then the other. Hallelujah manages the zipper on her own. The jacket reaches the tops of her thighs. It helps with the shivering.

A soldier orders, “Identify yourselves.”

“I’m Anastasia and this is Hallelujah. We’ve been held captive here as domestic workers for I don’t know how long. You’re the Communists,” Anastasia says.

The soldier looks uneasy. “To put it bluntly.”

Suraj cries out. He swears and shouts, then the sound muffles.

A stranger’s voice calls out, “We’ve got Kulkarni. No sights on Lancer CP. Erline CP is dead.”

Anastasia smiles with all her teeth. “Are you going to save us?”

Derek stands up. He looks around the room, and says, “I didn’t save you. The other girls here are dead. They wouldn’t be if I had stayed.”

“We want to get as far away from this place as possible,” Anastasia says. “Please, take us away from here.”

Three soldiers usher them out of the boiler room. They’re in no position to do anything but comply. Hallelujah feels faint and light, almost buoyant as they’re shepherded down the pink concrete hallway. Somebody gives Anastasia their jacket, and she and Hallelujah twine their pinkie fingers together, keep tethered in the rush.

“It’s a luxury bunker brought to you by Pink and Partners,” a soldier reads off a brochure. “There you go. Evil motherfuckers.”

Someone photographs what remains of the mutilated bodies of Hallelujah’s friends. The bulbs flash spectacularly. The innumerable Communists march through the still flooding broken body of Doctor Younghusband, splashing and sloshing, and lead the specimens past their bedroom where people document all of the blood and features. They take them out into the patron suite cul-de-sac, where the only blood is Isaiah’s from this morning.

The door is open. Blue velvet curtains behind it are drawn.

Oklahoma catches up with Anastasia and Hallelujah. She’s crying hard and shaking. She covers her eyes with her palms. “Rina,” she says. “Where is Rina?”

“She’s in the ceiling,” Hallelujah says. Is that a comfort? It’s what Ballerina would want. Maybe Ballerina was smarter than the rest of them. She always knew what she wanted.

Oklahoma nods. She taps her nails against her scalp.

The Communists lead them up the dark, slick stairs, and they open the outer door.

Wind.

Tall grasses bend around the open cellar doors. There’s a whisper sound when they comb over. Red light breaks over a nearby hill, and Hallelujah swallows mouthfuls of air like she’s starving. She pulls her hands loose from Anastasia’s and wades forward through the grasses. She doesn’t hear the amassing troops around her, or Anastasia’s voice at her shoulder. The grasses sway and bend around her thighs. There’s chatter in the distance, animals singing. She hears the hissing and bellowing of rare insects and birds. The red light falls across Hallelujah’s body, bathes her in magenta and gold, and she thinks to herself that she can risk dissolution with salt and sun. Her hair is drying. The stray wisps around her face look like they’re burning.

Beyond the hill, she sees a city crowning, the dark impression of skyscrapers and satellite towers. The field stretches infinitely around her, so the distance from here to the city must be impossible. She is moved by the enormity of her peripheral vision. She is moved by the hugeness of the sky.

The Communists guide them through the field. There’s a train up ahead, they tell them. It’ll take them to the city, where they’ll talk some more. Suraj will be tried. They’d hoped for all three to stand trial and want to know how Derek allowed them to die. Derek doesn’t know how to explain the gore. Oklahoma repeats herself, but it seems difficult for them to parse what Project Materia Prima was, what they are, how it is that they are alive and persist. They want to know about their mutilated friends. They want to know about Erline Civet Pink and Lancer Civet Pink and Suraj Kulkarni.

Anastasia explains away behind her. Her account and Oklahoma’s conflict. It’s making the soldiers wary. Their tones get clipped and tight.

But that’s none of Hallelujah’s concern. She’s been unburdened of purpose and context.

Hallelujah is not immortal anymore. She’s easy to undo with a big enough dose of damage. If she dies before her exceptional healing catches her, she just dies. She knows enough about how her body works. Salting and burning, and she should be safe. Hallelujah feels herself on the precipice of understanding. The thoughts in her head melt like dew.

She thinks to herself, it’s the world itself that was meant to love me. The love I’ve had is home right here. I will share my love with everyone.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

These suggested questions are to spark conversation and enhance your reading of The Felicity Complex.


	In The Felicity Complex, each of the Project Materia Prima specimens are given a name and a “type” of womanhood to embody. What do you think is the significance behind each of these names? Are the archetypes of femininity assigned to the specimens authentic representations of womanhood?

	What parts of this story did you find satirical or humorous? What kind of social commentary was being portrayed?

	How are the themes of trauma and isolation explored between the “Before” and “After” chapters?

	What does the idea of “family” mean to the specimens? Can the scientists or the investors be understood as part of their family?

	Exploitation is also a consistent theme in the novel. How do the specimens gain or lose autonomy by controlling who they exploit or how they become exploited?

	In this story, violence takes on many forms, whether it is physical, sexual, emotional, or political, and characters are both victims and perpetrators of violence. Who becomes responsible for the violence committed inside the Felicity Complex? Do you think any of these characters—the specimens, the scientists, the billionaires, or others—are morally wrong for their acts against others? How so?

	What are the differences between the anti-Communist propaganda in the “Before” chapters and the Communist revolutionaries in the “After” chapters? How do the ideas behind the 1970s Red Scare nuclear propaganda affect contemporary politics?

	What role does Materia Prima and the Brand-New Girl monster hold in the Felicity Complex?

	After witnessing the abuse inflicted upon Hallelujah and the other specimens, do you think their revenge is justified?

	What does forgiveness mean for Hallelujah? Does she forgive Anastasia or Doctor Younghusband for hurting her? Does her forgiveness change her circumstances?

	Do the specimens ever experience freedom over the course of the book? Could they live freely after the book’s conclusion?
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ONE

Know I adore you. Look out over the glow. The cities sundered, their machines inverted, mountains split and prairies blazing, that long foreseen Hereafter crowning fast. This calamity is a promise made to you. A prayer to you, and to your shadow which has become my second self, tucked behind my eye and growing in tandem with me, pressing outwards through the pupil, the smarter, truer, almost bursting reason for our wrath. Do not doubt me. Just look. Watch us rise as the sun comes up over the beauty. The future stains the bleakness so pink. When my violence subsides, we will have nothing, and be champions. In the chasms wheat spikes and poppies will grow. Rarely is the future so immediate and tangible. Bless our triumph! How small you seem. How small you were. Remember?

That morning. Barely morning, still dark. A redness cast over the factory. I was freshly twelve. That meant I was a worker in earnest. A lustertouched worker, the oldest one so badly affected. Remember all of us, that’s all of us (would-be scabs aside): my parents and my sisters and my uncles and my neighbors and everybody off the floor, my community that loved you, and you, darling you, chanting together in rings around the first and then-only Yann I. Chauncey Ichorite Foundry. I held your hand so tight. You wore the ring I made you and the feeling of its memory shimmered hot pink in my palm. It was proof that I existed. That I am real.

We had stood like this all night and now a gorgeous orange morning fell over Burn Street. Sunlight licked between bruisy limestone smokestacks and telegraphy spires, and the crumbling knuckled colonnades of an empire that’s long gone. Stripes of yellow everywhere. Yann I. Chauncey himself was depicted in a stained glass window above the foundry door. He watched from above in flat candy colors.

The breeze melted on my tongue. Noxious and creamy. Far-off shops roasted cloves, quails, apricots, and wafting off the cobbles came a greasy wet animal petrichor and that citric bright zing of ichorite. Screaming birds unfurled from the eaves.

My family and I are Tullians. Dawns for us are holy. You were Flox Drustish and I wasn’t sure what was holy for you. I hoped it was this.

For our health and dignity, we held vigil on this doorstep. Until our concerns were acted upon we’d let nobody enter. Ichorite would go unsplit and unsmelted. It’d molder raw in its fudgy sludge in the big crates in the foyer, and left unrefined as such, stock’d go unallocated, shipments would stall, and materials demanded by various stuff-making processes all across Ignavia would fail to arrive, so that every monied hand might share the stress. The whole twitching market machine, of which we were the nascent heart, wrenched still. No grime under our nails. No fits out of me.

Cooperation, now! Hereafter, Hereafter!

We sang discordantly, but we were smiling. It was brisk out, and the heat of our breath made mist above our heads. The song was for morale. It keep us breathing together, collectivized our lungs, made us bellows. In unison we were louder than one man alone could ever be. Them in unison, that is. I couldn’t remember the words. Despite my centrality, I had somehow neglected to learn my part, so I just mouthed the air and stomped along and let you be louder. I pretended to be certain. Dumb kid. I had my family to do proud and you to look after. You must know how precious you are.

Usually speaking, Burn Street was swollen with carts and day workers at this hour, sometimes enforcers on lurchers, and laborers in boots and boilers and long wool coats, plus those girls you and I adored so much, the painted ones working in big cinched silk dresses who leaned down from the balconies where they smoked slim cigars, flicking their ashes. Seeing, then, the bustling reverends and magistrates, children running, otters and boars and cats, flower sellers and meat barkers, who carried long hooked sticks from which eels and sausage links hung with pepper and garlic garlands, and beggars crying for alms. Everyone rushing, rushing, all the world, yet that morning, nobody was on Burn Street but us. We sang to nothing and no one. Dust floated in the air. Vacant. Funny.

When we’d practiced, we’d imagined this part happening before a gathered crowd.

You bounced on your toes and got paler. Tensed your jaw so tight I thought your freckles might pop off. Told you you’d be nervous. I swayed against you so that you’d sway against me. This was an alright kind of hypocrite to be, I reasoned. A useful kind. You pressed your nose into my arm.

My oldest sister Edna approached the crowd that wasn’t there. I watched the breeze ruffle the wisps on her nape. Blonder than mine. She never could put her bonnet on right. Edna raised her hands, palms flat, fingers stretched, and the singing cut on cue. She tossed out her chin. “We address Yann Industry Chauncey as the staff who made him. It was you who found ichorite and devised the means of refining it, knowledge which has already refaced Ignavia, and soon’ll change the whole world over. We applaud this, but knowledge not acted upon is nothing. We are the work. Our hands on the splitting belts, in the skimming, in the furnace—our hands are the engine that will cast tomorrow in luster. In the fifteen years of this foundry’s operation, not once have you, Yann Chauncey, worked this floor. You have not seen what becomes of us. When pressed by the papers, you’ve denied knowledge of the lustertouched. You thus neglect us. This must change.”

Hand on my shoulder. My father’s, I knew his callouses. I fought the urge to lean against them, ducked forward. I wasn’t a baby anymore.

In my ear, you whispered: “Marney.”

Edna tipped back her head. “We work ceaselessly, through ail and injury, from bleed ’til bleed. I will never fish all the splinters from under my nails. I will wear these burns forever. My mother has been sweating here from the day you opened your doors. She carried my baby sister to term on the luster line, a line my sister’s now old enough to work herself. I split your ore for you. I’m expectant. I’m afraid. We hardly know the properties of the material we work but we know—we know—that something is happening to us. Children borne of us suffer maladies of the mind. Hallucinations, vertigo, an acute sensitivity to touch such that handling any ichorite at all, even breathing furnace fumes, torments the afflicted. My baby sister succumbs daily to such fits. And still, she works your line! We know this factory whelps sickness. You must act upon this knowledge. We have demands for you to act upon before we walk that floor again. Until such a time you will see no profit, may dawn and dusk bear witness. Yann Chauncey, hear us. On one another we depend.

“Our first concern: we seek safer conditions, slimmer hours.”

Harsher, higher: “Marney.”

I stole my eyes off Edna’s back. I wasn’t close with Edna. It felt unfair to muddle this moment of her talking about me with unrelated chatter—then, I saw how your face looked wrong. You were sharper than me, cleverer, and whenever something occurred to you that’d occurred to nobody else it played around your eyes. Little muscles flexing, tensing. You’d figured something out.

You gnawed your bottom lip and I vaguely recalled moments spent crouching under the staircase with you between skimming shifts, knees against knees in the dark, you telling stories about the Drustlands that I pretended to believe while I rubbed the hurt from your wrists. You’d kissed me once under those stairs. We hadn’t talked about it since.

You yanked my elbow and pressed your cheek against mine, pushed my face skyward, made us stare at the same spot. “Up on the roof!”

“Our second concern: a robust inquiry into the health of the lustertouched,” Edna said.

I squinted against the light. The sun crowned behind the gables. I blinked and green-pink splotches smudged the backs of my eyelids. Second glance, still nothing. There was a chimney and a weather vane. I was unsure of what it was you wanted me to see.

“There’s a man up there,” you insisted.

I opened my mouth to negate you before I saw that you were right.

A man knelt on the roof with his back against the chimney. I’d missed him before, because the jacket he wore was a not dissimilar burgundy to the bricks behind him. Burgundy trousers, too, with wide blue stripes down either leg. So, an enforcer. I watched the enforcer watch us. Deftly, he loaded his gun.

“Our third condition is this—”

You bolted.

Edna hit the pavement with a crack.

My father threw himself down and he gathered up Edna, hid her with his shoulders, but her head lolled back like a doll’s and I saw the gap between her eyes. Ranks broke. My family and everybody ran around and through me. I buffeted between people who sprang apart, tore down the alleys and the length of Burn Street while my brain boiled between my ears. I spun and I couldn’t see you. My uncle or maybe one of his friends took my wrist and dragged me left, shouted instructions at me that I could not make out, said Marney, Marney. I lost traction. I fell out of his grasp and my body struck the ground and the wind clapped out of my lungs. My ribs closed on my chest like a fist. I sucked in. I couldn’t get full. I crawled backwards on my elbows but got nowhere, the pavement was slippery and my shirt was drenched and hot and clung to me.

People tripped over me. Dirt caked under my nails. I propped myself up on my hands, and under my hands I felt—string. Hair. Long wet clumps of it. The heel of my hand ground long wet hair into the pavement, a half-unraveled tawny braid. My thumb pressed an inch below an ear. Little mole on the lobe. Poesy. I was crawling over Poesy’s hair. Poesy, my middle sister. Her bonnet had come off. It rocked beside her, pleated ribbon ruined, the yellow straw brim smeared red. She’d always been the prettiest of us. I could see her teeth through a hole in her cheek. It had torn her tongue. I saw the inside of her tongue.

I jerked away from her and skittered back, flipped on my chest, hands flat, tried to get my feet underneath me. I couldn’t tell gunshots apart. They echoed in my head and ate each other. I pushed up, I whipped my head around, I couldn’t see you anywhere. I needed to find you. They killed my sisters. Where did you go?

Weight collapsed across my hips. My pelvis knocked the pavement and I heaved but could not scream. I wriggled. I kicked but it was pointless. Whoever had died on me had pinned me to the street.

Everyone was down. My limp neighbors, tangled, slack. The smell smothered me. It was everywhere, the muck and blood and ichorite, scalding sour bright ichorite. My mangled friends all glowed with it. It shimmered at the new edges of their bodies. I saw double. Venomous pink doubled everything, blurred everything. Edges waved. The sunlight that glistened on the blood from my family’s bodies stung my eyes. The convulsions in my limbs started, slight but inescapable. The feeling unfurled: the first stages of a fit.

All of this was for us lustertouched. This whole demonstration was for the sake of my health.

I sank my nails into the meat of my hand, squeezed my fists so tight I thought my knuckles might stab through my skin. Stickier, chalkier, more impulsive than thought: come come come come come.

Time to make it worse.

A girl heaved herself up from underneath my mother. She pushed aside my mother’s body, clawed over a knot of thighs and wrists and hauled herself upright. Only one standing. She clutched her head in her hands and gaped like she was howling. I saw her eye between her fingers. Animal eye. Live mouse in a spring trap, pupil whirling, whirling. She staggered. Tripped, caught herself, swayed onward.

Bullet casings wormed out from under my friends.

The girl ragged a cough. She cleared her voice.

Over the spill, scraping and smearing, the bullet casings swarmed around my hands. They nudged against my knuckles like iridescent minnows. Pure ichorite, not a cut alloy. We made these. We’d picked and spliced and burned these, we’d cut them and beaten them with lead. Other people’s anguishes on the line seized in the roof of my mouth. Mallet strikes on rhythm. Slimed metal kneaded into molds. Sweat and bleeding, that pounding sound, someone laughing, it tearing the lining of their throat. Someone’s thumb catches the machinery’s edge. Their nail lifts. Their nail is mine. Gluey blood strings and big bright pain. Hallucinations, Edna had said. Hand-me-down memories. Oh, Edna. Is this my fault?

The girl sang, “Unalone toward dawn we go, toward the glory of new morning.”

An enforcer shot her belly, and when she did not fall, her head.

Bile in my mouth and my brain but I swallowed it. I closed my hands around the casings. They melted in my palms and I kneaded them, sculpted the mercurial ooze, thought sharp sharp sharp sharp sharp. The trembling got worse. My body shook apart under whoever’s body was on top of me. I could not see. The world gushed greasy pink and vicious, and I wanted—my father. I wanted my father. I wanted my pa. The lustertouched fit came over me in waves. My blood was sparks and needles. I tasted that citric sour taste and stolen feelings oomphed through my body and I was gone.

It was bright blue daytime now.

I did not move for a long time. I looked at the stained glass Yann I. Chauncey above us. My shirt was drying. The bodies above me went cold. Flies glittered around my head. Scintillating flies who changed colors when I blinked and left shiny streaks in the wake of their flight, pulsing zigzags. You always said you thought it must be pretty, how it gets when I’m like this. Mid-fit the world’s a bubbling gem. It occurred to me that you had probably been shot.

Enforcers came down from the rooftops. Three of them. Just three. Two wore their rifles slung across their backs and the third, the man you saw, the one who killed Edna, kept his in hand. They squelched along the tangle’s edge. Nudged someone over with a kick.

“Fuck, Baird. They’re kids.”

“Old enough to make property is old enough to break it.” That one—Baird—propped his weapon against his shoulder. “Chauncey wants a count, and a clean curbside by sundown. Even he can’t afford to keep Burn Street cordoned off longer than that. Get them in a line, mark them off, and I’ll see about the wagons.” Baird clicked his heels, then peeled off.

The other two mimicked Baird. One rubbed her nose. The other went for somebody’s ankles.

Think think think think think. I couldn’t move, couldn’t wriggle out from under whoever crushed me. I couldn’t let them see me. If they saw me, they would kill me. I squeezed my hunk of ichorite and candy colors bubbled at the corners of my eyesight, warbled and acidic. I recalled unbidden kneading hot split ore on the skimming belts, wringing out the gooey luster from the fleshy clumps of dross. The pain of it. I gripped my knife. I tried to look dead. I could play dead. We were all playing dead.

The weight dragged off me. Smeared me against the pavement along with it before it was gone. Blood flow crashed back down my legs and vomit fluttered up my throat.

The enforcer walked beside my head. She stopped there. Her heels were a breath from my nose.

I slashed my new knife through the backs of her calves.

The cut sprayed my cheeks.

The enforcer screamed. She toppled and her rifle went off, cracked a window in the foundry.

I scrambled back. Stuck the knife in my waistband between brace buttons and clambered over bodies, bodies, bodies. I stumbled upright. I bounced on my toes. Where do I go? Where can I go? Pink whirling sizzling lights that were not real pulsed around my head. The other enforcer saw me. He pointed at me. I ran.

I ran down an alley away from Burn Street.

I left everybody behind me. I abandoned you, dead girl.

I swore this, I meant it.

Yann Chauncey, I will take your life.
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