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			Dedication

			To the brave who dare to create.

		
	
		
			
			Part One

		
	
		
			
			
				1

				The Dumps

			
			Allotment day was the best day to get mugged in the Dumps. Bodies moved fast, eyes craved—it was always a frenzy. While foot traffic zoomed left and right, many fidgeted in the money line, waiting for their turn. The old ticket booth was built like a tank, but the man behind the glass was still just as nervous as everyone else.

			“Name?” the teller asked. Fine beads of sweat speckled his forehead.

			“Izzy Ker,” Isobel said through the black bandanna tied over her mouth and nose, a smear of white across her forehead. “Hurry, please.”

			“M’hurrying.” Keeping his head low, he yanked a binder from a shelf of slots behind him. He flipped through the yellowed pages with rough, practised swipes. A bony finger slid down the dry paper. He froze on her name, then lifted his gaze. “M-m-mark?”

			Isobel looked over her shoulder, past the dizzying bustle and through the clouds of weightless dust, minding the shadows. She pulled back her sleeve to show the teller her scar. He gave a rapid nod and plunged his hands into a rusty metal box by the wall beside him, tossing clanking junk around.

			“D-d-darn it. Ah.” He pulled out a small rectangular flashlight and beamed it over her inner wrist, causing the branding to change from its usual pink and gold to a shimmering green. A cloth pouch landed on the metal counter, the jostled coins within giving a small but satisfying ring.

			“Careful, Izzy K-Ker.” 

			Isobel scooped it up, shoved it in her pocket, and was off before the next person in line could push her out of the way. Courtesy was a forgotten practice on this day in the Dumps and an endangered treasure of the old order on any other.

			Darting down a narrow lane, Isobel jumped over discarded tricycles, broken crates, and piles of trash waiting to be burned. Light on her feet, she hopscotched over a dark puddle, then a dead cat, flies and maggots feasting on its meagre and otherwise unsalvageable flesh. She spotted a dark corner. After ensuring it was unoccupied, she sidled into it, hiding from view.

			Back against the wall, eyes closed, she pulled down her bandanna and took a deep breath. Moving quickly and staying concealed were the best ways to keep safe in the poor parts of Etching—and those were all the parts, except for Mahl City. With the whole of its perimeter fortified by a twelve-metre-high wall of electrically charged cement, Mahl hoarded it all: wealth, mansions, technology, food, clean running water, and plant life. Protected under their dome from the scorching sun, its residents shared but a sliver with the rest of the metropolis, lovingly called the Dumps, otherwise abandoned to itself after the tyrannical Great Burn. It was a feat to reach the end of each day fed and unscathed.

			A soft exhale. The sun beat down onto the cobblestone street, exposing the flaws of the row housing lining it—chunks broken off from the stone facades, lightning-shaped cracks in every window, if there were windows at all, slanted doorframes, split foundations. Isobel blinked, the beauty of disintegration not lost on her. She let the roundness of the stones and the sharp edges of the cracks seep into her eyes. An inhale. 

			One foot out into the brightness, Isobel stopped. Howling travelled up from farther down the street, reaching her like the police sirens of bygone times. She pressed herself back into the corner, body tight against the wall. It was a pack of Hounds—worshippers of psychotropic art and goons for those who made it—and they dashed one by one past her hiding place, laughing maniacally. Their faces covered with white sun-blocking crink, hole-ridden leather masks, or caged helmets, they yelled obscenities about Purist artists and their defective genitals as they hooted and banged on the walls with their brass truncheons. Breath quick and shallow, Isobel watched them pass.

			They turned the corner and headed for the allotment square. Isobel counted to ten and sprinted, obstacle-racing down dilapidated streets, until she made it to Barlin’s. With a glance left, then right, she slinked up to the entrance and slipped in.

			The air was warm and the smell immediately comforting. Someone cleared their throat.

			“Hello, Mr. Barlin,” Isobel said.

			“Miss Izzy,” the store owner greeted her. His face was creased with premature aging thanks to the sun’s harsh kiss and his constant worry. “How is it out there today?”

			“Always worse.” She approached the glass counter behind which he stood, and she peered at the stone-carved knick-knacks lined neatly inside: a rocking horse, a howling wolf, a few pointy-eared rabbits. “I’ll take a square number two, a round one, and a filbert four, please. Th-the good ones.”

			Barlin dropped into a crouch and opened the display cupboard from behind the counter. He tugged on a hidden drawer, plucked out the brushes, and wrapped them securely in a strip of burlap. Standing, he handed the roll to Isobel.

			“Watch yourself, Miss Izzy.”

			Isobel nodded. She was more concerned with getting out quickly, not wanting to attract attention to Barlin’s shop. Even his small display of crafts, though surrounded by a rich assortment of harmless goods, was enough to provoke a raid. As she grabbed the bundle, Barlin cupped his free hand over hers, effectively trapping her. Meeting his eyes, she saw fear, and hope. The hope troubled her more, because she knew he placed it in her.

			Isobel forced a smile and slipped her hands out, pulling the package with them. She tucked the wrapped-up brushes into her waistband, and Barlin dropped the coins she’d left on the counter into his pant pocket.

			“Come again!” he called as she left.

			Isobel scanned her surroundings. The sounds of the city, brought alive by coin and the lack thereof, resounded all around. She dashed across the street and under the shade of an awning, stopped, and took off again, running in zigzags all the way home.

		
	
		
			
			
				2

				Squirrel

			
			A bent clothesline pole leaned against the back of the building, propped in place by its kinked, knotted line and a nest of drooping telephone wires. Among the low-reaching debris, Isobel’s fingers caught the frayed end of a rope and yanked. An iron staircase slowly creaked its way down. Isobel scurried up, eyes darting to her blind spots, and pulled the staircase back into place. A narrow metal-grate walkway led her across to the other corner of the building and to the unlatched window that would welcome her to safety.

			Legs in first, Isobel dropped into her studio loft and closed the window behind her.

			“Finally,” a voice said from a couch tucked away in the far-right corner. The small loft took the whole eastern end of the building, with one window facing north and the other, from which she had entered, facing south. The light was good.

			“Stars, Joan.” Isobel put her hand on her heart. “I didn’t know you’d be here.” She threw her coin pouch on the daybed and unrolled the burlap sleeve.

			“Let me see them.”

			Isobel walked over and handed Joanie the new paintbrushes.

			“Squirrel,” Isobel said.

			“A nice step up from rat.” Joanie swiped the tips across her palm and then held the brushes up to the light. She had left art school before graduating, but she knew how to recognize a good brush when she saw one.

			“Even shaggy rat didn’t make long enough bristles. So, yes. Cost me more too.” Isobel watched Joanie analyze the hairs, her fingers twitching.

			“Glory to Art, huh? What a messed up world it would be without it,” Joanie said.

			Isobel chuckled at the heavy sarcasm in her friend’s voice. She grabbed the dirty smock draped over the chair by the easel, looped it over her head, and tied it around her waist. She undid her braid and scooped her long auburn hair into a high bun. A few neck stretches and knuckle cracks and she put her hand out.

			“Always business with you.” Joanie got up and placed the brushes in Isobel’s hand. She pointed to her forehead. “You have a little crink there.”

			“I have to catch the light.” Isobel snatched the brushes with a pleased grin, then touched her forehead. The zinc sunblock. She removed it with the side of a finger and scraped the paltry glob into a jar.

			“Any calamity at the allotment centre today?” Joanie asked.

			A generator sat beside a rickety refrigerator on the opposite side of the studio. A red light blinked slowly on its front reader. Joanie gave the handle a few good cranks, and the pulsating buzz revved to a fast hum. Satisfied, she bent over and poked her head into the obscure coldbox, the bulb having burned out years ago.

			“The usual. I came close to colliding with a pack of Hounds,” Isobel said.

			Joanie jerked up and smacked the back of her head on the box’s frame. She winced and rubbed the sore spot, then checked her fingers for blood.

			“That’s two weeks in a row now, Izz. You need to be more careful. It could be you next, lying in a Dump ditch.”

			“Gee, thanks.” Isobel sighed as she stared at her blank canvas.

			“You know how it’s gotten.” Joanie crept up behind Isobel and gently placed her pointy chin on her shoulder. “Or . . . you could paint gore-porn and never have to worry again.”

			“You know I would never,” Isobel said, an embarrassed pink to her cheeks.

			“I know, and you have no idea how happy that makes me.” Joanie wrapped an arm around Isobel’s waist and presented her a SweetVit can from below, then kissed her neck and retreated. “Triggers are such disgusting assholes.”

			Thinking of Mahl City’s addiction-inducing creatives and the bountiful lifestyle she heard they led, Isobel turned the cold can around in her hands and placed it against her neck where Joanie had just kissed her. “I guess.”

			“You guess? The city is full of raving, drooling junkheads because of them. They don’t care what their art and fame costs the people.” Joanie plopped back down onto the old, ratty couch, stretching out lengthwise to watch Isobel work. “Triggers are the worst kind of human.”

			“They’re despicable, I know. But at least they’re not hungry.” Isobel put down the unopened can on the tray beside her, between bottles of solvent and a handful of odds and ends that served as painting knives.

			“Izzy, I can bring you food. You know it’s not a problem.”

			“That’s very generous of you,” Isobel said, squeezing blobs of paint onto a palette and carefully putting the tubes back into an open toolbox. “But I’m ok. I can sell these.”

			Isobel dipped one of the new squirrel-hair brushes into the little tin cup clipped to her palette, humming with pleasure as the lavender spike oil seeped into the bristles. She wiped the brush gently on the rag she clutched with the same hand she held the palette and then dipped it into the paint. She raised the brush to the canvas.

			Hand aloft, the sleeve of her linen shirt slipped down her arm, exposing her branding—the sharp A that marked her as an artist. The myriad of tiny inlaid gold pellets that lit authentic green under the checklight shimmered in the sun. Isobel stared at it and sighed with both affection and worry. If only her parents had chosen differently for her instead of enlisting her in a sanctioned art school at the age of five, maybe her path would have been easier today. They had only wanted to give her the best chance at success, the Old Holy Order having just fallen, and the New Art Government’s monumental rise to power making of art an object of worship. In the end she was grateful because she couldn’t imagine doing, or being, anything else.

			“Do you think it’s unnatural, what their art can do?” Isobel asked without looking away from the canvas.

			Joanie pulled at the old wool blanket bunched at her feet and wrapped it around herself, despite the heat. She lit a cigarette and slumped back with a sigh.

			“Have you ever—?” Isobel turned inquisitive eyes onto her friend.

			They held each other’s gaze. Joanie took another puff and blew the smoke out of both her mouth and her small button nose. “I’ve looked at laser-repros and digi-minis,” she said, sounding unimpressed. “That’s enough to understand what it could do to a person. Stars above know the last thing this city needs is more addicts. So, no, Izz. I’ve never truly experienced Trigger art.” 

			Joanie studied Isobel, scratching her head with a two-toned hand, vitiligo having discoloured all ten of her fingers from tawny beige to alabaster white. She took a last drag and knocked the cherry off the tip of her half-smoked cigarette into an empty SweetVit can on the floor, then tucked the butt in her pant pocket for later. “What is it with you anyway? You ask me this question at least once a month.” 

			So far, Isobel had done better than her friend. She’d succeeded in seeing no more than slivers of digi-minis—tiny, reproduced images of Trigger art often pasted on the sides of trucks—swift at averting her eyes when she noticed them pass by. She had no idea what properly viewing a Trigger reproduction felt like, let alone the real artwork. “Just curious,” she answered.

			“Do you want me to try it out for you and see if it is as exquisitely dreadful as it sounds?” Joanie asked, grinning. “For research?”

			Isobel’s jaw dropped. She flashed a shocked glance at Joanie then looked back to her canvas, biting her lip, blushing scarlet. “Stars, no. Stay away from it all.”
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				Down to Her Very Fibre

			
			Isobel wiped the sweat from the back of her neck with her dirty rag, leaving streaks of burnt umber across her reddened skin. She hissed, a recent run in town without crink having left its mark. She took a step back, observing the rough outlines of a verdant countryside, the type that was nowhere to be found in the dry wastelands around. It was imagery perpetuated through imitation of past works. The Dumps had been stripped of all things rich and green in the Great Burn over a decade ago. Fantasy seen only in Purist art—a style adhering to archaic elements, techniques, colours, and moral values—it was a vision to work toward, when the world returned to what it once was.

			Isobel’s sigh was heavy.

			A door to possibilities, that was what a blank canvas was supposed to be. A thing of joy. It was a chance to give life to artwork of importance. Isobel’s initial feelings were always hopeful—perhaps this time she’d make someone feel . . . something. So far all sentiments she had managed to spark were small, tame, and safe. It made no one faint, gave nobody heart palpitations or nausea. It inebriated none, and it never would. If Isobel remotely considered doing something a pinch spicier than her usual bland, her hand would go still mid-stroke, as if her muscles were acting independently from her brain. Despite the frustration, she acquiesced easily. A Purist down to her very fibre.

			Joanie watched Isobel work. She didn’t particularly like her friend’s paintings, but she loved Isobel, and so it didn’t matter how meaningless the art was. Her friend was not a Trigger, and that was the most important thing. Her art could be as dull as it wanted to be. No one had ever died from blandness.

			Putting the paintbrush down, Isobel went over to the north window and opened it. Below, a panhandler was stationed on the street corner. He sat by an old lamppost, his life stuffed into a basket beside him. His hand jutted out as someone sped by, the runner not even pausing to look, focused on their own survival. Isobel lifted her eyes to Mahl City on the horizon and the faint gleam of the protective dome covering it, to the green trees that breached the height of the wall guarding it, and to the gigantic Skylah statue, one arm pointing to the east, the other at the sky. At the centre of the city, the cathedral. Their beacon.

			“Careful you’re not seen, hon,” Joanie said. “You’re wearing your smock.”

			“Hmm.” Isobel smoothed it down lovingly, peering into the distance.

			She thought back to her childhood in the art institute. She started two years after the New Art Government had come into power under Skylah, Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands, and the official end of the war against religion. Skylah’s military had rid the metropolis of its cults, eliminating their leaders and claiming the temples. After the bloodbath had come a freshness—as the story went—a sense of freedom like never before. Clergies and doctrinal entities abolished, their ascetic rule and moral ideologies could no longer be imposed on the masses. But seeking transcendence was human; the new government’s goal had not been the repression of this quest but its liberation. Only it was to be done in a new manner. The temples were quickly transformed into art galleries, and the artists were praised as the new bringers of spiritual emancipation. And just like that, they became the modern priests.

			The panhandler looked up at Isobel’s second-floor window. The artist backed away. 

			“What are you doing with this one?” Joanie asked, pointing at a finished painting pinned to the wall.

			“The library is taking it,” Isobel said.

			“The one with all the books in it?”

			“Yes, Joan.” Isobel grinned. “The library with all the books in it. Rippa likes my art.”

			“Of course Rippa likes your art. Rippa’s a Bunny. Landscapes and Bunnies go hand in hand.”

			Isobel jutted her chin out defensively. “As they should. It’s our heritage. They’re proud of what we Purists stand for.”

			“Bunnies are extremists,” Joanie said with a toss of the hand.

			In the early days of the New Art Government, or the NAG as most called it, Isobel would have been considered proper, upright. Good. But after the Great Burn, the growing schism was made final. Now she was an enemy of high society, a symbol of the Old Holy Order, leftovers good for the trash. Artists like Isobel were muzzlers, squashers, plugs. Corks, thought to exist only to censor self-expression.

			Bunnies were their devoted patrons.

			“They are no more extremist than the Hounds.” Isobel picked up her palette again and, with a huff, focused on her work.

			“Exactly!” Joanie slapped the couch seat beside her, dust rising in the afternoon light. When Isobel didn’t react to what was clearly the epiphany of the day, of the year, Joanie groaned. “Well, except the Hounds surely have way more fun.”

			Isobel ignored the comment, knowing her friend was baiting her into an argument.

			“Just be careful,” Joanie added. “No one is trustworthy nowadays.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			“I’m sure you are,” Joanie said. 

			Isobel had survived this long, which was more than could be said for the other artists in the Dumps.

			“When is the delivery?”

			“Tonight.” Isobel dabbed some pale cerulean blue where the land met the sky. “I have four finished pieces to bring over. I’ll head out when the sun starts to set.” Her gaze flicked up past her easel, out the southern window that served as a door. She had plenty of time.

			“Do you want some of us to come with you?” Darkness was better for concealing a person, but it was also the best environment for an ambush. 

			“No.” Isobel pulled at the dollop of azurite blue with her paintbrush and mixed in a touch of yellow ochre. “I’m harder to spot if I’m alone.”

			“It shouldn’t be this way.” Joanie kicked the blanket off her legs.

			“I know.”

			The dark green was covering a lot of the surface now, Isobel’s strokes bold and energetic.

			“Come with me,” Joanie begged, for the umpteenth time. “The Half-Lights will welcome you with open arms. You’re not a Trigger, Izz, but you’re also not a cork.” That granted her a long glare from Isobel. “Sorry. A Purist. You aren’t one and you know it. Stop fighting it. You belong with us.”

			Isobel lowered her painting arm and closed her eyes. She was more of a Purist than Joanie could ever fathom.

			“And become a thief? My mother and father—”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Joanie pushed herself up from the couch. “They hoped their little Isobel would be a good girl. A holy girl. Well, they’re not here to help you, are they? To keep you safe? You’re all alone, with one measly friend to give you advice.”

			Isobel dropped her head.

			“I’m sorry. That was careless of me.” Joanie sighed. Isobel’s parents had been good people. They had been good to Joanie too, all the more after her own had ostracized her; Isobel’s parents believed no one should abandon their children over clashing beliefs. That was easy enough to say when they hadn’t been faced with such a challenge themselves, their own child being as devoted to art as they were. “Just be careful, Izz. It feels like you’ve been pushing your luck.”

			Joanie grabbed her backpack, kissed Isobel on the cheek, and headed toward the window. She slid it open, poked her head out, then pulled back in.

			“I’ve got to hurry. The Edge’s bakeries are about to close up and it’s my turn to filch the bread. The gang will never forgive me if they have nothing to dunk in their stew.”

			The cigarette stub relit and pinched between her lips, she held on to the sides of the window and put a foot on the metal ledge.

			“Don’t forget to—”

			“Push the stairs back up. After all these years, Izz. You can count on me.”

			Joanie disappeared out the window.
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				The Trek

			
			At the first hint of dusk, Isobel packed up, rinsing her brushes in a fingerbreadth of dirty mineral spirits and capping her tubes. In the bathroom, she dipped a steel cup into a drum of cleaning sludge and brought it to the sink. She first attended to the final wash of her paintbrushes, then she poured the rest onto a linen cloth and scrubbed the sweat and stink from her face and armpits. With calm hands, Isobel undid her bun, combed her long auburn hair, and weaved it into a braid once more. A contented visage smiled back at her from the warped, black-spotted mirror. She padded to the makeshift altar beside her daybed and kneeled.

			“O stars above,” the artist murmured, eyes lowered to the hands folded in her lap. “Shed your Good Light on us. Glory be to Art and all those in this world who shape its beauty, and all those who recognize its worth.” She kissed the tips of her index and middle fingers and then pressed them gently on each jar of pigment—red, yellow, blue—adding hastily, “Please keep me safe.”

			With a last look at the darkening studio behind her, Isobel tied a bandanna over her nose and mouth and then climbed out the window, four rolled canvases sticking out of her backpack.

			The evening air held mulishly on to the day’s heat and its perpetual drift of dust. Isobel moved swiftly through it, making herself small. She had to be ready for the Hounds at all times, their visits frequent and unpredictable. Although these fiends served Trigger artists and the fix that would ease their impulsive cravings, they ultimately acted under the authority of Skylah herself, and as such embodied the law in the Dumps. Artists being a favoured target, unlucky encounters with the Hounds were typically violent. Isobel knew that even were she to toss her canvases, there was no hiding her mark, and the Hounds went straight for wrists in search of it. She’d been caught once, years ago already. That was how she had gotten her nose done in. Rippa had reset it, but it had healed a tad off centre.

			Isobel ran through the streets, remembering . . .

			“Make the switch, corkie!” A leather boot kicked sand in her face. The dirt stuck to her blood in crusty patches. “Or we’ll rip off your ugly arms and paint the Dumps with ’em! We can be artists too!”

			Isobel slipped into the dark space between two buildings, catching her breath. Her fists tightened and relaxed, tightened and relaxed. She bounced on the balls of her feet. Peeked out, left, right, then launched herself back into a run, arrow-like.

			Living in the Dumps kept anyone sharp, but the danger of living with her branding kept her sharper. Beatings and intimidation had become a waste of time; Purists stubbornly refused to convert. With Skylah’s blessing, or so they said, Hounds had now taken to destroying the Dumps’ artists on sight. Word was Isobel was the last one. 

			So she ran.

			A few large roads cut a grid through the Dumps, but Isobel stuck to the maze of small, serpentine streets where nooks to melt into were plentiful, letting brick, stone, and the warm smell of the dirt of her stomping grounds envelop her like a childhood blanket. She turned into an alleyway.

			A white-haired woman hunched over a washboard, her low pigtails dipping into the barrel of frothy sludge with each plunge. Isobel slowed to a stop.

			“Good evening, Mrs. Brooke,” the artist said, pulling her bandanna down. The woman looked up.

			“Oh! Izzy. You scared me. You’re good. I didn’t hear you coming at all.”

			Isobel responded with a satisfied smile. Mrs. Brooke wrung the cloth, then eyed Isobel up and down. “Aren’t you looking lovely.”

			“I washed my hair yesterday,” Isobel said, touching the side of her head with her fingertips. “But it’s probably just the light. It’s a beautiful sky tonight.” They both looked up at the pink swath above them.

			Mrs. Brooke slid her gaze to Isobel’s backpack and narrowed her eyes. “Not very subtle, that. You best be careful.”

			“Not to worry.” Isobel reached behind her, giving her backpack a few taps. “I’m always careful. Well, safe evening to you, Mrs. Brooke! And Glory to Art!” 

			“Glory to whoever would wash this laundry for me,” Mrs. Brooke mumbled, submerging her hands into the dirty suds.

			Isobel could not get lost in the Dumps. She knew these streets in and out, and every twist and turn on her library route was so familiar, she often played games to stay alert. Most often the naming of things.

			Window, window, stone, door, crack, pole, stop. Go. Left, jump, manhole, rat!, pebbles, corner, stop. Sneak right, steps, broken basket, violet sky. Tin can. 

			Another alley. Isobel slowed her pace. A young child kneeled at the edge of a large flat stone, drawing within a rectangle of light spilling from an open door. Isobel crouched beside her.

			“That’s very creative, little Mauve.”

			The child swivelled her head to look up at Isobel. “The angel’s feet are clawed, see?” She pointed to the chalk angel gripping the top of a tree. “She needs to go really high to keep an eye out for the bad Hounds.”

			“Is that so?” 

			“Yes, and then she warns the artists to hide.” Mauve’s gaze wandered around the drawing, looking for a hiding place.

			“Are you going to be an artist?” Isobel asked her, hoping and dreading at the same time.

			The child had white dust on her brown cheeks, a few dabs of it in her otherwise dark eyebrows. She bobbed her head seriously, clutching her chalk. “A brave one, like you. With a good heart. That’s what my mama says. That you have a good heart.”

			“Well. That’s very kind of her. I do try to be brave. It’s not always easy.” 

			A frown sank over Mauve’s eyes. “What would you do if the bad Hounds caught you, Miss Izzy?”

			Isobel didn’t have to think for long, the same question regularly occupying her mind. As last to be culled, she knew she wouldn’t survive a second run-in with Mahl’s vigilantes.

			“Oh, I’m much too stealthy for those silly Hounds,” Isobel told the child. It wasn’t a lie. “Plus, I’m fast. I always have my running shoes on.” Isobel wiggled her toes in her threadbare sneakers.

			They shared a quiet moment looking at the pastel-coloured angel, knowing full well that wings and clawed feet would be more practical than sneakers for evading a Hound’s bite. Isobel considered the world as it was before, dominated by religion, and couldn’t budge in her belief that the world Skylah created was better, one built around art, despite how the NAG had turned against Purists and their particular kind of worship.

			“You keep that chalk well hidden, you hear?” Isobel nodded to Mauve’s small, powdered hands. “You brush off your drawing and run inside if you hear any odd noises coming this way. Not unless you want to be the youngest Trigger recruit ever.”

			It was not unheard of. Promising children had been plucked from the Dumps before and placed into Mahl’s art institute—the only one left in all of Etching. At any rate, no Bunny residing in the Dumps answered the calling anymore. If any morsel of artistic desire scaled its way to the surface, it was usually within the young and naive, and they were quickly advised by well-meaning family and friends to repress it and direct their imagination to the invention of practical commodities—things that helped the betterment of life in the Dumps—rather than living their life as prey.

			Mauve motioned to a rusty aluminum pail a few feet away. “Mama gives me the used dish sludge to clean up.”

			“Good.” Isobel ruffled the child’s hair and stood up. She exhaled sharply and left in a jog without looking back, the fledgling artist watching her go, the chunk of chalk tight in her grip.
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				Knuckles & Cheeks

			
			A concrete road, the length of its surface split through with alligator cracks, stretched north–south from Mahl’s main gates all the way to the southernmost point of the Dumps. Isobel stood at one of its many intersections. She didn’t like to cross it here, but it saved her half an hour and would bring her to her destination just before nightfall. She reached one foot back and twisted her toes in the gravel, ready to sprint. She cocked an ear. Crowds often gathered farther up, where the road widened into a communal area, and Isobel detected the familiar buzz of lively chatter.

			A booming voice cut through the din. The artist listened, but the words were indecipherable. Isobel knew she should keep going. Instead, she relaxed her running stance and took a few tentative steps up the road, keeping to the fringes. Up ahead, surrounding a rickety platform of steel drums and badly flattened corrugated panels, was the congregation she had expected. Isobel crouched behind a house’s front steps and observed.

			The man with the booming voice stood on the platform. He was a bulky, squarely built Hound, messy dark hair at the top and large, crink-smeared arms swinging from his sides. A Hound, Isobel knew, not only because he could afford such lavish use of sunblock, but because he was preaching. Only Hounds preached publicly without fear of losing an eye.

			The sermon delivered tidings of a new Trigger painting. And this painting was better than any other that came before. As they always were.

			“Come, beautiful vermin! Topple your piggy banks, pilfer coin from your momma’s pursebag, whatever ya must! But ya must behold the latest psychedelic thrill by the extraordinary Labcat! You won’t have want for any other, ever again!”

			The high-pitched zap of a blastergun sang through the air. Atop the platform, the Labcat-worshipping Hound twirled and tumbled to the ground like a long sack of potatoes, the crowd parting for his fall. The man growled, pushed himself to his knees, dirt and pebbles sticking to his pasty arms. Red with fury, his face split into a thunderous scream. He then clutched his left shoulder, the one that had received the shot, and watched as another Hound, this one tall and lanky, climbed up and stole his place atop the steel sheets.

			Lanky Hound pretended to blow smoke off the tip of his blastergun and tucked it into his waistband behind a star-shaped belt buckle. He looked at the crowd and raised his arms. The beautiful vermin cheered. Lanky Hound snorted loudly, horked, and leaned over the edge of the drums. Mouth full, he took care to properly aim before releasing his wad of snot at his rival’s face. Just slightly off mark, it landed in Bulky Hound’s messy hair.

			Lanky turned back to the flock. “Don’t listen to that clunky fool and his stinkin’ old news!” he said. “Who wants anything from yesterday’s maggot-ridden artist? I sure don’t! You want to know who the fresh buzz is?”

			The Hound hopped around the makeshift platform, goading the crowd with a cupped hand behind an ear. He stepped to the other side of the stage and switched ears. “What? You give up? I’ll tell you, because you look good. You look like you bathed today! Ha ha, yes! You did, didn’t you? Clean brunette in the front, if you can afford sludge, you can afford a peek of the newly minted Xeno! Xeno - is - the - fresh - buzz! Who is the fresh buzz?” He cupped both hands behind his ears now, flashing a wide smile of yellowed teeth.

			“Xeno!” the crowd chanted.

			“That’s right! A new world of sensations awaits! Her weird is your salvation! Dark! Strange! Wildly titillating! You need to live it to believe it! You will never be the same!” Lanky Hound stopped bouncing around the clanky platform and plucked a pack of art cards from his back pocket. These originals were small but irresistibly mind-altering—the favourite means of inebriation for the underprivileged populace—and highly addictive. “I’m feeling generous today, clean folk. How about some freebies?”

			The people hollered, each trying to get noticed as they pressed forward with upthrust, open hands. Snot-haired and disgraced, Labcat’s bulky sack-of-potato Hound crawled toward the drums through the forest of legs. He grabbed the lip of the metal stage and pulled himself to his knees, his white-greased forehead and beady black eyes peeking over the edge. Waiting. As the speaker leaned over to deliver the first handout, Bulky’s grubby fingers curled around Lanky’s ankles and yanked, sending him onto his back, his head smacking the steel with a reverberating thwack. A shower of cards arched into the air, twirling and swaying gracefully to the ground.

			“Move, dirt-sack!” the so-called clean brunette shouted to an elderly lady in front of her, shoving her frail body out of the way. Dropping on all fours, Clean Brunette gouged her craggy nails into the bare arm of a young boy to her left, who was hustling in a crawl just as she was. A hairy leg on her right received her bite, and this strike successfully opened the way to the mini-artwork. The brunette smiled and reached out, then took a knee to the temple.

			The Dumpsters clawed their best and snatched up the tiny intoxicating images, cards they would usually spend the bulk of their allotment on. With these treasures safely tucked away in their pockets for later use, they gave their attention to the fighting competitors. The evening’s entertainment wasn’t over yet.

			Bulky Hound wrenched his wriggling opponent off the platform and fell on him with an uppercut to the jaw. An awful crack sent a stream of bloody spit across the broken asphalt. Oohs warbled in anticipation of the tyrant stooges pounding each other to a pulp, hopeful hands clasped together and giddy feet hopping.

			Shaking the pain from his knuckles, Bulky Hound got up. He wiped his sweaty hair to the side then tugged at his shirt collar to inspect the laser wound—a bloody hole below his left collarbone, its edges pulverized and charred. A hair-raising howl called his attention back. His adversary had gotten himself into a crouch and pounced. Not moving fast enough, Bulky took a fist to the nose. He blinked repeatedly, his hands slapping at the space between his watery eyes and his attacker. But Lanky wriggled in and slammed a fist into Bulky’s face again. The big Hound fell backwards, and Lanky straddled him. He struck him again, and again, scraping the skin off his cheeks, off his own knuckles. Punch after punch, bone against bone, Xeno’s Hound pummelled the big man’s head into the ground.

			“Turn. Th’other. Cheek!” he said, boxing the head. The bloody face flopped to the side, red viscous drool leaking from its mouth. Lanky looked up, threw his skinned fists in the air, and convulsed with laugher.

			Her stomach in knots, Isobel knew it was time to leave.

			Soon, the people would be screaming, running. The bloodthirsty Hound would chase them down the streets with his blaster. Hounds competing for the loyalty of the poor folk on behalf of their artist of choice for a few minutes more in a gallery—that was serious business. Shooting at the very same people they were trying to win over moments before . . . that was serious fun.

			“Dance, skittlefuckers!” Lanky called out.

			Farther down the road, Isobel left her crouch and darted across into an alley. She should have stayed clear of the whole scene, yet time after time, noxious curiosity pulled her to these occurrences. Always spellbound, wondering if history would repeat itself. If she would lock eyes with a daughter, a son, their parents freshly gunned down. What would she do then? Was there even anything she could do?

			Another thunder-zap, and the cries of the dispersing crowd.

			Isobel ran, and kept running, until the ruckus of the incident and the memories it evoked were far behind.
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				Veronese Green

			
			Isobel slowed to a jog as she approached an antiquated railroad’s underpass. A large laser-repro, installed a few months before, spread across the whole inner left side of the concrete archway. The rush acquired from looking at a repro was said to be galaxies away from seeing the original, its replica always smaller, the colours not nearly as vibrant, the shapes not as crisp or textured. One could look at it for a million years and it would never be as satisfying as the real thing. Even so, it was enough to mess with someone’s head, and invariably leave them wanting more. Since no one from the Dumps could afford gallery time, nor were they permitted, as beggarly and burdensome, to move in and out of Mahl City, the particular cravings born from laser-repros could only be fed with original art cards. It was a surefire sales strategy.

			Ignoring the image glowing in the sombre passage, Isobel sped up, only relaxing once she emerged on the other side. She slouched with relief and looked up. By the time she realized what she was doing, it was already too late. Facing her was a twenty-foot-tall piece, resplendent under a row of powerful e-lamps. Isobel would never have to guess what it was like again.

			Tremendous.

			A horse-kick in the heart. In the brain.

			Terrific.

			A thunderous shock. Then, honey-covered pain.

			Exhilarating. Exhil—

			It pulsated through her like miniature tidal waves.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepain.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepain.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepainpleasurepainpleasurepain.

			Isobel fell to her knees.

			Cobalt violet.

			Veronese green.

			Explosive, dizzying, dizzying gold.

			Such violent beauty—Isobel could never have, from her own creative well, imagined such a thing. It defied description, incommunicably powerful, beyond any word that could be born of a human tongue. And this was a reproduction . . .

			A torrent of sensations buzzed. Tingling. Electric. Her brain, her spine, her limbs. The nerves at her very fingertips. Sublime. Sublime palpitations. She balled her hands into fists. Her heart sped. She was supposed to look away. Wasn’t she? She gulped huge breaths, eyes round as the coins they would place on them. She would die here. The spell. There was no breaking it. Her will—gone. Forever. Kneeling. Mesmerized. This was how it ended.

			A boy on a bike rang his bell frantically. Gring gring gring gring gring.

			“Miss Izzy! Miss Izzy! Miss Izzy!” He pedalled furiously, flicking his bell over and over, then launched his bicycle to the side, landing on the dirt with too much speed. He stumbled and kept running toward Isobel, pebbles flying from each bolting footfall until he reached her, arms outstretched. The boy shoved her hard and yelled one more time: Izzy! then shielded his eyes from the repro and rushed back to his bike without making sure Isobel had snapped out of her trance.

			Gaze clinging to the polychromatic wonder, Isobel fell to her side, cheek hitting the earth. The familiar syllables of her name banging around with the collision, her mind opened a sliver. In slipped the howling laughter of Hounds, its echo bouncing against the walls of the underpass. The commotion expanded with crackling brightness within her mind, the fear jabbed into her bloodstream permitting her to wake and break away.

			She clumsily sprang to her feet and launched herself behind the cement crash barrier at the base of the raised repro, grinding her shins along it as she did. Panting, she flattened herself against the blocks, paperthin-paperthin-paperthin, and waited for the Hounds to pass. But they stopped in front of the art instead.

			“Ah, here it is,” a man’s voice said.

			“Our man,” a woman said.

			“It’s big.”

			“It looks good,” a second man said. “We’re lucky. Macer is the only one with a nearly full-size repro so far.”

			“Avant-garde as fuck,” the woman said.

			“Yes, well. It’s a test.”

			“Sterling,” the first man said. “Gotta rope those rodents in, right? Timid fuckers. I’m surprised there isn’t a crowd staring at this beauty right now. What the hell is wrong with these people?”

			“Sex with prophylactics,” the woman said. “Everyone prefers the real thing, regardless of size. They’re probably all lined up for Macer’s little cards right now.”

			Isobel heard steps approaching. She kept herself glued against the cement barrier, hoping the slice of shadow she lay in would keep her hidden from a quick downward glance. Useless. Surely, she was buzzing louder than her coldbox generator. She turned her head to the sky, e-lamps blinding.

			A backlit arm reached over the gap, a pointed finger aiming straight for the art.

			“Don’t touch it!” That was the second man’s voice.

			“Uh, I’d rather you not tell me what to do,” said the first.

			Just as the finger was about to touch a patch of gold, a hand grabbed it and flung it away.

			“What the hell, Rilke?” the finger-pointing man said.

			“Don’t touch the art,” Rilke repeated.

			“Shit, man. It’s just a repro. Relax.”

			“Ooh, how uppity we are!” the woman said.

			“You know what they say cures the uppity. Beau.” The finger man guffawed.

			“I’m sure Macer would let you break the rules, seeing you really need it. He’s not really the jealous type anyway,” the woman said.

			“Good one, Lemon,” Rilke said, voice flat.

			“There’s nothing wrong with some sexual healing,” the Lemon woman replied. “I tried Beau’s art myself, in a past life. It really spiced things up with my mate at the time. Rest in pieces.”

			The finger-pointing man was stalled at the blocks, chuckling, looking back and forth from the art to his co-Hounds. Isobel held her breath and curled her toes, praying to the Good Light for him to leave. He turned and walked away. “All right, we checked on it, now let’s get out of this trashcan.”

			Isobel exhaled quietly and allowed herself a slow blink. When she looked up again, the one named Rilke was inspecting the spot where the other man had almost placed his unholy finger. He leaned in closer, nose almost touching the gold. His shape was dark against the spotlights, but as he peered up and down the artwork, the bleached blond of his long curly hair shone visibly, hot-pink hair clips clasped at the sides. The man sighed and then dropped his gaze, putting Isobel in his peripheral vision. Without noticing her sunburnt face, her fearful brown eyes, he turned and joined the others.

			The voices dwindled away, slowly engulfed by silence. Isobel crawled out from behind the cement barrier and sat on her heels, the Macer piece safely at her back. She took in a deep breath and blew out with a violent shiver.

			“All right, Izz. You survived. Let’s go.”

			Around the scaffold-mounted art and through the sandy lot behind it, Isobel stayed low and ran under the red sky turned black.
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				Bunnies & Hounds

			
			The library was nestled in the bone-dry hills at the Dumps’ southeastern edge, past the last streets and the last peppering of houses. Venturing beyond this landmark, one would find only a desolate sea of reddish sand—the doings of the Great Burn. When the flora-targeting chemical flash bomb was released upon the Dumps and beyond, all photosynthetic vegetabilia was instantly petrified, trees and plants permineralized into black stone. Nearly ten years later, the earth was no less barren, on account of the endless lack of rain but also the lingering toxic residue absorbed and stored in the parched ground. As far as the isolated metropolis of Etching knew, they were the only humans left in the world, Skylah’s secret weapon having allegedly pulsed over the whole globe at the peak of its latest and enduring solar crisis. No doubt all were bereft apart from Mahl City and its walled environs, kept safe under their protective dome, and the Dumps, as it chanced, attributed its continued existence to having the mother city as its merciful provider.

			Against all counsel, some of the Dumps’ idealists would explore the scorched lands in search of something redemptive, only for subsequent search parties to also risk themselves retrieving their distant, sun-baked remains. A better life was better left as a dream.

			But Purist artist Isobel Ker had never sought anything else. She was fifteen when she left the empty family home behind and took up residence in an old building not too far from the Edge, the market strip where city-dwellers sold food and other indispensables. Right in the bustle of town, it was easier to blend in, surrounded by folks of all types who were all just trying to survive. She had been fending for herself ever since, seven years strong. Life was far from easy, but working as a branded artist was familiar and something she loved. It put her in danger, but it also made her special. That was more than what any scorched red sand could give her.

			At the library’s front steps, Isobel paused, her heartbeat yet unsettled from her encounter with the art repro. She sucked in her lips and bit down. She would not smile about it. It was wrong, and went against everything she stood for. The honey-pain that slurped at the backs of her knees and the crooks of her elbows reminded her of it. Isobel shook her head. Then she smiled. The Purist ran up the stairs and pulled the door open.

			Usually cosy and calm, the narrow entrance hall was a veritable hive. There were Bunnies everywhere. To and fro they went, here and there they huddled in clumps. A single-file line of adolescents in brown slacks and beige tunics carried bowl-laden platters from one side to the other, deftly weaving past, though nearly colliding with, another string of kids whose arms were loaded with folded blankets piled up to their noses. The air was sour with sweat and breath.

			A toddler ran up to Isobel and hugged her leg. The artist winced from the pain of the scrapes on her shins.

			“Heeey, love.” She squeezed the child’s shoulders.

			Following the child was a tall blue-eyed redhead dressed in a flaxen robe. They lifted their pale freckle-splattered hands to Isobel’s face and kissed her on both cheeks. “Welcome, Isobel.” 

			“Hello, Rippa,” Isobel replied with an affectionate sigh. Rippa was the Dumps’ only librarian but also the leader of the Bunnies and the living example of modesty and virtue. And Isobel’s best client.

			“You weren’t followed?” The skin around Rippa’s eyes tensed slightly, enough to betray their calm.

			“I’m always careful.” Isobel swept her gaze over the swarm as she caressed the child’s head. “What’s going on here?”

			“Quite the reunion, don’t you think? They are hiding from the Hounds. It’s getting worse, as I suppose you know. But thank the Good Light, everyone is safe. Come.”

			They swerved their way through the crowd and to the arched doorway that led to the library’s main room. Though Isobel knew how to read, she didn’t own any books herself. Oftentimes after delivering a painting, she would stay and explore the old worlds, ideas, and unimaginable adventures this room held. But tonight wouldn’t be such a night. The room was sombre, the ground spotted with groups of people eating and whispering, candles and oil lanterns creating pockets of amber light throughout.

			Rippa smoothed the fabric of their tunic and sat on a chair set against the wall between two black-curtained windows. Isobel pulled a chair beside them and placed her backpack on the floor between her feet.

			“Hounds set fire to two of our homes tonight. No one got hurt. Thank the Good Light our Bunnies run fast. But now everyone is scared. This has never happened before.” Rippa glanced over the room like a caring parent.

			“Set fire . . . was there any art?” Isobel asked.

			“That there was. Not as much as there is here, of course.”

			Isobel examined the walls where older framed paintings of hers hung alongside others by artists who were no longer alive. “If they’re raiding, then it’s only a matter of time before they come here.”

			“Perhaps.” Worry creased Rippa’s brow. “They would have a grand time of it too. Especially on a full house like tonight.”

			Isobel pulled out the rolled canvases from her backpack.

			“Here’s adding to the cache, I guess. My latest. They aren’t varnished.” She handed Rippa the art and also a tiny bottle of thick saffron liquid. “Do you still have that brush I gave you?”

			“Yes, thank you, dear. I know it’s been a bit riskier than usual for you to get here. You are a brave girl. Your parents would have been proud.”

			Isobel watched a few toddlers run around, unaffected by the stress and fear that epitomized grown-up life. She had no recollection of ever being so carefree. Being an artist was the most important line of work, with the most early and rigorous training there was. And she had her parents to thank. They had sacrificed so much for her.

			“I like to think that they would be happy with my efforts to remain upright amid the depravity we see today.”

			Rippa tilted their head, observing Isobel. They placed the rolled canvases against the wall and the little bottle beside them. “I will admire these in private after you go. Tell me what is on your mind.”

			Isobel looked at her patron, her friend, holding her secret tight. “They’re installing more Trigger repros in the streets. I fear . . . it’ll be all the more difficult to remain steadfast. They want to break us.”

			“They won’t succeed.” Rippa’s voice was soft, but the strain was apparent. They were tired.

			“Sometimes I wonder if it’s foolish for us to persevere.” Isobel watched a red ball roll across the floor, a beige-clad child chasing it.

			“Persevere in what? Virtue? Could you imagine a world without rectitude? A world where all art was dishonourable?” Rippa tried to get Isobel to look at her, leaning over to catch her averting gaze.

			“Well, it might not all be as dishonourable as the next,” Isobel mumbled.

			Her words were lost in a blast from outside the windows. Some of the children screamed, then the room fell silent. Rippa gripped the arms of their chair. Placing a finger under the curtain, Isobel peeked under the fabric. Outside, a semicircle of cargo vans and pickup trucks faced the library, their headlights illuminating it. A big fire raged beside them. Isobel lifted the curtain a little more.

			“Careful!” Rippa said.

			“It’s ok. They’re out front. There must be at least a half dozen trucks. They’ve set fire to your delivery van. That’s what exploded.”

			“Oh, no. Isobel, you must go.”

			Isobel shook her head. “I’m staying. I can help.”

			Rippa stood, lifted their chin, and pulled their shoulders back. “They’ll rough us up, but no more than that. You, they will kill.”

			“They won’t.” Isobel peeked under the curtain again.

			“Isobel. We’re pawns for them. You’re the enemy.” Rippa pushed the curtain down against the glass, blocking the peephole. “You need to go.”

			Isobel stood, conceding. She watched the families huddle, crying children climbing into their parents’ arms. It was wrong—the constant threat that loomed, the destruction that lay before them, the families that surely would be torn apart . . . none of it made sense in a world that venerated beauty. But Rippa was right, Isobel couldn’t stay. Dead, she’d be no good to anyone.

			A candle was blown out, and then another, the room going dark by increments.

			Rippa grabbed Isobel by the shoulders. “Stay safe.”

			The last candle went out just as the library’s front door was kicked in. Howling and the sounds of cracking wood and crashing bowls flooded the hall.

			“Go,” Rippa repeated in earnest. Isobel scurried to the back door.
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				Little Violent Fireflies

			
			Isobel kept her eyes down. Avoiding repros was easy enough, since they were usually lit up or glowing, but it was more of a challenge to avoid the randomly pasted digi-minis affixed on the sides of trucks, garage doors, old telephone poles, garbage cans, or forlorn mailboxes, stealthily flashing their hits of perverse ecstasy as you went by. Catching the usual mere glimpses, Isobel now felt soft caresses and flitting rushes in a way she never had before. Something had shifted when she knelt at Macer’s piece. The Trigger’s art had carved itself a home in her, making way for all sorts of new stimuli. Isobel blinked hard and focused on her sore feet, her thumping heart, the nearly fresh air on her skin as she ran.

			The sight of her building eased her. She crept around back. The pebbles crunching under her footsteps should have been the only sound at this hour. Instead, voices and crashing noises came from above. Burglars never would have been so loud. And besides, the studio held nothing of value. Other than art.

			Against her better judgement, Isobel pulled on the dangling rope tied to the metal ladder and tiptoed her way up. She inched across the grate, and with her back fast against the wall, peeked into her loft.

			Light beams flew left and right. Black shapes moved about, perhaps four of them. They had to be Hounds. The clean ripping sound of knives sliding down the canvas paintings, the smell and hiss of spray paint travelling across the walls—the intruders were destroying everything.

			In the dark, they looked like abstract paintings themselves, made of mostly indiscernible forms. One of them had spiked hair, chains dangled from the belt of another. Blades caught the moonlight that shone through the north window. Little violent fireflies.

			The dresser toppled to the side with a cracking thud. A spread of teeth widened across a face, mouth snickering with pleasure. The whites of their eyes, more like grey in the dark, looked up at Isobel. She twitched back out of sight. Controlled her breathing. Held still. Not wanting to risk looking back in, she crept backwards across the grate, back to the top of the steps, her eyes on the window. A pause, then she urged herself to go. The metallic rattle of her hurried descent resonated loudly, too loudly, into the night. She sucked in her breath and stopped midway. Clenched her teeth. Listened. Lightly now, she scampered down the rest of the way and, from the bottom, peered up at her studio. Nothing. The back fence. She darted for it and crouched, the darkness allowing her shape to blend in with her surroundings. The blue of the moon draped soft ribbons on either side of the building, but these didn’t reach her.

			Next to the old fence, Isobel concentrated on the smashing noises and sporadic cussing. She thought of her few treasures—an old black-and-white photograph of her parents, taken before the Upheaval, a woven twine bracelet she wore as a child, her new squirrel paintbrushes.

			She should have felt more grief over the irreplaceable art. She should have, but she didn’t. There was a disconnect between her and her work, one she suddenly realized had always been there. She had no affection for what she created, only disappointment. It felt dead. The thought gave her a strange jolt.

			It wouldn’t be safe for Isobel to return to her studio, not for a while. The Hounds would be on watch, and the other tenants would not risk their necks covering for her. They weren’t Bunnies. They were like the majority of people in the Dumps—Trigger art users, trying the best they could to keep their habit manageable. Addiction was expensive. 

			Isobel’s neighbours knew she was an artist. They had seen her on more than one occasion, even with her careful methods of entering the building, carrying paintings in her bag. And there was no masking the smell of the paints and intensely redolent lavender spike oil wafting down the hallways, even with towels tucked into the cracks around the door. They knew the danger of her calling but never had a reason to rat her out. Just like they now had no reason to keep her secret.

			Through alleys, shortcuts, and landmarks to guide her way, Isobel headed into lesser-known territory. Keeping her ears out in case someone was on her tail, she moved low and quick. A shadow among the shadows, she was going to find Joanie.
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				Felions

			
			In the middle of a sector that the Upheaval had seen pillaged and destroyed was the headquarters of a small-time cult that had worshipped a God-incarnated cat. The adherents were called Felions, and the New Art Government had crushed them with unrestrained brutality.

			There were no survivors, not even a single kitty-shaped idol left to bless the land. The only testament to the once-thriving cat-loving community were the lonely walls that stood with unwavering stubbornness. Along with equally dogged thickets of petrified trees typical of the Dumps, the ruins of stone, charred beams, and fallen bricks abided the years unchanged.

			Far inside this Felion territory, crouched behind a large slab of stone, Isobel peered out at the only building in sight that had the full integrity of its walls. It even had a few high-set windows, the panes miraculously intact. The roof had been re-thatched with corrugated metal, and the siding was patched with various squares of tin and copper. It was a huge construction, and it didn’t look very solid. Joanie had assured Isobel it was safe, but evidently she hadn’t been talking about its structural soundness.

			They never come, Joanie had told her, referring to the Hounds. From the road, the whole thing looks like a landfill of crumbling walls and zombie trees. This place is a stain. Etching’s worst religious memory. Cat worshippers! Can you imagine? No one would ever want to rebuild a Kitty Temple, even to house the ugliest art. We’re safer from the Hounds here than anywhere else in this shit-stinkin’ world.

			Under the light of the moon, Isobel observed the building. It was deathly still, its occupants most likely sleeping. She touched the ground, finding it suitable to lie on. She would tuck herself against the stone and keep her visit for the next morning, when she would be well rested and the others up and about. She shifted from her crouch as a whisper came to her ear, just as quietly as the steel to her throat.

			“Hello, little spy,” a man’s voice said.

			Isobel’s breath hitched. She slowly raised her hands. “I’m not a threat. I was invited—”

			“We’ll see about that.” The man pulled upward with the knife, strangling Isobel’s words as he forced her to her feet.

			They headed toward the side of the building, Isobel stumbling on uneven ground, pushed along between blade and grip. The man banged loudly on a metal door with one fist, knife-holding Isobel against him with the other. The door opened. A tall blonde dressed in black filled the entrance. She stood two heads taller than Isobel, her stern features angular and sharp.

			“What the hell is this?” She narrowed her eyes at the captive, then at the captor. 

			“Found her lurking ’round front,” the man said. Isobel tried to speak, compelling the man to pull on the knife and force her to stay silently in place.

			The woman peered out into the rubble and dead trees beyond, then nodded. “Bring her in.”

			The blade no longer kissing her skin, Isobel walked between the chiselled-faced woman and the knife wielder down a dark corridor, the end of which abutted on a door of wide black rubber fringes. Pushing them aside, the blonde held them open for Isobel to walk through. The man nudged her with a metal poke in the back, rushing her forward. She stopped on the other side.

			The headquarters looked more like an old factory than a temple, but it held a warmth no industry could manufacture. Up and down the hall were wall sconces, their fires flooding the space with a reddish glow. Three gigantic chandeliers of pillar candles hung from the high ceiling, burning with hundreds of tiny flames and dotting the floor and walls with spots of golden light. The metal chains and forged iron cases created a dance of shadows upon all the surfaces, their penumbras rippling like skirts, in sync with the flames’ quiver.

			Isobel stared awestruck, enchanted despite the circumstances.

			Long wooden tables ran the length of the large room, abutting a system of bedsheets at the far end. Here, broad cuts of greige cloth hung wall-to-wall widthwise, tied with rope to a network of piping. The light of the flames swayed on them all. While the left wall was lined with a margin of empty space, the right offered a variety of stations, one of them being a kitchen decked with its own counter, shelves of bread and canned food, a utility sink, and a generator-powered cooking stove.

			The sculpted blonde rang an oversized, rust-spotted handbell, jerking Isobel out of her daze. Grumbles burbled from the back, and soon bodies were filing out of a linen-framed doorway and into the wide aisle between the tables.

			“We have an intruder!” the blonde called out, shoving the artist forward. The mumbling grew louder, the people came closer. No one looked pleased to have been awoken, sleep lingering in their cloudy heads and dreams stubbornly hanging onto their eyelashes.

			“Zae caught her spying out front. We intend to let you interrogate her before deciding her fate.” The blonde set the bell down and turned to Isobel. “State your name.”

			Isobel looked at the crowd, scanning the irritated faces, looking for one in particular.

			“Your name!”

			“S-sorry. My name is Isobel. And I’m not a spy. I’m an artist—a . . . a Purist.”

			“I got up for this?” someone yelled. “Get her out of here! I’m going back to bed.”

			“Off with her head!” jested another.

			Slowly, questions and complaints were voiced, until everyone was very awake and angry, the trespasser unable to find the courage to speak over the din. The crowd was called to order, but the command only prompted them to shout more. Isobel backed up, fearing the mob more than she had the knife at her throat, and bumped into the tall woman, who smirked mischievously. She was dangling Isobel like fresh meat and enjoying it.

			Elbowing her way through, Joanie emerged from the pyjama-wearing horde, eyes wide with alarm.

			“Izzy!” She ran to her friend and threw her arms around her neck.

			“You know this person?” the blonde said.

			“Yes! Parker, this is the friend I’ve been telling you about. She’s one of us.”

			“If she was one of us, she’d already be here,” said the man named Zae, finally sheathing his knife. “How well do you really know her? She’s an artist, Joan.”

			Joanie turned to him. “Our parents were friends before we were even born. I’ve known her literally forever, and there is no one I trust more on this whole planet. So don’t you worry your little head, ok? She’s here now. If you still want to question her,” she said, waving a dismissing hand at the crowd, “then go ahead, but I can vouch for her. She’ll be a great addition.”

			“Addition?” Isobel whispered.

			“To the gang,” Joanie answered, taking Isobel’s hands in hers. “Finally.”
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				Freedom, or Cake

			
			“You’re safe, Izz.” Joanie squeezed the artist’s hand.

			“I hope so.” Being with Joanie was a balm after a tumultuous day.

			The clamour in the factory died down, and the tall blonde known as Parker sent everyone back to bed. Joanie pulled Isobel along to the tables nearest the stations. She pointed to a bench.

			“Sit,” she said.

			Isobel obeyed and watched as her friend headed for the shelves of bread. Parker appeared beside Joanie and gripped her wrist, holding her away from the small brown loaves. Isobel looked on as Joanie became all frown, her lips moving fast as Parker wagged her finger at her. Finally, Parker let go, five fingers splaying at once and thus ending the dispute. The blonde walked away without granting Isobel a glance.

			Bread and butter in hand, Joanie returned with a triumphant smile. She sat beside Isobel and placed the food in front of her.

			“Here. You must be starving.”

			“I’m always starving,” Isobel said, permitting herself a chuckle. “But don’t mess up the ratios for me. I don’t want to cause any trouble. I just didn’t know where to go.”

			“As if you could cause trouble. Tell me what happened.” Joanie pushed the food closer to Isobel.

			The artist shrugged, then picked up the bread. “Hounds ransacked my place.”

			“And now you led them here?” a worried voice said from behind her. A young man, tall and scrawny, took a seat facing them on the other side of the table. “That would be bad news for us all.”

			“I was careful,” Isobel answered, looking at Joanie. “I would never put you in danger.”

			“We believe you,” Joanie said. She turned to the young man. “Right?” 

			“If you say so.” He brushed aside the long, ragged bangs that fell over his dark eyes.

			“Isobel, this is Phoenix. Phen, for short. He’s probably just talking to us right now because he wants some of your bread.”

			“Hello, Phoenix.” Isobel held out her hand, which Phoenix took but didn’t shake. Instead, he leaned in.

			“Let me be honest,” he said, keeping her hand in his. “If I could choose between freedom and cake, I’d choose cake. But bread will have to do.” He smiled and let go. Isobel grinned and split the piece of bread in two.

			Phoenix brought it to his lips and stalled there, mouth open, his facial muscles suddenly slack. His gaze followed a woman swishing by in sweatpants and a large T-shirt, her short, disarrayed black hair a broken bird nest on her head. She disappeared behind the curtains of linen.

			“Cake, or Eida.” Joanie giggled.

			“Mmm.” Phoenix stared at the sheets. “Both too sweet for this world.”

			“Eat, Isobel,” Joanie ordered. “Don’t worry about ratios. We are master thieves. Food is not an endangered species here.”

			“Lucky you,” Isobel said.

			“No, not lucky,” Phoenix said, snapping back to reality. “Organized. Meticulous. Stealthy. Smart!” He ripped off a piece of bread with his teeth, lips snarling.

			“I don’t doubt it,” Isobel said, covering her mouth full of bread. “Sorry.”

			Joanie cracked a smile. Then she pointed at the man. “Phen is our mapmaker.”

			“Cartographer,” he corrected.

			“He draws them, and keeps them up to date. Mousing around like a true critter of the streets. He records all the spots where they’ve installed new repros or any new roadblocks.”

			“Roadblocks?” Isobel said. Seeing Phoenix was done with his bread, she handed him the rest of hers.

			“Thank the stars you haven’t come across any yet,” Joanie said. “You wouldn’t be here if you had. A lot of the roads leading to the Edge have been recently blocked with control gates. Every so often they move them, just so we don’t know where they’ll be next. Hounds station themselves there, stopping anyone who comes through.”

			“And do what?” Isobel asked.

			“Question them,” Phoenix answered. “If you’re on their side, meaning if you support Trigger art, you’re all good. But if you’re a Bunny . . .” He gave a low whistle.

			Isobel looked at Joanie. “What happens to Bunnies?”

			Joanie sucked her teeth, the zealots a subject that always maddened her. “Since they’re too virtuous to lie, Hounds beat their ass and brand them with a B.”

			“What? Why would they do that?” Isobel almost sprang from her seat. There was a whole community to warn.

			“Oh, calm down. It’s just to rattle their cage a bit. At least they’re not being dropped in the Pit,” Phoenix said, tsking. Joanie gave Isobel a sad look, and Phoenix leaned in closer. “Skylah, curse her rotten heart, is disgusted by people who can’t make up their minds. You see, she might hate Purists and Bunnies, yet at the heart of it, they chose art. That’s the core of the regime. You can build on that. But if you don’t have enough sense to pick either side, you become a threat to the whole institution.”

			“So the thieving Half-Light Rebels are the biggest menace to society?” Isobel accepted the last chunk of bread back from Phoenix.

			“Our nauseating lack of spine is, not our endless pilferage,” he said. “Skylah, damn her vile nature, works hard to make sure everyone is too afraid to step out of line. Certainly you know this, what with that crooked nose of yours. But making examples of us rebels is essential to not having her spiderweb unravel. Hence the new roadblocks. Then it’s straight to the Pit.”

			“But the Pit is for dangerous criminals!” Isobel said.

			“That’s exactly what we are to her.”

			“One of ours is rotting in that hell hole right now,” Joanie said. “Waiting to die of hunger or to be eaten by the others in there with him. Whichever comes first.”

			Tears instantly welled in Isobel’s eyes.

			“Whoa, whoa. Don’t get soft on me, Izz,” Joanie said, her voice low. “I know you. You’re a good person, better than anyone pretends to be. But you are also stronger than you let yourself believe. Don’t you know I’ve been studying you all these years? You are capable of so much. You just need to keep your head up and your back straight, all right? We’re going to need you.”

			Isobel blinked the tears away. Then Phoenix reached both arms over the table and set his hands firmly on her shoulders, making her stiffen.

			“Don’t you worry, Izzypoo. Rebels cry too. Joanie is just being her tough old self.” He gave the artist a little shake and released her. “We’ve got your back. And now, lucky us, you also have ours.”
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				Anything Less than Colossal

			
			The sheet system divided the sleeping quarters into small rectangular nooks. In the middle was a long corridor, which branched out into more linen-bracketed paths, cloth doorways covering the entrance to each of the rebels’ only private spaces in the building. On a raised cot unfolded beside Joanie’s small bed, Isobel lay on her side.

			The artist stared at her friend, unable to rest her mind. At home, after an eventful day, she might have had a can of Camomilk. It never failed to remind her of late afternoons after school, before the Great Burn, plucking the tiny bulbs from the path on her way home. Her memories of life with plants were fuzzy but plentiful. Camomile, she remembered, was yellow and soft and grew through cracks in the concrete with quiet resilience.

			Isobel reached across the gap between the two beds and wiggled her fingers. There was just enough light from the sconces burning in the main room to see Joanie’s shadow-warped features. Fingers interlaced, they stared at each other in the dark. Isobel sighed.

			“You’re worried,” Joanie said.

			“I’ve nothing left, Joan. I don’t have paint or canvas. My precious reserves of spike oil—there’s no way I can ever get more. I’ve no coin, no change of clothes . . .”

			“You’ll make do like the rest of us.” Joanie brushed her thumb over Isobel’s.

			“But I’m not like the rest of you.”

			Joanie let go of Isobel’s hand. “Ugh. Get over it, Izz. You’re not a priest. You’re not holy. You just paint.”

			“But artists are—”

			“Blessed. We know.” Joanie groaned in exasperation. “You need to forget all that shit if you want to survive now. There are too many Hounds who want your blood.”

			Isobel stayed quiet. The sleepy breathing around them got louder the longer they didn’t speak. “Do you think they know what I look like?” she eventually asked.

			“Who knows.” Joanie huffed.

			“They’ve caught me once before. And my name is in the ledgers at the allotment booth.”

			“And they found out where you lived.”

			“They did.” Isobel tucked her arm under her head. “I wonder how. Miss Forge had been eyeing me a bit strangely as of late. You’d think after all that sweet potato mash I shared with her last winter . . .”

			“Skylah, hex her lying tongue, is a master manipulator with an endless amount of coin,” Joanie said. “She could be turning everyone against Purists. Besides, sweet potato mash. Yuck.”

			“There won’t be much turning to do if I’m indeed the last one out there.”

			“Hey, magpies,” someone called out from a neighbouring nook. “Some people are trying to sleep.”

			“Exactly,” Joanie whispered, hiking herself up on her elbow. “You have a very large target on your back. Things need to change. No more goody two-shoes.”

			“But art is sacred. You went through most of the same training as me, you can at least understand why I believe this to be true. Skylah—” 

			Joanie fake-spat to the floor at the use of the ruler’s name. “You should forget everything that snake of a woman has ever said, taught, spewed, or screwed.”

			The friends settled back down, pulling their sheets to their chins.

			“Besides, your art is not sacred to her, it seems,” Joanie said.

			“Ouch.”

			“Sorry.”

			They went silent, the snoring around them climbing in decibels once again.

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Isobel said at last. “I know you think it’s awful, but painting is everything to me. It’s who I am. It’s what I’m most happy doing.”

			“Your art bores you.” Joanie rubbed her eyes with the butt of her palms.

			“You mean it bores you.”

			A balled sock lobbed over the top of the sheet wall and hit Joanie in the face.

			“What the—” Joanie chucked it back over, then pointed her finger at Isobel. “Don’t lie, Izz. Lying is a sin.”

			Isobel flopped onto her back and looked up at the softly glowing shapes undulating on the black ceiling, growing darker now as the candles were gradually blown out.

			“Fine. But it’s not from lack of trying. I just . . . don’t know where my limits are. It’s always been easier to stay safe. I couldn’t bear bringing shame to my family.”

			“Isobel . . .” Joanie’s tone was tired, her admonishments consistently ignored.

			“I’m sorry, but it’s true!” The artist faced Joanie again, then dropped her voice back to a whisper. “You know it’s true. And even though I think this way, when I’m alone with my work, I feel an urge to create something more.”

			“Shocking.”

			“What might it be like, I wonder, to create a painting that would make people feel intense, profound emotions. A painting that might permit a change . . .”

			“Of heart?”

			“Of circumstance,” Isobel said. “In any case, the Bunnies would reject it.”

			“And everyone else,” Joanie said.

			Isobel thought about that and nodded. “They won’t feel a thing as long as there’s Trigger art numbing them to anything less than colossal.” She thought of Macer’s piece. The memory of its effects was already fading, but still the aftertaste remained pleasant.

			It was Joanie’s turn to flip onto her back. She closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re a rebel now.”

			“Perhaps,” Isobel whispered with wonder, mostly to herself.

			The night was long. Isobel said silent prayers for Rippa and the others’ safety, then calmed her heart enough to finally approach the edge of dreamy oblivion. But sounds unusual to her kept driving her from her sleep—the wind whistling through the building’s many cracks, the soft ticks and hiss of debris being swept across the metal roof, the sea of snoring around her. Over fifty bodies had been gathered for her judgement that evening, plus the chiselled Parker and the knife guy Zae. That was a lot of people putting their lives in peril for the sake of not choosing a side. And in spite of everything, they prevailed, existing and moving through society without actually being part of it.

			Isobel had courage—she’d proven it to herself time and time again—but in addition to being morally reprehensible, the thievery Joanie had so often described never seemed worth the risk. Such vice was even less appealing with the threat of the new roadblocks, but she realized the choice to act otherwise was an illusion—collecting her allotment in the square would now be impossible.

			Here at the headquarters, the rebels would provide her with food and shelter. On her own, she would have had to find similar means of subsistence, as hiding among the Bunnies and jeopardizing their safety was simply unfair. No matter where she was she would have to steal, same as the rebels, and yet she wasn’t a bad person. It wouldn’t define her, just as it didn’t make the rebels inherently bad either. Lying in her cot, the panoply of strange sounds moving about her, Isobel decided firmly: She would do whatever was required of her, pitching in to the well-being of the whole. It was the right thing to do. Maybe that was what being a Half-Light Rebel meant: surviving as a community by whatever means necessary, without sacrificing your ideals or your goodness.

			Isobel cracked a small smile in the dark. Her pondering uplifted her spirits, but she still knew that at heart, painting was all she truly wanted to do.

			Someone’s snoring hitched loudly. Isobel sat up. The fire in the sconces had been put out, and there were no more shapes ghosting through the veils of linen. She reached for her backpack under her cot, pulled it up beside her, and blindly searched through it. Her hands found a pen and a small sketchbook. She had forgotten they were there. A wave of calm passed gently through her, reassuring as a hug. More searching provided more forgotten objects: an old pack of playing cards, a pocket knife, a ball of string, a comb. She pulled out the comb, unbraided her hair, and sat in the dark, untangling knots.
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				Shit Soup

			
			Isobel opened her eyes, the comb clutched in her hands and her cheek drenched in drool. Joanie was threading on some black cargo pants.

			“Rise and shine, beautiful. Enough grooming in your sleep.” She eyed the comb.

			“Right.” Isobel threw her legs over the side of her cot and dropped the comb into her bag. She climbed back into her green slacks, pulled her hair into a quick ponytail, and followed Joanie out of the sheet maze.

			The morning sun beamed through the high horizontal windows in angles that illuminated the upper half of the factory, and below, open carriage doors let more light in through the length of the building. It was a bright day and the place was abuzz. People were lined up at the kitchen station for their breakfast, others already eating or clearing out. It pleased Isobel to witness their camaraderie, confirming her lofty thoughts of the night before.

			“Izzy!” Phoenix called out from one of the tables near the centre of the room.

			“Go, I’ll bring the food.” Joanie took off.

			Smiles faded as Isobel walked down the aisle, questioning glares replacing lively demeanours. Phoenix waved at the people across from him to move over, like he would at pesky flies. Isobel apologized to them before she sat.

			“Sleep well?” he asked.

			“Not really,” she said.

			“Good. Fresh day, fresh start. So, tell us. What’s your story, really?” Phoenix asked. Isobel shrugged. He showed her his empty palms, pleading. “Come on.”

			“There’s not much to tell, um, Phen. Joanie and I are childhood friends.” Isobel peered around the room, searching for her, uncomfortable under the young man’s scrutinizing gaze. She sighed heavily. “She’s been harassing me for years to come join you guys. As you know, my place got ransacked last night, and I had nowhere to go.”

			Phoenix nodded. “A real pity. First raid?”

			“I live in a quiet building.” Isobel fiddled with her hands, checked her jagged fingernails, dried paint still crusted underneath.

			“There are fewer and fewer of those now,” Phoenix said, grinning at Joanie, who squeezed in with two plates and Eida in tow. Isobel accepted her dish from Joanie and thanked her.

			“Hello,” Eida said, dropping onto the bench next to Phen and bumping into the person previously beside him. She smiled with fake regret as they got up and left. She turned, a wisp of steam rising between her and the little group. “What are we talking about?”

			“Injustice, cruelty, suffering,” said Phoenix.

			“Ah, the usual pleasantries. And what of the elephant in the room?”

			Isobel’s gaze fell to her toast. Joanie grimaced.

			“Now let’s get this straight.” Eida shoved a spoonful of piping-hot gruel into her mouth and swallowed. “Artists think they’re a notch above the rest only because the government made them believe so. They’re not special. No offence, lady friend, but you don’t know the secrets of the universe any more than the rest of us do.” She stirred her food and blew on it. “Let’s go over the basics, shall we?”

			Phoenix and Joanie giggled, getting comfortable.

			“Twenty years ago, Skylah, beshrew her snake mind, acquired an army of Dougs—puppet guards that do her every bidding—and hacked her way to the top with her mountains of coin and unrestrained violence against those who opposed her, meanwhile persuading the foolish denizens of the nobility of her artistic mission by means of a steady upchuck of confusing, passionate drivel.”

			“And tits. She’s got convincing tits,” a voice said from another table.

			“It took a year for her to destroy this irritating little thing called religion—the reason for all suffering and conflict, according to her—along with hundreds of buildings, landmarks, and whole-ass neighbourhoods,” Eida continued. “So now religions are finally gone, kaput. And their leaders? Killed, burned, and forgotten. So be it. You see me crying? But then she decides to elevate art as the new faith. Because people needed more force-fed ideologies? What in the burnt crotch planet is she from? It doesn’t matter, because for some reason, people love her. She was a damn billionaire by the age of ten thanks to the corrupt businessmen known as dead daddy and dead grandad—and for some shameful reason people admire the rich and believe all the crap they say, as if their fortune is a result of being right, and therefore blessed by the Good Light or something. So, thanks to her coin-gilded guile, the people proceed to consume and worship paintings and sculptures and any shit stain on canvas as their new source of spiritual ecstasy.”

			Eida took a breath and shook her head.

			“The catch is this: With the extremes in wealth and poverty at their worst, fame and fortune incite the new, venerated artists to outdo each other, each becoming more and more shocking, perverse, and vile in an attempt to provoke the most visceral and addictive reactions. Ta-da! Trigger art is born. Then that self-appointed Mother Patron covers her ass with a dome and blasts us all to hell with her shit bomb, splitting the shinies from the crusties. Are you following?”

			“Get to the point!” someone called out, annoyed.

			The artist gripped both sides of her plate, eyeing the people around her, Joanie, the exit, while Eida spooned in more gruel.

			“Now she is playing her little game, taking her time, giving the people outside her darling city walls the bare minimum to survive. Like it makes her benevolent or some shit, when in fact we know she hates every single one of us. Complete hypocrite. Now, the Hounds . . .” She brandished her spoon, lumps sliding down the sides of the handle. “At least they are honest. No mind games. They just want more gallery time. In the city, they lead new adherents directly to the potent stuff. Here, all they can do is sell cards, but the market is large. A lot of people means a lot of cards means a lot of coin. So they go hard, since a general agreement on our worthlessness has made it acceptable to exploit and abuse us. Given all this, I’d like to know, lady friend, how in this big soup of shit are you any less shit than we are. Hmm? Because Skylah, fuck her, put a hot brand to your spoiled brat skin?” Eida sat back, angry jaw muscles flexing.

			“I bet it weighs a ton,” Phoenix said, giving Isobel’s wrist a nod of the head.

			Joanie, ignoring the history lesson, had plunged into her scrambled eggs. 

			“There’s no winning!” Eida tossed her spoon into her empty metal bowl with a clang. “Either we fuck that city up, or we get out of here. Find another place to live.”

			No one spoke; mouths concentrated on chewing. Eida peered up at the high windows bright with morning.

			“You know there’s nothing out there,” Joanie mumbled, face over her food.

			“I’ll go with you,” Phoenix said. He leaned on his elbow and stared at Eida beside him, chin in hand. His free hand wandered spider-like toward Joanie’s breakfast bun.

			“You would follow Eida through the gates of hell, as they used to say,” Joanie said. Then she slapped Phoenix’s hand out of the way. “If you want to keep your stupid, ugly fingers, keep them out of my plate.”

			“What are you thinking, man?” Eida said, reprimanding her admirer. “Did you already forget Rex?”

			Isobel looked over to where Eida had pointed. A man was waiting in line for his food, his shirt sleeve tied in a knot at the end of his wrist, where a hand should have been.

			“He tried to steal a wedge of roasted potato from Joanie’s plate last month.” Eida shook her head.

			Isobel turned to Joanie, suddenly feeling like she didn’t know her friend at all. Eida burst out laughing, and the others followed suit.

			“Funny.” Isobel took a bite of her toast, thick with butter and jam, and chewed out her embarrassment. She closed her eyes, the sweet strawberries bringing back summer picnics in the yard, freshly washed linen on the clothesline. She hadn’t tasted jam in over seventeen years. It was just another thing her family had sacrificed in order to afford art school, and which Isobel never could afford to purchase from the Edge Market afterward. “Mmm. This is so damn good.”

			Joanie spat her drink in surprise. “She swore!”

			“See?” Phoenix said. “She’s already becoming shittier. She’ll do just fine.”
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				My Future Death

			
			While the rebels slowly got ready for their daily tasks, Joanie brought Isobel outside to the far end of the building, where they washed up with sludge on a large slab of cement. Isobel rinsed her mouth with MintSmack and only gagged once. Her tongue was throbbing with pain and heat but her teeth were very clean. She was issued a T-shirt and a pair of pants. Once they were dressed and fresh and back indoors, the chiselled blonde made her way to them.

			“Isobel,” Parker said, unsmiling. She extended her hand. “I think proper introductions are in order now that we’ve all had a good night’s sleep. I’m Parker, leader of the Half-Light Rebels.” Isobel took the woman’s hand and was greeted with a needlessly tight squeeze. Released, Isobel rubbed her knuckles while Parker looked her up and down.

			“You are to stay here, in the headquarters. We can’t afford you being a liability. You don’t look very sturdy, though I wouldn’t expect more from an artist.”

			“We run a lot,” Joanie explained to Isobel, trying to soften Parker’s words. “And climb and crawl and stuff like that.”

			“We also fight, and steal,” Parker said. She flung her arm sideways and pointed to the wall. “It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. If you get caught, you will be killed. I don’t want any of my men slowed down or risking themselves for you. Do you think you’re worth the life of any one of my thieves? Do you?”

			Taken aback, Isobel glanced at Joanie for help, but Joanie was hiding behind her hand, pretending to scratch her forehead. The artist turned back to Parker, who continued glowering.

			“No one would have to slow down for me,” Isobel said. “I can run too. I run all the time.”

			“I’m sure you do. While you flick paint everywhere.” Parker’s nostrils flared. She took a step closer, gaze drilling down on Isobel. “You stay here. Until I figure out what to do with you.”

			Before she turned to walk away, Parker looked at Joanie. “Come see me. After.”

			“Will do,” Joanie said with a firm nod.

			The leader walked away from them and into one of the stations, this one with hand-drawn maps plastered on the wall. She sat at a round table, in front of Phoenix, papers strewn about between them. Out of the pile, the cartographer pulled out what looked like yet another map, and they both hunkered over it, discussing and pointing.

			Isobel sighed, watching them. “She’s right, you know. I’m not tough. Not the way you all are.”

			“We’ll figure it out, Izz.” Joanie stepped in front of Isobel and placed her hands on the artist’s shoulders. “You might not be a fighter, or a thief, but you have a creative mind. That can be very useful.”

			Isobel drooped under her friend’s touch. “Try to convince Parker of that. She clearly dislikes me. And what’s that about dogs eating dogs? I’ve never even seen one dog, let alone two eating each other. That sounds terrible. Regardless, I don’t want to feel like a prisoner here, Joan.”

			“We’re keeping you safe, sweet friend.” Joanie chuckled and dropped her hands. “Things are getting worse, you know. It might sound callous, but I’m glad the Hounds got your studio. You would have gotten much worse on the streets. Never mind what Phen said, there is only one side they care about. Your life was a tragedy waiting to happen.”

			“At least I was where I belonged, doing what I was meant to.” The corners of Isobel’s mouth pulled farther downward.

			“No, you weren’t,” Joanie said. “You were stagnating and you know it. Jeopardizing your life for it too. Those Hounds just want to put you in the ground. Can’t convert you? In the ditch you go.”

			“You speak so casually of my future death.”

			“Ha! You’re not leaving these headquarters, so you’re not dying anytime soon.” Joanie winked. She spotted Zae and motioned to Isobel to walk with her.

			“I wasn’t there when the Hounds found my studio,” Isobel said, picking up her pace to keep up with Joanie’s brisk walk across the way.

			“That’s right. You were lucky.” Joanie kept her eyes on Zae.

			“Was I? How did they even find my place? I always make sure I’m not being followed.”

			“There’s a first time for everything.”

			Isobel reached out and grabbed Joanie’s arm, jerking her to a stop.

			“You knew I wasn’t going to be there,” Isobel said. “You knew I had a delivery. Did you have something to do with it? Did you tip them off so that I’d finally come running?”

			“For art’s sake, Izz. Of course not! I’d never do that.” Joanie swung back around and moved along, speaking loudly over her shoulder. “You’re my best friend. I’ve never been skinny-dipping with anyone else.”

			“We were four years old, Joanie,” Isobel said, blushing and looking around to see if anyone heard.

			“Still, pretty badass for future Purists.” Joanie stood at the edge of what seemed to be a sparring mat, by the wall on the other side of the tables directly opposite to the stations. She looked around. “Where the hell did he go?”

			Isobel reached out and put her hand on Joanie’s wrist, gently this time. “When did you see them last?”

			Joanie knew she meant her parents. “I saw them at the Edge last week, buying corn and apples.” Joanie stopped searching for Zae, her expression now twisted with worry. “They looked so skinny, Izz. Worse than you.”

			“You think they’d accept your help?” Isobel asked. “With food?”

			“They’d probably throw it out. I’ve never met more zealous humans in my life.” Joanie watched the rebels milling about. They were a diverse group of people who had both fighting spirit and antagonistic feelings about art, just like her. “These are the people for me, Izz. I hope you can find a family in them too.”

			Zae walked toward them. Isobel recognized him as the man who held a knife to her throat the night before. He was tall, but not as tall as Parker. Muscular, but not broad. His gait was relaxed, his face hard. He stopped in front of Isobel. After an uncomfortable moment, she cleared her throat and turned to Joanie only to realize she had left.

			“You don’t need her to babysit you, do you?” Zae said, his tone clipped.

			“No.” Isobel pouted, tired of the rebels’ rudeness.

			“Good. It’s grown-ups who fight evil. Not babies.” He walked away from her toward a rack bolted to the wall.

			“I’m not a baby,” she said quietly, the words making her feel like one.

			Zae stepped to the centre of the mat and motioned Isobel over.

			“Here you go.” He handed her a skipping rope. “Skip, until I tell you to stop.”

			Isobel took the rope. “Why?”

			“All right, then.” He clapped his hands together with finality and left.

			Everyone bustled with purpose, the pack thinning as they left the building in groups of twos and threes, faces wrapped in the bandanna common to the Dumps, and foreheads streaked with crink. Joanie, blue cloth pulled under her chin, threw Isobel a kiss from the rubber-fringed door, her wavy dark-brown hair tucked into a black ball cap, unlit cigarette clinging to her lips. Following behind were Eida and a man with a low ponytail. All wearing empty backpacks, the rebels pushed through the entranceway, the tread from the tires it was made of now apparent in the brighter light of day. Isobel spotted Phoenix alone at the mapping station, head buried in his work. With a defeated sigh, the artist stepped over the rope, swung it over her head, and skipped.
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				Like a Flower

			
			Out of breath, Isobel stopped and looked around. Zae was nowhere to be seen, nor Parker. She dragged her arm across her clammy forehead.

			“Keep skipping, Magpie!” someone yelled. Isobel turned to see a group of three women standing by the bedsheet system, scowling at her, arms folded across their chests. Isobel huffed and started skipping again, one sluggish foot at a time. 

			On and off, she jumped. Her light grey shirt became dark and heavy with perspiration, her tongue dry like cloth against the roof of her mouth. She pushed through the muscle burn, travelling inward, somewhere beyond her fatigue, to a place where her panting and the ticking of the rope against the floor counted down the seconds—

			tick tick tick

			Zap!

			Blood spurted from the woman’s neck—that warm neck that smelled like home—shock filling her loving eyes. Those hands, rough and leathery from hard work but oh-so-tender in touch, reached up, quickly overcome with crimson.

			A muffling silence blanketed everything. The only discernible sound was Isobel’s panicked wheezing, so loud in her own head. She watched her mother, painted with blood, fall backwards into the tussling crowd. Isobel’s muscles tightened, ready to go to her. Clouds of dust rose from the rush of countless bodies criss-crossing between them. Isobel coughed, pushed a foot forward. Then, her father. He was there, to her left, running toward her, waving his arms frantically. His mouth, shaping the words she could see but couldn’t hear: Get away. Teetering between forging ahead and fleeing, she stood stupefied, chaos noiselessly dancing around her.

			As she relived the memory, terror dug in its claws. She knew what came next.

			Her father took another few steps. His body jerked. A burst of scarlet bloomed from his chest like a flower. A rose. He stumbled, clutched his wound. Landed spent. Gaze vacated. 

			Fiery stabs of muscle cramps seized Isobel all at once. She fell to the ground with a cry and hurriedly went to work massaging her calves. It was a voice, over a megaphone, that had pulled her from her daydream.

			“—colour paradise! Today only! By the main gates, Dagger’s new art cards await! New art cards! New art cards! Come get your mind blown! A colour paradise! Today only! By the main gates . . .”

			The repeated sales pitch gradually tapered away, leaving the headquarters in a church-like quiet.

			“Hounds,” Phoenix scoffed beside her. “Today only my ass.”

			Isobel struggled to her feet, grabbing his hand as he helped her up.

			“They’re just doing what they think they need to do,” Isobel said in a strained voice.

			“Oh, you’re defending them? You really are an old breed. Seeing the good in everyone and all that,” Phoenix said. Then he gestured toward the kitchen station. They walked.

			“The Hounds work for the Triggers. Maybe if the Triggers treated them better, they wouldn’t be so mean,” Isobel said.

			“Your goodness is endearing. And you are right, in a way, but it’s more complex than that. Triggers, most particularly the very successful and very privileged Big Seven, live in manses, receive disproportionately big wages, and are continuously showered with free shit. Their state-sanctioned pay, food, and clothes are all delivered right to their door. No collecting an artist’s wage down in the Dumps amid filth and fear like you have to, my friend. They are worshipped, yes. But they are merely pampered rockstars, not saints.” Phoenix went behind the counter and retrieved a can of SweetVit. He handed it to Isobel. “Thanks to the dipped-out sweat of Hounds, the cycle endlessly continues, everyone content, or inextricably entangled, with their lot. Nothing is going to change until we make it change.”

			Isobel cracked the can open and gulped it down. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and sighed. “Thank you.”

			“No problem. It’s free.”

			“So how do you know so much about these things?” she asked.

			“People love to talk. We eavesdrop.”

			Isobel dropped the empty can in the bin by the counter and sat on a bench by one of the tables. “Well, Trigger life doesn’t sound so bad right about now.”

			Phoenix pinched the bridge of his nose. “You can’t be serious.”

			“Relax, I’m kidding. But maybe you’ve heard a little about me too? I’ve been painting for scraps all my life, Phen. There was never any other way for me. My parents wanted—” Isobel’s chest tightened, the flashback of their deaths fresh in her mind, in her bones. “There hasn’t been a day I haven’t struggled. Not since I started school as a wee child, nor since graduation when I got my branding, and certainly not since my parents were killed. Stars, I’m exhausted. And I must say, it is unexpectedly relieving to be here among you. But truth be told, eating a proper meal at least once a day, having a pillow to lay my head on and quality paints to work with—that would be all the luxury I need.”

			“You have all that here,” Phoenix said. “Minus the pillow. And the paint.”

			“Vital elements,” Isobel said.

			Phoenix regarded her, clicking his tongue in mock disappointment. “Pillows are overrated.”

			“Careful, your modesty is showing.” Isobel smiled.

			“Well, you certainly have a lot to be angry about. Just like us. Turn that exhaustion into rage and we—”

			“Who told you to stop, Purist?” Zae called out from the mat where Isobel had been skipping, his arms akimbo, jaw set.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “My body has shut down. I gave it all I could.”

			“Weak,” Zae said, reproachful.

			“But what about Phen?”

			“Hey, don’t drag me into this,” Phoenix said.

			“He’s not out there running and climbing and stealing. He’s—” Isobel looked at Phoenix, then his station. “He’s not even mapping!”

			“Hey, whoa! Mapman is on a break. I work hard. Every night I mouse the streets, you know. I’m not just brains, I’m brawn too. You just can’t tell, because it’s all inner muscle.” He peered down at his biceps and flexed them without lifting his arms. Isobel stifled a laugh.

			“See Zae over there, it’s all superficial.” Phoenix pointed from afar, drawing air circles around Zae’s toned arms, chest, thighs. “Those big bumps, they don’t mean anything. I’m just as strong as him.”

			Zae ignored him, picked up the discarded skipping rope, and strung it up on a hook. He stood with his back to them, facing the wall. After a low growl clearly meant for them to hear, he turned and stomped toward the pair.

			“Uh-oh,” Phoenix said.

			“Listen very carefully,” Zae said, towering over Isobel. She shifted uneasily in her seat, refusing to lift her gaze to meet his. “You are badly mistaken if you think you’re going to sit here and paint. We can’t eat your paintings, we can’t sell your paintings. Hell, according to what I heard, we can’t even enjoy your paintings.”

			“Ooooh.” Phoenix put his palm to his face, then peeked out between his fingers.

			Zae sighed, irritated. “If you’re not going to pull your weight, you can strut your artist ass back home and see how that works out for you.”

			Isobel perked up, then sank back into herself, remembering her trashed studio and the Hounds who could be waiting for her. Besides, she was getting used to the idea of staying.

			“That’s what I thought,” Zae said. “Now you see that broom in the corner over there? That’s your new paintbrush. Get to work.”

			He marched off to speak with other rebels.

			Isobel deflated into a slouch. “Good Light help him, what is his deal?”

			“Come,” Phoenix said. Isobel stood with a grunt. Phoenix slung an arm around her shoulders and led her to the broom corner. “That, my friend, is a man who commands respect, often to the detriment of a person’s dignity. Mostly he wants to please the big boss. Otherwise, he’d be all soft under that hard exterior.”

			“How disingenuous,” Isobel said, grimacing under Phoenix’s tight squeeze.

			“Yeah, well. I have to forgive him. He’s my brother, unfortunately. Nothing I can do for it.” He freed Isobel from his one-armed embrace.

			“Your brother.” She eyed the mostly empty headquarters and wondered how many of the Half-Lights were related. “That must be nice.”

			“Family is not defined only by blood,” Phoenix said.

			“The others, they don’t like me,” she said.

			He pinched his mouth sideways, deliberating. “They just need a bit of time to see you want the same things as them—safety, freedom to be who you want to be without fearing persecution, a pillow . . .” He grinned, then grabbed the broom and examined the splinters along its handle. “You know, Izz, maybe we’re not artists in the same right as you. But there’s an art to doing anything worth doing, by doing it well and wholeheartedly. Even sweeping the floor.”

			He handed Isobel the implement, tapped her gently on the back, and left her to her duties.
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				Brown Ochre

			
			With its sorghum bristles worn down to the twine that tied them together, the broom resembled some of Isobel’s paintbrushes—good-for-nothing stumps that needed to be used all the same.

			However, the similarities ended there. Phoenix was wrong; sweeping was not an art. Well and wholeheartedly was simply the proper way to do things. To not put heart into work was a waste of life, exchanging mediocrity for unretrievable time. Art, the way Isobel had been taught in the institute, called for more than heart. It required sacrificing control, and dying to self. Then, and only then, could something greater, something hidden, come through. It needn’t be crafty or clever, it only had to be true. And then maybe, just maybe, what was created would move someone, and transport them to a place of no control. 

			Somehow, Triggers had succeeded where Isobel had failed. Their art offered transcendence, but only into places where the Good Light couldn’t reach—that’s what the traditionalists had always preached. But they were wrong too. When she experienced the Macer piece, there had been light everywhere. 

			Harsh truths floated about while Isobel carefully swept—the curious dispassion she felt about her own art, the rebels who scorned her, her best friend risking her life every day to find food, and her parents, who were still heartbreakingly dead, gunned down by bloodthirsty Hounds. Fresh thoughts of Rippa and the rest of the Bunnies suddenly inundated her, and she wondered if some of them had escaped the raid or if they had all succumbed to the truncheons. And still as the knot in her stomach lingered, she considered Skylah and realized how misplaced the veneration she had tenaciously felt for the woman was. In the tranquility created as Isobel steered the broom, she could begin to see how messy the feeling that lived in her was, a melding of two diametrically opposed elements: her profound love for art, and the harm art caused. She always assumed that to protect one meant to accept the other, both of them being so deeply embedded in the mother system. Since childhood, this flawed machine was what had given her the nebulous holy status she had cherished and, most importantly, what had permitted her the means to apply paint to canvas in the first place. In that act alone there was so much beauty, and as the years trickled by and the injustices slowly grew worse, her faith that this beauty could bring back some form of harmony to the world had kept her hopeful. And despite everything, hope remained.

			Yet here she was, still far from ease, and so far from an easel.

			Isobel raked the broom through the stations. Behind the food counter, the dustpan received fallen nuts and crumbs. These would be dumped in a shallow trough for the mice out in the yard. It wasn’t much as far as wildlife went, but it slowed down yet another extinction, all while keeping the disease-carrying rodents away from the building.

			Stepping onto lush carpet in the morning is the dream, but not if it comes with squeaks, Phoenix had told her.

			There was a well-concealed station tucked behind the kitchen area and bordering the rubber-fringed door, four black shelving units creating walls too tall to see over. A narrow opening between two of them let Isobel in.

			Up and down, the shelves were stocked with melee weapons—knives, clubs, clubs with spikes, knives with teeth, daggers, brass knuckles, daggers with brass-knuckle handles, swords, sickles, axes, hatchets, a few spears. No blasterguns.

			Isobel ran her fingers over some of the weapons, their leather strappings, their bone handles, their sharp blades. She leaned the broom against a shelf and picked up a dagger. It was heavy. Isobel stabbed into the foot of empty space before her with a sharp jab, then waved the blade around, carving curvy strokes into the air. She studied its teeth and its hefty ribbed handle with smooth finger grooves. Catching the blurry reflection of her eyes in the tarnished blade, she brought it closer.

			“Hello,” she said, then softly replaced the knife on the shelf and slipped out of the small enclosure.

			On the other side, between the kitchen and the map station, was the infirmary. It stocked glass jars stuffed with gauze, disinfectants, dried herbs, and salves, trays of scissors, scalpels, and curved suture needles. There were mysterious glossy vials and bottles of colourful, yummy-looking pills. Isobel only had basic wound-dressing skills, but she knew some people in the Dumps carried knowledge passed down from a time before the land was barren. She had only visited such a person a handful of times as a child, and afterwards it was Rippa, with some basic understanding of herbs thanks to their access to books on the subject, who had advised her when an ailment struck. Getting the ingredients was another matter altogether, and so it was commonplace for one to simply power through illness and hope for the best. Isobel looked over the containers—the materials all stolen, for certain—and resolved to meet the rebel medicine person and express her admiration.

			Isobel swept around the leather-upholstered stretcher, and next proceeded to the mapping station, where Phoenix was again curled over some papers. He lifted his head at her approach.

			“Made it an art yet?”

			“Not quite,” she said. 

			Phoenix shrugged.

			A semicircle of waist-high bookshelves created his work area, at the centre of which was the round table at which he sat. Yellowed manilla maps plastered the wall. The Dumps Isobel knew so well, along with fringe parts she had never explored, were meticulously inked out over and over. The lower arch of Mahl City, always depicted by a bowed red line, floated above the thick crescent of tightly gridded streets the rebels called home. Scribbled over that were colour-coded circles, squares, and dots. 

			The tops of the shelves displayed the cartographer’s apparatus: a pair of compasses, various rolls of paper, callipers, and rulers. Pieces of charcoal and inking quills lay close by. Isobel’s heart thumped erratically as she touched the charcoal and rubbed the black residue between her fingers.

			Phoenix cleared his throat and nodded to the free chair. Setting the broom aside, Isobel sat and then pulled herself closer to him in small hops.

			“So, here’s the headquarters, and all of this is the Felions Estate, now called the Half-Light Zone.” He drew a circle with his index finger. “These solid black squares represent buildings with four standing walls, which are very few, and the empty squares are the collapsed or structurally damaged ones. The green dots indicate if there are people in any of them. Around the headquarters everything is empty, being so deep in the territory, but it’s not uncommon to find squatters near the edge here.”

			His finger left the rebel lands, ran over some lines, and stopped at a red X. “These are roads, and this is a roadblock.”

			Isobel inspected the map. It was generously peppered with the offensive Xs.

			“What are those?” She pointed to a thin purple rectangle.

			“Those are the new full-size reproductions, not your usual laser-repros. These are huge. You can’t afford to fall face to face with one of those. You’ll get sucked into a staring contest, and you will not win. You’re a lost cause after that. The side will be chosen for you.”

			Heat filled Isobel’s chest as she remembered the cobalt violet and Veronese green. She didn’t feel like a lost cause.

			“Does it happen? Have you lost any adherents because of those?”

			“First of all, we’re not adherents. This is not a religion, stars forbid. We leave the Good Light and all that stuff to you Purists. We’re just people who don’t believe in the way the world is run, and don’t accept living by its rules. Instead of bending, we resist.” Phoenix leaned back and frowned, assessing Isobel. He then bent forward over the table, elbows digging into the inked paper, fingers interlaced. “In the last month, we’ve lost one rebel to art. Her only thought now is to earn coin for cards. We’ve also lost one to the Hounds; as we speak, he is slowly awaiting death.”

			“The man Joanie spoke of yesterday,” Isobel said.

			“His name was March.” Phoenix closed his eyes and worked his fingertips up and down against his forehead.

			Isobel bit the inside of her cheek thoughtfully then tightened her fists. “I want to help.”

			The mapmaker sat straight, shifting back into business mode. “Good. You can start by finishing your sweeping job. Then Zae’s putting you on cooking duty.”

			Isobel’s face went blank. She picked up the broom and walked out of the station.

			The factory had almost fully emptied itself by then, leaving only Phoenix, Isobel, and the muffled patter of someone training with wall-mounted boxing pads. Isobel brushed her way into the sleeping nooks, picking up any fallen objects and laying them on the beds as she worked in and out of each one. She turned and flinched as she bumped into someone, the broom slipping out of her grip and clanging onto a dresser. Objects crashed to the ground.

			“What are you doing in here?” Zae asked.

			Isobel scrambled to pick up the toppled items. “Sweeping. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to send these flying.”

			“You shouldn’t be in here. Everyone is responsible for their own nook. It’s the only private space we have. We certainly won’t share it with the cleaning lady.”

			“I’m not a cleaning lady,” Isobel said. “Sweeping . . . can be an art too.”

			Zae rolled his eyes and snatched a small wooden sculpture from Isobel’s hands. “No artists allowed, then. Go.”

			“That’s art.” She pointed to the palm-sized statuette he held, a human leg that sprouted into a two-headed snake.

			“Don’t care.” He placed it firmly on the dresser and faced her. “Get out of my nook.”

			Isobel hurried out, wanting nothing more but to look at the statuette a while longer.
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				Shadows Are My Friends

			
			The troops tumbled noisily into the headquarters, scattering in all directions. Joanie rushed to the infirmary station. Bent over the stretcher, she struggled with a couple of others to place Eida comfortably. Her leg was a gory mess. The two others moved swiftly around the wheeled bed while Joanie held pressure on Eida’s thigh, white fat and bright red blood crowning her mangled knee.

			“You’ll be fine, sweetie. We got this,” Joanie said. Eida moaned, eyes squeezed shut.

			Joanie was ushered out of the way. In the utility sink shared with the kitchen, she washed her hands with a cup of sludge and saw Isobel standing nearby.

			“What happened?” Isobel asked.

			Phoenix came running, face blanched, panic-stricken eyes searching. One of the two medics held him away with a hand to his chest.

			“Too many bodies, Phen,” they said.

			Anguished, he leaned in on a slant, around the medic’s hand, and spoke to Eida in a soft, shaky voice. Joanie walked over to him and whispered something in his ear. He slumped his shoulders. Both joined Isobel, and the three of them watched from a distance as Eida was attended to.

			“New roadblock,” Joanie answered Isobel’s prior question. “We doubled back, but they had already seen us. Eida caught her knee in some rebar sticking out of a cement block we jumped over. I think. No one saw her fall. Santi . . .” She twirled her finger around and finally pointed to a stocky, squarely built man talking with Parker by the sheets. “That one there. He grabbed her and flung her on his back. The Hounds were close. They started shooting.” Joanie gave her face a vigorous rub. 

			“And you made it back,” Isobel said. “That’s incredible.”

			“Well, this time it was luck.” Joanie took Phoenix by the elbow. He was stuck in a shocked daze, staring at Eida. “Phen, let’s check over those maps. Mousing twice a night might be a good idea.”

			Their voices melded with the background bustle as they walked away. Isobel turned her attention back to the infirmary. She observed the healers—one was white-haired and the other younger, both equipped with sinewy, muscular arms, graceful hands and focused gazes. They were as captivating as she had imagined them.

			Eida’s eyelids were drooping despite the noise, or because of it, as if it were a soothing, familiar lullaby.

			Someone thumped Isobel’s shoulder.

			“Zae tells me you’ll be on kitchen duty this week.” A young boy, his head barely arriving at Isobel’s chest, was the thumper. His hands quickly dove into his trouser pockets.

			“All week?” Isobel said, her voice an irrepressible whine.

			The boy bounced from his heels to the balls of his feet, making his height vacillate. “Unless you’re ready for Hounds and rebar.”

			“You were out there today?” Isobel peered at him from head to toe, trying to guess his age.

			“Sure was. Not with Eida’s crew, though. I do east-side morning pilfers,” the boy said. Isobel arched her brows in surprise, the reaction earning her a proud smile. “I’m small and I fit in small places. Shadows are my friends.”

			The next hour was spent chopping potatoes and shelling peas with Trudy, the rebels’ long-time cook, a plump woman with no eyebrows. Isobel served the hungry shoplifters, receiving a skeptical once-over from Zae, before finally sitting down with her own bowl. Someone approached at her side, plopped down on the bench, and locked her in a hug.

			“Joanie, I’m eating.” Isobel struggled to keep her spoonful of stew from spilling midway between her bowl and her mouth.

			“Sorry.” Joanie released her. “I’m just so very happy you’re here. And also very scared something might happen to you.”

			Isobel swallowed and wiped the corners of her mouth with a pinch of her fingers. “I don’t think I’ll be permitted out of here anytime soon. I’m on food duty all week.”

			Joanie smiled. “That’s good.”

			“Oh, is it?” Isobel said, her chewing more aggressive, her eyes narrowed playfully.

			“You’re an artist, Izz. Not a thief. Better to stay here. You could never outrun the Hounds.”

			“I could nev— What do you think I’ve been doing all these years? All I do is paint and run, Joanie. I’m stealthy, and I fit into narrow spaces.” She grinned. “Shadows are my friends.”

			“I know, Izz, I know. But, that crooked nose of yours, it sends a message.” Joanie looked in Isobel’s bowl, plucked the spoon out of Isobel’s hands, and scooped out a potato.

			“It sends the message that I can take a hit.” Isobel held out her hand. Joanie returned the spoon with an exaggerated pout.

			“Seriously,” Isobel continued, pushing chunks around. “I can be of better use to you out there than by housekeeping here.”

			“There may be a solution to your predicament,” Phoenix said as he sat across from the women. “I come bearing sensitive news.”

			“Can she listen in?” Joanie said.

			Phoenix eyed Isobel, who chewed and squinted impishly.

			“I can be useful,” she said with her mouth full. “I’m creative.”

			“Actually, you’re the one I want to speak to.” Phoenix placed a scroll on the table between them. He unrolled it and pinned the corners down with Isobel’s drinking cup, her uneaten bun, and her clean knife, and then he pointed to a communal butter dish. Isobel gave it to him and he tucked the last corner under it.

			“Here.” He tapped his finger on the streets below the southwestern part of Mahl’s fortress wall. “The Hounds have no blocks here. We thought it was because it’s so close to one of the district’s main entry gates. But all the other secondary gates have stops, so that theory is out. Fact remains, there are no roadblocks. Not for now, anyway.” Phoenix looked around to see if anyone was within earshot. Then he leaned in a little closer and whispered. “I heard Parker talking with Zae about a shipment of confiscated Purist paintings that’s going to enter through that gate, in two days.”

			“Yeah, I heard that too,” Joanie said. “It’s not a secret. Why the hell are you whispering?”

			“My paintings!” Isobel sat up.

			“Parker wants to use that van to get through the gates,” Phoenix said.

			“I suppose it’s as good a way in as any,” Joanie said. “It’s short notice, but it’s not like we’re not ready. We definitely should jump on the opportunity. We could execute Operation Small Hurt, targeting the businesses and Trigger homes. It’s not like we can do much more with— How many people could fit in that van? They might not make it back out. But if we focus on bringing the—”

			“Not us,” he said to Joanie. He looked at Isobel. “You. Parker wants you in that van.”

			“Never gonna happen,” Joanie said sharply.

			Isobel swallowed hard, then pushed her empty bowl aside. “Tell me more.”

			“No,” Joanie said. “Phen!”

			“Look, I heard them talking, that’s all. You know me. Great ears.” He pointed to both sides of his head. “I’m just being a good friend here and giving you a heads-up. Plus, when Zae caught me eavesdropping, he filled me in instead of beating me up. But that’s beside the point. The point is, Parker doesn’t like that Isobel is an artist. But Parker is practical. Someone with the mark, regardless of any aversion anyone here may have, can be extremely useful. Isobel, you can get into places that we could never. Basically, they—we—think this plan is the perfect way for everyone to get what they want.”

			“Which is?” Joanie asked.

			Phoenix gave her a little tilt of the head, as if the matter was obvious.

			“Our girl gets to paint, and we have someone on the inside.”
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				Lord of the Bees

			
			The rebels sat out in the stony yard and lounged on woven blankets, iron benches, and wide, low-cut tree stumps. It was a ritual, every night before dossing down. They called it yard barding. It was a moment to simply exist, enjoying the breeze against one’s skin because that was the way of the wind and not because they were running through it. Someone played softly on a resophonic guitar, another tapped on a steel drum.

			“Won’t someone hear?” Isobel asked Joanie.

			“We’re too far from anyone,” Joanie said, then pulled a long puff from her cigarette.

			“I heard a rolling ad today.” Isobel readjusted her seating position on the blanket, stretching her legs out.

			“Today only!” Joanie laughed. “They’re just passing through to the next neighbourhood. We’re safe. The Felions Estate will always reek of cat piss to them.” Joanie clicked her little flask of liquor against Phoenix’s large glass bottle. He chugged down a gulp and offered a drink to Isobel, which she declined. 

			“Only SweetVit for you then?”

			“She doesn’t drink booze,” Joanie said, a long spout of grey smoke leaving her mouth.

			Isobel tapped her finger against her can. She looked up. “The stars are so bright tonight.”

			Suddenly every part of Joanie’s face was pulled down by the gravity of sadness. “Isobel.”

			“Hmm.” She kept her eyes to the sky.

			“I think you should say no. Don’t worry about Parker—I’ll take care of her. This isn’t a good idea. You would be putting yourself in so much danger. Not to mention you could never create Trigger art. You do know that is what you would have to paint.”

			“You are always so certain about what I can and cannot do,” Isobel said, searching the stars for Equuleus Pictoris—the painter’s easel.

			Alcohol flask in one hand and a cigarette between the vitiligoid fingers of the other, Joanie looked at them both and chose to flick the cigarette out into the pebbles. She put her free hand on Isobel’s knee.

			“Even if you could paint again, and I know that’s all you’re thinking about . . .” Joanie shook her head while Isobel tried to repress a smile. “Stop it! This is not good. You’d be a puppet. You would lose yourself. We would lose you. Blood-crusty hell. I can’t believe Parker would suggest this.” Joanie looked for Parker. Staring daggers in the leader’s back, she downed the rest of her flask.

			“Suggest what?” A voice came from behind them. Out of a patch of petrified trees limped Eida, a crutch made of old broomsticks and iron rods wrapped in towels tucked under her arm.

			“What were you doing back there?” Joanie asked.

			“Peeing,” she said as she painstakingly tried to lower herself onto the blanket. Phoenix jumped up to help her.

			“Shouldn’t you be resting?” he said once they’d sat, laying the homemade support between them. “You almost died today. Which by the way, was the worst thing I’ve ever been through in my entire life.” Phoenix squeezed his eyes shut. “Don’t ever do that again.”

			“Oh, Phen.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “You have no idea how many painkillers I’m on. Don’t give me any hooch.” She groaned as she shifted around.

			“No sauce. Got it. But if I could, you know I would give you cake,” Phoenix said.

			Joanie put her palm to her face and laughed. Isobel, lost in thought, swooshed the fortified pop around in her can.

			“What’s up with her?” Eida asked, jutting her chin at Isobel. Joanie gently elbowed her friend.

			“I’m sorry,” Isobel said. “I’m just thinking about art.”

			“Blech. Of course.” Eida sneered. “So, tell us, lady friend. Are you thinking about making art? Selling art? Eating art? Which part are you thinking about?”

			“Making it,” Isobel said, peering at the others to see if she’d answered the question correctly. “Why?”

			Eida giggled sourly. She put an arm around Joanie and laid her head on her shoulder, eyelids dropping.

			“We don’t know you, Izzy,” she said sleepily. “We don’t know your intentions. We’re just trusting Joanie’s word, and we’re all aware of how Joanie can be.”

			Joanie gave Eida’s head a little slap. Eida smiled and snuggled her head deeper into Joanie’s neck.

			Isobel didn’t know what quirk of Joanie’s Eida was referring to. Though she had many, she wasn’t a liar, nor did she trust easily. When you were rejected by your own parents, those who were supposed to love you the most, something cracked in your heart, and you protected that wound carefully from others, in case they aggravated it before it healed, or tried to pry it open once it had.

			“I think, if you are with us, you need to be with us, you know? Out there. Or else you need to leave. We don’t . . . side with artists.” Eida’s speech slowed, then she yelled, “We side with freedom!”

			Everyone in the yard stopped and looked at Eida, then relaxed into soft laughter. The music picked up again. Eida’s eyes shut.

			“Here,” Phoenix said, threading his arm under hers. “Let me take you to your nook. Those painkillers have really done you in.” He lifted her to her feet with a grunt. Her head lolled to the side. He moved it gently onto his shoulder and smiled. His free hand flexed open and shut until Joanie handed him the crutch, and then he half-carried, half-dragged Eida to the building, where they both disappeared inside.

			“She’s right you know,” Joanie said. “We don’t side with artists. Especially not Triggers.”

			Isobel pulled her gaze from the factory’s back wall and its open carriage doors and sternly fixed it on Joanie.

			“We have been best friends all these years, despite our clashing life choices. Our friendship has transcended all of it. The only difference now would be that I’d be making art in the city, as a means to help you all.”

			“Ugh. Don’t pretend you aren’t doing this for yourself.”

			Isobel observed Joanie and guessed her friend was drunk—her eyes half-lidded, her movements sluggish, her face holding an exaggerated smirk like it might actually be stuck. Isobel had never seen her in this state, and there was no way she would indulge her in a debate now.

			“Let’s talk about it tomorrow. I’m going to bed too. Enjoy the rest of your barding, Joan.”

			“Tomorrow then!” Joanie bellowed behind her. “Love you!” she added after a pause, as if she couldn’t bear being at odds with her.

			Isobel reached the doors and turned around. Parker had sat down beside Joanie on the blanket. They spoke a few words, their body language combative, but then Parker seemed to succeed in calming Joanie down, leaning in and kissing her on the mouth, her pale fingers threading into the thief’s dark hair.

			The Half-Lights had no love for art. They lived without it, yet their lives were full. Isobel knew she could never be so content.

			The factory hall was empty, sconces and candles burning for no one. Isobel stared at the sheets draped from the pipes and ropes in the back, crinkled her nose, then walked over to the mapping station. She crouched in front of a shelving unit and perused its dusty books. Tomes about the last six world wars, global economics, urban dynamics, and the recurring cycles of environmental crises. There were no fingerprints to suggest the Half-Lights had much interest in world affairs. Above these were various atlases, binders, psychology books. A pitter-patter of spots attested that these had been handled more than the bottom-shelf books. The top shelf held comics and novels and one tattered copy of The Lord of the Bees, shoved horizontally above them. Here there was no dust at all. Isobel moved closer to read the titles.

			“Looking for something?”

			Isobel lifted her head and saw Zae towering on the other side of the short bookshelf. She stood and brushed off her knees. “Skipping rope or doing chores is not expected of me at this hour, I hope.”

			“Not at all. Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something much more important.” Zae’s voice was deep, his eyes dark brown like his brother’s. Isobel peered into them, trying to see past the false front Phoenix had spoken of.

			“Of course.”

			Zae straddled a bench at the nearest table, Isobel mimicking him so they faced each other. She looked at their knees and inched back to give them a bit more room. Zae smiled, and it transformed his hard-edged face into something kinder.

			“So,” Zae said, the kindness fading. “You’re an artist.”

			A few seconds passed before Isobel realized he wanted a confirmation. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

			“And you’d like to be painting again, I suppose.” He gestured at her with a small, noncommittal wave, then leaned his elbow on the table, his hand dangling casually.

			“Absolutely.” The muscles around Isobel’s mouth tightened, then gave up resisting. She grinned broadly. “I’d love nothing more.”

			“We have a proposition for you.”

			Isobel nodded, trying to control her accelerating breath.

			“Parker and I, we think your . . . position . . . could be useful to us.” He used his dangling hand to point at the A branded on her wrist. “We caught wind of a shipment of confiscated cork paintings heading into Mahl City. We want to smuggle you in with them.”

			“Please don’t use the word cork,” Isobel said, elated that the information Phoenix had previously shared was true, but deflated by the slur.

			“On the inside, you will masquerade as a Trigger, but really you will be our mole and report to us. As a mission, Parker wants you to find armaments—blasters—and get them to us, since we are sorely limited without them if we ever want to heighten our level of impact. Personally, I’d like for you to locate the infamous Pit, and see if our man is alive. It’s not worth trying to save him only to find he’s already dead.”

			“You think you can save him,” she said.

			“We’re rebels, not magicians. But I like to know my options. Besides, we need to give you something to do. This is perfect timing.”

			“I could be of value to you, then,” Isobel said. She wanted to help Joanie and the gang, who had quickly transitioned in her estimation from glorified thieves to something more harmful. Could she still stand by them? They had a vision, she supposed, and weapons were what their vision required. While supplying weapons did not feel like a worthy pursuit to her, rescuing a friend, on the other hand, was highly noble. “You wouldn’t want a real Half-Light to do it?”

			“Ideally, yes. But you have the branding.”

			Isobel looked at her hands, caressed her scar with her thumb.

			“It’s like this. Someone else could ride in the van, jump out and run off once on the other side, but it will probably be a Hound driving, and running always means guilty. Chances are, our person gets caught on sight, is severely beaten, is thrown back in the Dumps or in the Pit, or killed. If they stay put and magically fib their way to safety, or somehow manage to get away from the van, they would live on high alert, skulking the streets day and night until they found the information we need, which regular people are not privy to. They could fool an overly trusting employer to give them a job and try to blend in, but even then, as I said, they would be severely limited in ways that you wouldn’t. Artists, Dougs, and Hounds have special privileges in the city. Skylah’s Dougs fought the war with her. It is a tight-knit regime and there’s no getting in. Becoming a Hound is practically unthinkable, but if our rebel did succeed, they would become an addict, or, again, be severely beaten and thrown back in the Dumps, in the Pit, or—”

			“Killed?”

			“That’s the one. You are in a rare position, Izzy. You can settle in, live and work there for as long as it takes to get the information we need. You are a smart person. You can understand the advantage you have in a system where artists are practically worshipped.”

			Isobel imagined being in a studio again. She let her thoughts travel to her parents, to Rippa. It would crush her to disappoint them by never painting again, for all their sacrifices to have been for naught. She rubbed her fingers together and imagined holding a paintbrush, spreading pigment across a smooth surface. Her pulse picked up, a lump in her throat threatening tears. There was nothing she loved more. This was what she was put in this world to do.

			 “I’d have to paint like a Trigger.”

			“You’ll have to become a Trigger.” His gaze ran the contour of her hair, her face, her shirt. He laid a hand on her shoulder and gave her a sympathetic smile. “In all ways.”
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				To the Wolves

			
			Soon after the morning meal was served, the hall burbled with the sounds of satisfaction. Mouth full of breakfast oats, Isobel’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Parker motion to her from across the room. Joanie set her plate down beside Isobel and caught the exchange. The leader’s gaze flicked to Joanie, rested, and moved on.

			Her expression hardening, Joanie swung her legs over the bench and sat.

			“You guys have a romantic thing going,” Isobel said before driving a fresh spoonful of oats into her mouth.

			“You could call it that,” Joanie said. “You’re not on kitchen duty today.”

			“I was let off,” Isobel said. “After investing all that time learning the craft too. My dreams of becoming a master vegetable dicer are destroyed.”

			Joanie grinned and gave her a playful push. Phoenix arrived and sat beside them while Eida, wobbling unsteadily, set her plate directly across from the artist and cracked her a friendly smile. It seemed she had put last night’s fuss behind her, that or she was just happy Isobel was leaving. Stars only knew. In any case, these three people had quickly become Isobel’s micro-community, and in less than a day they would already be lost to her, disagreements and all.

			Isobel ate slowly. Halfway through, Zae appeared at their table.

			“Isobel,” he said.

			The artist stopped chewing, glanced at the others, and rose to her feet. Joanie pounded her fist on the table and threw a scowl at Phoenix. The mapmaker winced apologetically.

			“She wants to help,” he insisted.

			Isobel reached in to pick up her bowl.

			“I got it, Izz. Go,” Joanie said, avoiding her gaze until she could watch her walk away.

			They went around to the north side of the building, past the rock behind which Zae had held a knife to Isobel’s neck only a couple of days before, and then turned west between two huge mounds of dirt and rubble. Isobel followed Parker and Zae out onto a narrow dirt road that cut through another deteriorating section of the settlement. On either side, semblances of houses stood, imagination essential to fill in the gaps. Beyond the small landscape of destroyed homes, Isobel could see rows of stalwart dead trees.

			Zae led the way into the first brick house on the right. One of the lucky ones, it had a clay-shingled roof and three of its four walls, brick and stone buttresses built up against one side. Its windows were boarded up. Within, Parker sat on a wrought iron stool by a slab of petrified wood mounted on iron legs. Zae pushed a second stool toward Isobel. There was no other furniture in the room, only steel posts screwed into the broken-tiled floor with metal connectors holding up a few deteriorating ceiling beams. The fallen wall faced south, permitting an ambient morning light to suffuse the small area.

			“Zae filled you in on our plan?” Parker watched Isobel sit, her face stern as always.

			Zae, who stood by like a sentinel, had suggested Isobel agree to whatever Parker asked. She doesn’t care about retrieving our friend from the Pit, so better not bring it up, he had said. Isobel accepted, not in the least interested in complicating things with the leader.

			“Yes, ma’am.” Isobel folded her hands in her lap.

			“Parker,” she corrected. “And?”

			“I haven’t had much time with the idea, but I believe I could do it. Making art again will be—”

			“Now you listen here,” Parker said. “You paint your Bunny art, you’re dead meat. Do you understand? Traitors don’t even go to the Pit. They get fed to the wolves.”

			“Wolves?” Isobel said, intrigued. She had heard of wolves before, but as with the dogs, had never caught sight of any.

			“They go swimming with the fish,” Parker said.

			“I’m not sure—”

			“They get murdered.” Parker sighed.

			Zae lifted a finger. “Actually, I believe they also get sent to the Pi—”

			“Same shit,” Parker said. “You’re dead. You got that? You will show up there already transformed, the Purist buried faaar, far away.”

			Isobel nodded meekly, at which Parker gave a mischievous smirk, once again enjoying herself at Isobel’s expense. Parker stood and paced around the table.

			“Your job will be to find blasterguns, impossible to steal in the Dumps as they are always on a Hound’s person. You will find them, and you will bring a shipment of them here. Our goal is revolution, and without them, we can’t effectively overthrow squat.” Parker laid her hands on the table and stared Isobel down. After an annoyed exhalation, she straightened up, a little more at ease. “There’s a small hole in the west part of the wall along Mahl’s plaza, by the Skylah statue. Through it, you will smuggle a weekly letter to us. Phoenix will show you exactly where on a map. He’ll be the relayer, and the one to guide you through the steps when it comes time to transport the weapons, if by miracle you succeed. Things change too fast, there’s just no point in hashing it out now. But I can assure you, you will probably get hurt. Hell, you’ll probably die.”

			“Phoenix? What about Joanie?” Isobel asked, ignoring the grim fortune she had just been handed.

			“What about her?”

			“I thought, because she’s my friend—”

			“Phoenix has been mousing the streets for years, and he’s never been caught. He’ll do his job well.” Parker paced some more, tapping a finger to her lips. “Now, it’s no lie I don’t like you, or trust you for that matter. It has more to do with your breed than anything else, since, let’s face it, we don’t know you personally. Despite Joanie’s utter horror at sending you off, yesterday she delivered quite the inebriated testimony on your character.”

			“She did?” Isobel smiled.

			“It is of her opinion that you would never do anything to risk her well-being. You’re loyal to Joanie. And she’s assured me that your history as someone who values service, non-violence, and fealty to your people would make hurting us, or turning on us, unthinkable.”

			“I would never—”

			“You know where the headquarters are. You know our names, our faces, our goals. You’ve been with us for hardly two days, and you think that we can trust you because you call yourself a Purist?”

			“Actually, yes—”

			“I asked Joanie: What if she is threatened? Tortured? She would give us up then, certainly. The poor drunk replied, Oh, no, she would never . . . she’s Old Holy Order good.” Parker cackled.

			“I always keep my word,” Isobel said solemnly.

			“She told us as much. But, little one, we need more than that. For me, for Zae, and the rest of us, your word means nothing.”

			Zae cleared his throat, and Parker threw him a sharp sidelong glance.

			“I asked Joanie what you cared about the most, and she replied painting, while laughing half-heartedly. She’s not too fond of that whole thing, as you are most certainly aware. But, she also mentioned your community. So I said—” Parker threw her finger up at the genius idea “—we threaten to kill those she loves! Her community.”

			Isobel gasped.

			“But she reminded me that we don’t kill the good people of the Dumps. What can I say, we aren’t evil by nature.” Parker sighed and sat down, growing visibly fed up with the recounting. “We came upon a solution she thinks would secure your loyalty to this group you have only freshly joined. That is, of course, if you even consider yourself one of us.”

			“I . . . I do.” Isobel frowned, examining her conscience to ascertain the truth of her declaration.

			“We offer you a covenant. A promise to keep an eye on the Bunny folk, in exchange for your word.” Parker shuddered with disgust, letting the idea sink in all over again. “We will do our best to keep them safe from Hounds and raids while you are gone. We’ll put a few of our gang on patrol at all times.”

			“This is the most beautiful gift you could offer me.” Isobel put her hands to her heart, her face beaming.

			“Yes, well, Joanie swore on her own life that you would throw yourself in the Pit of your own free will in exchange for the safety of your art-loving community. But screw us over, little cork, and I will fuck. Them. Up. That, I also promise.”

			When Isobel reentered the headquarters, Joanie headed straight for her, grabbed her by the hand, and led her all the way into their sheet nook. Keeping her voice low, Isobel repeated the conversation from the little broken house.

			“The witch!” Joanie yelled. “She tricked me, Izzy. Got me blabbing last night, with her charm, and the booze.” She shook her head, then held it still with the heels of her palms, cradling her hangover. She took a deep breath and held her finger up to Isobel’s nose. “There is no way that I am going to sit by while my best friend gets sent to be butchered.”

			The angry finger waggled between Isobel’s eyes. Joanie pulled it back into a fist with just as much fury, and stomped out, boots pounding on the cement floor.

			“Parker!” Joanie shouted. Isobel followed her out.

			The blonde stood near the rubber door, her indisputable authority accentuated by the fact that she stood two heads taller than the rebel who came clomping toward her.

			“Why are you doing this to her?”

			The voices and noises in the factory hushed, and those in their nooks came out into the open to watch the huffed-up master thief confront the Half-Lights’ captain.

			“I suggest you calm down, Joanie,” Parker said, uncrossing her arms. 

			Joanie’s face reddened. “Isobel is not your puppet!” She punctuated her statement by punching both fists downward at her side, fighting to keep control.

			Parker grabbed Joanie by the shoulder, pushed her across the hall and out through the carriage doors, a stream of rebels at their heels. In the stony yard, a circle formed, Joanie in the centre of it, fuming. Isobel squeezed through the bodies and joined her. She wrapped her friend in a hug and rocked her gently as if she were an upset child.

			“Why? Why would you do this to her?” Joanie yelled at Parker over Isobel’s shoulder. “You think you’ll be able to profit from this? Forget it! She won’t be Izzy anymore, and she won’t give a fuck about helping you. She won’t be Izzy . . .” Joanie, finally returning the hug, dropped her head into Isobel’s neck and wept.

			“It’s ok, Joan. I’ve always wanted my art to make a difference. In a way now, it will,” Isobel said in Joanie’s ear. She could feel her neck getting wet with tears. “My art—my life—will finally make a difference. I’ll be helping you.”

			“We want to bring it all to the ground, Izz,” Joanie spoke against her skin. “I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, and you will do whatever you decide, like you always have. I can understand how this might be alluring to you, but know that you’ll be paining for nothing. I’ve always wanted you in the gang, but not like this, not at this cost. You weren’t supposed to be a sacrifice. You’ll be destroyed and it’ll all be for nothing. For nothing!”

			Isobel held on tight, letting the feeling of Joanie’s hard skull against her cheek sear into her memory. What Joanie insinuated—a world without the NAG—could certainly only be attained by the means of yet another Upheaval. It wasn’t the way Isobel would wish to do it. She’d never believed violence could be extinguished with more violence. Recurring world wars proved it. But ultimately, she knew equality and justice for all were worth fighting for. She had spent half the night thinking about it, blasterguns and regimes and beatings twirling in her mind. In the end she kept coming to the same conclusion. She agreed with Phen: Nothing was going to change, and no one in the Dumps could claim a better life, until they all did something about it.

			“I don’t have the answers, Joan, but I know things need to change,” Isobel said. 

			Finally, Joanie let go. “I’m sorry—” She wiped her face with her sleeve. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do better by you, Izz.” She turned and marched away from the headquarters and into the lot of barren trees.
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				Sequins

			
			Parker and Phoenix zigzagged through tumbledown constructions lining the rubble-peppered lanes, Zae and Isobel a few steps behind.

			“You remember what we said?” Zae tucked his thumbs under his backpack straps, easily manoeuvring the uneven path.

			Isobel kept her eyes on her feet. “Decadent self-indulgence, unbridled self-expression, and . . .”

			“Depravity,” Zae said.

			“Right. Depraved, but not deprived.”

			A noise came from afar, down the main road they neared. The four of them crouched behind a stone wall.

			“Glory to artist Xenooo! Your weird and beautiful saviour! Get her new cards at the Edge Market! Hurry! On sale today only! Today only! Glory to artist Xenooo! Your weird and beautiful saviour! Get her new cards at the Edge Market! Hurry! On sale today only! Today only! Glory to artist Xenooo . . .”

			They stood up as the brown truck with the hood-mounted megaphone shrank away in a mountain of airborne dust.

			“Ok. Across the road and down west.” Parker pointed through the last of the scrap-buildings. “The vehicle will turn and go north at that intersection, where the sculpture is.”

			“Is that what I think it is?” Isobel squinted.

			“Sure is. Apparently, it’s art. It does nothing for me, but if you don’t want to get dipped, maybe don’t stare so much.” They all chuckled. Isobel’s face flushed bright red under her streaks of crink. Parker turned her back to the big stone penis and continued laying out the plan.

			“When the cargo van is a hundred metres past the cock, you need to be ready to jump in, Isobel. Completely ready.”

			Zae shucked his backpack, zipped it open, and retrieved a garment. He held it gingerly, as if it was fragile or disgusting. Taking it from him, Isobel walked a dozen steps back and changed behind another slice of wall, trading her shirt and pants for a green-sequinned jumpsuit, a deep V-neck plunging down the front.

			“I don’t understand,” she said as she stepped out. Her comrades whistled and hooted quietly. She handed her dusty shirt and pants to Zae with her head down.

			“Hey, you look fantastic. Don’t worry, you’ll fit right in,” he said.

			“It almost reaches my belly button.” Isobel poked her finger into the low point of the V.

			“Ok, soldier. You need to switch modes. Right now.” Parker held her hands out, fingers curled like she was about to grab Isobel and shake her into Trigger mode. “This is it. We know you haven’t had much time to prepare, but you’re smart and brave. Right? Right? You can do this. Sweet and decorous is gone. Got it? Time for bold and shameless.”

			Isobel looked down at the shiny sequins. “Bold as a mermaid.”

			Parker held up her sunwatch. The sky was clear, as always, and the sun as hot as ever. Zae handed Isobel some leather boots.

			“Lose the dirty sneakers. Triggers don’t need to run. And off with the neckerchief too. No one there wears them.”

			Isobel untied what served as a dust mask and sat on a rock to kick off her old running shoes. She laced up the gently worn boots and angled her foot from side to side. “These are sort of cute.”

			“Glad you like ’em,” Zae said. “In any case, people won’t be looking at your feet. They will be looking at that décolletage.”

			“Fifteen clicks,” Parker said. “Let’s go.”

			Phoenix and Isobel skulked out of their hiding place and crossed to the north side of the road. Going west, they stayed close to the rocklike trees and made their stop behind the stone-carved manhood. Parker and Zae followed. Isobel fidgeted, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

			“You’ll be fine, Isobel,” Phoenix whispered in her ear. “Joanie will be fine too. Everything will be fine. Just stick to the plan.”

			“It’s hardly a plan at all. And did I not tell you? I’m a really bad liar,” Isobel said. She turned to him, her face blanched with fear. “I don’t think this is a good idea anymore.”

			“Uh-oh. Relax, relax. You’ve been in a coma. That’s all you need to remember. One line. I’ve been in a coma. Repeat after me . . .”

			Phoenix and Zae had gone over the plan with Isobel before leaving, the details rushed and nebulous. It was hard to iron things out completely when none of them had ever set foot in the city. They had resolved that Isobel was to quietly step out of the vehicle as soon as it stopped rolling, and hoping no one saw her emerge, stand by it as if she had just arrived. Upon the drivers finding her, she would immediately show them her mark, and feign being lost. If they seemed skeptical or demanded any personal information, she was to first react indignantly, then ask what year it was.

			“In a coma for ten years?” Isobel now reiterated dubiously.

			“It’ll work, I promise,” Phoenix said. “I’ve been mousing for so long . . . the absurd shit I’ve seen, and heard—look, they’ll believe anything if you’re confident enough. You have the branding. That’s all you need, really. Just remember to wipe off the crink, they don’t need that under the dome.”

			With any luck Isobel would be left to wander off. At that point, a lot of the plan rested on her finding somewhere she could work and integrate into society. The Half-Lights had provided her with a sporran filled with coin amassed from rebel donations, an amount that hopefully would be enough to get her started with a room, some basic materials, and a little bit of food. She would need all the resourcefulness and creativity she had sworn she possessed.

			She checked the sporran belt around her hips, tightening it a little more.

			“Here comes the van,” Parker whispered. “It’s early.”

			“Showtime,” Phoenix said, then squeezed Isobel’s shoulder and ran out in front of the van.

			The vehicle ground to a stop, producing a large billow of dust that Zae and Isobel used as camouflage to get to the back doors. The driver rolled down his window and coughed.

			“What in Art’s name—I could’ve killed ya!” The driver was not a Hound. He was just a working-class middle-aged man, a black cap with the letters NAG embroidered in gold across it perched high atop his frizzy grey hair. His eyes were bloodshot and glossy, a tell-tale sign he was dipped. Phoenix stepped closer, his back slightly hunched, fingers crisp and crooked at the extremities of his shaking hands.

			“The nearest installation, siiiir?” Phoenix said in a forced, raspy voice. “Coin, I don’t have coin . . . for cards . . . sick cats to care for . . .”

			He carried on this way, and the driver was sympathetic enough to hear him out.

			Zae opened the back doors without effort and smiled at Isobel encouragingly. Too nervous to reciprocate, Isobel simply put her hand out and let him help her into the van. She sat among dozens of canvases, some leaning to the left and others to the right, many of them possibly her own. She placed her palms on the painted surfaces on either side of her, both for comfort and stability, and looked up with pleading, terrified eyes.

			“I understand completely, kind sir,” they heard Phoenix say loudly from the front for them to hear. “Thank you . . . thank you all the same. A long . . . and prosperous life, to both of us! Glory to Art!”

			“Glory to Art.”

			Zae made a fist and shook it, whispering good luck before gently closing the doors.
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				Dump-Dump-Dump

			
			Parker was waiting by the sculpture, where she had been keeping a lookout.

			“It’s done,” Zae said when he reached her. He looked back at the van, but Parker was peering west.

			“Crap,” she said. “That can’t be good.”

			There was a black dot on the road, getting rapidly bigger. Howling drifted in with the breeze. Parker spun to see how far the van had gotten when she saw Phoenix tarrying on the dirt road, taking his time to walk back to the statue.

			“Phoenix!” she yelled. “Hounds!”

			Phoenix looked toward where Parker pointed, to crowbars and lead pipes held aloft like flags. The pickup truck was approaching fast, revealing snug leather masks and crink-crusted faces, wildly roaming eyes and snarls of broken teeth exposed through crudely shaped holes.

			The truck didn’t slow down. Taking a hard turn at the intersection, it skidded sideways the whole width of the road before the wheels grabbed at the pebbles again, propelling a shower of stones backwards as it took off north toward Mahl City. Lying flat on the ground behind a small mound of rocks, Phoenix watched as it caught up with the art van.

			The mapmaker darted into the blinding dust, the yipping and yowling waning as the Hounds drove farther away from the rebels and closer and closer to Isobel.

			The black pickup gunned toward the white cargo van. Just as they were about to collide, the pickup fell back. Then it sped up again, got close, and eased off once more. Teasing, it went back and forth, spewing up a sandstorm. The three rebels ran behind, feet pounding the gravel. It was on the fifth taunt that the truck finally made contact. Everything rattled, but the van kept its steady pace, and the truck followed closely.

			The pickup slowed once more, a long, foreboding howl erupting from its box. The motor revved, the wheels spun free in the dirt, turning faster and faster until they bit. The truck propelled itself forward and slammed into the art van with a deafening crash. The vehicles brought to a full stop, two men climbed from the truck’s box onto the roof of its cab and from there launched themselves onto the van’s roof, the metallic thud sending them into peals of laughter. Thud! Thud! Thud! They pounded into the roof with their boots. The van’s front door swung open and the grey-haired driver stumbled out, hat askew.

			“Run, scared man!” the Hounds roared, doubled up with laughter.

			They banged at the vehicle’s body with their pipes and their bars, while another Hound mounted the van’s stubby hood and caved in the windshield with a sledgehammer. On the ground by the passenger door, a sloshing bottle plugged with a flaming rag was held aloft and thrown inside.

			“What do we do?” Phoenix asked Zae and Parker, the three of them hunkered by the side of the road.

			“We have to get her out of there,” Zae said. “The van’s going to blow.”

			“Another distraction?” Phoenix said, getting ready to run out. Parker put her hand on his arm. The mouser frowned at her. “We put her in there, Park.”

			The front of the van went up in flames.

			“Ready set go!” Phoenix said, dashing out.

			The roof Hounds roared as the fire grew. They jumped down and took position on either side of the van. Heave! Ho! The white van began rocking side to side. Phoenix stepped into view.

			“Hey!” he shouted. The Hounds were too involved and too noisy to hear him. “HEY!”

			One of them turned and pointed at Phoenix, wide-eyed.

			“Dumpster!” he called out to the others, looking at Phoenix and then looking back over his shoulder at his mates, over and over. “Dump-dump-dump-dumpster!”

			One after the other, they came around to see. Ignoring the rising flames behind them, they cocked their heads and assessed the young man. The Hound farthest back pushed through, a blastergun aimed at the rebel. Phoenix flung his hands up.

			“Whoa! Friend! See, no brand! I dip! I dip!”

			Inching backwards away from the van, Phoenix glanced at Zae and Parker. They had jetted across the road and were waiting, tense and ready, four steps from the crushed back doors of the van. The Hounds advanced toward Phoenix.

			“That’s it, follow me,” he muttered. He looked at the rebel pair again and nodded. The Hound with the blaster caught the gesture and swerved around. Two more Dumpsters. Without a word, he took aim.

			Phoenix shouted, trying to get the gunner’s attention, then tumbled backwards as the fire in the van expanded with a woomph!

			“Go get her!” Phoenix hollered from the ground. Parker and Zae raced to the van’s back doors. Picking himself up, Phoenix began running in the opposite direction, hoping for a chase. Instead, the gunner adjusted his angle and shot him in the back.

			Zae and Parker froze at the baneful sound.

			“Step away from the van!” the gunner commanded, whirling back to them. His ashen lips made squarish shapes around his heavily yellowed teeth, dark blue bags cushioning his abnormally large eyes. Parker looked at Zae, her brow arched in worry. In apology. There would be no more dying today.

			Zae shook his head, mouthed no, but it was too late. Parker took off running, the flaming vehicle cloaking her shape with sails of black clouds.

			Crying treasure! bodies rushed toward the van, knocking Zae clean out of the small space between the smashed vehicles. They crowbarred the doors open, and a surging wave of smoke overtook them. Arm hooked over his nose, Zae moved closer. It was impossible to see anything through the dark grey mass. In pockets of clarity, a wreck of canvases took shape, a pile of green sequins lumped beneath them. An unconscious Isobel flew out of the van, yanked out by the wrist, her body dropping heavily to the ground. There was blood on her arms, on her mermaid jumpsuit. Not caring to check whether she was dead, one of the men hauled her away, her slumping head dragging in the dirt.

			Another boom pulsed. Riotous laughter burst amid the Hounds as blazing-red arms grappled the van from all sides. Two of the men lifted and dumped Isobel into the pickup’s box, then flung themselves in behind her, giggling hysterically.

			Crouched by the road, Zae clenched his fists. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

			The engine rumbled to life, and the truck swerved off toward Mahl City’s gates.
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				Not My Colour

			
			The smell of eucalyptus and alcohol burned my nose and the fiery light permeating my eyelids poked at my brain in angry jabs. I tried to move. Pain exploded from my stomach, thundering down my legs and up through my arms. Voices, muffled at first, grew louder and clearer.

			I opened my eyes to a white room, excruciatingly bright and clean. Evidently, I was not in the Dumps anymore. Everything was brown with dirt in the Dumps. A face popped up atop mine.

			“Why, hello there!” the man said. Then, over his shoulder: “She’s awake, ladies!” He turned back to me, a mask covering his mouth and nose. His black-rimmed eyes were canopied with long black lashes and bright-blue eyeshadow, matching his blue irises. I could tell by the squinting that he was smiling.

			“Where are we?” I said, my voice gravelly.

			“You, darling, have gotten yourself in quite the tangle.” Laughter erupted from deeper in the room. “Not to worry, you are in the finest care.”

			“What happened? Was I shot?” My hand reached for my stomach but it was quickly caught and led back to my side.

			“Oh, worse than that, cupcake. Now, you mustn’t meddle with our work. We’re fixing you up all chi-chi. Right, ladies?”

			Two women approached, heels clicking on the tile floor. I stared up at the three masked faces and six colourful eyes—otherworldly insects flapping eyelash-wings at me. Along with the man’s matching blues, there was a pair of pink lashes and a pair of green, with irises of mismatched hues. They were all more vibrantly pigmented than my best-rendered sunset.

			“Sky bits,” I said, mesmerized.

			“We’re almost done. Let Puppa put you back to sleep. Would you like some breasts while we’re at it?”

			“Sleep?” I felt suddenly panicked. “No, I don’t—what?”

			“Breasts.”

			The needle was only just in my arm’s catheter and already my lids were heavy. I fought to keep them open.

			“But . . . I have breasts.”

			“Not much, honey. Not much.”

			And the white faded to black.

			My second return to consciousness happened in a different room. The walls, feeling much too closed in, assaulted my eyes with splatters of yellow and black and fluorescent pink. My blanket was lime green, the sheets underneath a vivid red. 

			“Stars above,” I said, blinking hard. Remembering the medic’s last words before the anaesthesia, I peeked down my nightgown’s neckline and sighed in relief. My breasts were all mine.

			I flung the sheets off my legs and put my feet on the floor. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I surveyed the room for clothes and suddenly remembered the mermaid jumpsuit. Everything came rushing back, the incident with the van and the paintings, and a backstory summed up as I’ve been in a coma.

			A small knock rapped at the door, and a head poked in.

			“Miss?”

			“Yes, I’m awake! Though I’m not dressed.”

			The nurse let herself in. Against the splattered walls, her tie-dyed blue-and-purple scrubs nauseated me.

			“Your outfit was ruined, miss. We have provided you with a new set of clothes for your hearing.” She pointed to a small dresser in the corner beside me, upon which a pile of folded garments had been placed.

			“Hearing?”

			“With Skylah. In twenty minutes. I suggest you hurry. There is a toothbrush for you in the bathroom.” She pointed to a black square pad on the wall to her right, easily lost amid the splotches and splats. “I’ll be waiting in the hallway to escort you outside.”

			The door closed on the dizzying room. Standing, I found my body was not sore. In fact, it felt better than it had in years. There was no way of telling how long it had been since the incident, or if the others had gotten away safely, and that worried me. The thought of Joanie and how we parted squeezed at my heart and filled me with regret. Only the Good Light knew if she would one day forgive me. The shame of disappointing her and then failing so miserably, so quickly, made me want to crawl back into the ugly bed and cover myself with the ugly red sheets. But that was not an option, my presence requested elsewhere for some other calamity. My stomach instantly cramped at the thought of meeting Skylah, and with only twenty minutes to spare. Nineteen.

			On the wall beside the dresser was a flat white button, big as my hand, the letters PRI printed on it. I instinctively pressed my palm to it and watched the photon-reflecting image flicker to life. I had heard of digital mirrors, but this kind of technology did not exist in the Dumps. With the Great Burn had come our inability to produce our own food, but it had also brought down the early raids, during which anything that might accommodate progress was snatched from us. We were left with rudimentary necessities, allowing the capable among us to craft gadgets from recycled parts and electrical trimmings of broken machinery, but there was no catching up to a city that kept advancing and developing new technologies, furthered by a reputedly rich supply of materials and intelligence that built upon intelligence exponentially.

			A young woman in a polka-dot nightgown stared at me. Her sun-kissed, light auburn hair hung low, waving over her shoulders down past her last rib. It had been washed and brushed and who knows what else. I had never seen hair so shiny. I reached to it and watched the woman in the digi-mirror caress the slightly curled locks.

			Her ochre-brown eyes had been changed to a rich gold. So saturated and bright, it was hard to believe they were real. I blinked, stared, tried to understand how they made their way into that face. That face, with the tanned cheeks and smooth forehead freshly sprayed with small brown freckles. These freckles faded down to her jawbone and out on her neck. Her nose had a fine sprinkling of them too—her nose, fixed and straightened. My hand flew up and touched it, confirming it was indeed mine.

			My fingers fumbled with my nightgown’s Velcro latches. They came free and the feather-light polka-dot fabric glided to the floor.

			The stranger’s breasts were small, but plump and round, with small, light brown nipples, tight and erect. Though they were mine, staring at them in this perfect mirror made me feel like a voyeur. The skin of her stomach was flat and smooth; I watched her hand touch it with quavering fingers. My gaze dropped lower, as did my jaw, seeing how they had tended to my garden. I quickly reached for the clothes.

			The garments were the same green the sequinned jumpsuit had been. I lifted the first piece and let it fall open: a silken short-sleeved shirt, loose-fitting, with a V-neck. The pants were a soft velvet with shallow half-moon pockets lining both sides all the way to the bottom hem. There were no undergarments. On the floor were high-heeled sandals dyed in the same green.

			“Oh, stars,” I said, holding up the shoes. I had no experience with heels.

			A new person shone from the PRI. She was sort of lovely, if I didn’t stare too long.

			I wobbled forward and caught myself on the wall just before turning my ankle. Finding the black square sensor the nurse had indicated, I pressed my hand against it—it flashed red and a pocket door slid sideways to reveal a white bathroom. A pleasant respite. Peppermint and cinnamon continued to fizz on my gums and tongue as I left the room, feeling odd but fresh.

			The corridor was also a dazzling white, void of aggressive colours or shapes. The nurse in tie-dye saw me emerge and gestured for me to come with her.

			We walked slowly, my heels forcing me to stop every few steps.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s the shoes.”

			She regarded me curiously. They’ll believe anything if you’re confident enough, I remembered Phoenix saying. I took off the sandals and handed them to an elderly woman in a brown leather trench coat standing by a candy dispenser.

			“Not my colour,” I said as she took them, and skipped away to catch up with the nurse.

			She held the door for me. Five semicircle steps led down to a roundabout where a black military vehicle was parked, idling.

			“That one is for you,” the nurse said.

			“You’re not coming?” I had just met her, but she already felt like an anchor, the only one I had. I looked around, dazzled. White marble buildings lined the street ahead, colourful digi-ads floating at varying levels alongside them. And there were trees—leafy, green, living trees.

			The nurse smiled, a tinge of pity to her expression. “Good luck, for Art’s sake.”

			“Thank you.” I hesitated on the steps, then nodded. “Ok. I’m going then. G’bye.”

			Barefoot, I padded down to the Humvee and climbed in the back. The driver took off without a word from either of us.

			The district was clean and somewhat kaleidoscopic, its many-hued signs and decorative ornaments seemingly dangling and hovering from everywhere, reaching great heights. The city always glowed at night, my vantage point in my Dumps studio permitting me a glimpse of its aura, and now I understood why. The luminous digi-ads promoted beauty products, clothing, cars, kitchenware, and nightclubs, all brightly coloured and branded under the name of Mahl City’s Big Seven. My heart stopped when I saw Macer’s name, spelled in diamonds, superimposed over free-falling bonbons.

			“Where are we going?” I leaned in between the two front seats to speak with the driver.

			“The NAG Temple,” was the reply. He kept his eyes to the front.

			I tapped my knees nervously and soaked up the surroundings. There were no laser-repros surprising us at every corner, and the buildings stood flawless, their angles straight and their walls whole. The streets themselves were smooth, paved in dark black and flanked with lush, manicured gardens.

			We turned the corner and the vehicle stopped. I slid out, the sun-warmed pavement hot under my feet. And there it was, the magnificent cathedral. The stone structure, ornately carved every inch of the way. The gable, the arcades, the stained-glass rose windows, the massive tower and lone spire; even the doors had flourishes of detail that would mesmerize anyone with decent eyesight. At that moment, all I wanted was to sit on the very green lawn facing it and attempt to capture its luxurious beauty with pencil and paper.

			Out my studio window, beyond Mahl’s shielding cement walls and through its glistening, protective dome, I had stared hour after hour, dreaming of entering the temple of which I could only glimpse the peak. I craned my neck and looked up.

			Everything about Mahl City was supposed to be wicked, deviant. Up to now, it felt far from it.
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				Little Doe

			
			Engraved pillars.

			Bevelled arches.

			Ribbed, domed ceiling.

			Complex ornamental designs, each finely chiselled, gilded, plastered.

			Detailed altar rails filled with brightly burning votive candles.

			Two steps in and I already felt light-headed.

			A guard dressed in black, his leather pants and jacket studded with dozens upon dozens of thin brass buckles, led me down the nave, clinking and jingling with each step. My gaze wandered and explored until it found the stained-glass window to my left. It was upsetting to see something so perfectly executed depict such a horrid scene. 

			Priests, clad in their typical pale robes, dead and piled in a mound.

			A woman with a foot planted on top of the hill. Skylah.

			A flag with a painting palette as its emblem flapping at the end of a pole.

			The pole, deeply embedded in the pile of bodies, blood streaking the shaft, dripping over the hand that clutched it.

			A few steps farther my eyes drank in another mosaic of colours while a dizzying throb pulsed through my brain.

			Here, hundreds of hands held the ruler aloft, while her own oversized fist raised a gigantic paintbrush to the sky.

			My gaze skipped over the etched designs that decorated the pillars as it eagerly sought out the last glasswork.

			People in white flowing robes, their faces marred with round dark eyes and dark gaping mouths, some lying balled up on the ground, while others cowered as they were beat upon with sticks. The ones doing the violence were dressed in vivid colours, their smiles as brilliant as their garments.

			“Your Highness.” The man dropped to one knee and bowed. He cleared his throat and threw me a sideways glance, prompting me to do the same. I curtsied.

			There were three marble steps before us, which led to an intricately sculpted wooden throne sitting under a mosaic vault. Reaching high on either side of the throne’s crest rail were needle-sharp finials, streamlining down into two massive stiles, landing behind a purple velvet seat. Here a woman lounged, a leg splayed lazily over an armrest of her royal chair, an elbow leaning on the other. Her skin was sickly pale, her long hair a lustrous black. Skylah.

			“Oh, joy,” she said dully, chin in hand. “You bring me gifts in my hour of repose. What has this one done?”

			Without raising his head, the guard answered. “Please forgive the bother, your Highness. This woman was the found hiding in an art raid van crushed and burned—accidentally, I’m told—by Hounds who were . . . remodelling the vehicle. She’s back to full health for you to do with as you please.”

			Skylah dropped her arm and head over the armrest and grunted with annoyance. “I have repeatedly instructed the clinics to not waste resources—”

			“She has the mark, your Highness.”

			To this, Skylah sat up. Seeming both intrigued and angry, she looked me over, her pupils so dilated she appeared without irises, similar to the white-robed people in the stained glass. I lowered my gaze immediately.

			“Hiding? With Purist art?” Skylah said.

			“Yes, your Highness,” I replied.

			“Doug,” she said, addressing the guard. “Leave us.”

			The man stood, gave Skylah another, smaller bow, and turned on his heels. His boots clacked and his buckles jangled all the way to the grand wooden doors, leaving us alone in a weighty silence. She turned her black glare to me once more.

			“What is your name?”

			Her voice exuded curiosity and distrust. It was a voice like music, I suddenly thought. The great Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands was speaking to me. She who had, with the sacrifice of so many brave souls, exchanged religion for art, liberating all. Such was the message taught in the art institute, and which I now recognized for the dogma it was. Knowing this, my body still trembled with awe.

			“Izzy Ker,” I said truthfully, immediately cursing myself for it. The rebels wanted me to pass for a Trigger. Honesty was a bad start.

			Her red-painted lips puckered as she considered my appellation. “And you’re an artist.”

			“Yes.” Keeping my head lowered, I timorously presented my right arm for her to see the branding on my inner wrist.

			“What were you doing in that van, Lizzy?”

			Blood rushed to my head, my lungs contracted . . .

			“Breathe, Lizzy.”

			I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly as I scrambled for an answer. Perhaps half-lies were the key. “I’m sorry, I’m acting very silly. I’m so humbled to meet you.”

			She waited.

			“I wanted to see what it was like, your Highness. To torment the . . . scum . . . living in the Dumps. Like . . . like the Hounds do.”

			I didn’t know what gave me away. Perhaps it was the fact that I didn’t look her in the eyes when I spoke. Or because of the way I kept rubbing my sweaty palms down the sides of my velvety pants. Or perhaps it was due to the sound of my heart, beating against my ribcage, echoing throughout the cathedral. Surely, she could hear it as loudly as I. Finally, I decided it was my quivering lower lip. No proper Trigger would lose such face, regardless of who they stood before. Not enough truth to the lie, I supposed.

			“By the scum, you mean Purists? Bunnies?”

			“Yes.” I glimpsed up and met her lodestone eyes. Deep and powerful, they kept me locked in for an uncomfortably long moment. Her strength, confidence, and command could all be felt, just in the way she stared into me, the way she sat so erect.

			“You’re a Purist, Lizzy, aren’t you?”

			“Of course not.” A sad bubble of a laugh fell out of my mouth as I looked down at my bare feet. “And my name is Izzy.”

			“Lying is one of the worst sins, my little doe. Doesn’t such evil condemn one’s soul to damnation?”

			That was it. I was caught. It would be the Pit for me.

			“Little doe?”

			“Yes, your Highness,” I said weakly.

			“Why do you think you were brought to me today?” She tapped her fingernails on the arm of her throne.

			“To meet justice, your Highness.” 

			Skylah stood up. I raised my head and forced myself to look at her despite my dread of chastisement, suddenly fearing she hid a weapon behind her back and instead of sending me to the Pit she’d pull it out and slice my head clean off. My fists tightened to control the shaking.

			And then a calm terror found me, mesmerized as I became, for she was incredibly stunning, loosely wrapped in a fiery-red quilt, the shiny silk fabric falling off her pale shoulders and exposing her collarbones. She was barefoot, making my lack of footwear feel entirely adequate. Her long legs escaped the red folds as she came down the marble steps. My gaze lowered once more.

			“You must learn to keep your head up, little doe. You’ll get eaten alive in a place like this.”

			She touched my shoulder, then walked behind me, dragging a fingertip along my back, and around the other side. Goosebumps blossomed up and down my arms. Leaning in, she whispered into my ear.

			“Why did you climb into that truck, Izzy?”

			I looked up. Not at her, just ahead, holding on to my squashed dignity, and, perhaps unwisely, opted for more truth than lie.

			“I just want to make art, your Highness.”

			Skylah threw her head back and broke into roaring laughter, looking as if she meant to swallow the ceiling. The sound of her bounced off every surface of that sacred place and settled slowly like ash at our feet.

			“I am most delighted to hear it. You, my little doe, are the first ever cork to step into this temple and still carry all of your blood inside your body. Whew! Our first live one, here to make art! Tremendous. I promise, you will be celebrated like the hero you are.” She turned her back to me and climbed to her throne, plopped down, and swung both her legs over one armrest. “As long as you can create some decent mindfuck, that is.”

			Skylah reached beside her, stretching and wiggling her fingers until she grasped the drawer of a small chevet table nearby, the item as ornately carved as the throne. She huffed with effort as she pulled out a thin rectangular box. She then extracted a cigarillo and looked at me expectantly.

			“Oh, I don’t smoke,” I said. She rolled her eyes at my insipidity, then signalled to my right, to the votive candles. Hurrying over to them, I lit a taper and, protecting the flame with my hand, walked up to the lounging sovereign.

			She puffed over the quickly shortening piece of wood I held out for her. When the cigarillo was well-lit, she scissored it between her fingers, took a drag, and sighed a swollen cloud of grey.

			“This is a world of images, and I am its curator. The people are hungry little larvae, all waiting for their moment to be transformed into something greater through their experience with art. They expect to be lifted, far-far-far into another realm.” She blew on the tip of her cigarillo, making the cherry glow bright. “You know that this is the ultimate purpose of art, yes?” Draped horizontally on her chair, she crossed one leg over the other, her silk quilt falling open and baring her legs to the hip joint.

			I backed carefully down the steps.

			“Yes, your Highness. It has always been my ultimate wish. Unfortunately, I haven’t achieved that. Yet.”

			“Because you were a cork!” She snickered. She swung her legs to the front and sat straight, then pointed at me with her smoking fingers. “But no longer. First, you will win me over. This is very important. I am the judge. Do not make me look the fool.”

			“I understand.” I said, watching her rise to her feet. She paced around her throne.

			“You will paint your little guts out until you undo the years of boring you’ve been afflicted with. I’ve seen cork art. No need to deny it. And then, when the time has come, you will be granted a specially selected hall where your chosen piece will be shown to a small test group. That is when we will determine if you can join the ranks of Mahl’s artists. The group’s receptivity is critical, but don’t be mistaken—I am the final judge. Do not embarrass me.”

			“I won’t,” I said, torn between defending Purist art and confessing her claim’s validity.

			“All expenses will be covered until that time. Then you will pay me back. Every. Single. Coin. So you better hurry, because even if you fail, you will honour your debt. I will have you on your hands and knees, exacting work degrading even for a Dumpster, for however long it takes. Once the financial reparations are taken care of, I will have you thrown in the Pit.” Skylah reclaimed her spot on her royal chair, then laid her head back and blew smoke in a straight jet, her eyes dreamy. “My first convert! Squeeee! It is a good day.”

			I waited for her to keep speaking, but again she focused on the hot tip of her cigarillo, blowing smoke hoops onto it.

			“Should I go?” I dared to ask.

			“Yes, that would seem appropriate now. I’m appointing you a Hound.”

			My muscles crisped up.

			“But Hounds hate Purists,” I said. For years, they were the single thing I ran from. That we all ran from. The biggest threat to a tranquil way of life, and the fastest way to broken bones.

			“You are no longer a Purist!” she said sharply. “Get that into your obedient little skull.”

			I bowed my head, fighting off the heartbreak. She inspected her magenta-painted nails, holding her hand out, flipping her fingers around nonchalantly. She spoke without looking at me.

			“Someone who works for one of the Big Seven . . . Rilke. He will be perfect for you. He hounds for Macer.”

			My stomach clenched and my heart sped, all at the mere mention of Macer’s name.

			“Macer has many Hounds,” she continued. “He can share one. Rilke will show you around the city and nudge you in the right direction, artistically speaking.”

			“You want him to judge my work?” The idea was appalling.

			She looked at me then, no hint of humour in her obsidian-black eyes. “Repeatedly. And when he feels something, he’ll be sure to let you know. He’ll be a good meter.”

			As if on cue, a swirl of wind and sunshine poured in. Skylah flipped a fold of silk over her bare knees.

			“Head straight to the studio from here,” she said to me but also to the guard holding the door open. “I’m sure we’ll do great. People are going to riot.”

			“I’ll do my best, your Highness,” I said, realizing I was henceforth trapped in this agreement. Only now was it obvious that I couldn’t have gainfully masqueraded as a Trigger without some kind of interaction with her first, seeing she was the one to green-light the artists’ competency. A detail left undiscovered even with all the rebels’ eavesdropping, it had me most inadequately prepared to meet her expectations. In the end, being armed with the information would have made no difference, other than perhaps parrying a sense of perilous urgency.

			“Our first convert, not a minute too soon. I am sure you can see what a victory this is for the art world. For progress. Finally! The beginning of the end!” Skylah crushed her cigarillo in the silver ashtray atop the chevet. Part of me was crushed with it. “Broadcast is tonight.”

			“Tonight?” It became all at once very hot in the cathedral, breeze notwithstanding. I pinched my thin silk shirt at the collar and ruffled it. “Don’t I have to win you over first?”

			“As far as your art is concerned, yes. The test unveiling will be the stage for my public approval and your potential minting—your recognition as a Trigger. You aren’t granted this distinction just on account of a broadcast. Calm your tits, little doe. We can, nonetheless, start promoting your person right away. You are not something to be kept hidden. Tonight, the world will know.” Skylah stood up and shook her fists before her in excitement. “Joy will gush like rivers of old! It will be obscene!” She looked far past me, imagining, smiling.

			My heart sank in my chest. The plan was backfiring. A simple Trigger was all I was supposed to be, not some celebrated convert that proved to the world that their way was better. The rebels would be furious. A cold hand wrapped around my bicep.

			“Miss Izzy,” the guard said.

			Bowing to Skylah, I gave silent thanks for not being directly thrown in the Pit. It was selfish, but I couldn’t help feeling relieved, for I was not ready to be a martyr. I was, however, ready to paint. There was time to figure out the rest.

			When I raised my head, Skylah was still vacantly staring into the void, the lingering smirk on her lips a venomous omen.
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				Slippery Marie

			
			“What’s your name?” I called out over the wind. We were in another Humvee, though this one was a convertible and had its top rolled down.

			“Doug,” the driver said.

			I knew Dougs were wardens of sorts; the city’s soldiers. But that was only a title. I gripped the edges of the passenger seat in front of me. “What is it really?”

			“We who serve Skylah, Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands, are all Dougs. That is who we are and what we do. We drive, we oblige, we unify, we guard.”

			I thought those over. “What’s the name your mother gave you?”

			Doug looked into his rearview mirror and frowned at me. He slid his gaze back to the road, then sniffed hard. “Levy.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Levy.” Satisfied, I fell back into my seat. A dozen buildings went by, none of their walls displaying repros. I leaned forward again.

			“Why are there no laser-repros in the city?”

			“Repros?” He smirked. “That’s for riff-raff. People pay for the real thing here.”

			“Oh.” I settled back. The wind was cool. The morning sun was surprisingly gentle and the streets were impressively clean—no dust, no garbage, no people. We were the only ones on the road, with none of the expected dipped-out junkheads begging for alms at every corner.

			“Where is everybody?” I asked, yet again moving close to the front seats so he could hear me over the wind.

			“It’s too early. People like to sleep in.”

			“Every day?”

			“Yes, miss. Here we are. Slippery Marie.”

			“Slippery who?”

			“It’s the name of the street.”

			Levy took a turn northbound and we rolled up another paved road hemmed with white square buildings, each as perfectly straight as the last. Each house had a large window taking up most of its frontage, privacy filters permitting onlookers to see shapes but no details. There was an obvious absence of spiderwebbing cracks across them all. Each donned a door of a different colour, and signs were staked into the lush front lawns. On each sign was the picture of a face and a name printed in big black letters.

			“Are these all for Triggers in training?” I asked, swivelling left and right to see them all. The driveway Levy pulled into was the fifth one on the left.

			“We call these the box houses. They’re government-owned. This was Chuchu’s box. She died last week. It’s all yours. We’ll have your face up before the end of the day.”

			Levy helped me out of the back of the Humvee and followed me up the white cement stairs to the front door, which was a vibrant cobalt teal. I peered back at him, expecting a key. Instead, he reached around me and put his palm against the black pad above the handle. It glowed purple.

			“Initiate,” he said. The light turned white. “Place your hand there, please.”

			I did as he said, and the glow went from white to green.

			“Go on in. The house will respond to you now.”

			The door opened onto a small walled entryway, which led to one gigantic room, the general lack of furniture making it look even larger. The space was two stories high, and everything was painted stark white. On the wall perpendicular to the large window hung a canvas of probably four metres in height and three in width, pristine and ready to receive a painter’s first mark. My stomach flipped with excitement. At its left corner was a stepping stool and a stepladder, and on the right a glass table that served as a gigantic palette. Right beside it were more tables with basket upon basket of paint tubes and materials. Glass containers held paintbrushes, knives, sponges, and tools I had never seen before. My vision blurred with tears.

			“You all right there, Miss Izzy?” the Doug asked.

			“Yes, thank you, Levy. I’m just so happy right now.” I put my hands on my cheeks and sighed.

			“Well, that’s wonderful. The coldbox is stocked, as are your closets. There are shoes for you too.” His mouth twitched as he repressed a smile, glancing at my feet. “Back there are the kitchen and bathroom, and up the stairs on the mezzanine is your bedroom. Careful you don’t slip on those glass stairs. That’s how Chuchu broke her neck.”

			I flinched and cased the see-through steps from afar. My gaze tumbled down to the landing. If there had been any blood, there was no sign of it now.

			“This pad here is how you can reach me, should you want to go anywhere.” He pointed to a rectangle embedded in the wall by the door. “Rilke should be here in a few hours. Don’t waste any time getting to work. Skylah, she said to tell you.”

			The words were sobering. “Oh. Of course, I will. I mean—I won’t. Thank you so much for your kindness.” I rubbed my eyes dry and faced him, standing tall.

			“Just doing my job, Miss Izzy. Good luck.” And with that, he left the box house, and me alone inside it.

			The canvas was enormous. Never had I painted anything even half that size. It was both thrilling and intimidating. And somehow, ideas needed to emerge—good ones—immediately. I gritted my teeth. Perhaps my entry into the city wasn’t as graceful as planned, but I was here. A worthwhile outcome remained possible, but only if I painted. Because that’s how I would stay alive. Maybe even make a name for myself in the process. It wasn’t so bad an arrangement after all. In no way could I let this opportunity slide.

			When Rilke finally knocked on the door, dozens of sketches were strewn across the floor. I had changed into some red jogging pants and a black tank top and tied my hair back into a knot, but I hadn’t bothered to wash the blackened soles of my feet, too excited was I to start. My skin was glistening with sweat. I stiffened with anxiety at the sound, slightly terrified of meeting a Hound.

			I jogged across the room, paused for courage, then opened the door. Rilke looked at me from top to bottom. Remembering my manners, I extended my hand and smiled, slightly out of breath. To this, he raised his eyebrows and looked at me sideways.

			“I’ve never seen one like you before,” he said, walking past me. Upon seeing my mess, he straightaway started picking up my pages. “No, no, no.” 

			“What are you doing?” I chased him across the floor, trying to grab my drawings before he did. “These are mine!”

			“Listen, Izzy. I’ve been assigned to help you. And this here,” he said as he flaunted the messy stack of papers, “is your first mistake.”

			Rilke pulled a metal trashcan from under the materials table and dumped the sketches into it. Then, producing a pack of matches from his pocket, he struck one, dropped the flaming stick onto the pile, and looked in. He lit two more and dropped those. When the flames had properly caught, he yanked the last of the drawings out of my hands and dropped those in too. The contents blazing, he brought the trashcan out to the front and left it on the cement porch.

			The Hound came back in and walked up to me. Grabbing me by the shoulders, he shook me, just a little.

			“You need to let go of your past, Izzy. It’s time to let loose. Go wild. Let your inner goddess speak!” He released me and stepped over to the huge blank canvas. He raised his arms in a V. “Look at this! All the possibilities! Where will you bring us, Izzy? What sensations will we be made to experience thanks to your unique gifts? Don’t overthink it! You must vomit your soul onto this canvas!”

			He came back and took my hand. He held it gently, his gaze falling deep into mine. “Rule number one: Never pre-sketch.” He dropped my hand and moved to the kitchen. “It kills the messenger! You don’t want to be a murderer, do you?”

			“I’m not sure I know what that means . . .” I watched him stir behind the coldbox door, things clinking and rattling as he moved them around. From the freezer, he pulled an ice tray, then fetched two large tumblers and a few bottles of liquor from a cabinet.

			“I am loyal to Macer. He’s my everything. He treats me good, and his art is out of this world. Astral travel guaranteed. Now, I’ve been appointed to you.” He presented me with a drink. I wanted to say no, but I bit my lip and took the tumbler. I observed him then, his long bleach-blond curls, his dark mahogany skin, upturned eyes, and bright sea-green irises. He had a rounded nose, slightly pointed, and hot-pink barrettes. I suddenly remembered looking at him from the ground up—he had been the one protecting the Dumps’ big Macer repro from the audacious, insolent finger.

			Rilke tapped his foot. I had been staring.

			“I’m sorry. I’m being rude.” I took a sip from my glass. It tasted sweet and spicy, the heat of it coating the back of my throat. The milk was a great touch. I nodded. “It’s very good.”

			Finally, he smiled. Though his eyes were rimmed in red, like most users’, his teeth were sparkling white. This was my first conversation with a Hound. I had never been so close to one, except to take a kick in the face. I looked at his boots. The shafts were covered with rounded silver studs, the toes without a scuff and polished to a shine. His loose purple trousers were unmarred, his white shirt immaculately clean and missing not a single button. Sure, he had burned my sketches, but he had also told me to vomit my soul and made me a drink. Rilke didn’t fit the image of the bloodthirsty zealot.

			“So, as I was saying . . .” The Hound strode across the room and dropped onto a white-draped couch set against the partial wall that blocked off the entryway. It was directly across the presently blank canvas, and the perfect place to observe it. “I’ve been appointed to help you. Because apparently you were, until just recently, a Purist, and you are a bit ‘fragile.’ Now, it needs to be clearly understood: There will be no Purist-ing here.” He showed me his fist, then flicked out his index finger and pointed it at me from afar. “You will work hard, you will not waste my time, and I promise I won’t waste yours. You seem like a nice young lady. You need to forget about being nice. You need to be real.”

			“But I’m nice for real,” I said, peering into the white cocktail, which I had no intention of finishing.

			“Tell you what. Let’s start with this: How do you want people to feel when they look at your work?”

			I shrugged, thinking of my sketches burning in the trashcan on the porch. “Inspired?”

			“No, no, no.” He put his face in his hand. “Do you want them to feel angry, sad, horny, confused, happy? Do you want them to start a revolution or—or jump off a bridge?”

			“Well, happy seems like a good choice for me.” I stood up straighter, encouraged.

			He slapped his thigh. “Perfect, let’s start by making you feel as happy as possible. Let’s get you doing all the things you love. What do you love?”

			“I love painting.”

			“Silly girl. I could have told you that.”

			I looked around for a clue, searching the walls, the windowsill, the grout lines of the white floor tiles. “I like fresh bread?”

			Rilke’s face twisted into a crooked smile, amused by my modesty.

			“I love sunsets,” I added with a bit more confidence. “And washing my hair. I love hugs, and dancing, and I love my friend Joanie.” My mood immediately sank as I thought of how Joanie and I had left each other on bad terms.

			“Ah, dancing, you say? To what kind of music?”

			I slumped, no longer in the mood for his game. “I don’t know. There weren’t many opportunities for dancing in the Dumps. When I delivered paintings to the Bunnies, if someone had a glockenspiel, sometimes we’d sing together, and then, maybe . . .”

			“Show me,” Rilke said, skeptical. 

			“Well, I can’t really do it alone.”

			Both our drinks placed aside, he took position in front of me, much too close—I could feel his breath on my face. Little gusts of liquor, spice, and milk.

			“Um, like this.” I took his hands, placed my palms to his, and raised them slightly out to the sides. With a nudge he started shuffling with me. Rilke’s eyes grew big, which made me smile. We skipped a wide circle around the room, with a small flourish every four steps. The first one was a heel click, the second was a toe tap, the third was a hop. We hadn’t finished a full turn before he burst into uncontrollable laughter, each string of giggles coming at a higher pitch than the last. Even as tears ran down his cheeks, the Hound kept step, until completing the third round, when he stumbled to the couch crying with laughter. He grabbed his drink from the side table.

			“You are one hell of a weirdo.” He wiped his watery eyes with the ball of his thumb. “This is going to be fun.”
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				Yummiest Peach

			
			Rilke’s first directive was for me to take my favourite colour and do whatever I wanted with it, without thinking.

			“We are always thinking,” I said.

			“Just turn it off,” he answered absent-mindedly as he checked his crypto-phone. “Listen, I have to meet Macer. Which is perfect because I’m due. But I will return to accompany you to the broadcast.”

			“Right.” An exasperated exhale squeezed its way out, my cheeks blown big from trying to withhold it.

			Rilke looked up. “You’re not looking forward to it. Why? It’s a spectacular event, you, being here. Are you not happy to be here?”

			I didn’t have to think for long. The smell of paint and lavender spike was already filling my heart with indescribable well-being, like I was home again.

			“I am.”

			“There you go!” He clapped me on the shoulder, then caressed it, in apology. “Just say that and you’ll be fine. And try to dress a little more . . . interestingly.”

			“I don’t know what you mean by that.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Not another décolleté, please.

			There was a good reserve of patience in that man, because I saw him draw from it then, a palpable wave of calm washing over him. He scratched his hairless chin.

			“You are going to need fans to survive,” he said. “They need to love your art, but they also need to love you. This is a world of images, Izzy. When people look at you, they see yet another image. You have to at least give it a little thought.”

			Ditching the jogging pants was not truly problematic. What concerned me most was the spectacle they wanted to make of my conversion. Rilke misread my fidgeting and grunted in acquiescence.

			“Ok. Give me two hours. Throw some paint on that damn canvas. Have some fun. I’ll be back with enough time to get you prepped before Doug gets here.”

			“Levy.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“My driver’s name is Levy. Levy the Doug.”

			Rilke laughed heartily and, shaking his head, gave me a dazzling smile. “You’re a hoot. Wait until I tell Macer about you.”

			He went to leave, but I grabbed him by the wrist, wanting to stop him from speaking my name to Macer, feeling unworthy of him even knowing about me. Rilke frowned down at my hand.

			“Oh, I’m sorry.” I let go.

			“It’s ok.” He rubbed his wrist. “It’s a wild world, Izzy. I’m sure you know that. And though it can be amazing, it’s also quite violent. They don’t call me Soldier for nothing.”

			My eyebrows shot up.

			“That’s right,” Rilke continued. “I’ve got a rainbow belt in Smackdo. I’ll show you some moves later.” He winked. “I gotta go.”

			“Hey,” I said as he turned away. “Don’t tell Macer about me.”

			“Of course I will. See you in two hours.”

			And with that, he was out, taking a moment to bring back the blackened trashcan into the entrance and give me an encouraging thumbs-up before leaving again.

			Alone with pigments wasn’t a bad way to be, but now I had to create something. And if I understood right, it didn’t really matter what I did. I just needed to start, and the less careful I was the better. No Purist-ing. I stared at the white-gessoed linen, trying to understand what that meant.

			The canvas was more than three times my height. Three times my soul, exposed for all to see. Feverishly, I turned to the paint baskets. Big tubes stood vertical, tightly packed. The first one I saw was Hansa yellow. Naphthol red. Phthalo green.

			“Don’t think.” I plucked all three of them out, while doing so noticing a white audio system perched on a white pedestal stand, right behind the paint baskets. I laid the tubes on the glass table that served as a big palette and eyed the machine—I had never painted to music before. I dared my index finger to reach out and press the biggest button. Noise exploded from the speaker and I screamed alongside it, my hands fumbling to find the volume. Once the decibels were under control, both mine and the player’s, I pressed other, smaller buttons randomly. Styles switched and effects changed, until finally, I settled on something relaxing. String instruments and piano. Perhaps it was not wild enough for the job, but it was a start.

			I rolled out the whole green tube. It was far too little to make a dent on the surface I needed to cover. A search through the baskets produced three more. I squeezed them all out too. From a tray of tools, I chose a large polygonal knife, its blade a shiny silver and its handle a dark ebony. It felt slightly heavier than a normal knife would, and probably cost more than a month’s rent in my Dumps studio. Opening a bottle of lavender spike oil, I brought it to my nose and took a pleased whiff. Mixing some straight into the green glob, I pushed the paint around lovingly until it was smooth and fluid enough for my taste. My head bobbed to the music, electronic beats having mixed themselves with the orchestra. And then, light-headed with excitement, I faced the canvas and knifed on the beautiful green.

			Up, down, and sideways it went. I made for the glass table, loaded my tool, and returned to the canvas. Some titanium white added to the green, I poured more spike oil into the paint and swooshed it around with a large brush. Then I did what I never thought I would.

			If you get caught, you will be killed.

			No one would have to slow down for me. I can run too. I run all the time.

			I’m sure you do. While you flick paint everywhere.

			I thought I would lose my nerve, that I’d feel ashamed, or that someone—anyone—would come storming in through the door to rebuke me. But none of those things happened. I flicked the paint, and I loved it.

			Upward, I splashed the pale green, over and over. After scraping the rest of the paint off the table and spreading it on the canvas, I squeezed out more white and added the red and yellow to make a rich peach colour. Peaches, the fruit of the rich. I had the chance to eat one as a child, before the Great Burn and before the NAG started keeping the best of everything behind Mahl City walls, a selection of exclusive goods never making it to the Edge Market. Only for the worthy. Well, this piece was deserving of all the yummy peach that could be made. The music was getting wilder. It was uncanny how perfectly it matched my mood. I turned it up.

			The work absorbed me completely. So much so that with every stroke, the burdening thoughts of my new patron and her daunting expectations vanished. Every flick, a shackle was dropped. It was liberating. Not only to throw paint around, but to do it with motions so wide and large, like the whole of my body was leaving a mark. Isobel. The yummiest peach.

			Climbing the stepladder, I waved my arms back and forth and covered the top area, as high as I could reach, with intersecting arches. With bold shapes. With big, fat lines. I laughed, and laughed some more. I needed to go higher, but the stepladder wouldn’t let me reach. This was a canvas for giants! An extendable ladder leaning in the corner caught my eye, so I climbed down the short one and pulled the other to the centre of the painted mess, pushing the upper section of the ladder as far as it could go and locking it in place. Before climbing back up, I grabbed a tube of Mars black.

			My steps ginger but my mind overrun by a sort of ravenous courage, I made it to the top with the tube between my teeth. One arm wrapped around a tubular rung to keep me from falling to my death like Chuchu, I uncapped the tube and squeezed the paint directly into my hand. I closed my fist around it and giggled. I was three years old all over again, getting my yellow dress dirty as I made mud pies under the hot summer sun, my belly grumbling for the jam scones arranged neatly on a tray at a picnic table, the soapy smell of the freshly washed linen on the clothesline. Soft, happy heat pulsed within me, scaled my throat, filled my head with light. It slipped out as tears down my newly freckled cheeks.

			The highest part of the linen was now completely tarred, my hands twisting and stamping and scratching.

			Something crashed behind me, making me stop mid-movement. I turned, my face wet and my hair, arms, and hands gummy with black paint. It was Rilke; he had walked in and dropped something—the box, by his feet. He paid it no mind, his eyes straight ahead. The look on his face had me clambering down the ladder as fast as I could, jumping off a few rungs early.

			“You hate it! You hate it!” I said in a panic as I ran to him. He wouldn’t look at me. I peered down at my hands then pivoted to face the canvas. The ginormous canvas. “Oh, my—It’s horrible.” My eyes couldn’t even adjust, my brain unable to process the hideosity I’d made.

			Rilke said nothing. Finally, without taking his gaze off the painting, he bent to my ear and whispered.

			“It’s fucking fantastic.”
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				Sour Milk & Podiums

			
			Rilke walked over to the sound system and stopped the music.

			“I’m not done. I’ll fix it,” I said, staring at my feet. I rubbed the tips of my toes together. They had black paint on them too.

			“Like hell you will.” Rilke’s sea-green eyes snapped toward me. “You’re not touching this.”

			“I can’t leave it like this!” The thought was appalling. “I want to be the one to decide, Rilke. I want to paint something on top of it. It’s just the backdrop.”

			He frowned at me, then clicked his tongue. “A backdrop. You won’t cover it up completely? No fixing?”

			“If you insist. Though I clearly don’t see why I shouldn’t.” It had to be the ugliest explosion of paint ever deliberately put to canvas.

			“Look at your hands,” he said, impressed.

			“Yes, I know. Rilke, I had so much fun. I really did. More than I ever have. My heart, my tummy, they wanted to burst. I cried.”

			“I can see that.”

			I wiped my cheeks, smudging more paint around.

			“Not on your face. I can see it there.” He pointed to the canvas. “You’re a very fast learner.”

			He showed me his raised hand. I grinned and slapped it, transferring paint onto him.

			“You’re a nice person, Rilke.”

			“Ha!” he burst, grabbing an unmarked jug from under the table of baskets. Then picking up his box of shattered things with his other hand, he pointed toward the bathroom with his chin. I followed him.

			“Pour some of this into your hands. Once they’re clean, pour more and work it into your hair. And then clean those pretty cheeks.”

			“Is it very toxic?” I asked, taking the jug. I was used to toxic—the ground itself was toxic in the Dumps. I uncapped it and sniffed. “Yuck. Sour milk. There was an Edge merchant who used to sell milk that smelled exactly like this. I never could stomach it. I didn’t know it could clean off paint.”

			Rilke put his hand over the mouth of the jug and pushed it away from my face. “For Art’s sake, do not drink it. It’s not milk. Now get in there and clean up. Try to not get any in your eyes.”

			I stripped and washed up over the sink, eyes squeezed shut, thinking about my big painting. Rilke seemed so pleased—that made me ridiculously happy. Delivering my work to Bunnies had never been this rewarding, and the piece wasn’t even done. Maybe . . . maybe I was meant to be a Trigger all along.

			“I’m clean!” I yelled as I observed my freckles, my shapes, my smooth skin, my new trim, suddenly all more attractive to me than they were that same morning. The door cracked open and I lunged for a towel. To my relief, only Rilke’s hand pushed through, holding a black garment.

			Another jumpsuit. This one covered me well, the tapered pant legs almost reaching my ankles, the fitting loose. No V-neck. I walked out smiling.

			“Thanks, I really like this one. And the smell is gone. I don’t stink.”

			Rilke applauded softly. “You could have jumped in the shower, but . . . never mind. I’m glad it pleases you, Pure Lady.” He took a small bow.

			“Excuse me?”

			“That’s what they’re calling you.” He stood and joined me beside the bathroom door, where he palmed a tall photon-reflecting mirror to life.

			“I have a nickname? I only just got here. We haven’t even broadcast yet.” I stood beside Rilke. He was a head taller than I, his bouncy blond curls giving him even more height.

			“Word gets around fast in the city.” He took off a pink hair clip and replaced it deeper into his bleached hair. “People love to talk. The broadcast is mainly for the rest of Etching.”

			The rest of Etching meant the Dumps. I thought of Rippa and wondered where they were, how they were, and if the Bunnies were free to exist unbothered given the paintings had been, most probably, all destroyed during the raid—a raid that happened the same night the Hounds ransacked my studio and drove me to seek refuge at the Half-Light camp. Bunnies and rebels crowded my thoughts. I wondered what they’d had to overcome since my departure, and who among them might have been taken by the dangers of daily existence. People love to talk. That was exactly what Phen had also said. Apparently he was right. And while I was looking forward to getting word from the other side of the wall, I knew that no desirable news could arrive through gossip.

			“In less than an hour, you get to tell the world how happy you are to be a newborn Trigger.” Rilke chuckled. “The first ever convert. I can hardly believe it.”

			I considered telling him I was also the last of my kind, but thought better of it. It would be like throwing gas onto this fire I had accidentally started.

			“I’d much rather stay here and paint,” I said, stepping aside to peek at the horror show looming over the main room. It was the truth. My fingers were already itching to get back to it.

			Rilke handed me some black flats. “We need to fix your mop, little lady.”

			His hands were agile and experienced. After combing goop into my hair with his fingers, he pulled and threaded and brushed. Sitting on a cushioned bench in the oversized bathroom, I watched him work in a horizontal digi-mirror. When he was done, a big gathering of loops bloomed on my head, in the shape of a flower.

			“Magnolia,” he said. I went to touch it, but Rilke blocked my hand. “Makeup.”

			Only my mother had ever touched my hair and face the way Rilke did now. I relaxed under the calming force of his gentle hands. Now and again, his warm body touched my knees or his fingers lifted my chin, bringing me back to my corporality and the sharp, frightening truth of what awaited me. Determined to enjoy the suspension of time, I kept my eyes closed until I heard the soft click of an instrument being placed on the golden vanity top.

			“Done,” he said, moving out of the way so I could see myself.

			A dark shadow stretched across my eyes. It covered the bridge of my nose and continued on both sides of my face onto my temples. Though simple, my outfit was classy, and with the hair and the makeup, I looked like a complete stranger. Still, under the smoky veneer, I saw myself. A different, updated version; a freer one, perhaps. I liked her.

			Outside, the sky was changing colour. Out of my front window I saw shapes moving to and fro behind the neighbours’ windowpane, their privacy filter, like my own, clouding only the view from the outside in.

			“They’re still working,” I said, pointing to the house across the road before following Rilke out the door. He walked past me and up to the black vehicle parked in the driveway.

			“Most of our artists sleep in, run some errands in the late morning, eat, and then work all afternoon and into the early evening. They’ll have a late dinner, then go out and party.”

			“Really?” I turned to Levy, who sat in the driver’s seat with his window down. “Hi, Levy.” The Doug dipped his head, an amused grin at the corner of his lips.

			“I’m sorry, which part surprises you?” Rilke opened the back door.

			I paused between him and the vehicle. “It’s a relaxed schedule, but disciplined and organized. I thought Triggers and Hounds lived in a whirlwind of dipped confusion.” I made a loop with my head, rolling my eyes as it circled.

			“That’s what you were taught to believe.” He held out his hand. I took it and climbed into the back of the Humvee.

			The streets were different at this hour, the sidewalks crowded. Levy drove slowly, giving Rilke the time to point out a variety of shops and landmarks. We stopped to let a crowd cross the street, and I marvelled at the parade of colourful clothing. My side window gave me a close-up view on a woman wobbling by in a tight black-and-yellow gown. It flared out widely at the bottom and broke off into coils that swirled upward, making a large elliptical cage around her body, all the way to her neck, where it cinched into a choker necklace. Her hair was gelled back into a long, slick point. Then between the two front seats, I watched a man in a blue bikini walking a large black dog. The animal’s diamond leash sparkled as they passed through our vehicle’s headlights, as did the man’s diamond-encrusted boots.

			“These people,” I said, giggling.

			“The good residents of Mahl City, dear Izzy. Merchants, cobblers, farmers—”

			“Farmers in diamond boots?”

			“—bankers, real estate agents, carpenters, architects, plumbers, engineers. The makings of a society, Izzy.”

			“What about Hounds?”

			“What about them?” Rilke said without turning.

			“Well, the ones I’ve seen were never dressed this colourfully. Their clothes usually match the dreary tones of the Dumps.”

			Rilke drew in a heavy breath and released it in a thoughtful pause. “Those who have to resort to harassing people south of the wall are the worst among us. They seek to feed an addiction that has gotten out of hand, usually one they can no longer afford. I am sorry for the pain they cause.” He regarded me then, his gaze piercing through my skepticism. “But pain is sometimes necessary.”

			The crowd passed and we drove on. I thought about every time I had to hide in the shadows, my heart pounding, every time my belly grumbled, that my mouth was dry, that my feet hurt from running . . . My body tensed in anger at his statement.

			“I don’t think that’s fair.”

			“With unbalance comes opportunity,” Rilke said, peering out his own window. “Growth cannot happen when things stay the same. Ultimately, we want to evolve. Purists and Bunnies are stuck in the past.”

			“The past is not all bad.” I half-closed my eyes, the floating digi-ads shining blurs of bright colours through my eyelashes. “What about good core values?”

			“We have those. You said so yourself: We are disciplined. And we’re loyal, we show courage, we love. Holding on to old doctrine and convention is what blocks progress. Anyone standing in front of a fast-moving truck will get run over.” He turned to me. “You’ll find people feel free to be themselves here, and as a consequence are also very accepting of others. Can you say the same for your Bunnies?”

			I couldn’t, because Bunnies were no longer free to be themselves. But were they accepting of the different, the new? Did they not teach us to believe that everything in the city was evil? There was clearly prejudice on both sides of the wall.

			I observed Rilke as he looked out the window. His manner was so mild, it was almost maddening. He was the opposite of what a Hound was supposed to be. I wondered if what he said was true, that the majority of Hounds in the city were better than the bad, abusive ones down in the Dumps, or if he was just a rare breed.

			We turned up the street that led to the cathedral where I had met with Skylah that same morning. It was just as magical at night, now lit with countless vertical rows of strung blue lights. The large island of grass that faced it was packed with people—people who were waiting for me—and the sight filled me with strange dread. On the steps of the cathedral were a podium and two Dougs. We pulled up just short of them on the paved path cut between the park and the edifice. Rilke jumped out and came around to open my door. A chorus of cheering burst forth as I appeared.

			“Ready to confess your sins?” Rilke smiled. He led me to the podium just as Skylah emerged from the cathedral’s large wooden doors. Wrapped in her red silk quilt and a cigarillo at her fingertips, she smiled imperiously at the crowd, took a drag, and blew her lungful upward in their general direction.

			“So dramatic,” I mumbled, not without admiration.

			Four men arrived from paths on either side of the building and came to stand at the corners of the podium. Tiny cameras rested in front of their eyes, mounted on wires that jutted out of their neck braces. The red lights that burned above the filming apparatus blinked in readiness. I approached the small microphone and cleared my throat. The blanket of my little cough spread over the crowd and an attentive quiet settled in.

			“Here we go,” Rilke said. “Tell them the truth.”
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				Love-Worthy

			
			The multitude awaited with bated breath for the special announcement: trash had finally become treasure. I peered at the crowd, my calm stretched thin, afraid of what would happen if I offended the throng. Every face and every garment exuded wealth. These were people who could afford their drug of choice, quite possibly without ever having to jones for very long. While in the Dumps, people lined up in their threadbares for measly allotments that would permit them a few loaves of stale bread, dried beans, and a flat of SweetVit, here kaleidoscopic outfits and personas shone with anticipation of joyful news—news that would in no wise affect the amount of food they had on their plates the next day. With affluence like that, they had no need to even acknowledge the existence of the people in the Dumps. They were safe and sound, far from those they were probably told countless lies about. It was never more apparent—Mahl City and the Dumps were truly worlds apart, and the injustice of it was blaring.

			Rilke’s hand pressed encouragingly between my shoulder blades. From the corner of my eye, I saw him smiling to the crowd, seemingly unconcerned that my body was trembling under his palm. He was good at this, I could tell.

			I wasn’t.

			“Hi, everybody. I hope you are all doing very well. My name is Izzy.” My voice was raspy and thin, nerves throttling my vocal cords. I brought my mouth closer to the little microphone. “And I, uh, have news for you.” This time my voice boomed, oversaturated bass causing a whistle of feedback in the loudspeakers. Bubbles of laughter effervesced from below. I tried to ignore them. “You might already know what it is.”

			A few people hooted. Rilke took a small step back, a tiny movement that completely abandoned me to the limelight and made me a target to those countless eyes. My heart thumped unevenly.

			“I was born in the Dumps just before the fall of the Old Holy Order, raised as a Bunny, and trained as a classical artist in the art institute that once existed south of the wall. Graduating before the Great Burn permitted me to receive the blessing of the mark, all while pledging myself to a Purist’s life.” I lifted my arm and turned my wrist toward them, exposing my branding.

			No one booed, which surprised me. They knew what was coming. If any of the rebels were watching the news, normally sent down live via an opti-ray hover in the allotment square, they knew what was coming too. It was their plan, after all. Gone somewhat awry, but theirs nonetheless.

			“Today . . .” I inhaled deeply, scanning over the expectant assembly. They looked hungry, though their bellies were, most likely, full. A small wind picked up, its freshness invigorating. Some people pulled their jackets closed; cloaks were swung shut over shoulders. A loud whoop travelled from the back, and Rilke cleared his throat from behind me. I tightened my fists. “Today I’ve entered the fold of Trigger artists.”

			The crowd roared to life, cheers and applause fusing into an electrifying hiss. I looked at Rilke, who nodded at me, his expression unreadable. With hands a little less shaky than before, I gripped the skinny mic stand. “And I’ve started my first piece.”

			That did it. I had never seen such jubilance before. People jumped onto each other’s backs, waved their hands in the air, sang and hollered. Golden streamers flew upward, balloons took to the sky. Rilke now watched with undisguised glee. On my other side was Skylah. When I turned to her, her gaze was not on the people but on me. Pride etched all over her face, she took my hands, lifted them to her mouth, and kissed them.

			“Welcome, little doe.”

			A shiver ran through my body. Then with a flick of her hand, the ruler directed me out of the way. It was her turn to stand at the podium. She threw her arms up and sank into a hip, her figure a red shiny snake. 

			“Whoooohoo! Are we going to party tonight or what? We are making history, people! Our first. Convert. Ever! Your grandchildren will talk about this moment!” Skylah paused and let the tempest subside. “That’s right. You remember this moment. It is the beginning of the end of the long war. Very soon, everyone in Etching will taste the freedom we’ve been enjoying for decades already. Freedom to be whoever we want to be. And what do we want to be?” Skylah inclined her ear to the intelligible shouts from the audience. “That’s right—art lovers!”

			The people cheered. Those watching from the Dumps were surely scratching their heads at my luck or misfortune, unaware of the bigger plan. You’ll be our mole, the rebels had said. Meanwhile, I would truly be the Bunnies’ biggest disappointment.

			Skylah spread her arms in offering. “Tonight, everyone gets a free Thirty in the gallery of their choice. On the house!”

			Fireworks burst overhead like splatters of paint under the domed sky. I watched, fingers shoved in my ears, and wondered if Joanie could see the fireworks too.

			Rilke and I walked side by side down to where Levy’s Humvee was waiting for us and climbed into the back seat.

			“Wonderful job,” Rilke said, then shook his head with happy disbelief. “You’re a natural. People love you already.”

			“They’re just happy I converted. In any case, it was exhilarating,” I confessed, heat rising in my cheeks.

			He nodded, pleased. “The new darling. You’ll find your Hounds in no time.”

			“Wha— You’re not going to keep helping me?”

			“Macer is my artist, Izzy.” He smiled sympathetically. “But . . . tell you what. If I can get his blessing, maybe I can hound for both of you. It’s not really done, though, so, I don’t know.”

			The thought of ending up with the worst kind of Hound made me shudder. I turned my gaze to the endless cascade of flashy digi-ads outside my window and sent a silent prayer to the Good Light.

			“Hounds tend to stick to their preferred buzz,” Rilke said. “It often comes down to that. They promote the art they fell in love with. If they’re lucky, they enjoy the buzz but also love the artist. Macer is worthy of that.”

			“Oh.” Macer was love-worthy. How strangely intimidating. “You know, I saw a Macer repro in the Dumps once. A big one. I dipped, I’m certain of it. It was . . . my first time. My only time. Then, a kid on his bicycle saved me—snapped me out of it just in time, I guess. Before I became something else.” Then I had thrown myself behind the cement blocks, and looked up at a Hound, the one impossibly sitting beside me now. “I don’t want to get addicted, Rilke. To anyone.”

			“Hm.” He leaned back and looked out his window. “It’s a reasonable concern, though in all honesty, artists don’t tend to indulge in their peers’ work. They get to doubting the quality of their own work, and may end up only wanting more of what’s not theirs.”

			The vehicle turned into a driveway by an old stone church. A queue of voucher holders went from the door all the way to the street and continued down the block.

			“Anyway, we are not visiting any galleries tonight. We are going here.” He pointed to an old building set at the back of the small lot beside the church, built with the same rounded, grey stones. “Macer’s house.”

			“It is?” I said, taken by surprise. I swallowed hard, feeling ill-prepared to meet him. “That’s not a box house.”

			Rilke laughed. “Stars, no. Box houses are only for budding artists. The Houndless. Established Triggers live the grand ol’ life, little doe.”

			I sneered playfully at the moniker, then watched with apprehension as the building we drove toward got bigger.

			Levy parked in front of Macer’s door. We stepped out from either side of the vehicle and met in front. I straightened my jumpsuit, touched the edges of my petal-hair.

			“You look perfect,” Rilke assured me.

			The doorbell played a short piano ditty, the muffled notes resonating through the wooden door. I swayed lightly.

			The Hound gave me a sidelong glance. “You feeling all right?” 

			“Just tired,” I said. “I’ll be fine.” I was ready to keel over into the deepest sleep of my life. But we were going to meet Macer, ready or not.

			The door opened. A waft of cinnamon-scented warmth greeted us, followed by a bright-eyed woman with an eager smile. Her lime-green hair was pulled into two upright spikes, small ornamental chains with colourful charms dangling between them like miniature clotheslines. She wore tight, shiny metallic pants with a cropped tank top made of looped silver chains, not nearly woven tightly enough to cover her otherwise bare chest.

			“Lemon.” Rilke leaned in and kissed her tenderly on the cheek, a hand at her bare waist. I drew my gaze away, the lack of reserve making me uncomfortable. Lemon peeked outside and looked up at the skies, unsure.

			“Any mini-hovers?”

			“No mini-hovers. Clear, machineless skies,” Rilke answered. He looked at me and arched his eyebrows, grinning.

			“It’s the little things that make the big ones look bigger, you know. And life is so full of the little things. Like mini-hovers.” She eyed the sky again and waved us through. “Come on in. Macer just started telling us a story. We’re all in the sitting room.”

			The entrance hallway was all fiery copper, dozens and dozens of candles sitting on various wooden credenzas. The image of the rebel headquarters flitted through my mind, and I suddenly felt an aching for Joanie’s company. Rilke touched my arm lightly and smiled, encouraging me forward. We walked on a long ornamental carpet, a pattern of daffodils dotting the way to the end of the hall, where a staircase led up to another level. The wooden railings, balusters, and sideboards were a rich burnt sienna, curved and smoothly carved under a glossy varnish. Three open doors along the left wall led into the large sitting room.

			A few dozen people sat cross-legged on the floor under a high vaulted ceiling. Happy, glassy eyes turned to look at us.

			“Rilke and guest!” Lemon called out.

			I was happy she didn’t announce me by name. A fire burned gently in the hearth facing the door we came through, and at the far right by the back wall was a velvet armchair, and on that armchair sat a man. He wore blue jeans, torn at the knees, and a black T-shirt, blank. His arms were tattooed with fine black line-work, something we didn’t see much of in the Dumps, but otherwise he looked more like a regular person than anyone I’d seen in the city so far. Shaggy brown hair, a day-old scruff about his square jaw. Full, pink lips, thick brows, nose on the small side, slightly angular, and dark eyes that were gazing right at me. I blushed.

			Rilke took my hand. We cut through the sitting bodies, eyes downcast so we didn’t step on someone or knock their drinks. At the edge, near the feet of the famous Macer, we sat on the hardwood floor. Rilke spoke softly and nodded in salute to some friends. I kept my gaze glued to the ground in front of me, scared to look up. Macer was the first Trigger I had ever seen in the flesh, and the only one whose art I had ever experienced. Even without my eyes on him, the weight of his presence could be felt all around, filling the room. My chest was suddenly too tight for my lungs.

			Rilke bumped me in the arm. Snapping my head up, I saw Macer leaning forward, his hand held out, his elbow casually perched on his knee as he waited for me to acknowledge him.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, grasping his hand and shaking it. Macer’s eyes were shining, a comfortable smile on his face.

			“Usually, people say nice to meet you, or something of the sort. This is the first I’m so sorry I get. I think. I kind of like it. I’m so sorry too.” He laughed, still holding my hand, once again sending hot blood rushing to my cheeks.

			Macer seemed as friendly and composed as Rilke was. It made me wonder if everything I knew about Hounds and Triggers was false. The feeling that I had been lied to all this time by my parents, the Bunnies, the rebels, filled my limbs with lead.

			But no, they were not liars.

			Bruises, beatings, shootouts, arson, my own, once-busted nose, my destroyed home—that was proof. Macer and Rilke were not without blame in all that, profiting from the dreadful situation from their removed place of comfort. But they also emanated undeniable decency, even kindness. I slipped my hand out of the Trigger’s grasp and sat, mulling over the conflicting realities and my puzzling emotions.
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				Rats

			
			“You don’t need me to continue the story, do you? You’ve all heard it before.”

			With a hand to his chin and a dubious spark in his eyes, Macer addressed the people lounging on the floor.

			“Tell us again!” one said.

			“We love this story. Don’t stop!”

			“Tell us about the kittens!”

			Macer smiled. “The kittens! I have to skip ahead for that. Let’s see. When I was given my residency . . .”

			Rilke leaned in to my ear and whispered, “In a box house.”

			“I was working on the tenth of a series,” Macer continued. “Sweating my life away, trying to get it done in time for the Green Showing—an exhibition organized for the newbies at the time. I had a few fans, but no loyals.”

			Low boos echoed through the room.

			“So when the van pulled in to pick up my work, I decided to try something different.”

			“Kiiiiittens!” a girl called out with inebriated joy.

			“Lula, come here.”

			The girl who had yelled got up and trod carefully to the front. Macer stood and offered her his chair.

			“Please,” he said, and then came to sit beside me on the floor. He grinned at me and shrugged. “It sounds much better coming from someone else.” 

			Lula cracked her knuckles and tilted her head from side to side. Then came an exulted smile, her deep-sunken dimples transforming her cheeks into tufted pillows.

			“Ok. We all know Macer is too humble to tell this part properly.”

			A few hands reached out from behind us and patted Macer on the shoulders.

			“The art left in the van, and Macer rode his motorbike to the gallery—one of the tiniest, ugliest temples in town. Only the best for our up-and-coming, right? They were squeezing six artists in there, with only a small wall for each. Most brought only one piece. Macer here, reasonably, thought his series of ten needed to be seen together to be fully appreciated. They were smaller than what the others were exhibiting, but with ten pieces, it was too much for his wall just the same. What to do, what to do?”

			The assemblage quaked with giggles as glasses clinked in anticipatory cheer.

			“When the potential appreciators showed up to view the art, Macer’s pieces were nowhere to be found. Instead, our favourite artist here had placed a large cage by the wall he was assigned, right by the back door. It was full of kittens!” Meows broke out from the crowd.

			“And not just plain old kittens,” Lula continued. “These were moddies—twice as fluffy, with unnaturally large black eyes. They were endowed with opposable thumbs for better holding onto their person, and adorable plump lips for kissing. No tails, and the tiniest ears! The cuteness was unbearable. Trust me, I was there!” Lula laughed, kissing and hugging an invisible kitten. “Ok, so, there was a small card placed on top of the cage, right? It read: Take one. After you picked out a fluff, you were led outside to the area where Macer’s works were set up for all to see. Let’s just say, the other five paintings were completely ignored.” Lula slapped a rapid drum roll on her thighs, then pulled her feet up on the chair and stood on it. From her makeshift pulpit, she continued the story, gesturing grandly as she spoke.

			“Our minds and hearts were thus opened wide to take in everything that Macer had been bleeding to show. And, of course, the paintings were colour-fucking mind-blowing. We were beyond smitten! We were dipped sky-high on the sweetest, fluffiest dopamine. Gaining two dozen devotees on the spot and half a dozen Hounds, Macer’s been Mahl’s favourite antidepressant ever since.”

			Everyone in the room clapped and cheered. Lula took a cute, comical bow and then jumped down from the armchair. She pranced over to a table where a bronze-horned gramophone sat; she lifted the arm and looked over at Macer, who had followed her with his eyes.

			“May I?” she asked.

			“Please,” he said.

			She cranked the handle. Out crackled opera, laid overtop a loop of eerie, distorted harpsichord. Macer turned to me, and I turned to Rilke for rescue, but Rilke was gone.

			“So, how are you enjoying your residency?”

			I couldn’t help but notice how white his teeth were. And perfect. I wondered if people here were all fixed up, in the same way they had fixed me up on my arrival. All beautiful, all moddies.

			“I only started today.” I smiled and looked around the room. Reappearing from the depths was Rilke with three wine glasses, two precariously held in one hand. He handed them to us before sitting back down on the floor. The dark copper liquid in my glass smelled of mushrooms and vanilla.

			“I saw your broadcast.” Macer nodded with approval. “You got the paintbrushes wet.”

			“And her hands,” Rilke added enthusiastically. “And her arms. And part of her face.”

			Macer tilted his head and considered him. “You like her.”

			“I think her work is going to be . . . engaging,” Rilke said, a blissful smile at his lips.

			Macer observed his Hound, rubbing his stubbly chin in thought

			“There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said.

			Rilke chuckled. Apparently, his boss knew him well.

			“You want to hound for her?” Macer said, draping one arm over a pulled-up knee. He sloshed his copper drink around and took a big sip.

			“Well . . .” Rilke’s gaze hopped from his boss, to me, and back again. “I’d like to do both of you.”

			I stiffened.

			“Unusual proposal. Just having brought Izzy here to my house is quite eccentric, even for you, Rilke.”

			“Artists don’t mingle?” I asked, deciding to ignore the double-entendre of Rilke’s proposition.

			“Only at events, and only because we have to,” Macer said, dismissing the idea with a casual wave of his half-empty wine glass. “At the end of the day, we are competitors and nothing more. But I am loving this etiquette wanking we have going on.”

			Macer pumped his eyebrows enticingly in Rilke’s direction, then frowned when two people bent low to speak into both his ears at the same time. Macer chose one of them to reply to, reciprocating the ear-whispering. They left.

			“More of my Hounds,” Macer said.

			“How many do you have?” I asked.

			“The same six I secured at my first showing, many years ago. Treat your people well, they will stay with you. But make good, mind-screwing art. That is primordial. A Hound can’t sell what he doesn’t get hooked to.”

			“Macer is a great businessman,” Rilke said to me. “Which is rare among Triggers. You’ll meet others soon enough, and see for yourself.”

			“Yes, we have some wild ones in the fold, and appropriately matched Hounds.” Macer snickered gently, then got to his feet. “Please excuse me.”

			Someone passed by, lowering a ceramic bowl for us.

			“Dried fig?” they said.

			How nonchalantly everyone was drinking, eating, living in the type of luxury Dumpsters couldn’t even begin to imagine. This sort of life was in store for me, too, were I to create art powerful enough. I took a fig, for Joanie’s sake. She would have wrestled the biggest dude in the rebel headquarters to sink her teeth into one of these. I popped it into my mouth and let the taste ease my longing for her company, my grief over our separation, my worry for her safety.

			The room was emptying. Rilke stood. I grabbed his extended hand, and he pulled me to my feet.

			“Where are they all going?” I asked, my mouth working on the chewy fruit.

			“You mean where are we going.” 

			“Oh.” I cringed. “It’s been such a long, emotional day. I’d much rather go home now.” I placed my untouched glass of coppery elixir on the nearest surface.

			“Rubbish. The emotion and the fatigue will serve you. Grind down the layers of temerity and censorship you’ve let cake on you all these years. What you did today with that painting was fabulous. But I’ve seen it happen before—a burst of genius, then nothing. And these guys didn’t have the extra challenge of being Purists. The best of artists can dry up like a field of mud under a hard beating sun, with nowhere to tap water from. Ideas scurrying away from them like scared mice. Then they worry that each time they do catch one, it might be weak; the sick and slow one lagging behind. The shit idea. And then? No confidence, no Hounds, no fans, no sponsors, no coin, no food, and no more residency. You, lady doe, need to open the floodgates and chase the biggest, fastest, cleverest rat out there. And get your own home beside your own gallery.”

			“Rodents, huh?” I said.

			Rilke smirked playfully and put his hand softly behind my elbow, pointing to the doorway with the other.

			“Let’s chase the rats.”

			The Humvee was running and ready.

			“We’re riding with Macer tonight, Doug!” Rilke said to the driver.

			“Why can’t you just call him Levy?” I asked, trotting behind him as we walked around the corner of the house to where Macer was straddling a motorbike. Rilke climbed onto the one next to him, a dozen more bikes and riders lined up along the stone wall beside them. They all roared to life in loud pops and crackles. 

			“Choose, Izzy!” Macer shouted over the rumble.

			Realizing I was meant to double up with someone, I hurried over to Rilke’s bike, climbed behind him, and wrapped my arms around his waist. The men exchanged cryptic glances and smiles, revved their engines, and drove out into the night.
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				Free Bird

			
			I laid my head on Rilke’s back. Feeling safe, I let the vibration of the bike lull me to the brink of sleep. With dreamy eyes, I watched the city fly by. People were out and about, intoxicated with art, substance, and revelry. We rolled by illuminated church galleries framed in glowing lights, like the folkloric will-o’-the-wisps I had read about in books, luring customers old and new off the beaten trail and into mysterious lands.

			Idling at a red light, Rilke turned his head and spoke loudly over the growl of the motor.

			“Regular people aren’t like Hounds. They often hop around between artists. Hounds work hard to make those people exclusive users.”

			I listened, my ear against him, watching a church door. Bodies entered the art temple in rivers and left in trickles.

			“One thing is the same for everyone—no one wants to leave once they enter,” he added, and revved again as the traffic light turned green.

			Our rabble was not heading to any place of art consumption. Rilke did not hesitate to remind me that this was avoided by all Triggers, in training or not. A junkhead artist was, usually, a sinking ship.

			We drove down a slick avenue, passing block after block of galleries established in the many religious buildings that had thrived during the religion plague, flocks of gallery-goers, and bright hovering digi-ads flaunting watches, clothes, beauty products, and spas. A lot of spas. At the far end of the road, the massive Skylah sculpture towered, grandiose. We drove toward it under garlands of coloured ribbons and over small arched bridges. Some people who recognized Macer waved at him dotingly, while others flipped their middle fingers. No one had eyes for me.

			We parked outside a black-bricked edifice at the desolate dead end of the otherwise busy avenue, only a hedge of trees and a few dozen steps away from the marbled portrayal of the city’s ruler. Thirteen bikes in all, many with pillions, all neatly lined themselves up in a row, one after the other. Engines were killed, leaving a quiet only the muffled music from the building cut through.

			“Best behaviour, children!” Macer called out, the response to which was laughter and playful yipping.

			Lemon and Rilke opened the double doors wide for Macer. Cheering exploded like confetti above the loud booming music. 

			Rilke waved me over and then followed me in, letting someone else catch the door behind us.

			“Macer owns this club,” he shouted over the music.

			“He truly is a businessman!” I said.

			Our band dispersed, and Macer, Lemon, and I made our way to a booth while Rilke went to the bar to fetch some drinks.

			Lemon reached across the table and gently put the tips of her fingers on my arm.

			“So, you’re an artist!”

			Pulling away, I reflexively rubbed the branding on my wrist. Colourful and shiny Lemon, nipples showing through her chainmail shirt, waited for an answer. Looking from her breasts to her eyes, I remembered to nod.

			“Very peculiar for you to be hanging out with Macer. I’m not against it, I think rocking the boat is the best thing we can do in this life.” She took Macer’s hand, which had been resting on the table beside her, and squeezed it, her eyes staying on me. “As long as you don’t tip it. Macer is everything to me. Your Trigger paws better stay true.”

			I processed her words.

			“I don’t plan on consuming any of his work.” I gave her a reassuring smile. My gaze found Macer’s. His face was unreadable, his eyes serious. Feeling instantly uneasy about my lie, for I had already taste-tested one of his glorious creations, I quickly went back to Lemon’s face, which was marked with a warning frown and a curled lip.

			“I hope I understand the right way to behave here as quickly as possible,” I said. “I don’t want to get anyone, including myself, in trouble.”

			Her scowl was broken by a wild cackle.

			“You’re so precious!” She exchanged Macer’s hand for mine and stared deep into my eyes. In hers, I could see joy, and it seemed true enough. Something else was there, too, feral and voracious. I wonder what she saw in mine.

			Rilke came back and sat beside me, quickly followed by a waitress and a tray of drinks.

			“This one’s yours.” He handed me one of the tumblers and winked. “No alcohol.”

			I grinned appreciatively.

			“I pay attention,” he added, then laughed. “Your hair’s a mess.”

			I touched the flower petals. Thanks to the wind, it was probably more of a bee balm than a magnolia now.

			“Here.” Lemon handed me a gel that she had just used to fix her skewed spikes.

			“Let me,” Rilke said, taking the small bottle. He leaned crookedly in the booth seat and teased the petals back to form. Lemon and Macer eyed each other, smiles pinched back.

			“Thanks,” I said, embarrassed to be serviced so.

			“There, that should do it until you hit the sack. We won’t be riding back. We’ll be lucky if we can stand by the time we get out of here.”

			I took a sip of my inconspicuously harmless drink and looked around. The walls were panelled with torched wooden slats and decorated with various animal skulls, many of which I recognized from books, and a few wagon wheels. Rusty chains dangled from the ceiling, so long they touched the ground. Three-sided leather booths lined the area, with the centre of the room open for dancing. Some people dangled and swung from the chains in the nude, their clothing discarded in piles below them, while other patrons had taken to the sidelines, doing private things with each other surely not meant for me to see. I averted my eyes.

			“Is it always like this?” I asked in Rilke’s ear, pointing with my thumb to the couple having sex in the booth across the room from us.

			“Hmm?” He peeked over, then sat straight again. “Maybe. It depends. Everyone is in heavy celebration mode.”

			“Well, it’s highly inappropriate.” I wiggled my glass, watching the liquid swish to avoid looking at him.

			“You continue to think like a Purist, my dear!” Rilke said too loudly, his volume releasing a spike of adrenaline within me. I shrank in my seat. “But that will be changing. And that is why everyone is celebrating! They’re fucking on that bench because of you, Izzy.”

			I accidentally spat out my drink. “I’m so sorry.” I looked for something to dab up my mess. Rilke took off and came back with a dish towel and a grin.

			“Thank you,” I said. “I’m going to get some air, if that’s ok with you.”

			“You are a free bird,” he said and moved out of the way to let me out. I smiled to Lemon, and then to Macer, who looked concerned.

			The sky was a dark blue, the lightbulbs at the top corners of the club’s doors bathing the ground in orange. I ambled off to the side of the building. The shadows felt immediately comforting, more familiar than my jumpsuit, my hair, my company. I sat on Rilke’s bike, recognizable because of the big RILKE written on its sides in light blue, and peered out where the incandescent digi-signs of the endless stores and nightclubs illuminated the street. Their light created a sort of half-realm effect of neither night nor day; an in-between state, where none slept but none were truly awake, where the sun was gone and the moon wasn’t needed.

			The bass frequencies coming from the building reverberated through the ground, through my feet, and up my legs. Thumping. The image of the debauchery carrying on inside kept crawling into my mind, and I kept kicking it out with my toes to the dirt.

			The front doors swung open, a blast of throbbing music rushing out, carrying a young woman with it. She ran out into the pebbled lot, threw herself down onto her bare knees, and vomited in the dirt. Her skirt too short for such a situation, I had to look away once again. Another young woman dashed out, the wave of sound bringing this second entity to the same shore where apparently tender stomachs churned and excess drinks saw their end. They held each other’s hair out of the way as they puked in turn, both of them whining drunken code that sounded like gibberish to me.

			“It’s not always pretty, but this is how it is.” That was Macer, who had made his way to his bike beside me. I had been too focused on the miniskirted girls and their vomiting to notice him. How very quickly I had become careless. In the Dumps, I would have been dead in a ditch by now.

			“You were getting restless inside,” he said.

			“Yes, I was,” I said. Then I reached for the handles of the bike to give me something to do, my eyes on the street ahead.

			“You’d have things different, wouldn’t you.”

			When I only shrugged, Macer continued.

			“It’s a big contrast from your old life. There are far fewer taboos here. People are free to be what they want to be. They can uphold the values that they care about, and drop those they don’t. Each person is different.”

			“Sure.” I squeezed the lever on the bike’s handle repeatedly.

			The puking girls wobbled back inside the building, the music blaring for a few seconds as the door swung open and then muted as before.

			“I’m looking forward to seeing what you create,” Macer said.

			I whipped my head around. “You’re going to look at it?”

			“I don’t think I’ll be able to resist. I don’t think anyone will. You might have the whole city eating out of the palm of your hand in no time. You must realize this.” He laughed quietly, then rubbed his chin, apparently a habit of his. “You would be able to change things around here, you know. If you really wanted to. With fans comes Skylah’s stamp of approval, and she has the key to the coffers. She is the Mother Patron, you understand? And once you have coin, well . . . we all know coin is the supreme religion.” Macer swung his leg over his seat and settled in with a small bounce. “Just don’t bring it all to the ground, hey? We love our city, we love art, the system works well. You’re an outsider, and you might not see that yet. But give it time. We will win you over with our adoration. You are the city’s little treasure right now.”

			“I highly doubt that. No one is recognizing me from the broadcast. Not that I mind.”

			“Give it time. Just don’t expect marriage proposals until you make your first piece.”

			I snickered, the idea of marriage the furthest thing from my mind. “Thank you for lending me Rilke.”

			“Lending? He’s yours.”

			“Mine? But—he’s so loyal to you. Besides, wouldn’t he need to see a finished piece before deciding?” The idea of officially having Rilke as my Hound had me flustered. It was reassuring, but it also felt like stealing.

			“Oh, he’ll always be loyal to me. But he believes in you.” Macer smiled, his white teeth shining in the dark.

			“Really,” I said. “I don’t see why.”

			He winked. “I guess we’ll all find out soon enough, Miss Izzy.”

			The door closed soundlessly behind me. Despite my intense fatigue I remembered Chuchu and gripped the railing as I climbed to the mezzanine with heavy feet. I fell into the bed—the cushiest I’d ever lain in—and locked a pillow in a hug. My thoughts drifted to Joanie. What was she doing? Was she thinking of me? Boiling with anger or worried sick? I wondered if some of the Half-Lights were keeping an eye on the Bunnies as promised, and whether they were proud or disappointed in me now. Despite the public conversion, I’d succeeded. I had infiltrated Mahl City, with my blood still inside my body.

			However different it was, I was strangely glad to be here, to be making art, to have more paint and brushes and canvas than I could ever dream of. And this with a full stomach if I so desired, without worrying about rent or allotment funds. And for the first time in many long, arduous years, there was no threat of being blasted down or beaten to death for the mark on my wrist. 

			There was a lot of work ahead of me if I wanted to make it here. And I had to make it, if I was to survive. There was no middle way offered, no going back to mediocrity. But I had faith, and I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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				Cheap Thrills

			
			The sun beamed through the bedside window, birds perched on the ledge warbling sweetly. I rolled over and stared at them—big orange bellies on toothpick legs, the plumage at their throats puffing in and out as they sang. Vultures and carrion crows were the only birds ever seen in the Dumps, and they were going extinct just like the rest of the few animals around. These miniature feather balls were miracles of the dome, thriving on seeds and leaves and all flora shielded from the Burn.

			Below, the coffee machine woke up with a beep and began sputtering its black gold, a sound I recognized from having had the expensive drink made for me a few times in the past. Delighted, I rubbed my eyes, yawned, and slipped out of the sateen sheets. The softness of the wool shag between my toes conjured Phoenix’s wisdom: Stepping onto lush carpet in the morning is the dream, but not if it comes with squeaks. There were positively no squeaks here.

			Under the four-jet shower, I opened my mouth and drank. Actual water. Hot, clean, beautiful running water. I hummed and ahhed with pleasure, washing the flattened petals out of my hair. Wrapped in a black towel, I sploshed up the glass steps to my sleeping quarters and rummaged through the huge wooden dresser. The underwear drawer was mostly filled with delicate, slinky strips of fabric. A simple black cotton bottom was hidden among them, which I scooped up, along with a bright fuchsia lace bra, because it was cute. In the closet, among other things, was a pair of blue jeans. They shone like a holy relic. I had never owned jeans before. I pulled them off their hanger and jumped in, giggling with glee.

			“Hell yes.” I twirled in the digi-mirror, then threw on a white sleeveless top, which showed off the pink bra through the fabric, and let the sound of the coffee machine lure me back downstairs.

			I pinched a few sugar crystals from a carved jade jar and dropped them into my cup, brought the cup to my lips and breathed in the steam. “Mmm yes.”

			“Coffee’s good?” Rilke said from behind me. I gasped, the cup slipping through my grasp and crashing to the ground.

			“Oh, phooey.” The porcelain pieces were scattered across the floor, along with the drink I hadn’t even the chance to taste. Rilke, a mop magically in hand, began cleaning up.

			“You don’t have to do that. Let me,” I said.

			“Not at all, this is one of the many things we Hounds do. Pick up suicidal coffee.” He smiled at me while he swung the mop around the floor.

			“And apparently what Hounds don’t do is knock.”

			He grimaced. “Sorry. I expected you to still be in bed. I was coming to wake you.” After a moment he asked, “Did you have a good sleep?”

			“Stars, it was the best I’ve ever had.”

			Rilke grinned suggestively, eyes twinkling. I blushed, leaning against the counter behind me.

			“I really wanted that coffee,” I said. It was true, but more importantly I wished to change the subject.

			“Make another,” he said, as if it were a mere can of SweetVit.

			“Such extravagance,” I mumbled as I turned to the coffee machine, my hands running the surface until they found a switch. I reflexively flicked it, causing a tray to eject from the side and drop wet coffee grounds right on the counter. “What—this is broken.” I swiped the grounds into the nearby sink.

			“Compost.” Rilke pointed past the sink to the cybernetic copper can, which I imagined should have been beside the machine to catch the dregs. I fished out the coffee grounds, dropped them into the bin—which immediately whirred to life—rinsed my hands, and scanned the machine’s many buttons and dials, hoping to find the one that would start a new pot. Rilke skated over and pointed at the right one, then finished mopping. By the time he came back from rinsing the bucket in the bathroom, I was sipping fresh coffee on the small white couch, looking at my huge, messy painting.

			“I poured you one,” I said. “I don’t know how you like it.”

			He sat beside me, mug in hand. “Black.”

			“Good to know.”

			He took a sip and let out a small, pleased groan. I kept my eyes on the painting and my hands wrapped around my warm cup.

			“So, you think you’ll be able to get used to this life?” he asked. “This extravagance, as you say?”

			“You heard that,” I said, ashamed for what surely appeared as lack of gratitude. Sipping my coffee, I sifted through my thoughts. There was no denying the answer—I was already getting swept up in the sweetness of comfort. For this I felt guilt. “It’s just such a shame.”

			“What is?”

			“That not everyone can partake of this wealth. South of the wall, people survive on scraps.”

			“You care about those you left behind,” he said. “Family, friends—”

			“I have no family,” I said, immediately wishing I had held my tongue. But my mother and father floated in my mind now, crowding it. “I lost my parents a long time ago.”

			A few minutes passed before he spoke again. “You must miss them.”

			I observed the chaotic artwork towering before me, following the trails of colour with my eyes. “They always knew what to say to make me feel better, to make every moment worthwhile. They gave me faith in the future.”

			“It sounds like they were wonderful,” he said. “May I ask how they died?”

			I gave him a sidelong glance and returned my attention to the artwork. “They were shot by Hounds.”

			I could feel him thinking. I knew enough of him, just from the last day, to expect he would want to make things right. They would never be right. 

			Silence spread and filled the room. It was fine this way. History was immutable. Nothing could change what had happened.

			“Grief never really goes away,” Rilke finally said, his voice low and soft. “I’m sorry you have had to live with the weight of it for so long, losing them in such a horrible way.” He looked into his cup, then downed the hot liquid gulp after gulp. I watched him drink, his bleached blond curls unclipped and falling away from his face as he tilted his head back. When he reached the bottom of the mug, he gave his head a shake and rubbed his chest with his palm. “Whew. That was hot.”

			I took a small drink from mine. “Cheap thrills you have there.”

			“Eh. We all have sneaky ways to feel more alive.” He pulled his pink clips out of a pant pocket—white corduroy—and secured his long hair to the sides. He had lined his upturned eyes with black, and he kept them closed as he fixed his hair. Finished, he turned to me smiling, then clouded up. “If you would like to tell me about it, I’m a good listener.”

			For some unexplainable reason, I did. The memories, always near the surface, came unobstructed—my parents’ falling bodies, my paralysis, the subsequent hardships that came from moving out of the family home and into the heart of the city as a young teenager, the loneliness. I spoke of Joanie, our special friendship and her unending support despite our differences, and how she was like a sister to me. I meandered through the story, feeling all the pain for the loss of those dead and alive, my tears flowing easily.

			Rilke put his arm out and I drifted in, resting my head lightly on his shoulder, my face pointed away from his body. He caressed my back, conjuring painful sighs from deep within me. I always cried alone. It was strange, and not completely awful, to be comforted by someone.

			We pulled apart. With nothing left to say, we leaned back and looked at the painting.

			“Do you have any ideas?” he asked.

			“I think so.” I sniffed.

			“What do you need?”

			“A bunny,” I said without thinking.

			“A live one?”

			I took a second. “Preferably.”

			Rilke chuckled. “You miss your old clients?”

			“Actually, this idea came to me while I was throwing paint around yesterday. You see, I want to portray—”

			“Sshhhh . . .” Rilke put a finger to my lips. “Don’t tell me. Don’t tell anyone. Just do it. I’ll get you your bunny.” He put his empty cup on the side table and stood up. “Give me half an hour. Anything else?”

			“Just a plain ol’ rabbit, please.”

			He took my hand and kissed it, closing his kohl-rimmed eyes. When he flicked them open, the turquoise of his irises seemed more vivid. “Perhaps you’d like to explore your garden while you wait.”

			“I have a garden?” I said, willing myself to ignore the tenderness of his lips.

			Rilke just smiled and took his leave. Both cups drained, I brought them to the kitchen sink. To the left was a door, the opening mechanism consisting of two black sensors. One big one—the usual pad I was familiar with—and another half its size. After I pressed my thumb on the small one, a black filter slid away and revealed the garden. My palm on the bigger pad opened the pocket glass door with an air-releasing swoosh.

			It was a big back yard. Big, that is, for anyone used to tiny barren patches of dirt. It could have fit six Humvees, in two rows of three. Overflowing with greenery, it had two skinny trees towering in each of the back corners, oblong green fruit clinging to their high branches.

			“This is unreal,” I said, trying to guess what sort of fruit it was and how one would go about harvesting it. Draped in climbing vines were tall privacy fences lining all three sides of the lot, and three large gardening boxes were tucked near the back—I spotted zucchini, cherry tomatoes, strawberries, and tiny little melons growing from the jumble of bushy plants.

			“A food market in my own yard,” I said from the wooden deck shaded from the late morning sun. “This is wealth.”

			Stepping down onto the lush grass with my bare feet elicited an embarrassing moan. The contrast of my pale skin against the chlorophyllous blades clicked into a colour-compartment of my brain for later use. I sighed with pleasure, feeling tingly elation spread through my body as my feet carried me to a gardening box. Crouching low, I brushed my hand through strawberry foliage, carefully choosing one to pluck. I turned the fruit around and around in my fingers. So red. So vibrant. Joanie’s food aggression came to mind, and the cake Phoenix always dreamed of. They were simple yearnings. I popped the strawberry into my mouth.

			Holy Sacred Light from the Farthest Star.

			My tongue swirling deliriously, my thoughts again going to my friends. Perhaps fruit trafficking was not on the agenda while the smuggling of blasterguns was, but there was nonetheless something innocuous, maybe even good, expected from me that I could execute now.

			The search for paper had me exploring and discovering everything from strange kitchen gadgets to flashy jewelry to what I assumed were very creative sex toys in the nightstand, until it brought me to the small desk by the bed. Its centre drawer hid a stack of papers and a blue fountain pen. With a swell of affection, I rubbed the thick, luxurious vellum between my fingers, then extracted the tools and laid them carefully on the work surface. Sitting in the leather-upholstered chair, overlooking the yard’s two fruit trees and rows and rows of rooftops, I began penning my first note.

			“Dear Phen,” I read out loud as I wrote. I peered up at the cloudless sky and the dome’s delicate shimmer, tapped the pen to my lips, then continued scrawling silently.

			After folding and curling the paper into a tight roll, I reopened the drawer—there was nothing else of use. The side drawers, then. The topmost hid magno-clips, an elastostapler, and some pink slime that I oohed at curiously and set aside for later entertainment. The drawer beneath revealed the more practical scissors, needles, spools of thread, and coiled twine. I cut a short length of the twine and tied it around the scroll.

			Rilke would return soon. There wasn’t enough time for the trek to where I had been instructed to leave the note, so I set upon pacing the bedroom in search of a temporary hiding spot, pushing things around, finding nowhere suitable. In the middle of the room, I came to a stop. My hands were shaking badly. What was bothering me so? It was just a note, requiring one quick errand. Running, stealth, danger—it used to be like breathing and blinking for me. That was my whole life.

			I placed the scroll in the desk’s upper drawer beside the vellum paper and slammed it shut. There was no more time to waste on this. I had a painting to get to.
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				Freedom Is the Colour Blue

			
			Void of a pigment altar, I sat on my heels, facing my dizzying strokes and smears of peach, green, and black. Hands in my lap, eyes closed, mind open, I prayed. Not for peace, not for my friends in the Dumps. I pleaded with the Good Light for this painting to be great.

			None of my work had ever been great. If anything, it had always been just good enough. Joanie would agree, Rippa would say otherwise. Regardless, here in the box house, boundaries needed to be pushed and breached. Lines I had never considered approaching needed to be outright crossed. I didn’t know how, and it was frightening. 

			Rilke had faith in me, and this just from the doings of one afternoon. Granted, I had given more of myself to that measly background than I had to any other piece of work. Perhaps to anything else at all. I knew that was part of the key—unrestrained generosity, and the relinquishing of control—and in return that knowledge gave me hope. But hope wasn’t enough. So, I prayed. It felt good to do so. But prayer on its own had always proven useless, failing me too many times to count. Really, there was nothing to do but work. Hard.

			I unfolded my legs and rolled out onto my back. Sensing someone behind me, I lifted my chin to the ceiling and viewed an upside-down Rilke. My gaze slid over to the cage on the ground beside him.

			“Oh, aren’t you a beautiful sight,” I said, flipping over and crawling to the little pinto rabbit. Its plush black ears flopped heavily, framing its white face. “Can I take it out?”

			“Of course,” Rilke said from the couch. “It’s yours.”

			I opened the latch and held out my hands, but the rabbit stayed put, watching and wiggling its nose.

			“It feels safer in its cage,” I said.

			“Perhaps. But once it gets a taste of your garden, it’ll follow you everywhere.” Rilke winked at me, a loose blonde curl falling into his face.

			After an awkward moment of hypnosis, I tore my gaze away and scooped out the animal. It jerked its back legs. I sat back on my haunches and held it tight against my body, caressing it until it relaxed.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“Not a problem. What are you going to do with it?” he asked.

			“Oh, I might dip it in paint and throw it at the canvas,” I said. Rilke did a tiny double-take. I laughed at his worried expression, then laughed harder. “I’m kidding! I’m not really an abstract artist. You know that.” 

			The Hound clicked his tongue. “You are a strange one.”

			Rilke’s watchful eyes analyzed the bunny and me. Finally, he came down from the couch and sidled up next to us on the floor. He petted the rabbit. “Are you going to name it?”

			“Eventually.” The animal was warm in my arms, as was the Hound’s leg against mine. After a prolonged length of time contemplating his dark hand gently stroking the spotted fur, I stood, undeniably flustered, and walked away toward the back door. “I would like to think for a while,” I said over my shoulder. “You can go. I have everything I need.”

			“Ok, then. Holler if you want me. My number, Macer’s, and Doug’s are all programmed in the call screen by the door.”

			I waved, my back to him. “Goodbye, Rilke!”

			For hours, the floppy-eared rabbit ate grass and hopped soundlessly around the yard, dug holes in the dirt by the trees, and took tiny naps. I made sucking noises against my teeth, and it came to me. Then it wandered off again, finding a few blossoms along the fence to munch on—wildflowers of elegant purple, pink, and yellow, seeming to have come straight from a painter’s palette.

			The sun was setting. It was the same sun as in the Dumps, yet not as mean under Mahl’s protective dome. After hours of lounging under its fire, my skin bore no marks. I accepted the grace easily. It was frightening how quickly one got accustomed to a privileged life.

			Inside, the tall coldbox was packed with food of all shapes and colours.

			“Spoiled for choice,” I said, a hand splayed on my cheek. I noticed the homely SweetVit cans in the door tray and eagerly grabbed one, along with a small basket of blueberries. The rabbit didn’t hesitate to eat the fruit dropped in front of it. I stretched my legs out and crossed my ankles, then cracked open my drink.

			“Tatterdemalion no more, eh, little furball.”

			We savoured our goodies. I double-checked the label on the can. The signature sweetness of the vitamin beverage was replaced with a bitter tang. I sucked my tongue curiously.

			“All right. Enough musing. Here you go. Eat them up.” I dotted a trail and led the rabbit up the deck, to the studio, and back into its cage. Safe once again.

			After pushing the crate and its jailed bunny closer to the canvas, I fetched a few kitchen stools and propped the cage on it.

			The sound system was set to some weird folk music, the somewhat familiar tune chopped up and remixed, punctuated with tinkling bells and pinging snare drums. Slowly plucking brushes from jars, I listened intently, until it hit me. “Freedom Is the Colour Blue”—a ballad my father loved to sing, often in moments of quiet, or hummed to me as a lullaby. A memory flooded my mind, of him holding me in his arms, my body ill with some virus or other. He brushed my hair back with a gentle hand as he crooned the melodious song. I imagined his dark eyes looking down at me, and the life slowly draining from them.

			For the second time that day, I began slipping into painful memories, my parents’ bloody last foray on the edge of my blurring vision.

			No.

			Enough.

			I kicked my feet. Jumped up and down. Jogged rapidly in place. 

			Then I cranked the volume.

			The hours trickled away as the dwindling daylight funnelled into the depth of the night. I had triggered the lightpad way before sunset, and the studio had become as bright as if the sun were in the box house itself. No longer was it necessary to race against the clock. And it showed—four times I had changed my composition, old lines and shapes leaving unapologetic traces of its evolution. No pre-sketching, Rilke had commanded. True to my honest nature, I obeyed and worked directly on the tableau. Finally settling on a direction, I laboured diligently until I was satisfied with the rough start laid down, periodically stopping to poke my fingers through the rabbit’s bars. It nibbled on my fingertips.

			“Work first. Food later,” I told it. A rule I had followed for years.

			The largeness of the painting was a challenge. I could not see the fullness of the work while working; I had to step back and view it from afar. So, I found myself climbing down the ladder, standing back by the couch and observing it from there, then approaching and moving up the rungs again, too many times to count. My fear of failing was equally enormous, and pushing it from my mind required as much effort as the repeated ascending and descending of the ladder. I tried to concentrate on the process, however gruelling it was, and gave thanks to technology as my father’s favourite song played on repeat.

			It was when the sun came up, for a change, that I cleaned my brushes. The rabbit received its food, as promised, and I paced the room with an absurdly scrumptious, mind-blowing caramel-glazed doughnut. Although I was in taste bud heaven, my eyes were constantly drawn to the huge untamed monster on the wall. With nowhere else to look, I became restless.

			There were thirteen pairs of sneakers in the bedroom closet. I dug through the collection for simple running shoes and latched them on. Standing, I cried out in pleasure and unbelief. My feet were now royalty and these shoes were their thrones. I floated over to the desk and retrieved the scroll from its drawer. In the dim morning light, I ran out into the street and headed south.

			Past the sleepy square homes, I hung a right westbound down another residential street. Arched fenestrations, manicured flower gardens, and marble lawn sculptures decorated the homesteads, every next one outshining the last. I reached the end of the street, counting six blocks. If I continued straight, I’d enter a width of forest, behind which Mahl’s twelve-metre-high wall was erected. I looked up at its stark whiteness looming over most of the treetops.

			According to Phoenix’s map, the fortification ran the city’s whole perimeter, allegedly cradling business, residential, and industrial sectors in the bottom half, and kilometres upon kilometres of farmland throughout the north, all of it broken here and there by entry gates. In the southwest corner of the wall was where I had been requested to transfer my note. I looked around and ducked into the cloaking shade of the trees.

			Under the protection of the green sentries, I stepped over dead, crackling branches and swept tender ones out of my face. The cement wall was at my right, visible through the foliage, and I kept an eye out for guards along it on the way. By the time I got to the landmark, I had collected many scratches but had seen no Dougs.

			In the centre of a plaza stood the stone sculpture carved in the likeness of Skylah. It was gigantic, much taller than the wall, and every bit of it worked into a smoothness that masterfully belied the hard, unyielding nature of its material. Even her quilted robe looked soft and silky, and hung on her the same way it did on her actual person. I stepped out of the trees at the edge of the common square, conveniently empty at this hour, and made my way around the statue with my back hugging the wall.

			The hole was supposed to be in line with Skylah’s right foot, but there was none to be found. Perhaps I was at the wrong place. I gave the marble monument another look. One of Skylah’s arms was held perpendicular to her body, pointing to the east, toward the sunrise and change. Her other arm went straight up, the index finger jabbing into the pink dawn sky. 

			Some shouting came from afar, pulling me out of my observations. Soon the city would wake, and life would fill the streets, the businesses, this plaza. There would be nowhere to hide, and stars knew I was a terrible liar. I crouched by the cement wall, listening, and the noises eventually faded. With relief, I returned my attention to my search.

			The surface looked smooth to the eye, though when my hand passed over it, all its imperfections became apparent. This wall, infamous to the outside world for its powerful electrical charge, was built to keep people out, not to trap them in. There was no danger on my side, something I had learned from Phoenix back at the headquarters and could now ascertain the truth of, but I wondered how he would manage to insert his own notes or retrieve mine without getting electrocuted.

			Had the gap been found and mended? Stepping back, I saw it then: a small dark spot at hip height. I dropped to my knees and fished into my pocket. The scroll didn’t fit in the hole. Nervous for time, I struggled with the twine’s knot until it finally came undone, then I unfolded the paper and rolled it tighter, tied it over again, and pushed it in as far as it would go. I searched the ground around me for a branch to help me drive it in deeper.

			“Hey,” someone yelled. “You!”

			I stood and spun toward the voice, my pulse racing. His black attire with the customary rows of brass buckles informed me he was a Doug. But not my Doug. “Yes?” 

			He strode up to me and stopped a few paces away, a brass truncheon in his hands. That was a Hound’s weapon of choice, not a Doug’s. They usually carried blasters. The sight of the baton made me flush. Abiding by my old instincts, my muscles tightened, my vision sharpened—I was ready to sprint. The Doug smacked the truncheon in his gloved palm.

			“You need an escort back home?” he said. “We caught some trespassers. We don’t know how they slipped in, but they stole some hits. They can get violent, you know, dipped like that. Sharp teeth. Anyway, it’s not pretty, Miss Izzy.” He smiled, happy to recognize me.

			“That sounds horrible,” I said, easily playing shocked in my state. “They are attacking the guards?” 

			The Doug laughed heartily. “Don’t you worry, Miss Izzy, them sharp teeth will be mere pebbles under your soles once we’re done with them.” He pointed a thumb behind him. “Let’s get you home.”

			Once he’d escorted me home, I thanked him profusely and took my leave of him at the doorstep. I rushed inside to the bathroom where I splashed cold water on my face, then slapped my hand on the PRI pad. A chalky, frightened expression stared back at me from the digi-mirror. The adrenaline was a familiar ally, coursing through my veins and perking up every cell of my body. My heart pounded in morse: We didn’t die! We didn’t die! I shivered, both from the nerves and the droplets running down my neck, then roared with laughter.

			“Holy sacred shit!” I screeched, jogging in circles in the bathroom and out the door into the studio.

			I slid to my knees by the couch where I had moved the rabbit’s cage, plucked out the fuzzy blob, and brought it to my cheek.

			“Your teeth will never be pebbles,” I said into its fur. We turned toward the canvas, ready to rediscover the chaos of what I was creating.

			Rilke was there, standing in front of my work, eyes fixed upon it.

			“What the— How long have you been there?” I put the rabbit on the ground and walked up to the Hound. Too slowly, he turned his head. His eyes were glazed over, his pupils dilated into large black coins.

			“You . . . had just left for your run. I watched the painting as the sun came up. What a trip.”

			His gaze flew back to the artwork and stayed there.

			“Are you dipped? On my art?”

			He took a big inhale and swayed, then turned his whole body away from the canvas. There was no smile upon his lips.

			“I was at Macer’s gallery, before coming here. I didn’t expect— I didn’t expect your work to have advanced so much.” He opened his eyes very wide and blinked forcefully. Once, twice. He rubbed his face, up and down and around. “I never mix art. All I consume is Macer, usually. My mind is . . . working really hard to think straight right now.”

			The news was disconcerting yet pleasing at the same time. My piece, which wasn’t even finished, had intoxicated someone. But concern for Rilke’s well-being soon took precedence over my flattered ego.

			“Here.” I led him to the couch. “Lie down.”

			I helped him put his feet up, slipped off his shoes, and set them gently on the floor. His eyes were shut, confused creases carved in his brow.

			“Are you in pain?” I asked him.

			He only sighed and promptly drifted to sleep. His forehead smoothed out, and he seemed peaceful once more. Standing beside him, I reached down and gingerly moved a lock of hair from his face, my fingers barely touching his skin. I watched his chest rise and fall, his hands softly folded over his stomach.

			It was undeniable that Rilke was a human like no other. He had the kindness of a Bunny, the fiery spirit of a rebel, the loyalty of a Hound, and the vision, I was certain, of an artist. He was captivating, and I craved to discover more of who he was. I couldn’t wait for him to wake up.
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				Two Days Earlier—It’s the Girl

			
			Eida bent over the extended body, pausing to look at the dreamer’s peaceful face, and kissed his sweaty brow. A hand closed tenderly over her arm.

			“Mmm. Cake.”

			For days, Phoenix had been in and out of consciousness, slowly healing from his blaster wound. When awake, he would watch from the medical station as his comrades milled about and readied themselves for the day, each stopping by at one point or another to welcome him back to the world of the living. Then he would fall back into drugged oblivion.

			“See, we’re taking turns almost dying,” Eida said, sitting on a stool beside him. She combed his hair back with her fingers. Phoenix groaned with pleasure at her touch, his eyes shut tight.

			“I don’t mind . . . being the one lying here if it means you being safe and with strength enough to care for me.”

			Eida snorted, amused. “Well, you rest up. And maybe when you’re back on your feet, we can limp the burnt hell out of here and find a cabin out in the jungle. Somewhere by a river.”

			“I could build it,” Phoenix said dreamily. “The cabin.”

			“Of course you could. You have a beautiful mind, and you can do anything.”

			Phoenix chuckled.

			“And, Phen?” Eida said.

			“Hmm?”

			“I’ll make you cake. As much as you want.”

			He opened his eyes and rolled his head toward her. “You are the love of my life.”

			Eida smiled and stood to leave.

			“I mean it,” Phoenix said. Eida watched him for a beat and then leaned over him again. This time her kiss landed on his lips. Phoenix grabbed a handful of her shirt and pulled her closer.

			Joanie cleared her throat from the entrance of the medical station. Phoenix and Eida lingered, their eyes full of sultry confessions, then turned to the intruder. Joanie grinned apologetically and came to sit on the other side of the cot. Eida sat back down.

			“I have news of Isobel,” Joanie said. The pair perked up. “Apparently, the whole city is abuzz with talk of an artist who was wounded in an art van accident. At first, they were speculating whether she’d survive. They’re dismissing her from the clinic today.”

			“You heard this with your own ears?” Eida asked.

			“Zae. He’s taken it on as his personal duty to keep up with the news by spying on anyone and everyone in town—Hounds, Edge merchants, anybody he can get close enough to.”

			“Someone has the hots for the painter,” Phoenix said.

			“Someone feels responsible,” Joanie replied. “As he should. Hand-feeding her to the predators—I abhorred this idea from the start. There are other ways we could have moved ahead. I know we’ve been biding our time for too long now, but this was rushed. I’ve been meaning to thank you for endorsing this, Phen. Way to suck up to Parker.” She glared at him, then pinched the bridge of her nose.

			Phoenix lowered his gaze, shamed into silence.

			“She’s not dead,” Eida said. “Let’s not be bitter.”

			Phoenix tried to lift himself up on his elbows, but Eida gently rebuked him and guided him back down. Joanie stood, her face puckered with concern.

			“Don’t worry too much, Joan. Izzy’s a smart girl. She’ll fool them,” Phoenix said.

			“She won’t be fooling anyone.” Joanie turned on her heels and left them.

			On the sparring mat, Zae and Santi shifted their positions in quick steps, knees bent and bouncy. Protecting their faces behind taped-up knuckles, they dodged and delivered hits with experienced swiftness. Although he was shorter and stockier than Zae, Santi was fast on his feet and could always find an opening. He clocked Zae on the left side of the chin. In the moment it took Zae to recover, Santi took a quick step forward and feinted a blow to his gut. He retreated, staying in sparring mode, bouncing around lightly on the balls of his feet in a pair of old patchy sneakers.

			“You’re distracted,” Santi said, only slightly winded.

			Zae folded forward, resting his hands on his knees to catch both his breath and his focus. Springing back up, he approached Santi, ducked his head to the left and then to the right, his fists held up in front of his face, and jabbed.

			“It’s the girl.” Zae jabbed again, then avoided a punch with a quick sidestep.

			“What about her?” Santi took a hit to the shoulder with a grunt, rolled it around quickly, and was back in with a hook, solidly blocked.

			“It’s my fault.” He aimed his blow at Santi’s ear, but it landed on his upheld forearms. “If anything happens to her—”

			“Individual sacrifice for the benefit of the whole. Isn’t that what we always talk about?” Santi avoided a headbutt to the nose.

			“That’s the utilitarian mentality, and it’s necessary.” Zae sidestepped. “But we don’t actually want to lose any of our players.”

			“Is that so?” Bounce, bounce, shuffle.

			“Of course not, you knucklehead.” Duck. “And Isobel, she’s a lamb. Not a fighter.”

			“That she’s not.” Swing. Miss. “But you knew that before sending her out there.”

			“I did.” Uppercut. Santi flew backwards. Zae shook the pain from his hand. “And I’m done misplacing my priorities.”

			In the small three-walled house outside the headquarters past the mounds of rock and dirt, Parker sat at the petrified-wood table.

			“Ok, speak. And calm down. You’re driving me nuts.”

			Joanie paced around the table, picked at her hangnails, massaged her forehead with her fingertips. Finally, she came to a standstill and faced the leader of her rebel family.

			“I want to save my friend.”

			“Of course you do.” Parker laughed. Then she tsked. “Look. Zae is keeping an eye out for the notes. If she sticks to the plan, she’ll be fine. And we kept our promise, we have two of our soldiers looking out for her Bunnies. She better keep hers.”

			“Of course she will. But I can’t wait for notes. I need to go now,” Joanie said.

			“Zae will check the wall every day. It’s out of your hands; just let this play itself out.”

			Joanie yanked at the other stool and thumped down. Her eyes, afire with intent, searched the room for something to ignite, and finally touched down on Parker.

			“I am going in there, as a Hound. I will find her, and be her Hound. I can do it. You know I’m tough enough to block out the effects of art. I did years at the institute before dropping out. I’m good! Even the big repros have nothing on me. And, her art will be so tame . . . it won’t even matter! I’ll keep her safe, and at the right moment, we will get out of there.”

			“You’re not thinking straight, Joan.” Parker could see the angry vein snaked across Joanie’s forehead. Deliberating, the leader mindlessly swept some old crumbs off the stone-like table, then took a calming breath for both of them. “Aren’t you tired of being a petty thief? Of heading out every day into those decrepit streets in search of crumbs? Don’t you want to finally have the uprising we’ve been preparing for all these years? Don’t you want more power? Blasters could change everything for us.”

			“Fuck your blasters.” Joanie jumped up, her wrought iron stool clanking to the ground, adding another cracked tile to the floor’s broken patchwork.

			“Settle down, love.”

			Joanie turned her back to Parker. “I have no desire to be cajoled, nor told what to do.”

			“Please,” Parker said. “Sit.”

			Joanie let out a frustrated huff and jerked the fallen stool to its upright position, but didn’t sit.

			“Look,” Parker continued, “Everyone is talking about her, right? Note or no note, we will have news really soon. Let’s give it a week, and then we can decide what to do. I admit, we might have moved too quickly, sending her off unprepared like that, but there was a time-sensitive opportunity, and we took it.”

			Joanie shook her head over and over, anger coming off her in waves.

			“But whether—whether that was a good play is not the point,” Parker said. “We acted rashly. Let’s make sure we don’t act rashly now.”

			Joanie leered at her. “One week. And I’m gone.”
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				Try Again

			
			Dusk washed over the sky while the rebels supped, a full day of filching behind them. Everyone was nose-deep in their meal when Zae returned from his eavesdropping and carved straight for Parker’s table. Seeing the expression on his face, Joanie stood and called his name, but he ignored her and crouched beside the rebel leader. He spoke quietly, rapidly. Joanie abandoned her food and marched up to him, her eyes round with fear.

			“In the allotment square,” he said, then, looking at Joanie, “an opti-ray hover.”

			The rebels nearby quieted down, the silence quickly spilling over as the rest of the Half-Lights also turned to listen. Zae regarded Parker, waiting for permission to share the information with the whole of the mess hall.

			Joanie’s impatience boiled over. “And? Stop bobbing for turds, for fuck’s sake! Out with it!”

			Parker gestured her consent, so Zae got to his feet and addressed the room.

			“There was a live opti-ray broadcast in the allotment square this evening. Isobel, the artist who spent a short time with us and whom we helped infiltrate Mahl City, was shown standing at a podium on the cathedral steps, in front of a large crowd.” He took a steadying breath. “She told everyone she was a Purist.”

			Joanie gasped.

			“That’s not the bad part,” Zae said. “We thought it could get her killed if they found out. Instead, they love her for it. Because she converted. Publicly.”

			Hisses resonated through the headquarters. Joanie put her knuckles to her mouth in thought, while Parker stared straight ahead, her face stone-cold.

			“The crowd went wild,” Zae continued. “It validates everything they believe—Trigger art is the new way. The superior way. Skylah called Isobel little doe.”

			“Little doe?” Joanie exclaimed. “What in a Dumps ditch—”

			Zae stood straighter, trying to bolster himself with the dignity his position as right-hand required, but he looked deflated just the same. Joanie put her hand on his shoulder.

			“It’s too late for the people to not get riled up with this news,” she said. “But we still have to be there for Izzy. This was probably her only way to stay alive.”

			The rebels took up their spoons and the room was all babble again, louder than before.

			“This changes nothing. We stick to the plan,” the leader said to Zae and Joanie as she stood. “We get her note, we get the blasters, and we take ’em down.”

			“We take them down?” Zae said.

			“What if there’s no note?” Joanie said.

			“Yes, down,” Parker told Zae loudly. “Where else did you want to take that city? For a walk in the park?”

			Zae glowered.

			“We are ready. We know how to fight, and we know stealth. We have been ramping up Operation Small Hurt with exactly this in mind. Where’s your head, man?”

			She turned to Joanie. “And there will be a note. She won’t let us down. She is a Purist, after all. You told me so yourself: Her kind doesn’t go back on their word, no matter what she told that crowd.”

			The excursions to the wall had thus far unfolded without a hitch, done routinely since the day Isobel was unceremoniously dragged, burnt and broken, through the dirt and tossed in the back of a pickup truck, compelled by perfect strangers to impersonate a Trigger in bloody sequins. Zae replayed the scene every time he made his way to the hiding place where the note was supposed to materialize, the spot marked by a careening dead maple. Yesterday, the day Isobel went public, it had been empty. He had accepted it as serenely as he could. Tomorrow, he had thought.

			Zae ducked in and out of the streets, merchants and Hounds still hanging about, doing business and putting their noses in other people’s business, respectively. Close to the gates, it wasn’t uncommon for them to stick around past sundown, even though the area was clear of customers, before retreating into the walled city. Most vendors living in the Dumps avoided setting up shop at the Edge—the most aggressive merchants held sway there, and they did not take kindly to infringing newcomers. Instead, they contented themselves to selling their wares in their own neighbourhoods, and though one could never procure anything edible from them, even the most bare-bones merchant could be counted on for sludge. Dump tinkers did their best to repair and invent, bringing much needed self-reliance and efficiency to the daily struggle, and any old seller could pop up with refurbished clothing or orphaned possessions snatched from the deceased, if the dead’s kin didn’t get to them first. Swift had to be the paws that scavenged a cadaver’s belongings. At the very least there was always sludge to salvage.

			The setting sun created a concealing dark wedge between the wall and the maple. Zae dove into it, landing only inches from the scintillating web of electricity that protected the wall. There was no way of telling if something was in the hole just by looking, it being too small, long, and dark to begin with. Each time, Zae had to pull on a protective rubber glove, grease it with sludge, and prod the tiny tunnel with an antique rigid horse whip modified for the job, adhesive gum affixed at its tip. Suffering a stinging but bearable electric buzz up his arm, he carefully slipped the stick in and out and felt no obstruction, no tug that would indicate something had stuck.

			Empty again.

			He peeled off the glove, the gum, collapsed the whip, and took off just as quickly as he had showed up, like a serpent in the dark, only hours before Isobel would insert her first scroll into the cement’s inconspicuous gap.

			“Nothing,” Zae said to an eager Joanie waiting for him at the headquarters. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

			Joanie pouted, her sadness, worry, and anger merging together in a dark scowl.

			“Hey.” He pulled her in for a hug. “It’ll be fine. She’s probably being watched. There’ll be a note tomorrow. You want to bet?”

			Joanie let herself be held, her arms limp, her head heavy against Zae’s chest. When he let her go, she dragged her feet to the sheet nooks. She lay down, then reached over to grab the pack of cigarettes and matches sitting on her dresser. She puffed calmly, eyes on the ceiling, on her exhaled smoke, on the red-hot cherry. The right course of action needed to be found, not for the benefit of the fold, or for the Dumps, or for anyone other than her friend who had been hurled into the heart of hell without any armour. Joanie tried to think like a Purist. She wanted to do the right thing.

			The next morning, after the rebels ate their breakfast and were getting ready for their hustle, Parker walked up the aisle between the tables, shoving a sweater into her backpack.

			“Eida!” Parker called out into the void. “Go wake Joanie!” Then, muttering to herself, “How she can sleep through this racket, I’ll never know.”

			Eida limped back out from the sheet nooks. “She’s not there, Park!”

			Parker rubbed her eyes, just an iota of pressure away from pushing them right into her head. “Pig-headed little imp. Fuck!” She growled in frustration, then flung on her backpack and stormed out the rubber-fringed door.

			The chances of a successful shift from Bunny to Hound were bleak and needlessly painful. A person could not simply show up at the city gates, claiming a new, dewy affinity for Trigger art. Even for a regular card-using Dumpster, it was nearly impossible, for without a large and steady influx of coin they would end up begging on the streets, burdening the community. In the city, there were public water fountains, and rubbish bins full of discarded, perfectly palatable food, so to many who were already poor, appearing dignified mattered less than the quelling of their stomach’s grumble. But Skylah did not want her home crawling with derelicts, art-fiends or not, and that a person’s goal was to hound did not help them get into her favour. It was she who had the wall erected, and it did its job as intended.

			That didn’t stop some from trying.

			The way to do it was to petition for an audience with Skylah herself, usually before, during, and after being subjected to a beating. Finding a Hound to do it wasn’t the problem. Being granted the privilege of her presence, and then boldly, stupidly, pleading for a position of employment instead of being thrown back into the Dumps or even the Pit—that was the real challenge.

			Joanie sat on the ground, chin dropped to her chest, blood dripping from her hair to the dirt between her legs. Her arms, drawn backwards, were roped to a post. A Hound sat propped on the edge of a couple of stacked tires beside her, full-toothed grin stamped on his face and billy stick dangling from his grip. He chuckled and rubbed the top of Joanie’s head as he would a dog’s. Another Hound walked back and forth at the open end of a metal barricade, conducting an invisible orchestra between each flowery flip of his butterfly knife.

			“What a good day,” the walking one said, his left eye twitching. “Eh, Manu? A great day! We should bring her straight to Labcat. Straight there. We’re going to get a lot of minutes for this one, I can feel it. Maybe even an hour. Maybe two! She’s feisty.”

			Manu laughed, his voice deep. “Not anymore, she isn’t!” He petted her roughly. “Good doggy.”

			From behind the corner of a nearby building, Parker watched the entrance of the barricade, calculating. Zae and Santi kept close to the wall behind her.

			“Prospects?” Zae whispered.

			“Two Hounds,” Parker said, speaking out of the corner of her mouth, her eyes on Joanie.

			“Let’s do it,” Santi said, punching his palm.

			Just then, a dust-covered pickup truck swung around the corner out of an off-street. The driver slammed the brakes just short of the barricade, and out jumped four more Hounds.

			“Damn. Retreat, retreat.” Parker pointed to the empty street behind her without taking her eyes off the six men. With a last, sad glance at Joanie, she backed up and followed the two rebels out. 
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				Good Doggy

			
			“Manu!” The butterfly-knife Hound called to his comrade after jumping into the back of the truck. “Move it! Let’s go!”

			Manu struggled to untie Joanie’s wrists from the post.

			“Funk!” he called out, huffing. “Funk! Wait for me!”

			Manu went on beseeching under his breath until he had freed Joanie. Eyes half-closed and swollen, the rebel floundered to her feet and cried out in pain as he pulled her up by the arm. The Hound stopped and pondered.

			“Right,” he said, remembering striking her feverishly with his billy stick barely an hour before.

			The truck emitted an abrasive, drawn-out honk.

			“Ass curd! I’m coming!” Manu drifted to Joanie’s other side and tentatively lifted her other arm. When all she did was whimper, he placed it clumsily around his neck. “Cursed whores, we done you in good.”

			Joanie had called them dirty-sludge-drinking rodent buggers, and she had derided the sacred art to which they had pledged their lives, calling it masturbation for piss-brains. Then she laughed and told them they had tiny penises, right before politely asking to meet their lady boss. The beating had come swiftly.

			Now she rode in the box between Funk and Manu, their grimy fingers digging into her armpits. She bounced all the same, her head flopping each time they hit a bump. Her mind was foggy, but the pain was sharp. She winced and kept her eyes on the filthy, blood-stained metal flooring.

			The truck pulled up to the nearest city gates, and the driver leaned out of the window. “Hoooo-uuunds!” he howled, announcing their presence as friendly. There was clicking sound of a speaker coming to life, and then an amplified, tired sigh.

			“Scan your card, Hound,” the voice said. The driver jumped out, his enthusiasm unaffected by this delay, passed his card under the sensor by the wrought iron fence, then ran back giggling, hopping to grab the open truck door and swing himself into his seat. The tall gates creaked open, and the pack whooped as they drove by the control station.

			“Stop! Wait,” the voice on the speaker said.

			The truck stopped and the driver stuck his head out of his open window to look at the Doug.

			“You caught something,” the guard said in a handheld speaker microphone, pointing at the truck’s box from the station’s open doorway.

			“You don’t have to talk in that thing, you dumdum,” the driver said. “I’m right here. With ears.” He pointed to the side of his head.

			“Skylah wants—” the Doug said, still amplified. He moved the device away from his face. “Skylah wants all live bodies to be brought to her. No more going straight to the Pit.”

			“Affirmative, sir!” The driver gave him a thumbs-up and pulled back into the truck, then stepped on the gas. He watched the control station become smaller and smaller in the rear view mirror, then yelled, “Sucka!” 

			From under her sticky mop of hair, Joanie eyed her surroundings—a residential street. It was peaceful, the quiet pierced by the chirping of birds nestling in green trees and flower-choked gardens. The driver went to turn left and slammed on the brakes, causing Joanie to moan in pain.

			A Doug stood in the middle of the street, one hand lifted in a command to stop, the other resting on the blaster at his hip.

			“What are you doing in the road, you baboon?” the pickup driver said.

			The Doug gave a quick look toward the box, then approached the driver’s window.

			“Skylah demands all incoming captives go to her,” he said. “You should have been told as much at the entry gates.”

			The driver sneered. “That’s where we were going in the first place. Ha! Shows how much you know! Now move your square ass, square ass!” He honked, but the Doug remained where he was, blocking the way. The truck redirected its course.

			“What a lump,” Manu said to Funk. “Skylah better trade us good time.”

			“I don’t know what she’ll want of a Bunny anyway—they’re incurable. We should have run that Doug over and gone straight to Labcat,” Funk said, one hand tightly gripping his prize’s shoulder.

			The Hounds parked in front of the cathedral steps and hauled the rebel out of the box.

			“Thanks for the ride, fuckers,” Funk said to the four Hounds left in the pickup.

			“You owe us,” the driver said before peeling out, leaving Funk and Manu to manage their catch. They yanked her forward, making her yelp despite her efforts to remain self-possessed. 

			“I think we broke her. She keeps crying,” Manu said, sniffling himself. Joanie looked up. His face was coated with crink, his big blue eyes glistening with tears. His bottom teeth protruded slightly from his trembling lower lip. “My momma always said that if you can look a puppy in the eyes, you’re ok. But you sure are an ugly doggy!” He sobbed softly.

			“Come on, Manu!” Funk said. “Quit your mushiness.”

			They pulled Joanie up the steps and stopped in front of a Doug guarding the doors.

			“Another lump,” Manu mumbled. “You need to move, Square Doug. We have an insolent rabbit who begged for her Highness.”

			“I can see that,” he said. “Just following orders, making sure the incomers have prey. Otherwise, her Highness has no time for you.”

			Manu scoffed, insulted by the insinuation that they would want to waste anyone’s time, including their own, especially after having been redirected against their wishes. He glowered and waited patiently as the Doug banged on the wooden doors in warning and pulled one open. The Hounds walked straight in.

			“Rebuilding the world, one bruised Bunny at a time,” Funk said, gaze roaming wildly around the detail-rich room. “Glorious whores, I love my life.”

			The Hounds dragged and sat Joanie in a front pew and immediately dropped to a knee. On her throne, Skylah was cloaked in layer after layer of sapphire-blue silk, a hood draped low over her head, leaving only her mouth and chin exposed.

			“Your Absolute High Beautiful Awesomeness,” Funk said, head bowed.

			“Ruler of All the Big Eyes and Pretty Hands,” Manu finished, making fancy curls in the air with his hand as he faced the floor.

			“We request permission to bring this Bunny to our salvager, Labcat, as a gift.” Funk pointed toward Joanie without lifting his head. 

			Skylah rose from her royal chair and descended to the bloody mess on the pew. She lifted Joanie’s chin with an index finger. The rebel hesitated, sweeping her lowered gaze left to right, then solidly met the ruler’s eyes.

			“Hm. Too fiery for a Bunny,” Skylah said.

			Joanie’s body tensed, her head held aloft by the nail digging under her jaw.

			“No, she’s a Bunny all right,” Manu said. “She said the most horrible things about us, your High Ladyship.”

			“Did she? Well, that proves my point, doesn’t it? Bunnies are docile creatures. I don’t think they have it in them to even cuss.” Skylah stared at Joanie and sucked her tongue with disgust. She looked at the Hounds. “You were going to bring her straight to your artist, weren’t you?”

			The men gasped dramatically.

			“Of course not, your Honourable Beautyship,” Manu said.

			“Nope,” said Funk.

			“Right. And my roadway redirects are without reason. Sly foxes, the lot of you. I choose who stays and who goes, Hounds!”

			The men nodded rapidly, mumbling apologies.

			“Look at those pretty eyes,” she said, once again observing Joanie. “With whites so clear. You are no Bunny, but neither are you a user. I know your secret, little imp.”

			Joanie closed her eyes.

			“What did you expect would happen, coming here?” She drove her fingernail deeper into Joanie’s skin.

			“I want . . . to hound,” the rebel rasped.

			Skylah dropped Joanie’s chin and spat on the ground between them. Then she spun around and climbed back to her throne. Jaw flexing, she leered at Joanie.

			“Bring her to the clinic, men,” the ruler said. “Then bring her to your Labcat. I want her to be given a full hour in his gallery.”

			The men gasped again.

			“Hold her down if you must, though I doubt it will take more than a few minutes to get her undecided attention. Let that be her reward for having the courage to insult you. And me.”

			“Hold her . . . a few minutes?” Manu’s eyes widened with worry. Gallery time was sacred, and no one wanted to babysit when they could be getting high.

			“Your own reward time will remain unaffected. See it as an extra.” She gave them an exaggerated, mollifying smile. “Good?”

			“Oh, yes. Thank you, your Tweaky Lovelyhood,” Manu said.

			“Your Deliciousness,” Funk added.

			They pulled Joanie back to her feet.

			“Wait!” Joanie burst between groans of pain. “Please. Could I choose my own artist?”

			Skylah raised her hand to hold the Hounds in place, then beckoned Joanie with the same finger she had poked her with. They let her go and shoved her forward, not too pleased with the charge they were suddenly burdened with.

			“Your name?” Skylah asked.

			The rebel stood crookedly, clutching her torso. “J-Joanie, your highness.”

			Skylah looked her over with a fresh eye, pausing at her vitiligo-affected fingers before circling back to her face.

			“Feeling cocky, Joanie? You escape the Pit, and you think you have bargaining privileges? Make no mistake. By the end of the day, the choice of art or no art will be made for you. Your so-called free spirit will prostrate itself and serve the only desire you will ever feel again.” She sneered. “I win.”

			She lazily waved to the men, who yanked Joanie out from under the watchful eye of their fearsome ruler, broken bones be damned.
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				Femme Fatale

			
			Manu and Funk were on foot thanks to a friendly game of chicken against Xeno’s Hounds on the entrance road a few days prior. There were no casualties, but their pickup truck had been undergoing some drastic maintenance after the crash. Now a quick pocket-radio call had a Doug running to collect their truck, ready or not. At the cathedral, this Doug ceded the creaking vehicle, leaving Funk to inspect the half-finished paint job. Pleased, the Hound wolf-whistled and climbed in, taking the wheel.

			Manu opened the passenger side door and hoisted Joanie in. Ignoring her whimpers of pain, Funk helped the speed of things by straightening her upper body while Manu pushed her legs to the front and jumped in beside her.

			“Such a whiny doggy. You don’t know the luck you have. A free hour,” Manu said grumpily.

			The Hounds waited in the hall while Joanie was probed and inspected, tended and mended. By the time the rebel awoke, her body was smoother than it had been since the day her mother had heaved her into the world.

			“How are you feeling, honey?” a masked nurse asked. Another nurse in clear plastic scrubs, taller than the first and with two sets of eyebrows, stood near some machines, taking notes on a clipboard.

			“Headache,” Joanie simply said to the masked face. The bed shifted at its midpoint and sat her up, a glass of water and pills appearing in a pair of gloved hands before her.

			“Thank you,” Joanie said, surprised, and pushed herself upright the rest of the way. The bedsheet fell from her body, exposing her full breasts, and she quickly pulled it back up to cover herself. The nurses tittered coquettishly.

			“Mm-hm,” the one with the many eyebrows said. “This one is going to light fires.”

			Joanie got dressed in the provided clothes—skin-tight black leather pants and a black T-shirt, cut and trimmed at the hems and kept together with black string. She sighed at her bared skin, her midriff and the curvy sides of her bosom exposed. She laced up her black, high-heeled boots, frowning in thought while simultaneously marvelling at the absence of pain in her body.

			Ready to leave, she cleared her throat.

			“I’m supposed to find Izzy. Do you know Izzy?” she asked the nurse who had given her water.

			“Oh, yes, we do!” she answered. “We took care of her when she first arrived here! She was in horrible shape, poor creature. We weren’t even sure if she would pull through, but we worked our miracles and sent her on her way. I hope she lets us play with her once she gets her feet grounded in the ways of the city.”

			“Play with her?” Joanie said.

			“You know. Nip, tuck, plug. She needs some real celebrity tits.”

			Joanie grimaced. “Izzy needs nothing of the sort. She is the most beautiful person alive. You obviously don’t know how to look.”

			“Someone is in love,” the nurse swooned.

			“How wonderful,” the other said.

			“Ooookay,” Joanie said. “Can you just tell me where I can find her?”

			The eyebrow nurse tap-tapped her baby-blue nails on her cheek.

			“Why, she’s in residency still. Up in the boxes on Slippery Marie. Working on her first piece, I hear. So, pleasure, not business, then?”

			“Um, both,” Joanie said.

			“Oh! What a pair you will be. Go! Go be with your love.” The nurse pushed Joanie gently toward the doorway.

			 The rebel poked her head out. Manu and Funk were sleeping on chairs right by the door. Tiptoeing to not click her heels, she made it down a few hallways before finding an auxiliary door that led out to a parking lot. It was empty. She forced a jolt of energy through her body.

			“Here we go.” Joanie bolted across the small width of pavement on the balls of her feet, the heels of her boots barely touching the ground, and kept running across the strip of grass lining it. Hiding behind the neighbouring building, she caught her breath and peeked out at the clinic; the Hounds were nowhere in sight. Straightening herself and adopting an air of confidence, she marched forward, hopefully toward wherever this residency was.

			A skinny man with a butterfly knife and a larger man with a billy stick, both wild and twitchy in the eyes, stepped out to block her way.

			“For fuck’s sake,” Joanie mumbled.

			“Hello, doggy,” Manu said, and the men wrapped their cruel fingers around her biceps.

			Funk and Manu dragged the fruit of their day’s effort to Labcat’s home, a commanding structure built right behind his gallery. As they came near it, Joanie wiggled out of their grasp.

			“Just . . . I can walk on my own, all right? Stars damn it, you’d think your mothers would have taught you at least some basic manners before selling you to the pig farm.”

			“You’re wrong,” Manu said. “There aren’t any pigs in Mahl.”

			“That’s why they offered your momma a lot of coin,” Joanie said, eliciting a confused look from the Hound. Then she mumbled, “There must’ve been a lot of dirt in your baby bottle.”

			The men both knocked on the door at the same time and gave each other annoyed glances.

			“It was my turn,” Funk said. Manu’s eyes slitted with anger.

			The door swung open. A man, quite a bit taller than Joanie and a little taller than the Hounds, stood barefoot in the doorway, dressed in a tie-dye shirt, white wool vest, and flowing, metallic red pants with silver brocade stamped all over them. His hair was shoulder length and dyed bright red. He was undeniably handsome, with soft features on a richly tanned face, his chin held aloft showing he knew as much. His coolness broke at the sight of the visitor standing behind his henchmen.

			“Holy Femme Fatale! What have you brought me this fine afternoon? Come in, come in.” His voice was raspy yet melodious. He shut the door behind his three guests and jutted his hand out toward Joanie. “Labcat.”

			“Joanie.” She held out hers. He took it gently, and brought it up to his lips, the contact short but tender.

			“You smell wonderful.” He looked up from her hand.

			“Oh. I was just at the clinic. They washed me up,” Joanie said matter-of-factly.

			“It’s your woman smell I am talking about.” He smiled and freed her hand. “You’re a virgin.”

			“Excuse me?” Joanie coughed.

			“You’ve not yet laid eyes on any art. I can tell, you’re . . . pristine. Why is this?”

			Joanie looked at Manu, who shrugged. She swallowed hard and gazed up at the colourful man before her.

			“I am—I mean, I was . . . undecided. From the Dumps. But I’ve made my choice. I want to be a Hound. I want all in.”

			“Undecided? And Skylah let you fly? And you chose me?”

			Joanie shifted uncomfortably.

			“My, my, I am a lucky man. What a day! I will get your beautiful woman-self so hooked . . .” He cupped her face in his hands. “You will worship me.”

			He let her go and whirled around, leading the way through the huge open space that was his home, all the way to the back in the kitchen area. He effortlessly hopped and slid over a long polished wood counter and grabbed a bottle on the back wall between a tall coldbox and a row of finely etched glass cabinets. He then pulled out four tumblers and poured some brown liquid into each. He handed them out to the visitors, keeping the last one for himself.

			“You will love me, I will love you, and we will be happy forever. Cheers.”

			They clanged the glasses together and upended them. Joanie wheezed, her eyes watering.

			“That was strong,” she said.

			“Only the best for my new lady!” Labcat said after setting his tumbler down on the counter. He clapped his hands and pointed to his seasoned Hounds. “Recompense.”

			Funk and Manu perked up. They placed their drinking vessels down and pulled out each a small metal tab. Labcat took the cards and left the room without a word.

			“It’s a good day,” Manu said. Then, turning to Joanie, he added, “He likes you, pretty poochie. That’s good news for us.”

			“Great news,” Funk agreed. “Happy boss, happy dross.”

			“He’s always a good boss, though. He knows what it’s like, you see,” Manu added.

			“That’s right. He knows.” Funk lifted his nose as he tucked his thumbs into his jean pockets and nodded once. “Ex-junkhead.”

			“He is?” Joanie asked.

			“His heart belonged to Slim, for years,” he said, raising his hand to punctuate his statement, finger pointing at the ceiling. He tucked his thumb back into his pocket.

			“For years,” Manu agreed, folding his arms across his chest.

			“Slim died, attacked by his own Hounds.” Funk paced slowly, dispensing his knowledge.

			“His own jonesing Hounds.” Manu dropped his arms and sighed, then caressed the billy stick dangling from his belt.

			“Nobody could resist Slim,” Funk said as he continued to stride purposefully. “Nowadays, if anyone tries to quit an artist—which is rare and only the case with double-dippers because why else would someone quit—but if someone quits and survives, we say they got over Slim. That’s how good he was. Anyway, they locked away his art. Slim is gone.” He made a side-to-side chopping motion with his hand.

			“I didn’t think you could quit once you were hooked,” Joanie said.

			“Well, no one really does, because did you not hear my friend? Why would they?” Manu lowered his head and leaned in closer. “But, some say Labcat still dips around. That that’s how he was able to quit Slim. Someone new came along. A secret love interest.”

			“No!” Joanie exclaimed under her breath, pretending to be shocked, thankful for the information. Even with all the eavesdropping they did in the Dumps, there was so much she didn’t know, and that she would need to know, if she wanted to get to Isobel and get the hell out of the city.

			Just then, Labcat entered the room, holding out the cards.

			“Half an hour each, for your wonderful service.”

			The Hounds both whooped, Manu pulling three rapid, low fist-pumps.

			“And you, lovely flower, I will take you to the gallery myself,” Labcat said, touching Joanie’s face again with a fleeting caress. It took all of her grit to not kick him.

			Funk quit his celebration and stood straight. “Uh, Skylah said an hour for her, and she wants us to hold her. To make sure she looks.”

			“Go forth without a worry, loyal flunkies. Her eyes will point exactly where they should.”
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				Thirst

			
			“Please, sit. Relax. I’ll be right with you.” Labcat glided his open hand toward some large bean bags. Joanie’s square high heels clacked on the polished cement floor all the way to the front end of the house, where she awkwardly sank into a soft sack of fabric.

			She looked around from her spot. It was a rich man’s home. She had never seen anything so decorated, so gaudy. The gilded paisley of the tapestry, the flower prints on the ceiling, the bronze sculpture in the corner that Joanie suddenly found herself attracted to in a morbid sort of way. She slunk closer. The bumpy yet smooth rendition of its surface, the rich, dark colour of the material, the shapes of the bodies moulded together in the act of copulation—it was spellbinding. It was not until Labcat showed up, a bottle gripped in one hand and a bag of hand-rolled cigarillos in the other, that the enchantment lifted. He put the liquor down and reached for her.

			“Poor woman, you really haven’t seen anything, have you.” The artist had changed into a white T-shirt and black jeans, though he remained barefoot, his neck and wrists and ankles cuffed with beaded jewelry.

			She had seen plenty, or at least she thought she had. Large repros and digi-minis, even a handful of small cards—they all sort of tickled her brain but never really left her needing more. Maybe sculptures, which she hadn’t been around much, were a different beast. She thought she could handle real art, especially Izzy’s, having gone through many years of training herself, but this was before she learned that even branded artists could get addicted. Trepidation finally gripped her.

			“I feel overdressed,” Joanie said as they walked out. She cast a glance around her, puzzled as to why she didn’t bolt when she had the chance. Her thoughts felt slippery, but she knew she needed more time—time to think about a new plan, time to find Izzy, time before entering that gallery. Her steps slowed to a stop.

			“Nonsense.” Labcat seized her arm and pulled her close. “You look like a star. People will think you are the artist and I am the servant.” He chuckled and handed her a lit cigarillo.

			Keeping her arm in a vice-like grip, Labcat led Joanie down a cobblestone path hedged by tall pink flowers, a trail obviously existing for him and his shoeless habits. He drew the rebel closer still and spoke softly into her ear.

			“I hope it’s clear between us that I will in no way hold you down, or pry your eyes open. But you will look. You will look, and you will fall in love, because there is no alternative with what I am about to give you.”

			From atop the church’s stone steps, the artist flicked the spent smoke to the road and placed the palm of his hand on a sensor pad. At the sound of a click, he pulled on the large metal handle and pressed Joanie forward.

			Inside the church was dim, bright strips of light seeping out from beneath the door of each viewing room. The walls to these rooms extended all the way to the high ceiling, creating a hallway that was both eerie and comforting in its darkness. What hid behind each of those doors was what Joanie feared. She pivoted toward the exit.

			Labcat tightened his grip, his fingers digging into her flesh, and pointed toward the end of the hall. They passed door after door, small red lights pulsing at the centre of some, green lights glowing steadily on others. They walked down the aisle, as one would for a wedding ceremony in the olden days. Such rituals were unheard of in current times, but Joanie’s parents had done it. They had lived a long life together, and they remained together to this day, united in their extremist ideology. Joanie, feeling as an animal trapped, was being led to her own union—a forced marriage of sorts. Hooked, she would worship this stranger and what his hands created, and this until the day she was put in the ground. Because apparently, rarely did one get over Slim.

			“Ready?” Labcat said. She wasn’t.

			Joanie pinched her lips together to choke back the scream that was building in her chest, from baring her teeth and lashing out. She knew it wouldn’t help, that no one would come to her aid, and that putting up a fight would only get her another beating. She looked back at the doorway once more, imagining how far she would get this time if she made another run for it, very aware of the artist’s size and his grip on her arm. Her mind stubbornly clinging to the rescue mission, she took a deep breath. She promised herself she would survive. And then she’d find Isobel.

			Labcat opened the door to the last room, white light pouring out and enveloping her like a dream. 

			The contrast in brightness was blinding. Labcat turned Joanie toward the wall beside the door. When her eyes adjusted, she saw the ladder he had guided her to and, looking up, the balconies, accessible every dozen rungs or so.

			“Up we go,” Labcat said, nudging her. Joanie ascended, and stepped off when he told her to, about halfway up the very high wall.

			The balcony was made to be cosy, only a few metres deep, with a glass railing protecting the viewer from an intoxicated fall. Safer on her hands and knees, Joanie crawled toward the large pillows against the back wall and leaned against them. Labcat hustled to obstruct her view until she was well seated.

			“How do you feel?” he asked.

			“I’m ok.” She tapped her thighs nervously, almost believing his concern for her.

			“Radical. Now you will be fucking fantastic.” He moved out of the way and nestled up against her, giddy with anticipation. Her eyesight now well adjusted to the light, Joanie looked ahead and drank up the most overwhelming, psychedelic scene she’d ever laid eyes on. An aching thirst bloomed from deep within her bones—one that instantly felt permanent and hopelessly unquenchable.
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				Dispensable

			
			Zae ducked and dodged as he slinked through the streets. The others had gone back to the headquarters, leaving him to his self-appointed duties. Feeling particularly hopeless, he approached the wall by the petrified maple and poked his retractable whip in the hole.

			Something snagged.

			A quick check around him confirmed he was alone. Suddenly febrile, he pulled the stick slowly, haltingly, careful to not yank it and have the paper detach from the adhesive tip. The sight of the scroll emerging from the dark opening had his stomach in knots. Zae tossed the stick and sludge-greased glove to the ground and flattened his back against the tilted blackened tree, untying the twine and unfurling the paper with eager fingers.

			
				Dear P.,

				I am well. Surprisingly so. Everyone is treating me good. I have food to eat, clothes to wear, and a bed to sleep in. I’ve started working. I will begin searching for that which Z. requested soon. I hope you are all safe. Give news.

				I.

			

			Zae’s breath left him with a huff. He was relieved—Isobel was housed, fed, and cared for. She was blending in, which was exactly what they had asked her to do. So why was he disappointed? It was unexpected, but it was good news. She wasn’t suffering. Yet.

			From his jacket pocket, the rebel pulled out a pen and piece of paper of his own and laid it flat on this thigh.

			
				Dear I.,

				Z. here. P. was hurt during the transfer. Don’t worry, he’s fine. I’m happy you are ok. I will do everything to keep you that way. J. has gone to find you. We might have two H.L. to rescue. Keep an eye out for her?

				Write when you can, even if items not found. We won’t abandon you. Stay strong.

				Yours,

				Z.

			

			Zae rolled his note and slipped the original twine over it. With hope renewed, he prodded it deep into the wall with glove and stick and took off, stealthy as the one who had once held a knife to Isobel’s throat.

			Back at the headquarters, Parker was busy chatting with Phoenix, who was still bedridden but sitting up. When Zae arrived, the leader sprang up and watched him storm to the nooks. She looked curiously at Phoenix, who shrugged, and then she placed a gentle hand on his knee.

			“Get some rest,” she said, and followed her second-in-command to the back. Standing outside a drawn linen curtain, Parker slipped into her commanding persona.

			“Zae,” she said.

			He pulled the sheet aside and turned his back to her.

			“Why didn’t you come to report?” Parker stepped inside. Zae was rummaging through a drawer.

			“I’m really not in the mood right now, Parker.”

			“Not in the m— There is no choice here. Report is not contingent upon your mood. Look. Things might seem to be getting out of hand—”

			“Out of hand?” Zae said loudly. “Isobel will be transformed into the most depraved filth to exist in this wasteland, and Joanie will either be thrown into the Pit or work as a Hound! Our own, off to become the two worst creatures known to man! And we’re supposed to move along like they’re dispensable?”

			“Isobel was dispensable. Not Joanie,” Parker said curtly.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Calm yourself, Zae. You know Isobel was not an asset to our team in any other capacity. Her only skill was art, and if you can recall, she was rather obsessed with taking it back up. Now she can. Whether she finds happiness in that or not is irrelevant. You know what I think about artists. Come to think of it, you were of the same opinion just a short while ago.”

			“I’ve changed my m—”

			“What I’m concerned with is her sticking to the plan,” Parker said, raising her voice. “She needs to keep her word and find us the damn blasters.”

			“Your stupid blasters.” He sneered.

			“It is the only useful thing locked up in that hellhole, and you know it. You can’t tear down a mountain with your bare hands.”

			“You forget March,” he said.

			“Sure. And your friend March.” She sighed.

			“And Joanie. And Isobel.”

			Parker crisped up. She glared at Zae. “This is how it’ll go down. You’ll keep mousing in Phen’s place. Double the time and radius. We’ll do our best to know where our players are. You will remind Isobel of our deal, and threaten to hurt her Bunnies if she slips. The authorities there might want to get some kind of information out of her. Meanwhile, hopefully Joanie will have half the mind to lead us to what we need.” A dry laugh scraped out from her throat. “She’ll probably be a million times more useful in there than the Purist. We should have tried this years ago.”

			Zae’s jaw dropped. Parker faced him, stoic as ever.

			“Sometimes it takes a real shit show to see what we’re truly made of,” Zae said. “It’s unfortunate to finally meet you, Parker.” He sidestepped and walked past her, knocking her shoulder as he went.
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				Nejo

			
			Two full hours later, clinging to Labcat’s arm, Joanie stumbled out of the church. A few junkheads waved, wide-eyed and starstruck. Labcat returned the gesture kindly.

			“Far out, far out. Have a good dip!” he said to them. He led Joanie back to his house, where he gently lowered her onto a bean bag and crouched in front of her. He held her face between his hands.

			“You were wonderful, little gift. Now is the time to relax and let it soak in. You’ll be flying for a few days at least.” He grinned tenderly, rubbing his thumbs across her cheekbones. “You’re mine now.”

			Joanie looked at him with confused, yearning eyes. The artist brushed the hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ears. She gave him a candid, beatific smile.

			“Stellar,” he said. “Enjoy your high. I’ll be back before you know it.”

			She watched him walk out of the main room and disappear up the staircase, his bare feet hardly making a sound. With a sigh she settled into the oversized cushion, legs and arms sprawled out in a star. Her gaze wandered dreamily to the bronze sculpture that had previously put her in a strange trance. She moved her head back slightly, forcefully pushing her eyebrows up and then squinting to better see. Finally, she let her face relax and purred. Just plain old shagging. She curled up into a ball and fell asleep.

			Labcat woke her with caresses, smoothing down her dark wavy hair. The evening’s setting sun had filled the room, its opaline burnish coating every nook and cranny. Joanie shielded her eyes while the artist helped her up and waited patiently for her to uncover them.

			“There we go,” Labcat said when Joanie dropped her arm from her face. He inspected her blinking eyes from different angles, then hummed with pleasure. “Your whites insist on staying immaculate. The challenge you give me! What a bounty. I feel more inspired now than I have in a long time. You will be my muse, Nejo. I will call you Nejo from now on. I thought it up while you were sleeping. It’s your old name, inverted. Way more groovy.”

			“Nejo,” she repeated. Labcat pulled her into his arms and held her tightly.

			“A bounty,” he said again. He slid one hand down to hers, and with the other, grabbed a tie-dyed shoulder bag and then led them toward the door. Pausing at the threshold, he looked up in thought. “I’ll have to give those two ruffians of mine a bigger bonus.”
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				The Hum

			
			Isobel and Rilke stood at the edge of the dance floor.

			“Shall we?” The Hound held out his hand to his new Trigger.

			Isobel declined, her eyes on the crowd of huddled bodies rubbing up against each other. There was no room for circle dancing here.

			When Rilke had woken up from his art-mixing high that afternoon, Isobel was on the floor at his feet, asleep with her back against the couch. He had hunted down a blanket and covered her, and with no more than a glance toward the painting, left the premises. She had been more awkward than usual when he picked her up for their night out.

			Isobel was wearing a shimmering burgundy gown, slightly see-through, especially if a wandering spotlight hit it just right. Rilke had assured her it was classy. She smoothed it down with fidgety hands.

			“Would you like to sit, then?” he asked.

			“That would be nice.” She followed him to a small round table by the wall. He pulled out a chair for her and then one for himself beside her.

			A waitress in a tight silver dress passed by, waddling in quick little steps. Rilke waved her over and asked for two magic flutes. Isobel smiled at her gait, admiring the long shiny garment that also covered her neck and face and tied off at the top of her head in a feathery ponytail. She and Rilke watched the waitress shuffle away. Isobel also enjoyed watching Rilke, and how he spoke to people. He was courteous and calm, but always inebriated. His addiction didn’t bother her as much as she thought it would.

			“Tell me,” she said. “What is it like to jones?”

			Rilke frowned. “Tut, tut. Macer takes good care of us. A fine artist, truly.” He pulled his seat closer to Isobel then looked around, as if searching for the artist in question. The Hound watched the people dance for a while, then turned to find Isobel waiting for a reply. He rubbed the nape of his neck and grinned uneasily.

			“Well . . . usually, it starts with the shakes. That’s common for everyone. At first, it’s small—a deep tremor. On the surface it’s unnoticeable, but underneath it’s a clear warning signal, like a hum inside your bones.” He fiddled with a paper napkin, folding and unfolding it. “Dry mouth, itchy eyes, that’s common too. As the hours tick by, if you don’t attend to your craving, it gets worse rather suddenly. For some, it might mean adrenaline spikes and violence; for others, it could be blurred vision, numbness, apathy.” He extended his fingers and looked at the back of his hands, then tightened them into fists. “For me, it’s self-loathing.”

			The Hound retreated into his mind, revisiting the emotion. He exhaled loudly, then gave Isobel a sidelong look.

			“In the blink of an eye, poof! There was nothing worth living for. And I felt . . . I didn’t deserve to live anyway. It got dark. And strangely, it was like I had always felt that way. I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t. I couldn’t remember.” He looked at his hands again, open and soft with abandon. “After hours of agonizing, I hurt myself. Macer found me, bleeding and unconscious.”

			Isobel hesitated, then reached out and gently laid her hand on his forearm. He pulled a half-smile and placed a hand over hers.

			“What happened then?” she asked.

			“Macer rushed me to the clinic and nursed me back to health with art cards.” He chuckled. “He’s made sure I have full access since. It’s up to me to not ignore the hum.”

			“The hum,” Isobel said, pondering. She took her hand back and laid it in her lap with the other. “What do you think it would be like to jones for me?”

			“For you?” Rilke said, surprised. “There’s no way of telling. I believe the flavour of the jones is determined by both the type of person craving and the art they are coming down from. It is a very unique phenomenon, since we each gravitate, even if unknowingly, toward artists whose work aligns with our specific psychological and biological needs and urges. Unless we’ve been roped against our will.”

			“You were assigned to me,” Isobel said.

			“True. But I’m glad.”

			“Glad you ended up with the Purist stiff?”

			“You are the furthest thing from stiff.” Under the table, he reached over and caressed the back of her hand with his knuckles. Isobel tensed up. Rilke then carefully scooped up her hand and brought it to the light, brushing his thumb over her fingers.

			“You are a ray of honeyed morning light, inexplicably sweet and delightfully strange.” He smiled at her, and his eyes turned brilliant topaz under the blue light.

			He placed her hand down on the table and tapped it gently, turning his focus back to the swarm of people feverishly grinding on each other on the dance floor.

			“I won’t let you jones either,” Isobel said, the words leaving her mouth only to be snuffed out by the pounding music.

			Soon after, the Pure Lady and her Hound rode home in the back of the Humvee. Both distracted by thoughts unknown to the other, they kept quiet, while the city’s nightlife seeped through the closed windows and filled the void with muffled, doughy noise. They pulled up to the box house.

			“Rilke,” Isobel said without facing him. “I don’t want to come between you and Macer.”

			Blinking sleepily at the seat in front of him, Rilke cracked a comfortable smile. “Don’t worry. You just make that art.”

			She sighed and slipped out. The vehicle drove away while her hand was still on the sensor pad. Once inside, she activated the lights and walked to the cage. The rabbit hopped toward her and peered up, nose twitching.

			“What can I do?” she said as she settled into the white couch, the animal gathered in her arms. “What can I do to make this painting worthy of its canvas, of this house, of this city? Of Rilke?”

			She stopped petting the rabbit and looked at her knuckles, the ones Rilke had so gently stroked. She closed her eyes, a pleasant nervousness fluttering in her stomach.

			“What is he doing to me?” She lounged back, the bunny snuggled on her chest. Her gaze aimlessly wandered the ceiling. At last, her eyes locked onto a light fixture. “I do not need a lover, little bunny. I need to paint my heart out, forever. Isn’t that my dream? No romance in the world should be worth risking art over. The Good Light surely wouldn’t allow me both, right? Would it not be tempting providence to want so much in this unkind world?”
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				Sticky Gold

			
			The moon, bright and cool, ought to have melted on such a hot night, but it remained perched in the sky, lighting the way to the house behind the gallery. Labcat and Joanie had spent the evening at The Bank, a venue where Labcat’s Hounds held a weekly bash.

			In a bright green limo, Joanie had watched the city pass by, the lights leaving skinny tails of colour behind them. How much was real and how much was triggered wasn’t clear. The way the city lit up the night, the rich smell in the vehicle, which she was told was new leather, the sensation of the artist’s hands rubbing her calves, the bubbling of the carbonated liquor on her tongue, the euphoric well-being that coursed in an endless loop up and down her body—all of it she questioned only briefly, her thinking blurry. Then, with thirsty and mystified gratitude, she opened up to the deliverance from the bone-deep distress and trauma she carried. The sudden freedom was disorienting and heavenly.

			On a long, torchlit driveway penned in with chain-link fence, Labcat had presented his hand to Joanie with a flourish. The pair had walked down the paved lane to an explosion of camera flashes, Joanie smiling and waving all the way to a monumentally scaled building of granite and limestone—a place where, centuries before the Great Burn, people brought their precious coin for safekeeping. The bank owners would then spend most of it, with a promise to have its equivalent whenever the depositor came to retrieve it. The place hadn’t served such a purpose in any current Mahl-dweller’s lifetime, but partygoers persisted in calling it The Bank simply because the words were carved in the stone header above the door.

			The large open space was a sea of blue light, music coming from all sides but generated by the DJ at the back. Fluorescent images flickered on and off at random intervals across a protective screen that separated the turntablist from the rest of the room. Labcat and Joanie had walked past a crowd on the dance floor and come to a group of people donning beads and bandannas, tie-dye bikini tops and suede jackets. Stepping into their welcoming cheers, Labcat introduced Joanie as Nejo, and they all immediately opened their arms and engulfed her in hugs.

			After much dancing, drinking, and further dancing and drinking, she and Labcat eventually shouldered their way back into his house and ran up the stairs, giggling. It was dark inside, and Joanie, dangling and swaying from an otherworldly cloud, leaned back into the nearest wall until Labby, as she had called him most of the evening, fetched a candle.

			He came back for Joanie, his face underlit by a flame, and pulled her into his bedroom.

			“Don’t move,” he said, positioning her near a nightstand and tapping her gently on the shoulder.

			He fumbled around in the near dark, flooding the room in amber one candle at a time. After a few toe stubs, he managed to completely cover the hope chest at the foot of the bed. In their glow, Joanie looked like she was afire. Labcat continued to light more candles, placing them on the floor and on stools by the wall facing the bed, where a large canvas was mounted.

			Clinking and shuffling noises came from his hands, and soon he stood before her wearing nothing but a few beaded necklaces and a dirty smock. In his left hand was an oversized palette, and in his right, an equally oversized paintbrush.

			“Take your clothes off,” he told Joanie. Her smile faded, and she began peeling off her outfit. Down to her underwear, she looked up at him, and he jutted his chin at her, urging her to keep going. She peeled them off and stood stiffly, her arms by her sides.

			“Woman, relax. The candles cover you in gold. You are a treasure without price!”

			Joanie’s face split back into a smile. She climbed onto the bed and lay on her side, propped up on her elbow.

			“Righteous,” Labcat said, turning to his canvas.

			Joanie couldn’t see his work well. It was sombre in the room, despite the numerous candles, and his colours were all tinted orange in the warm gleam of the flames. After grunting through a rough outline, Labcat picked up a small jar and padded around the chest of candles and over to Joanie. She watched him approach and then flipped onto her back, knees together. The artist watched her, his gaze roaming her body. He seated himself beside her and dipped his paintbrush in the container. Pulling it out, he let the gold-coloured paint drip onto her skin, and then spread it around her torso in random, wide strokes.

			He sucked in his breath as he looked her over and hurried back to his canvas. He did this multiple times, Joanie flipping from her side to her back, and back again, accommodating him in his strange creative process. Finally, he wiped his paintbrush and dropped it into a thumb’s measure of jarred linseed oil. With a contented sigh, he yanked the blinds open. Sunlight blasted in and launched him backwards.

			“Not cool,” he said, his hands over his eyes. Blinking his way to his bed, he untied his smock and observed the woman lying there. Joanie slept, her bare skin slathered in shiny gold, a pillow in her clutches. Labcat climbed his own naked body onto the paint-caked bed beside her and pulled her close to him.

			“Thank you,” he whispered into her sticky hair, and fell asleep.

			Joanie woke with a smile on her lips. She rubbed her golden hands over her eyes and opened them slowly, her gaze locking in on the wall-mounted painting across from the bed. Sweat immediately beaded on her forehead, her fingers gripped at the sheets beside her.

			“Labby,” she said through her tight throat. He grunted. “What’s this?”

			“It’s my new painting, baby,” he mumbled.

			Joanie’s grip tightened, her legs stiffened, her breath sped up, and then with a gasp of ecstasy, she collapsed. Pushing himself up on an elbow, Labcat poked her in the arm, then the jaw. Her head lolled to the side.

			“Far out,” he said, falling back down on his pillow.

			For the second time that day, Joanie stirred and woke. A peek around the room confirmed she was alone. She wormed to the edge of the bed, sneaking sidelong glances at the art. Her feet found the floor and then the bathroom, where she showered. The gold didn’t come off. There were streaks up one side of her face, climbing into her hair. She stared at her reflection, frowning curiously. Combing her thick hair into a high ponytail as best she could, she remembered that she was Labcat’s muse, and sometimes a muse must be gilded.

			In the walk-in closet, she flipped through the many tie-dye shirts and plucked out a predominantly blue one. She slipped it on and tied a knot at her waist, then pulled on her leather pants. After a moment of thought, she glanced at the back wall and licked her lips. Softly, she walked over to the foot of the bed and sat on the floor in front of the painting.

			Aaah.

			The hotness in her limbs was instantly replaced by a soothing ease. Her eyes imbibed as much as they could while her hands clenched and unclenched. Her forearms spasmed, her abdominals contracted, her neck tightened, shuddered, making her head shake. She pushed herself to her hands and knees, feeling her spine about to burst from both ends. As she strained to open her eyes even wider, a loud, drawn-out sound rose from deep within her and wound out her distorted mouth, animalistic and orgasmic. Drool leaked from her soft, hanging tongue. At last lowering her gaze, she squeezed her eyes shut and forced them open again, dragging a slow lick across her lower lip to finish.

			Spittle draped over her slackened jaw, Joanie crawled out of the bedroom. At the top of the staircase, she grasped the first pillar and swung her legs around, then went down on her butt, one step at a time. When her feet touched the ground floor, she reclined in the stairs and extended her arms above her head with a sigh.

			There was tugging, and she was pulled to her feet. Though wobbly at first, she soon freed herself from Funk’s grip.

			“You are wasted, m’lady!” He guffawed. “How are you going to get any work done?”

			“Work?” Joanie grumbled, scanning the ground around her for this work he spoke of.

			“Yes, work. What did you think, that you would get dipped for free?”

			She searched his face with furrowed brows. “I’m . . . his muse.” The words were quiet but clear.

			“It looks like it,” Manu said from beside his partner. He eyed the paint across her face and laughed affectionately. “You still have to work, Miss Nejo. Boss said it was important we accompany you on your first day. Afterward, you can choose for yourself.”

			 “Team up, or work on your own.” Funk walked away, pulled out his butterfly knife, and started flipping it. He lifted a heavy curtain with his free hand and peeked out the window, all the while opening and closing and twirling his knife. “Either way, driving card sales in the Dumps is the one goal. It’s the easiest and fastest way to money and time. Sometimes we work the post, for the city. Like the day you came upon us.”

			“Wonderful day,” Manu said. “Great luck for us.”

			“And for you,” Funk said, smirking at the rebel.

			“Yes,” Joanie said. “Wonderful luck.” She was confused, but was pretty sure she meant it. She took a long breath in and exhaled slowly, her sense of purpose buried under a thick fog.

			“Oh, I almost forgot.” Manu handed Joanie a billy stick. “It’s my second-favourite one. For you.” He blushed.

			Joanie held it horizontally in her hands, then vertically.

			“It’s for hitting people,” Manu instructed.

			Joanie looked up at him and back down at the stick. “Yes, I figured as much. Do I have to?”

			“You should keep it for safety,” Funk said. “You’re new. There’s much you have to learn about this place.”

			“Do you know how to use it? I can show you.” Manu began swinging his own billy stick around with smooth loops and flourishes.

			“That’s fine. I have had some training.” The shelves of melee weapons in the Half-Light headquarters flashed in her mind and disappeared, the memory too nebulous to hold on to. Only an overpowering, pulsing need persisted.

			Manu presented her with a saddlery leather belt. She wrapped it around her hips with a few rough pulls, tucked the billy stick in the loop, and gave the men an off-kilter smirk. “Let’s go earn our bliss.”
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				First Visit

			
			At the knock, Isobel wiped the jam from the corners of her mouth with a linen cloth and hopped off the kitchen stool. She had been expecting Rilke, but she heard a chorus of laughter coming from outside, baritone and alto alike. With caution, she cleared the entrance just a crack, her toes bent on the bottom of the door to create resistance in case whoever was on the other side tried to jump her. Her concerned face only greeted her Hound’s joyful one.

			“Hello,” he said. When she didn’t budge, he cleared his throat, the secrets he knew hidden in the creases framing his mischievous smile. Izzy let the door fall open and the small group streamed in. She grabbed hold of Rilke’s hand to pull him away from the current. He spoke to the group over his shoulder, telling them to make themselves comfortable, and Isobel led him deeper into the kitchen area.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed. “I thought my work was supposed to stay hidden until the unveiling?”

			The look Rilke glided over the visitors was replete with affection, making it evident these were not just random art fans. He looked at Isobel then, placing a feather-light hand on her arm.

			“They’re not here to judge you, or your work. They’re here to . . . taste test, and share the news.”

			Izzy opened her mouth to object, and Rilke quickly raised an advocating finger.

			“Not so much with words. The sharing, that is,” he said. “But rather with the particular shine they will carry around with them afterwards, radiating for everyone they meet. People will say: Oh my! And with a smile wider than the heavens, these privileged souls here will respond: Izzy.”

			Isobel grinned, her uneasiness making way for humble disbelief and amusement.

			“Besides, it’s not illegal to create a little hype before the big drop,” he assured her. “Skylah will be more than pleased to hear that word of your potent effects is moving through the streets. This is all beneficial and desirable, believe me.”

			Isobel peered beyond him. These souls were settling in, pulling out sweating cans and crinkly snacks from their bags. One man sank deep into the couch, sprawled his legs open, the crotch of his baggy pink pants stretching across at his knees, and leaned his leopard-printed buzzcut head back with a drawn-out whistle. A lazy smile strung across his face as he viewed the painting from under his droopy lids. In front of him, sitting erect on a floor pillow with a long cream-coloured skirt fanned into a half-moon before her, was a woman in a yellow bikini top, shiny straight black hair running down the deep brown skin of her muscular back. She guzzled her drink, eyes fixated on the art. On either side of her were two others. Sharing the same pixie haircut and same bright orange overalls, they lay on their backs, propped up on set square elbows. All of them clicked and purred as they enjoyed the visual feast, the occasional smack of a powdered finger being sucked clean adding to the strange symphony.

			“Why is it making me feel so nervous?” she whispered. Her ribs clenched with the familiar sense of criminality and the sudden urge to hide.

			Warmth cushioned her cheeks, Rilke’s palms cupping them gently, bringing her back from the bad memories she had drifted to. He held her there, looking over her features.

			“It’s ok.”

			Isobel felt her anxiety shift, Rilke’s hands and his intent focus on her mouth igniting small fireworks in her centre. She inhaled deeply, attempting to steady herself.

			“What is expected of me, then?” she asked.

			Rilke released her and shoved his hands in his pockets, looking over to his friends.

			“Let’s give them a minute with your work, then we can do proper introductions.”

			The leopard buzzcut man said his name was Jar, and the yellow bikini woman was Licks. The pixie-cut twins weren’t actually twins but looked strikingly similar, clothes notwithstanding, and they introduced themselves as Bless and Poppy, saying each other’s name and their own in unison.

			“Great names,” Isobel told them after shaking their hands one by one, a few grains of salt left on her palm from the exchange.

			“Your name is fabulous,” Licks said.

			“Which one—Pure Lady?”

			They cackled at that.

			“Your real name, silly,” Bless and Poppy both said, sitting upright as they gestured Isobel to come join them on the floor.

			“Oh, ok,” she said, finding a spot and sinking into a cross-legged position.

			They each took one of her hands in theirs.

			“We’re here for you,” said Bless. “Rilke told us all about you. Heck, we love you already. We’re Macer’s, but he is literally the best human being and so understanding.”

			“Macer’s? He knows you’re here?” Isobel’s head snapped up to look at Rilke, who was sitting on the couch’s arm. He nodded ever so slightly.

			“Sure does,” Jar said. “There’s no keeping secrets from him. But only Bless and Poppy here are Hounds. Licks and I are just plain old fans. Your work holds up to his well, by the way, all while being unique and absolutely fantastic on its own. Izzy and Macer art in the same room would be like lighting and fire, fighting in a windstorm.” He popped a cracker into his mouth.

			“Well, I’m certainly not competing with Mace—”

			“Like blood and wine, swirling down the throat of the earth,” Licks added, trailing her fingers down the front of her neck.

			“Like fucking and smoking cigarettes at the same time. Maybe with a few yummy love burns,” Poppy said, giggling with Bless.

			Isobel bit down on her lips.

			“I can see why Soldier warned us to show up clean. Double-dipping is never smart, but we would be buzzin’ in a fierce kind of way,” Jar said.

			“Right, like Soldier himself did.” Isobel looked at Rilke, all her teeth showing in an irrepressible smile. She remembered circle dancing with him right where they now sat, not that long ago, their awkward but honest first moments. It was then he told her about his mastery of a particular martial art that earned him the nickname. “You still need to show me your moves.”

			“Smackdoooo!” Bless and Poppy shouted as they hopped up and waved their arms around to clear the space.

			The group spent a good half hour jumping on each other’s backs and calling Isobel’s attention to particularly sneaky tricks before they ultimately failed and met the floor under Rilke’s swift manoeuvres. They laughed and carried on rambunctiously until Licks broke a tooth on a can when a leg flew arching into her face as she drank from it. Their spirited energy forced into submission, they returned to their original spots and stared at the painting for another long half hour while Isobel took to the kitchen and paced about soundlessly.

			Whispers and low voices floated up in gentle puffs, the group slowly emerging from their mind bubble. Isobel noticed them picking up their bags and their trash, readying themselves to leave. She went up to them.

			“It’s— It’s not done,” she said, in closing to the viewing session. “I’m not sure where I’m going with it yet.”

			“It feels done to me,” Jar said, eyes glazed, pupils sweetly dilated. “Whew, I feel fine. I’m going home to cuddle with my cat now.”

			“I want to go dancing. You want to come?” Licks said, extending her hand to Isobel.

			“Oh, no, thank you. I’ve got a bunch of . . . I’ve gotta . . . so much work.” The artist sucked her teeth in apology.

			“It’s too early still for dancing,” Bless said. “Let’s convene at my place.”

			They hugged Isobel and thanked her profusely for the free time, expressing their immense luck in getting early sneak peeks, voicing all at once many versions of how the city was going to freak out, they didn’t know what was coming, and Pure Lady was in the house. Isobel watched them skipping down the street, laughing and bumping into each other, carefree. It was something she had never experienced for herself—a group of friends with whom she could just exist and be happy.

			Rilke was last to leave.

			“You’re not going with them?” Isobel asked.

			“No.” He put a hand on her waist and leaned in, kissing her on the cheek as she had once seen him do to Lemon. 

			She closed her eyes and let her strange body tremors pass. 

			“I’ll see you soon?”

			Isobel nodded. “Ok.”

			She closed the door after him and leaned her back into it before blowing out a shaky breath. It was as if a tornado had come, bounced all over her walls, twirling her around and around as it passed, and left as quickly as it came. She hoped it was as worth it as Rilke said, because she felt as if her stomach had been cut open, and these strangers were peering in, poking and probing at her innards, determined to discover the secret she hid—that deep doubt she carried like a bad seed, the one that would expose her as a mere Purist, a failure. They wanted to find out if she had the gift, if she was enough. Her fingers found her branding and stroked it tenderly. She had to believe she was, or she would come undone this very instant.

			“There’s only one way ahead,” Isobel said. Dizzy and spent, she marched into the studio.
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				Squid, Keys & Chocolate Bits

			
			The next time Rilke and his posse showed up, Isobel was ready. She had bowls of root chips and dehydrated cockroaches placed here and there, bottles of fruity and bitter drinks freshly popped, and a music that she considered proper for entertainment playing from the white boombox.

			“Oh, small ones!” Rilke exclaimed, seeing the displayed array of ten-by-tens and twenty-by-twenties stretched and primed, some with first approaches swiftly brushed in.

			“Is that ok?” Isobel’s face creased in sudden worry. Certainly there were a lot of rules she didn’t know about.

			“If you have to ask, then it’s not,” he said.

			“Right.”

			“Don’t overthink it. Have fun. Have all the fun.” He reached for her hand and shook it playfully.

			They all plopped down, Jar, Licks, Bless, Poppy, and Rilke, rotating spots every so often, watching Isobel work. They laughed as she explained the Purist approach, with all the steps and structure she had to toss into her mental trash upon her arrival in the city, and fell quiet when she got into a workflow, the power of the creative moment intoxicating even in its smallness. The rabbit, now housed in a roomy exercise pen, was set free to roam, and it hopped around, over legs and between their bodies, collecting caresses and running away from grabby hands.

			After three hours of work, Isobel took a break and sat down on the floor at the end of her supply table. Rilke sat behind her on a chair. He touched her big, messy bun.

			“May I?”

			Isobel touched her hair, too, wondering if she looked dishevelled enough to warrant preening. “Sure.”

			“This is the best thing ever, what you’re sharing with us,” Poppy said. “Macer hasn’t let us watch in a very long time. Artists from the Big Seven rarely have audiences.”

			“Who are they all?”

			“There’s Labcat, who focuses on psychedelic, trippy stuff. Beau is all erotica. Xeno is super-weird. Did you know she tattoos her Hounds under their eyelids for a steady drip of delirium in every blink?” Licks rearranged her striped bikini top, tucking her breasts and yanking on the straps before snuggling up to Jar on the couch.

			“There’s Dagger, Speck, and Lace—I don’t even know how to classify them. I think they’re called Abstrothica. You’d think they’d be niche, they’re so peculiar, but they are extremely popular,” Jar said, wrapping an arm around Licks’s shoulders. “And lastly there’s our Macer.”

			Isobel went over the names, remembering some from sponsored digi-ads around town, and trying to commit the others to memory. She imagined Macer in his studio, painting the gigantic beauty she had witnessed as a full-sized reproduction back in the Dumps, the honeyed pain lapping at the back of her knees a faint memory.

			“It must have been quite the challenge to unlearn everything they taught you in that classical school,” Bless said, breaking her reverie.

			“Mental trash,” Isobel repeated from the floor, where she sat as Rilke braided and unbraided her hair, seemingly for fun, causing shivers to run down her scalp and nape every time his fingers brushed her locks out or grazed her skin.

			“I decided it was right here.” She tapped a hidden compartment behind her left ear. “This is where it all goes, in my imaginary trashcan. Then I light a fire to it, or else it tries to come back.”

			The posse giggled, and Rilke stroked a fingertip gently over said spot. Somewhat rattled, Isobel shot up, quite unable to process much more of these new sensations. She had never had a boy touch her like that before, let alone a man. Abashed, she headed for the kitchen, taking orders for coffee.

			Izzy received Rilke’s friends regularly over the next few weeks, often the same four plus himself, sometimes one new person replacing another who couldn’t make it. Lemon, in all her chainmail glory, dropped by once, too, eyes shining with joyful tears by the time she left. Isobel began looking forward to their visits, enjoying the growing camaraderie they shared. They cooked food and took turns giving her shoulder rubs as she worked her small studies, the large piece frozen in time since the day Rilke had double-dipped. 

			“I’m still not sure of the direction I want to go with the big one,” she told her Hound, once again pulling him into the semi-secluded kitchen while the others chatted and pointed at her bitesize canvases.

			“It’s all up to you. You had originally said you wanted to bring people a sense of joy. If that has changed, it’s ok. You can do whatever you want here. Everyone loves it already, so I don’t think you can go wrong either way.”

			Isobel thought about her growing capacity and potential audience, and what kind of influence she could have. She remembered Macer’s words as they sat on those bikes her first night in the city.

			You would be able to change things around here, you know. If you really wanted to.

			Isobel thought of the people she’d left behind in the Dumps, wondering who was aching with hunger right this minute, who was running for their life, their heart in their throat and their lungs burning. Phoenix hopefully fully recovered from his injuries, and Joanie . . . she wasn’t sure how she could help any of them with a painting. Before all else, she needed to gain Skylah’s favour.

			“It doesn’t feel right experimenting at that scale in front of strangers, everything so raw and open. Not to say they’re not wonderful people. I like them very much, and I’m very grateful for the opportunity to share and make friends. It’s all more than I ever expected, this city, its people, you. It’s just that the creative process is . . . private.”

			Rilke nodded as he considered her words, then brought his hand up and tapped behind his own ear, that trashcan spot, and winked. He turned to the guests and instructed them to turn up the music. The dancing began and didn’t stop until sunrise. There wasn’t always painting happening. 

			People started recognizing Isobel on the street. Without the need for boasting or advertisement, word was getting around that she was truly good—both her art and her character. The energy that lived in the box home and the warm gushy buzz her lucky admirers were flaunting as they wandered about the city were described as jubilant, explosive, and tender. Envy was simmering: People wanted a serving of her wholesome mindscrew, expressing discontent at not being chosen for the exclusive gang of early viewers. Isobel found herself buoyant with the feel-good effect of the news, Rilke being the loyal carrier of city gossip.

			“Skylah is taking all the credit, you know,” Rilke told her over calamari, the rings laid on a bed of noodles dyed with their ink. A small aquaculture of squid was kept at the edge of the city at the north, in an old gym. 

			Isobel chewed diligently on the rubbery loops.

			“Well, it makes sense, since she is allowing me to be here in the first place. Pass me that bottle?”

			Rilke handed the flavoured water to Isobel, grinning at her difficulties masticating.

			“You know why we’re eating this squid?” he asked her.

			“Because you brought it?” She forked the animal bits aside and stuffed her mouth with noodles.

			“A special permission, from Skylah. The cephalopods are for the elite artists only.”

			“Ooh, that’s nice. She thinks I’m elite?” Isobel said with her mouth full, then laughed incredulously, careful to not choke. She took a gulp from the bottle.

			“There are rumours going around, dear Izzy.” He got up from his stool and walked toward the couch. He rummaged through his bag and came back with a small package which he placed beside Isobel’s plate on the breakfast counter at which they ate.

			“What rumours?” she said, eyeing the brown box. It had a shiny white ribbon tied around it, fastened with a bow.

			“People are saying you’re going to be the eighth.”

			“The eighth what?” Isobel put her fork down and watched as her Hound slipped back onto his seat.

			“That’s for you. Open it.”

			“From you?”

			Rilke nodded. Isobel’s fingers played with the ribbon until it loosened. Lifting the lid to the container revealed a key.

			“What does it open?”

			“The door to the temple where you will expose your first piece.”

			Isobel closed the door behind her and stepped out into the warm sunshine. The need for crink flashed through her mind and disappeared again, like so many things these days blending with her joy—the mournful resigning of her stomach to the hunger pangs that she immediately remembered she could appease, the image of Joanie’s beloved face in tears as she walked away, the short bursts of terror from the memory of being in the back of the van as it was rammed into over and over again, her legs fracturing from the impact, the flames consuming the art around her, enveloping her in smoke. The thoughts attacked her in anxious bursts and dissipated just as quickly, and she remembered how lucky she was. If only the others on the other side of the wall were so fortunate.

			A young couple in rubber maxi dresses waved to her as she entered a clothing store. She waved back, feeling seen and safe. Inside she was offered a discount, which at first she refused and then accepted, grateful even though she needed the reduction as much as the item itself, which was not at all. Walking out she was accosted by a man with a dog, an elderly trio, and a young teen on a unicycle. To all she extended her hellos, signed autographs, and wished a wonderful day. This had become the norm, and she hoped they would all come to her unveiling, though the exchange was reward enough.

			Taking strolls and casually shopping for apparel or knick-knacks down on the Main easily got Isobel’s head out of her work—a practice that wasn’t possible back in her old life without scrubbing down first. Here, clothes splattered in colour or fingernails packed with dirty half-moons got her winks, not beatings. Food was delivered right to her door, but there was the odd specialty she began going out of her way to get now that she had acclimatized herself to a rhythm.

			Isobel hummed with pleasure at the sweet smell and cool conditioned air of Bisouack’s Chocolate Shoppe. The same man as the last time she’d been there was working the counter, greeting her with a kind smile and merry, bloodshot eyes. He gave her a thumbs-up and curled around to the back, where her goodies hid.

			Looking through the glass of the refrigerated display was a woman in black cut-off jean shorts, her bottom cheeks peeking out softly as she bent lower. Seeing Isobel’s reflection in the glass, she turned around, catching her gawking at her behind.

			“I’m so sorry,” Isobel blurted, mortified as she realized she’d zoned off in a butt-stare. The woman stood up, tall and graceful in a black tank top, with large white headphones collared around her thin neck. She had bright orange pigtails high on her head, her hairline dotted with sparkling jewels. She was barefoot, though her ankles shone with bangles and silver anklets.

			“I know you.” The woman narrowed her blue eyes and pursed her lips. Isobel fidgeted, stretching her neck to see if the man was coming back so she could walk away from the embarrassment. Then the woman lit up, nodding lightly. “The Purist.”

			“Ah. Yes, that would be me. Used to be me. Now I’m just me. Or, I mean . . .”

			“Relax.” The woman slowly came to stand in front of her. She had a little box in her hand, which she held out for Isobel. Seeing as the Purist would not take from it, the woman plucked a piece out herself and lifted it to Isobel’s lips. Isobel stared at the woman, slightly terrified. “Cocoa lump?”

			“Oh, I—”

			The woman slipped the chocolate into Isobel’s mouth. 

			Isobel chewed, fake laughed and looked at the door behind her.

			“I’m Xeno,” the woman said. “You’ve heard of me?”

			“Oh!” Isobel exclaimed, mouth thick with brown. She felt her cheeks throbbing in shame, to be ogling Xeno’s ass and obliviously eating her chocolate bits. “Yes, of course.”

			“You have . . . a little bit here.” Xeno pointed to Isobel’s lip, then after the slightest hesitation—an unnecessary courtesy surely—she wiped the chocolate off of Isobel’s lower lip with her pinky and brought it to her own mouth. She sucked on her finger and watched with glee as Isobel squirmed.

			“Your clippity-clops, Izzy,” the man said from behind them. Isobel bounced out of her spot and grabbed the box, dropping two coins on the counter before darting toward the exit.

			Xeno blocked the doorway, bringing Isobel to a standstill, then reached out and slid her hand down Isobel’s arm to entwine her fingers with hers.

			“Let me walk you out,” Xeno said.

			“Ok, sure.” Isobel followed, palm hot against the Trigger’s.

			Outside, Xeno let go. “You feel bad about looking at my ass.”

			“I zoned out. I wasn’t really looking. I was, but . . . I would never. I mean, it’s nice, but I like . . . I like boy ones.” At this point Isobel was almost whispering.

			“Breathe, you’re about to choke to death on your modesty. Let me show you something better.”

			She pulled both eyelids away from her eyeballs and lifted them, squiggly tattoos etched underneath in the red, veiny skin. “They glow in the dark. It’s fantastic. I can hook you up, if you want.”

			“No, that’s fine. I’m enjoying my black-out sleep so much.” Isobel shook her head no and then nodded yes, finally ending with making small wiggles with her head.

			“Can I visit you sometime?” Xeno rubbed her repositioned eyelids then made a gesture in the general direction of Slippery Marie.

			“I don’t think . . . are we allowed?” Isobel knew Triggers didn’t usually dip into other artists’ work, but she was now hoping there was a hard rule against it.

			“Pffft. Allowed. Rilke got you on a leash? He is such a buttertart.”

			Isobel cringed at the mention of her Hound, even if she wasn’t sure comparing him to a pastry was an insult. Xeno doubled over, slapped her thighs rapidly as she laughed, lingered there a second to scratch some paint off her knee, then stood up erect in one quick movement.

			“Tell you what. You can come to my place.” Some passersby, pushing their bodies out of the passenger-side windows of a car, screamed out, “I want to have your baby!”

			Xeno smiled and shrugged flirtatiously. “That was for me. Ok, catch you later, little prude.” And she walked away, sucking the remnants of Isobel’s lip-chocolate from her finger.

			Isobel thought Xeno was just trying to provoke her, and wondered if there was a time when the Trigger had been just a timid artist like herself, and if so, when had the change happened. Would Isobel eventually seek to simply shock, tease, provoke, and lure? Was she already doing it, without intending to?

			She revelled in the fact that the people Rilke brought over kept coming back, wanting more. She was flattered when she heard them sigh and groan, when they left with their eyes glossy and dreamy. Did that make her a temptress? Would any of it be less—she bit her lip—sinful, if the intention was not to harm but to please? Did good intentions excuse the act of getting people high? Most importantly, was she satisfied with these results, with the painting, and all that it could do? These questions pervaded her mind as she walked home, absent-mindedly waving to people who called her out on the street.
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				Nejo Peddler

			
			In the back of the cathedral were hallways that ran behind the apse, connecting to chapels and a large sacristy. It was in the sacristy that Skylah took her meals and conducted all her governmental affairs, and the chapels were kept as sleeping quarters for her as well as for her favourite Dougs. Unless so desired, she never had to leave the sanctity and security the building provided, and the otherworldly beauty of it was an extravagance visitors could also indulge in when solicited or petitioning for a meeting. That was why, when she wasn’t lounging on her throne, riding a high, Skylah had such individuals led through the side door. She could only be so generous.

			Skylah was bent over a large desk, her long black hair fallen over her face. A Doug walked and stopped, the clings and clangs of his buckles alerting her of his presence, but when she didn’t react, he spoke.

			“Your Highness.”

			Her hair flew back as she swung her head with a loud sniff, eyes bloodshot, her silken robe fallen off, hanging onto her elbows, leaving her large, plump breasts exposed.

			“Please forgive me, I’ve been knocking and I thought . . . maybe you were unwell—”

			“It’s alright.” She leaned back in her large chair, wiped under her nose with one hand and swiped the array of art cards laid in front of her with the other. “As you can see, I am in my best spirits.”

			“Yes, um . . . well, the Hound you wanted, she’s been waiting in the burial chapel for quite some time now.”

			“She’s here! Yes, please, by all glorious means. Lead the feisty bitch in.”

			“Would you like a minute to—” He motioned to her and then to himself, pretending to lift a sleeve over his nonexistent bosom.

			Skylah laughed and impatiently waved toward the door.

			“You crack me up,” she said to herself, picking up a card, glancing at it, and placing it back down.

			The Doug left and came back with Joanie in tow, dressed in tiny black shorts and a black bikini top. Her hair was pulled up into a rolled braid atop her head. She clunked into the room, her oversized boots covered in jingling buckles, Doug-like.

			“Sit!” Skylah yelled, taking Joanie by surprise. The rebel Hound hurried toward a cushion-padded chair and plunked down. The Doug backed up slowly and took a stand by the door. “I’ve heard you were quite the peddler! The Dumpsters listened to you, bought many cards. I was pleased and thought I had once again outdone myself with my acute perception and keen intuition. But I’ve recently received a complaint from your artist. He said that you’ve been trying to avoid going to the gallery. Resisting is the word he used. He said he always manages to get you in there, but that is not the point. He is disgruntled. Now, I hate to waste my time with the likes of you low-rank dogs, but since I am the one who gave you this chance, I took it as my responsibility to have you brought in and discuss the issue with you myself.”

			“Well, I don’t know why he told you that exactly, because things are going skippily-doppily,” Joanie said calmly.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Sales are fantastic. Life is great. Everything is marveluscious.”

			“You are exaggerating,” Skylah said, taken aback.

			“Your Amazing Queenship, surely you are much too busy for the likes of me. Everything is fine, so I’ll just see myself out now.”

			“Fine,” Skylah yelled again, stopping Joanie halfway up, “is not good enough for a Dump rat who was begging to be a Hound just a short while ago. If I remember well, you were a mere mood swing away from being thrown in the Pit!”

			A twitch zapped through Joanie at the faint memory. Then she sighed. “I hardly remember, it feels like a lifetime ago.”

			“Well you better start remembering, because that mood swing is coming back slashing!” Skylah shouted, then blew out loudly, soothing herself by gently rubbing her left breast with her right hand. Rolling her nipple between her thumb and forefinger, she lifted a stray card with her left hand, brought it close to her face, and moaned lightly. Joanie cleared her throat, but Skylah didn’t rush her moment. The rebel glanced up at the ceiling, then eyed the door, where the Doug had been standing a minute before but no longer was, and then stared at her boots while Skylah mumbled loving curses. When sound no longer came from the desk, Joanie looked up. Skylah had been observing her, focus renewed.

			“There is absolutely no shame—no shame—in enjoying the pleasures this life has to offer us. They are a wealth and a guiding light. Are we supposed to want to suffer? On purpose? You won’t start selling me that Purist crap now.”

			“No, ma’am. Never was fond of that.” Joanie stared blankly at the floor.

			“Goodness comes from what makes you feel good,” Skylah continued. “It’s a virtuous cycle. We have been uniquely blessed to discover that Art is the most bountiful, most transformative power, the only force capable of reaching deep into us and touching, nay shaking us where nothing else could before.” She throttled the empty air before her, her breasts jiggling as she did, the sensation catching her attention. She regarded Joanie with seductive eyes as she reached to her sides and gracefully sleeved herself, folding the robe only partially over chest.

			“I know that now,” was Joanie’s reply. 

			“You know that now,” Skylah echoed. “Why, then, are you digging your heels?”

			Joanie stayed silent, lower lip jutting out slightly.

			Skylah’s eyes shrank in distrust. She stood up and walked briskly around the large desk to where Joanie sat and grabbed her face in one hand, her fingers gouging into the rebel Hound’s cheeks. She pulled her face upwards, squeezing hard. Joanie stared at her with defiance.

			“Your scleras, still so white for a Hound. As if you were unaffected. Your Trigger told me about this intriguing phenomenon. Do you see the problem? You show up after having taken the beating of your useless life, wanting to hound more than anything in the world, and will now not properly worship your own Trigger’s art! What do you think you are here for, if you will not worship the art?” Skylah was yelling into Joanie’s face, spittle flying from her mouth. She let go of her grip on the rebel’s cheeks with a disgusted toss.

			“You better do as you’re told and let Labcat in. You are no good to us if you resist the bounties that are so generously given to you. Tread carefully, girl. You’ve had your only warning. There will be no second chance for you.” Skylah sat back in her oversized armchair with an unimpressed huff. “Managing you children is such a bore.”

			She dragged a stack of art cards toward her and fanned them out face down, closing her eyes and passing her hand in the air above them in a smooth back-and-forth motion before choosing one. She did this repeatedly, laying them in a line above the fanned arch. Joanie took this as her cue to leave.

			“Thank you for bestowing your merciful attention on my lowly self, your Most Awesomeness.” Joanie curtsied and headed for the door, pulled it open, still expecting Skylah to scream out, to change her mind and tell her she was to be thrown into the Pit, but the city ruler was already deep in her visual jolts, making a variety of noises as Joanie closed the door behind her, her inner rebel smouldering red-hot despite the milky layers of fog coating her soul.
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				A Little Bit Green

			
			Every early morning, memories of the eve’s debauchery took the form of broken bottles, lost shoes, used and discarded prophylactics, together littering the gutters and patiently awaiting the nine o’clock absolution. Then the whisper of e-brooms would break the silence in the downtown streets as the machines amassed the debris left by thousands of joyful cyclones gone to bed. But the dawn sun, disinterested as it was toward e-brooms and other human affairs, didn’t wait until nine to drive away the sin-covering veil of darkness. Mahl was exposed a consummated mess. Also undismayed by the peaceful chaos were the birds that zipped from tree to tree, the bees that zigzagged through the flowers, and Isobel, who scurried southbound.

			It had been weeks since she had slipped her vellum scroll into the tunnelled cavity of the cement bulwark, her new life keeping her more than occupied. Sometimes she was filled with pride, looking at how far she’d come, yet at other moments—usually at night, staring at the ceiling from her warm, comfortable bed—she felt shame for her luck and luxury. The artist knew she had a responsibility to those she had left behind.

			Parker had wanted a letter every week—Isobel was already late. The realization came crashing when she opened the drawer that held the paper and fountain pen, looking for the pink slime she recalled seeing in the desk somewhere, brought to mind by Rilke’s pink hairclips. The fact that the rebel leader didn’t particularly like Isobel was not so important. Joanie and the rest of the gang were those who mattered, and the Bunnies, who were to be protected as long as Isobel kept her word. And though writing these notes was part of the bargain, she wanted to receive news from the headquarters and be assured that everyone was safe, simply because she cared, regardless of Parker’s covenant. 

			She pushed through the bramble and stepped into the plaza where Skylah’s statue was erected, streamers dangling off the marble’s east-pointing arm.

			The hiding spot was much easier to find this time. Her finger slipped in and touched paper. It could have been hers from before, still uncollected. But it had been quite long enough for a reply. Isobel pulled down on the edges of the scroll repeatedly, her finger slipping off each time. Finally, after putting her index to her wet tongue, she achieved firm enough contact to dislodge the note. A few gentle tugs and she had it in her hands.

			The manner in which the string was tied was not her own, a fact that made her unroll it hastily.

			Dear I., she read. Z. here. It was Zae. P. was hurt during the transfer. Oh, no. Then she read that Phen was going to be fine. Thank the Good Light. I’m happy you are ok, Zae wrote. I will do everything to keep you that way. Oh, Zae was being very kind. J. has gone to find you. Keep an eye out for her? We might have two H.L. to rescue. Isobel raised her head in shock. Joanie was coming to the city. At second thought, it wasn’t that surprising the rebel would do such a thing—she was devoted and headstrong, and a little bit reckless. Isobel peered out beyond the plaza, as if her friend had already gotten through the gates and was now hiding somewhere. She wondered what the plan was. Shaking her head in dismay, Isobel looked back at the scroll. Write when you can, even if items not found. We won’t abandon you. Stay strong. Yours, Z.

			It was a news-heavy piece of paper, but it revealed little detail. Would Joanie lay low? Or would she come find Isobel right away? What if she got caught and was thrown in the Pit? With a hand to her heart, Isobel read the note over again. We might have two H.L. to rescue. She had completely forgotten about March. This whole time, he had been there in the Pit, dead or alive. She put her head in her hands, asking for forgiveness and sending a quick prayer to the Good Light that he was the latter. 

			Even though Isobel was worried about Joanie, her thoughts kept going over the would-be purpose of her mission. Visiting the Pit and locating March was going to be a feat in itself, but she would find a way. Snooping for blasterguns, on the other hand, could end everything for her. Isobel bit her lip. Would such laser power be what finally gave the rebels the courage and resolve needed for a successful coup on the New Art Government? What heralded itself as a good thing for the rebels felt like a horrible one for Isobel. She had never been happier, not only allowed but encouraged to paint every day, and she had faith she’d somehow find a way to help her friends and those in the Dumps through her work. She just needed a little more time to figure it out. The rebels were so bent on a war-like approach, and Isobel knew first-hand the effects of such weapons. Her shoulders curled forward, hunching as if under a heavy weight.

			Dear Z., she scribbled onto the curling sheet of vellum she had produced from her waistband, holding it up against the cement wall. I’m sorry about P., but I’m happy he is on the mend. I haven’t seen our beloved J. What a loyal friend! I will look out for her, if she doesn’t find me first. Truthfully, though, I don’t need saving. We should continue with the original plan. Once I find the requested place, I will give you directions. As for the items, I must admit I am reluctant. I will always choose art over violence. Howbeit, Isobel hesitated, then wrote, I will try.

			Thank you for caring, I.

			She tightly rolled up the piece of paper, secured the string around it, and nudged it deep into the hole with a sigh. There was relief in the confession—peace would be so much better. Isobel stood tall, lifted her chin, and took off.

			A small rush of adrenaline coursed through her as she jogged back, looking out for Dougs the way she used to look out for Hounds. Though here she needn’t fear getting her nose kicked in for being an artist. She had worth now. That alone was all the anchor she needed to stay in the domed city, and she secretly hoped everything would magically work itself out, that the peace and equality the rebels sought could be established without bloodshed, and that none of them would come to claim her.

			There was a knock at the door. Isobel was perched high on her ladder, Hansa yellow on her brush.

			“Come in!” she yelled over the music. Rilke stepped in and dropped a backpack by the couch before looking up. A smile stretched across his face. He shook his head happily and looked away from the art. Isobel came down the rungs.

			“Good morning, dearest Hound.” She grabbed his shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks.

			“Someone’s chipper,” Rilke said with a grin.

			Isobel peered down at the rectangular block of metal in his hands. “What’s that?”

			“It’s an e-mount. Sorry I couldn’t get one to you before, but it seems like perfect timing, now that you’re working on your big piece again. It’ll make going up and down a lot easier. You need to wear this.” He handed her a bracelet, but Isobel extended her arm so he could place it on her himself. He tucked the e-mount under his arm and stepped closer, then delicately clipped the magnetic white band around her wrist. “And the controls are there, see?” He pointed at the arrows on the metal band, leaning nearer now. Isobel could smell the coffee on his breath. She observed his long black lashes, his dark and perfectly smooth skin, his full lips making shapes of words she wasn’t listening to. His eyes lifted to meet hers and she swiftly dropped her gaze to the gadget he was now describing to her.

			“And I’ll float up?” she said.

			“It will. And you will be standing on it. You can place it by your canvas and set the distance lock . . . here.” He pointed to a button on the side. “That way, you’re always exactly where you want to be.”

			“Wonderful.” Isobel took the e-mount from him and walked back to her painting. She placed it on the floor, then stared at it.

			Rilke waited, glanced around the room, which was messier than ever, looked at the painting, then back at Isobel, who was still staring at the block.

			“Are you ok?” he asked.

			Isobel raised her head and blinked repeatedly, lost in thought.

			“About due for a break?” the Hound asked.

			Isobel nodded. “Yes, that would be nice.”

			They sat on the edge of the low wooden deck in the back yard, warm mugs in hand. Isobel had left a trail of berries from the open exercise pen to lure the rabbit outside. Soon it was at her feet, munching.

			“You two have become good friends,” Rilke said.

			“As long as I have food.” Once the fruit was all gone, she put her cup down and picked up the rabbit.

			Rilke chugged his hot coffee, thumped his chest with his fist, and groaned in pain. 

			“You know,” Isobel said, then frowned lightly at Rilke and his empty cup, shrugged, and continued, “Dump Bunnies are not one bit evil. They are calm, nurturing, and gentle. Just like this guy.” She petted the animal between its long ears.

			“And just like you,” Rilke added, his voice scratchy. He coughed, the burn lingering.

			“I’d like to think so. But that can also be a problem.” Isobel put the animal down in the grass. It hopped away, and both of them watched it go.

			“Why is that?” Rilke asked once the rabbit had turned a corner and hidden behind a garden box.

			“I am a little bit innocent, you know? Green. I haven’t experienced life the way the other artists here have. Sure, unpleasant things happened in the Dumps all the time, but I always turned my gaze away. When I could.” Isobel grimaced from the taste of the lie on her tongue; she had always been too morbidly curious to look away. She hated to be deceiving, especially to Rilke, but felt it was the only way to get what she needed.

			“The incident with your parents—” Rilke regarded her, trying to glean the direction of her thoughts.

			“I saw all of it. But that’s much too difficult to sit with while I’m painting,” she said. “I need a middle ground. Perhaps being witness to pain that isn’t so personal to me would help.” She looked at her hands, at the paint crusted under her fingernails.

			“But your art is pure,” Rilke said, taken aback. “It’s full of light. Why would you want to bring darkness into it?” 

			“I just need a little more . . . substance.” Isobel grabbed fistfuls of air in front of her. “I—I simply think a little bit of that texture would be good for my work.”

			Rilke pursed his lips to the side as he considered her words.

			“I’d like to go see the Pit,” Isobel said rapidly.

			The Hound’s face went cold. “You don’t need to see that.”

			“It’s important to me, Rilke.” She inched closer to him. “It’s not just the pain. In truth, the issue is . . . the prisoners are my people. I want to sever myself from my old life, but I know some of that old life is hiding here in the city. In that Pit. I need to see them for what they are. Criminals.”

			“You’re not making any sense, Izzy. You just told me your people were calm, nurturing, and gentle.”

			Isobel groaned.

			“What’s going on?” Rilke narrowed his eyes at her.

			“I want to see the Pit,” she repeated.

			“Why?” Rilke said, exasperation growing.

			Isobel thought about it, then looked away. “I can’t tell you.”

			“It’ll be horrible, Izzy.”

			Isobel clenched her teeth. “I know,” she finally said.

			Rilke puffed out a loud exhale. “Let me see what I can do. Artists don’t usually go there.”

			She faced him. “But Hounds do?”

			“Hounds or Dougs are usually the ones to bring the convicts there. But they never go to visit.” His features twisted with disgust.

			“Take me. Please,” Isobel said with imploring eyes. Rilke crossed his arms over his chest, his mouth pressed in a tight line. He turned toward the yard, searching for the rabbit.

			“I just hope it doesn’t change you.”

			“It won’t.” Isobel reached for his hand. “It won’t.”
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				Drophole

			
			Later that afternoon, a shiny black pickup truck pulled up in Isobel’s driveway and revved like a hungry monster. Isobel tossed her painting tools into a tray and ran out, clothes smeared with red. She yanked open the passenger door and pulled herself in.

			“No Doug?” she said, her voice high with excitement. 

			“No Doug.” Rilke shifted gears and backed them out.

			They zigzagged through the streets, going east and north, until they landed on a dirt road. After rolling through some flat grassy landscape, which apparently was cattle ground—sadly for Isobel, with no cows in sight—they were flanked by thick swaths of multicoloured wildflowers, and a little farther, fields dotted with what looked like dressers, which Rilke explained were beehive boxes. Next, the road was bracketed with extensive lengths of huddling corn stalks, golden wheat meadows, and sweeping ribbons of lavender. It was after crops of low-growing greens that they spotted an animal in the distance—a wolf? They weren’t sure, but wasn’t that exciting—and then Skylah’s own silkworm farm.

			“We don’t have everything but we have everything we need,” Rilke said. “Past the indigo to the east, we have bamboo, hemp and flax, chickens and sheep. We also have small mining pits where we get, among other things, the minerals for your paints.” He winked at her. “That industry has slowed to a near stop, though. Most of the city’s artists prefer the vibrant colours that are made in our labs. I’ve noticed you gravitate to them too. Using rocks is very classical, and unsustainable anyway.”

			“What about everything else? How do you manage to produce everything the city-dwellers need?”

			“Well, we still have all the factories that survived the war, and we converted a ton of buildings into mills and transformation facilities. We have amazing engineers and hundreds of tinkers who can fix almost anything you can imagine. They are in high demand and always extremely busy. We also own neat sophisticated machinery, feats of industrial and medical science that were used on you in the clinic, for example—”

			Isobel touched her nose.

			“—or that is put to service with creation and innovation, or maintaining what we already have. We have replicators and 3D printers and the greatest chemists alive. I’m telling you, we are self-sufficient under this dome. Skylah gets coin off every transaction, naturally, and has most of the city on her payroll. It’s a well-oiled machine by now. She did good. We don’t have limitless material, some resources have to be judiciously meted, but we have become quite the masters at recycling and refurbishing, all while giving it a polish that makes it look brand new.”

			“We had tinkers, too, in the Dumps,” Isobel said, a tad begrudgingly. “And we also recycled and refurbished. Just without the polish. Nothing ever looked brand new.” She watched the scenery go by with tainted fascination.

			 Passing a barren stretch of land, they arrived at a small guardhouse ringed with windows. Dressed in the usual black and buckles, a Doug stepped out and raised his hand toward the decelerating vehicle.

			“Minimal security,” Isobel said.

			“There’s no need for more.” They watched the guard walk up to them.

			“If the prisoners are dangerous enough to be thrown into the Pit, you’d think more precaution would be necessary?”

			Rilke looked at her sadly. “You’ll understand when you see it.”

			The Doug came to Rilke’s rolled-down window. His cap was pulled low over his ears, the visor shadowing his eyes. 

			“What business?” he asked.

			“Just an educational outing for the artist,” Rilke answered, pointing with his thumb at the passenger side. The Doug lifted his nose to better see Isobel and eyed her mysteriously. With a disappointed head shake, he waved them through.

			They drove until the guardhouse was no more than a speck behind them, then down a small hill and out into a flattened desert plain, where Rilke parked the truck. The two of them hopped out and walked toward some wooden markers, planted about two metres apart and linked with braided jute rope. Isobel sniffed the air, then pinched her nostrils shut.

			“Stars!” she said in a nasal voice.

			Rilke handed her a bandanna, which she pulled taut over her nose and mouth and tied behind her head, instantly bringing her back to her Purist days. Some thirty steps past the wooden markers, Isobel stopped in her tracks.

			A gigantic dirt hole, deep as three of her box houses, wide as four of them, and at least as long as ten, spread before them. The inner walls, cut in smooth vertical drops, were of a red similar to the Dumps’ wastelands, with the last five metres or so marred and gouged away in long, dug-out strips.

			Lying scattered across the bottom of the vast expanse of dry earth and rock were large mounds of bodies, the largest of them directly below where the artist and her Hound stood. A jumble of purplish-green arms, legs, faces, hair, exposed bone, tattered garments, all piled into a butte, the air around and above it foul with the reek of death.

			Isobel coughed to suppress her gag.

			Her gaze jumped to the small clusters of people huddled together. Their skinny arms were wrapped around each other, trying to keep warm as starvation slowly ate at them from the inside.

			“I was told they ate each other,” Isobel said, wrapping her arms around herself in a similar way.

			“Have you seen enough?” Rilke said from underneath his own neckerchief. He turned to leave. Instead of following, Isobel aimed for the edge, but a few steps in she lost her footing on the lip of an opening, and with a scream, tumbled in. Rilke spun and lunged for her, throwing himself to the ground and grabbing her by the wrist just as she was about to slip out of sight.

			The Hound pulled her up and away from the hole, heaving sideways, knees anchored in the dirt. Finally, he yanked her into his arms.

			“Watch out,” Rilke said, panting, “for the drophole.”

			“You’re hurting me,” Isobel whimpered. The man’s fingers were still tightly gripped around her small wrists. Realizing this, he released her, got up, and took a few steps back.

			“We shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry.” Rilke hid behind his palms and closed his eyes.

			“What is that?” Isobel sat on the ground, pointing at the black opening.

			“That’s where the indicted are deposited. I thought you had seen it. The person goes in here, and comes out down there somewhere.”

			“Couldn’t they hold on to the sides of the tunnel and climb their way back out?”

			“Never.” Rilke shuddered. “We don’t know what’s in there, what pulls them deeper, but down is always the only direction they go.”

			“What do you mean you don’t know what’s in there? It’s a hole.”

			“Some say there are beasties of some sort in there. Others say demons.”

			“And what do you say?” Isobel pushed herself on all fours and crawled back toward the hole.

			“Don’t!” Rilke said, but Isobel was already lowering her ear, leaning as far as she could without losing her balance.

			“Well, I don’t hear anything,” she said, turning her head to look at Rilke. Just when she was about to push herself up, she stopped, then slowly turned to stare down into the hole.

			Rilke saw her expression and tensed. “What?” 

			“Someone said my name.” Isobel’s unblinking eyes searched for something in the unending blackness.

			“Get away from there, quick!” Rilke wrenched her away and tucked her slightly behind him. After a few breaths, he pivoted toward her. “Are you ok?”

			“I’m fine, but . . .” Isobel regarded her Hound with accusatory eyes. She stepped around him. “You’ve dropped people down that hole?”

			“Please, watch your step, Izzy,” Rilke pleaded, reaching for her.

			“Answer me.”

			Rilke dropped his arms to his sides. His eyes went dark. “Only once. At that particular time, I had no choice. You know this is not the way I roll. This Pit is hell. I wish it on no one.”

			Statue-like, they stood side by side, suspended in stunned silence. The moment stretched, until a buzzing sound lifted breezily from the myriad of flies swarming below, their drone seeming to increase in decibels by the second. Isobel looked up at the blue sky and broke the spell. “I need a minute alone. Do you mind?”

			Rilke nodded solemnly. “Of course. Just, watch your step, please.” He turned and headed for his vehicle.
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				Lullaby for the Dead

			
			Rilke sat in the truck, his gaze screwed onto Isobel. The artist carefully stepped around the drophole, then walked the perimeter of the Pit, her attention on the people down below. By this time, the prisoners had spotted her, and she hoped their hearing was as good as their sight. She turned her back to Rilke so that he wouldn’t see her lips moving, and once again regretted having deceived him. As terrifying as it was to almost fall down the hole, she had heard no one calling her name. Her mind had been grasping for a way to be alone. Only partly feigned, it was anger at his role in this punishment that had done the trick.

			“March,” she whispered. Then again, as loudly as she could without using her full voice, “March!”

			No one replied, and she didn’t dare speak louder. She looked over at Rilke. He was resetting the hair clips in his blond curls. Then, meeting her eyes from afar, he gave her a small wave. Isobel returned the gesture. She wished she could forget about everything—the rebels, the Dumps, this Pit—and just paint and enjoy Rilke’s company. But she knew such deliberate blindness was despicable. In any case, it was much too late. At the precipice of this hell, the smell of death permeated her kerchief and burned her nose, her lungs. It was in her now, this grave. Waking her. Changing her, just like she’d said it wouldn’t.

			Desperate glares sunken in dark circles of misery shot up at her. The condemned all shared the same skeletal cheeks and threadbare clothes, twiggy limbs, and bare, dirty feet. If any of them had been people she knew in her previous life, they would be unrecognizable now. Rippa, Mrs. Brooke with her long braids, Mauve and her chalk-dusted hands, Mr. Barlin and his hopeful eyes. Despised, abandoned, and forgotten. Isobel’s gaze travelled to a dark cloud of swarming flies and the mountain of decaying corpses below it. Faces peeked out, some of them aligned perfectly toward her. She saw her mother’s open eyes, darkened with tache noire, staring emptily back at her, a dust-caked blaster wound to the neck. Beside her, her father, his face slack, his jaw unhinged. Impossible though it was, it pulled Isobel down to her knees. Her tightened fists shook violently at her sides, a long, low keening escaping her. The long years of fighting for survival, the feeling of worthlessness, the beatings, the loneliness and grief, and these poor humans all skin and bones below her, miserable, helplessly awaiting death after their futile, lifelong battle for a scrap of joy in the soul-killing Dumps—all of this pain and ugliness that had been refusing to quiet, building up inside her and clawing up her mind every day, now faced her in all its irrefutable horror and at long last crested into an ear-splitting scream.

			Her face fell into her hands, and she wept.

			A hand touched her shoulder.

			“Come, let’s go,” Rilke said once her breathing had slowed. He had crouched beside her to hold her close and now lifted her to her feet.

			The ride home was glum, neither of them saying a word. Isobel stared out the window. She’d done it. She knew where the Pit was. As for March, she couldn’t be of much help. If he was there, it was a matter of discerning what mass of bodies he belonged to—the living or the dead. She sighed heavily as they pulled up the smoothly paved driveway that led to her clean and sturdy home with its coldbox full of food, its working shower connected to running hot water, and her very fluffy bed.

			“Do you want me to come in?” Rilke asked.

			“I need to be alone with my thoughts,” she answered truthfully.

			He nodded, his countenance grim with concern. They sat for a while, the smooth rumble of the pickup’s motor the only sound.

			“Well, goodnight,” she finally said, and let herself out.

			The trip had taken the whole day, and the sky was just beginning to change colour, the warm light beaming into the studio and changing the quality of Isobel’s painting. The artist untied the dirty kerchief from her neck and tossed it onto the couch, then planted herself in front of her work. She stared, until finally her mouth twitched into a sneer.

			“Art,” she scoffed.

			Isobel stomped into the bathroom. The beauty products lined neatly on marble shelves, the various brushes displayed on the golden vanity, the creams and ointments and lotions, all were at once ridiculously hideous. She picked up a perfume bottle and sent the little glass container flying against the shower’s ceramic walls, where it shattered. Bottle after vial after jar flew, until Isobel marched out and began emptying the contents of the coldbox with as much disgust. The floor littered in leaking cartons and smashed produce, she clomped over to the counter, grabbed the coffee machine with both hands and raised it high over her head. She winced as it crashed to the floor, and, as if catching herself caring, screamed in rage at the broken appliance.

			 Isobel pounded on the back door sensor pads, then rested her head against the wall. “Air! For cursed sake!”

			She placed her palm on it gently. The square flashed green and the doors opened, making way for a cold gust to rush in. Stepping out on the back deck, Isobel shivered and rubbed her arms. She inhaled deeply and, simmering down, looked up at the sky, which was now darkened to a clear ultramarine. There were no clouds, but of course there never were. It had been decades since anyone had felt rain on their skin, yet Mahl’s gardens were as lush as if watered daily, irrigated by deep wells. Isobel looked down.

			The grass was painted red, a furry body torn to shreds splayed before her, innards exposed and head almost severed. It was a lot of blood for one small rabbit. Isobel surveyed the yard for a perpetrator. Wolf? It made no difference; something had got it. Something meaner than a bunny. Everything was meaner than a bunny here. Isobel’s shoulders climbed up to her ears and the heels of her hands pressed against her temples. But for her soft flowing tears, everything was deathly still, her body as stone as she stared vacantly at the killing grounds.

			A lone crow cawed. Isobel toed off her shoes and stepped barefoot into the blood-wet lawn. Plucking it by its hind leg, she held the rabbit up and stared into its lifeless eyes. Too many dead glares for one day. A whimper forced itself through her closed lips.

			Isobel went inside, a trail of gore staining the floor behind her. She sat on the floor in front of her painting, cradling the rabbit in her arms, drawing in the lumps of muscles, sinew, and fur to be tucked safely in her embrace. For hours, she rocked the animal, staring at her painting, humming her father’s lullaby. She squeezed and caressed the carnage, passing her fingers over the edges of white bone and blood-soaked tissue.

			Gradually, she brought her attention to the shapes and hues of her work. Evening became night, and finally, her arms began to quake. That was when she stood and unceremoniously dropped the dead rabbit on the floor.

			Eyes sternly fixed on the canvas before her, Isobel cracked her knuckles. She didn’t know what Rilke saw in her painting, but it wouldn’t do. Not even close.

			There was a price to pay when you didn’t follow Skylah’s set path, dignity and innocence butchered with a slicing flick of silk. No one deserved the cruelty Isobel had witnessed that day, this she knew. The images brewed in her, nauseating, bleak with sepulchral darkness, boiling up her arm until it reached the paintbrush in her hand. Arms and feet smeared in lagomorph blood, Isobel emptied tube after tube of paint, mixing and splitting until the hues stung her eyes. She slashed, hewed, cleaved, and hacked paint into the shapes that would expose the truth so many failed to see, so many didn’t have the voice to divulge. If she had only one chance to open people’s eyes, she wouldn’t waste it. This was it.
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				It’s Time

			
			Early the next morning, a quick series of soft raps announced Rilke’s presence. Isobel’s eyes popped open at the sound. She had been sprawled out on the couch, exhausted from staying up all night to finish her painting, but now shoved herself up and launched herself at Rilke, who had let himself in.

			“You can’t come in.” She put her hand on his chest to keep him in the small entrance hall, the door still open behind him.

			“Good morning.” He placed his hand over hers, holding it to his heart. Isobel pushed him farther back.

			“I’m serious.”

			“You’re done, then?” His eyes sparkled as he drank up her appearance. She had done a cursory wipe-down before collapsing into sleep, the rabbit blood mostly cleaned off but the paint still stubbornly everywhere.

			“I can’t show you. It’s terrible.” She slipped her hand out and dropped it.

			“I’m sure it’s glorious.” He laughed, the unpleasantness of the previous day seemingly swept away in the night.

			“No, Rilke. It’s not. Actually, I don’t think I can show anyone.” She shifted to the right, where Rilke was trying to sneak in a peek.

			“Oh, I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, Izzy. The whole city is waiting for it. Especially Skylah.”

			Isobel tensed.

			“I spoke with her this morning and informed her you were almost done. By the looks of it, you haven’t stopped working since I dropped you off yesterday.” He stretched his neck to see.

			“It’s not funny, Rilke.” She pushed him all the way outside, the Hound barely keeping his balance, and closed the door behind them. She plopped down on the edge of the cement landing, then took in the morning sun and the quiet of Slippery Marie with an exasperated sigh. Rilke sat beside her.

			“Whoa. Talk to me,” he said, and nudged her with his knee.

			The gentleness in his eyes was striking. In another time, perhaps, he would have been a Bunny. It was quite obvious Macer’s work hadn’t perverted Rilke’s spirit. Not the way other art could. Not the way hers possibly would. Macer was special, the proof manifest in this Hound, sitting on the step beside her, mindful of her well-being.

			“Something happened yesterday, at the Pit,” she confessed.

			“It was hard to see, I understand.” He settled his forearms on his knees and interlaced his fingers.

			“I had heard stories. But seeing those people, and the deceased . . . it made me so angry.”

			“You seemed sad. Grief-stricken, even, but not angry.”

			Isobel’s nostrils flared. “How often does one cloak the other?”

			Rilke peered out into the street as he contemplated this.

			“When I came home,” Isobel said, “I found the rabbit strewn about in the yard, ripped apart.”

			Rilke sucked in a sharp breath and instinctively reached out to comfort Isobel. But she dodged his hand.

			“Something broke, Rilke,” she said, her sight grazing the treetops in the horizon.

			“I’m sorry.” He searched her face for the broken thing, but she wouldn’t turn to look at him. Instead, she inhaled deeply, then at last threw him a furtive glance.

			“I modified my painting to reflect my emotion, and my current understanding of the world.”

			“You mod— Wait. You made it political?” Rilke said, straightening up.

			“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s human.”

			“Shit.” He got to his feet. “We could get into some serious trouble.”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you? Do you know who all ends up in that Pit?”

			“Bunn—”

			“Rapists, pedophiles, murderers. Did your stories tell you that?” Rilke pointed to the north, where the Pit lay. “Almost everyone who is in there deserves to be.”

			“You really believe that?” Isobel looked up at him. “The undecided—”

			“It doesn’t matter what I believe, Isobel. Skylah has the final say. And traitors end up in that Pit with the rest of them.” He held his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes.

			“I’m not a traitor,” she said, uncertainty creeping into her voice. Rilke sat back down beside her. Isobel fidgeted, glancing at the big square window that let the morning sun into her studio. “I probably love painting more than a person should, but I’m not blind. And I’m not heartless.”

			After a while, Rilke faced her. 

			“I know you aren’t. And I respect that, immensely.”

			Isobel nodded, then let her gaze drift. Shapes moved behind the window across the street, the silhouette of one of Isobel’s neighbours. “Deckard has been working steady too. Have you seen his stuff?”

			“No. I don’t screw around,” Rilke said, smiling more easily now.

			The artist nodded again, her expression grave, then looked left and right. “Where’s your truck?” 

			“I walked this morning,” he said.

			“Why?” She eyed him suspiciously.

			“Oh, you know. Exercise.” He stepped down from the landing and dropped into an awkward lunge, bouncing lightly as he stretched. When he got a grin out of Isobel, he stood up, pulled out his crypto-phone, and began texting.

			“You need to be ready by tomorrow night, Izz,” he said with his head down. “It’s time.”

			He looked back up, gave her a sympathetic smile, and turned away.

			“We’ll be fine!” he called out without looking back, waving invisible worries out of the air.

			Watching his form shrink, Isobel abruptly sat up straight, remembering Zae and the note she needed to write.

			She puckered her face. The happiest moments of her life had so quickly trickled out of the hourglass. Time had run out.
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				Two Days Later

			
			Funk sped his half-rusty, half-painted pickup truck through the Dumps, swerving sharply around corners and driving straight into potholes. In the cargo bed, Joanie and Manu bounced and slid off their perches.

			“Would you quit that?” Joanie shouted, gripping the side panel to pull herself back up. Funk’s laughter rang out the cab’s back window.

			Faces and arms smeared in crink, the two Labcatters in the back held on tight as they surveyed the red lands for moving bodies. Any body would do. Joanie blinked through the clouds of dust and stood up on unstable legs, spotting someone on the run. Running always meant guilty. This they told her repeatedly, until her confused frowns were replaced with annoyed nods.

			“Hey!” Joanie called out. The man veered right, leaping over a ditch and peeling off into a field of cracked, dry earth. Joanie slammed her hand on the top of the cab three times and poked her whitened face through the window hole. “We got a runner!”

			The pickup jerked to a halt. The three Hounds jumped out and bolted after the absconder, howling like wolves. Funk lunged, landing on his stomach with his hands around the runner’s ankles. The felled man struggled, raking the dirt with his fingers, but Manu flipped him over and Joanie put a boot on his throat.

			“Please!” the man managed to bleat. Joanie cocked her head and observed him, her scowl deepening. His whimpers yanked at something within her; something faint and far and dying. Funk uselessly fished for valuables in the man’s pockets and Manu stood at the ready, a large hand on his billy stick. He looked from the man to Joanie.

			“You admiring his hairdo?” Manu asked Joanie, who raised her gaze to the Hound, still lost in her roving thoughts. Her head gave a little twitch, after which she turned a sharp eye onto the squirming man under her sole.

			“Don’t you know it’s a shit-crusted idea for a rabbit to run from a Hound?” she said. The man’s face flushed red as she pushed down harder on his throat. “Guys, check his wrists.”

			Funk and Manu crouched and each grabbed a wrist. Manu’s revealed an angry B.

			“You were right, Nejo. A wee little Bunny. Fresh too,” he said.

			“I fancy I could spot them a mile away,” Joanie said as she pinched her chin, looking out beyond the horizon, past the field, and into a distant row of housing at its edge. A memory of home was conjured by the sight, but it felt more like an elusive dream slipping through her fingers than an actual recollection, part of her mind trying to hold on, the other part tired and dismissive.

			“Whatever,” Funk said. “Skylah said to load all the stragglers in. Bunnies or not.” Funk reached down and grabbed the man by the ankles again. Joanie released her foothold and watched Funk drag his scrabbling catch toward the truck.

			“All of them?” Joanie looked at Manu as they followed.

			“Yes, ma’am. Load ’em aaall in. It’s ooover. That’s what she said, with a very big smile.” Manu kicked a rock, looking disgruntled.

			“Why the change?” Joanie asked. 

			“It’s because of the new artist, Izzy.” Manu said the name in a childish, insolent tone.

			Joanie stopped in her tracks, the name zapping through her, causing tiny sparks to go off in her mind. She picked up her pace immediately.

			“Everyone is making such a big stink about her conversion,” Manu continued, “saying she opened the . . . the . . . she opened some gates or something. And now everyone has to join the Trigger Movement or suffer the consequences. And Hounds like us, the ones who are real good at catching wee Bunnies, will soon be well out of work.” He blew a raspberry as he kicked another rock.

			Joanie had been a mess ever since she arrived in the city, brought to Labcat’s gallery by the artist himself as often as he could. The persistent clarity of the whites of her eyes, a superficial tolerance due to her art school training or some other anomaly, drove him wild with curiosity, and he wondered when she would begin truly changing. But even in her muddled state, the rebel pushed back, some ancient survival instinct rearing its head almost against her own will. Her artist had gone as far as formally complaining to the Mother Patron about the insubordination of his charge, and how, despite his grand hopes, she might be a lost cause. When he did succeed in catching her, he would forcefully drag her to the gallery, then forthwith bring her home, where she acted as his muse. The mind fog would last for days.

			Joanie’s toes touched the ground in rough bouts, the mind-bending cloud otherwise keeping her aloft. Moments of lucidity came and went, often when her boots elicited especially sharp cries or crunchy stomps, or, as in this case, at the mention of her best friend’s name.

			“It’s your lucky day,” Funk said to her. “You get to visit the Pit.”

			Funk hauled the man into the truck bed, Manu and Joanie hopping in after him. They both placed their billy sticks across their laps and settled on the box’s edges, keeping an eye on their dusty prey. The man lay on his back and stared with deadened eyes at the flat sky.

			“Why not give them a free hour with Labcat and have more converts instead?” Joanie asked.

			Manu rubbed a scuff from his billy stick, thinking. “These people are too deep in their Bunnyhood, Nejo. They’re brainwashed. You are one of the lucky ones, meeting Skylah and making the switch like you did. Most of them will never, ever change. I think she is just happy to get rid of them now. The ones we catch, anyway. Once again it’s straight to the Pit. Have you ever been to the Pit?”

			Joanie shook her head.

			“It’s not so fun,” Manu said sullenly. Brooding, they headed for the prison basin, their eyes dancing from their captive to the road, to their well-polished billy sticks.

			The sun was at its highest point in the sky when the truck pulled up near the guard post. Manu stood tall behind the cab—a captain at the helm of his vessel. He lifted his hand in salute as he spotted the lone Doug, and the Doug waved them through.

			Manu and Joanie both kicked the prisoner.

			“Get up,” Manu said. The man only made it as far as his knees before the Hound shoved him off the truck through the open tailgate. He thumped to the ground with a grunt. Funk stood by and waited, his butterfly knife swooshing over and under his fingers with ease. As soon as the man got to his feet, the knife clicked in place and Funk brought it to the condemned’s jugular.

			“Let’s go, little rabbit. Lady’s orders.” Funk led him around the truck. Manu waved his hand in front of his face as if to disperse the horrible smell, and giggled.

			“Stinks.”

			At the edge of the Pit, Joanie threw a hand to her mouth.

			“They’re prisoners, Nejo. You’re not supposed to care,” Manu warned; then, following Funk, spoke over his shoulder: “Keep up.”

			Joanie pulled her gaze away and followed her two associates along the ledge of the quarried Pit.

			“Hold my hands,” Funk said, carefully pocketing his knife. The man whimpered and did as he was told. Manu kicked the man’s legs out from under him while Funk dragged him over the drophole and slowly lowered him into it.

			“Grip the edge, Bunny,” Manu said. Frantically mumbling and stuttering, the man loosened his hold on one of Funk’s hands and gripped the edge of the dirt lip. Impatient, Funk wiggled himself out of the other hand and stepped back. All three Hounds watched as the man hyperventilated, his arms shaking, bent at the elbows, his feet uselessly trying to find purchase on the inner wall of the tunnel.

			“This is taking a long time,” Manu said.

			“Yes, you’re right.” Funk approached the hole again and lifted a boot. Slowly, he pressed the soles of his toes to the Bunny’s left knuckles. The man held on until the pain was too much for him to bear, and with a strangled yelp he wrenched his hand away. Panic-stricken eyes blazed as he dangled from his remaining hand. Funk chuckled and proceeded to repeat the crunching process, but before he could, the man released the ledge and dropped himself into the darkness.

			Screams echoed up from the hollow, and Manu’s eyes grew wide. The Hound covered his ears with his hands and leaned toward Joanie, who stood by his side.

			“I hate this part,” he whispered.

			Funk tapped his foot, Manu checked and picked at his nails with one hand, the other still flattened to his ear, and Joanie stared at the opening.

			“Sometimes they get stuck,” Manu whispered to her, grimacing. “But they fall out eventually.”

			Another series of screams came hurtling up the cavity, each growing more distant, morphing into long, mournful cries as the man made his way deeper down the tunnel. It could have been mistaken for a bird, but the Hounds knew the last screech to reach them was the Bunny coming out the other end, and the ensuing silence a testimony to his body reaching the ground—the impact violent but rarely fatal.

			“There,” Manu said with visible relief. “All done. Let’s go eat.”

			Joanie walked to the edge of the Pit to catch a glimpse of the fallen Bunny. A lump. More lumps, with moving limbs and heads, advanced to his aid. Some of them seemed severely emaciated, while others were more filled out. Perhaps the plump ones were fresh. Or fed. She eyed the mounds of dead bodies.

			“Do they have access to water?” she asked.

			“Uh, I don’t know,” Manu said with a shrug. “They all die, anyway.”

			Funk yelled out from the truck, and Manu took off in a jog. But Joanie stayed and again peered out at the limbed lumps. Something had caught her eye. Something familiar. Someone. Through the fuzz in her brain came the gaze of an old friend. They stared at each other, deep confusion marking both of their faces. Joanie grimaced, inhaled. She smacked her tongue, the foul smell of the Pit curdling in her mouth. Then her expression went slack with shock. The memory, like a gust of wind, came brisk and shapeless at first, then powerful enough to grasp.

			“Come on!” Funk shouted again. Joanie turned her head slowly from left to right and back again, as if to let March know that there was no hope, or to tell herself that it was all meaningless now. She walked away and joined Manu in the box for the ride home.

			Passing the Doug, they waved.

			“Have a good day!” the man in uniform said with a smile. Joanie eyed him curiously then directed her gaze to the front.

			“So, this is Izzy’s fault,” she said to Manu, but mostly to herself. He heard her nonetheless.

			“Frankly, it’s their own fault. They’re stinking Bunnies.” He waved his hand in front of his face again, repelling the stench that was no longer there. Then he pointed ahead at an oncoming truck. “Another drop-off.”

			The vehicles got closer to each other. Funk swerved to pass them on the right, and Joanie turned around to watch them from behind. Two people sat in the box. One was a woman, her head tucked into the crook of a man’s neck, her reddish hair fallen over her face. As they passed, the woman looked up, just enough to meet Joanie’s eyes as they drove away from each other. And even under the influence of the most potent art, those were eyes Joanie would recognize amid a million others.
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				One Day Earlier—Exhibition Night

			
			The Junkyard was one of the oldest temples in Mahl City. A revered piece of architecture, it was small, with a seating capacity of just over two hundred, and was often chosen as the designated place for artistic deflowering. On this day, it had been prepared to receive the Pure Lady’s anticipated first piece, the artwork covered and bundled by the artist herself and carefully transported by practised handlers.

			A line had grown outside, art lovers of all types rushing in the moment the doors opened to them. They slid and nudged their way into the pews, filling every seat available, the overflow cut off with the click of a latch by a severe-looking Doug. The lucky ones waited with laboured patience, sharing their eagerness in lively whispers. They breathed in the sweet incense smoking from the altar rails on either side of the room and stared at the darkened pulpit area in the front, ready for communion.

			The attendees were usually multi-users, or those already loyal to others and looking for a change, testing the waters and enjoying the process of choosing who would become the new object of their adoration. And in this particular audience, there was also an artist—a rare occurrence. Rilke sat beside him, and Isobel’s stomach lurched at the sight of them both. She tented her hands over her mouth and nose and took in deep inhalations to calm herself down. 

			It was customary at such an event for the Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands to be present, leaving the comfort of her cathedral to potentially approve of a new Trigger artist and officiate the subsequent minting ceremony. It was then that the artist would be given the location of their new home and gallery and presented with time cards for their future Hounds.

			As it was, the Mother Patron stood beside the covered piece, wearing a layered wrap of black silk. From her vantage point, she could observe the crowd. If their reaction were deemed adequate, she would then consider viewing the art herself. Although the feedback to Isobel’s work had been great, this was simply the way Skylah proceeded, and the precautionary method had served her well so far. No matter whose work was being presented, she had a city to run and could not just hand over her genius mind by viewing any old artist the town happened to be yammering about. Not even Izzy.

			The room darkened, and a circle of light shone down in front of the veiled artwork. The city’s leader padded out into it. She cleared her throat.

			“Good evening, citizens of Mahl, privileged viewers,” she said. The low purr of chatter faded. “Tonight, we cater to the art lovers, to the wild at heart, to the indulgers and the revellers. But we also host this showing for the revolutionaries, the visionaries, and the seekers of justice. Tonight, we unveil the artwork created by our first Purist convert ever! A lady of a stiff and oppressive background, she has been brought to us on the wings of desire and freedom. She has let her paintbrushes fly, unrestrained, for you! My people. Let us give her a round of applause.”

			Heads turned and palms came together for Isobel. The artist forced a smile, thankful that no speech was required of her, and then sank into the shadows. Sliding down the wall in the corner by the entrance, she wrapped her arms around her knees and hoped they would not be angry with her, and instead be angry at the truth. Only then would the painting fulfill its purpose.

			Skylah stepped aside. The spotlight grew and lifted, illuminating the dark fabric draped over the gigantic painting. Silence engorged the room. With a soft swoosh, the curtain billowed and curled its way to the ground.

			A few gasps hissed through the room. After five seconds, the light went out. People shifted uncomfortably in their seats, a few painful moans emerging from the rows. Isobel’s stomach clenched as a huddle of bodies shuffled through the dark toward the exit. The short interval between viewings was expressly provided to give people an opportunity to break away and leave. A practice enacted after the phenomenon that was Slim, this assured that if the effect of the painting was not what the viewers desired, they could go with minimal repercussions. To the artist, the creaking of the door hinges was the sound of undeniable failure.

			The automated lights switched back on. Soft whimpers came immediately, followed by quiet weeping and stifled sobs—for ten seconds of viewing this time. The lights shut off again. The noises of discomfort persisted through the obscurity, only a few getting up to leave. The gap of darkness shortening each cycle, the piece was quickly illumined once more, this time summoning heartbreaking wails from the rows and rows of crowded pews. Skylah appeared in front of Isobel, careful to keep her back to the painting.

			“What in Art’s name is going on?” she whispered viciously.

			“I—I think they don’t like it,” Isobel said, hugging herself tighter, her cheeks burning, her pulse hammering in her ears.

			“If they didn’t like it, they would have left.” As the viewings went on, it became more and more difficult for attendees to withdraw, trapped in the trance the art created. Skylah knew this, yet still she prodded. “Explain.”

			A shriek made the leader whirl around, and then she herself caught sight of the art and screamed. Her hand flew up to her eyes. Blinded this way, she lowered her head and used her free hand to find her way back to safety.

			The lights went out once more. Agony and sorrow surged from the audience in heaving bellows, the scraping of pews across the floor evidence that the urge to sever the connection was strong. But before anybody could flee, the painting was illumined again.

			Isobel squeezed her eyes shut as panic intensified. The viewers lashed out in desperation, screaming, pushing, and scratching at each other, but it was when someone unlatched the door and fell through the exit that their hypnosis snapped. The hysterical mob stampeded out, leaving the brightly lit monstrosity behind in exchange for the solacing cover of the night.

			Isobel opened her eyes to subdued whines. She saw a man rocking himself, positioned much like her with his knees held to his chest. He wasn’t facing the art, but the mess in the centre of the room.

			Isobel crept out of her corner, approaching the disarray of pews. She pulled herself up and over one, and another, making her way to the heart of the temple. There, on the sacrosanct floor where people would normally discover the next rising star, bodies lay in puddles of blood, crimson footprints stamped all around. Isobel choked out a sob.

			With trembling hands, the artist took a step toward a woman lying on her side, a ragged gash to her throat smeared and glistening, a pocket knife loosely held in her fist. At the woman’s feet lay a man, his throat torn out, his own hands guilty with gore. Beside them another figure, sprawled on his back, stared at the ceiling with empty sockets, his eyes gouged out and his cheeks clawed red. Isobel gasped for air, stumbling backwards with sticky steps.

			“No,” she cried.

			 A hand took a tight hold of her wrist and yanked hard.

			“We need to get out of here,” the Hound said.

			Isobel blinked through her tears. “Rilke!” Tremors instantly took hold of her entire body.

			“Quickly,” he said.

			She gave a few sharp nods and they ran out, and kept running through the dark streets, only easing off once they reached Slippery Marie. Isobel fell to her knees on the front lawn and vomited.

			“Let’s do that inside. Let’s go.” The Hound helped her up, both of them panting wildly.

			Rilke paced the studio while Isobel dry-heaved in the bathroom. Finally, there was quiet, and the artist came out, a little green but better composed. She set herself to preparing tea while Rilke continued his restless circling of the room. The electronic whistle blew the hoot of a loon. Isobel lifted the kettle with both hands, her shock-induced shivering threatening to spill the scalding water. She put the kettle back down and closed her eyes.

			Rilke joined her. She pushed one of the cups toward him, not daring to pick hers up, staring at the steam rising from it.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“I told you already,” she said. 

			“What you had before . . . it was good. It was perfect!” He gripped his head, hooking his fingers into his hair. “Why did you have to change it?”

			“It was false!” Isobel slammed her hand down. Her eyes grew round and she lowered her head. “Forgive me.”

			Ignoring her outburst, Rilke took the cup and walked back into the studio. A big empty space gaped at him from the wall where the painting had been only a few hours before. He growled and drank back the hot tea.

			The lights were kept off, the glow from the appliances and the ambient light coming from the street lamps sufficient to get around without alerting the outside world that they were home. Rilke put his cup down and leaned against the wall beside the window. He peeked down the street.

			“You really messed up, Izzy.”

			Isobel warmed her ice-cold hands around her cup. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

			Rilke chuckled sadly. “You couldn’t have known how it would affect them. Art is not cerebral. If you wanted them to think, I could have told you it wouldn’t work. I don’t know how things went in the Dumps, but we feel art here. And what was on that canvas was all horror. Whatever you may have suffered painting it, they all felt it intensively, immeasurably, exponentially more. I’m afraid the lesson may have been lost in the emotion.”

			Isobel looked into the black of her tea, scrying for an answer. She had created a piece of work that people couldn’t bear to look at but were too entrenched in to look away from. They preferred to tear their own eyes out than to keep seeing, keep feeling . . .

			She looked at Rilke, standing by the window.

			“You were self-possessed enough to collect me,” she said. “How?”

			He stared at the dark road. “I closed my eyes after the first light.” He closed his eyes then, as he had done, and slowly lifted his hand to his heart. “I feel the darkness in me still.”

			Isobel froze, her tea at her lips. Rilke’s hand was climbing frighteningly close to his throat. She placed her cup down with a sharp clink. “Rilke.”

			He slowly turned to look at her, his countenance droopy and haggard, his eyes blank.

			“I’m sorry I put you in danger.” She took a step forward, her body tense, ready to throw herself at him.

			“I opened my eyes when the screaming started, but I kept them on the crowd.” Rilke rubbed his forehead, his temples. “I knew I couldn’t look anymore, but I couldn’t walk out on you.”

			The break in Isobel’s heart split even wider. She walked up to the Hound and stopped a step away, uncertain of what to do. He regarded her with deep anguish, then pulled her into an embrace. Arms wrapped tightly around him in response, she rested her head on his chest and exhaled shakily.

			“There, there.” He rubbed her back.

			“I could’ve killed you. And you’re comforting me.”

			Rilke kissed the top of her head. “Blame it on a Hound’s instincts.”

			“You’re not a Hound,” she said, making Rilke stiffen in her arms. She squeezed tighter. “That’s just a word. You’re so much more than a word.”

			Little by little, they melted into each other. Rilke caressed Isobel’s back, while her arms kept him snug against her. His heart thumped, strong and slow in her ear.

			“What happened to Macer?” she asked, her face in his shirt.

			“Macer . . .” Rilke pondered. “I believe he watched the whole thing. I told him to close his eyes, but I have a feeling he didn’t, judging by the sounds he was making. Last I saw, he was darting for the door. I imagine he made it home.”

			“We should check on him.” Isobel lifted her head and looked up. Their faces a breath away from each other, she watched his pink tongue pass over his lips. She automatically moistened her own, then gently stepped out of the hug.

			“Yes, we probably should.” Rilke sighed. He pulled his hair back into a ponytail and let it go, sending curls bouncing. “But not you. You stay here and get some rest. I’ll go and make sure he’s ok. And tomorrow morning, I’ll pay Skylah a visit.”

			“Oh, no,” Isobel said. “She’s going to kick me out of the city.”

			“In all honesty,” Rilke said sadly, “I’d be grateful if that’s all she does.”
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				Sin

			
			“Honesty, if that is what you want to call it, does not give an artist carte blanche over the well-being of my people! This is my city!” Skylah shouted. “She drove my people to suicide! I should have known. No Purist could ever become something decent. Zealous, brainwashed little shits.” She maundered behind her throne, angrily flinging her oversized robe this way and that.

			Rilke stood straight, his hands clasped low in front of him, watching her.

			“Ugh! What an ungrateful leech!” She stopped, pivoted, and stomped down the steps to face Rilke. She lifted an angry hand to his face, her fingers curled into claws, then lowered it and poked a finger hard into the meat of his chest above his heart. “Take her.”

			“Take her where?” he asked.

			“You know where.”

			Rilke swallowed hard, inhaling deeply before speaking his next words. “If we do that, your Eminence, there will be no chance of more converts. There will be only fear of what life here could bring.”

			Skylah’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You approve of her work?”

			“Of course not . . . your Beautiful Highness and Godly Curator. We are on the same side, you and I. I have only the best interest for your reign and this city in mind.”

			Skylah relaxed her stare and stepped back up to her throne. She sat and grabbed a pack of cigarillos and matches from her side table’s drawer, lighting one with fluid deftness. She blew the first puff out loudly, easing back.

			“You will take her,” she stated.

			Rilke bowed slightly and walked five steps backwards before turning on his heels. The ruler watched him leave the cathedral and smirked.

			“Doug!” she yelled. A Doug that had been standing at one door or another jogged up to her and bowed. “Hurry and get the girl. There is no way that smitten Hound is going to drop her into the Pit.”

			Rilke pulled up Slippery Marie and found a shiny black pickup truck already parked in Isobel’s driveway.

			“Cursed hell,” he said, hurrying out of his own vehicle. Before he could get to the door, the owner of the truck—one of Skylah’s cathedral Dougs—walked out with Isobel leading the way, her cheeks wet with tears and her hands tied behind her back.

			“Hey!” Rilke ran up to them. “She’s my charge.”

			“Not anymore,” the Doug replied. “Skylah ordered me to execute the sentence. Said you wouldn’t, ’cause you love ’er.” The Doug grinned slyly, while Isobel’s jaw dropped and shut just as quickly.

			“That’s nonsense. It’s my job,” Rilke said. “I will be the one to do it. Give me the prisoner.”

			The Doug passed by him, dropped the truck’s tailgate, and nudged Isobel forward. Just as she was about to climb in, Rilke blocked her way. With disturbing speed, the Doug pulled out a blaster, flicked on the charge, and took aim at Rilke’s head.

			“You are way out of line, Doug,” Rilke said, his hands only half raised in protest. Seeing the guard didn’t budge, Rilke conceded. “Let me come with you, then.”

			The Doug gave it a moment’s thought. “Skylah said you would insist on accompanying the convict, were we to cross paths.”

			“She knows me well. What else did she say?”

			The Doug hesitated, then pointed to the truck box with his weapon. “For closure.”

			Rilke helped Isobel up and hopped in after her. The tailgate slammed shut behind them.

			“I’m sorry,” he said to Isobel. They headed north.

			Rilke wiped fresh tears off Isobel’s face and gave her an encouraging smile. He leaned in as if to kiss her on the cheek and then lingered there, his lips hovering over her skin.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out. Be strong,” he whispered. He looked back into the cab’s rearview mirror. The Doug caught his gaze and frowned.

			The ride was bumpy but quiet. Rilke had one arm over Isobel’s shoulders, her head in the crook of his neck. He hummed softly, soothing her, though his fingers tapped on his thigh incessantly and his eyes wandered, searching. She shivered in spasms against him.

			“You’re scared,” Rilke said. Isobel nodded without lifting her head. He held her tighter.

			Ahead, a truck came toward them from the opposite direction. It swerved to their left. Isobel raised her head slightly and caught a glimpse of the riders in the other truck’s bed, sitting on the edges of the box. There was a dark-haired female Hound. Isobel focused a little harder, observing them as they passed. Her eyes grew with recognition.

			Joanie stared back with the same stunned look.

			Rilke held Isobel’s shoulders firmly, struggling to get her to look at him. She took wheezing gulps of air between frantic supplications, her gaze constantly drawn to the side, down into the basin, the smell of death enveloping them.

			“You can’t put me in there. I’m gonna die in there. I’m gonna die. I don’t—not like this. I should’ve never come. I should’ve stayed in the Dumps. I want to go home. I want—oh, Joanie. Joanie. Oh, no. Please, Rilke, don’t do this to me . . .”

			Isobel squirmed, trying to wrench herself out of Rilke’s grip.

			“I’m sorry it has to be this way, Izzy,” he said in a voice that didn’t match his eyes. He turned her and unroped her wrists.

			The Doug stepped up beside them and yanked Isobel by the arm. He pushed her forward toward the drophole as her words tapered to frightened whispers.

			“Tuck in,” the Doug said, and Isobel screamed.

			Rilke elbowed the guard in the face and hooked his leg around the man’s knees in one swift movement, forcing them both to the ground. Rilke rolled on top, his forearm pushing against the Doug’s throat, jabbing his fist into the guard’s ribs. The Doug tightened his neck and wrestled blindly, landing a punch in the soft of Rilke’s torso. Taking advantage of the Hound’s curl of pain, he shoved him off, and in a blink the Doug was atop him, his blaster in hand.

			“Fuck your Smackdo, shithead,” he said, turning to see Isobel holding a big rock above her head. It smashed down. The Doug dodged, and Rilke received the stony blow to the side of the skull.

			Isobel shrieked in horror.

			“You shit stain,” the Doug said. Isobel screamed again and spun away. The guard threw himself at her. Legs in an armlock, she toppled to the ground with a painful groan.

			Isobel kicked the hand at her ankle with her free foot, squalling as she was dragged through the dirt. The Doug growled with irritation, leaned over, and punched her in the jaw, her head swinging sharply to the side. She went slack.

			“That’s more like it,” he said. He towed her to the hole and dropped her legs in. Then, holding her by the arms, he lowered her body and let go.

			Isobel’s body slipped into the steep dirt tunnel. It slammed and bounced off the sides, pain jolting her to alertness. Instinctively, she reached out, her fingertips grabbing fruitlessly at the walls that flew past her, until she finally managed to catch a weak hold of an outjutting rock, round with wear.

			Panting hard, she adjusted her grip, the toes of her sneakers trying to find footholds. Upward no longer showed sky, and all around was darkness. She opened her eyes wider. Shapes seemed to wriggle in the gloom. She twisted her body, trying to see, wincing from pain at her ribs as she did. Something warm snaked over her abdomen, circled her waist, then scuttled up her spine in a quick whip. Isobel screamed and jerked away from it, in the dark where there was no telling where it went and lost her grip.

			Falling faster than before, Isobel met the bottom with a crunch. A cough brought up the tang of blood in her mouth. The ground hot under her forehead, she took a moment to rest, and then slowly pushed herself to sitting. No light shone, and nothing manifested itself, but there were voices. They seeped out of the dirt, whispering her name in raspy, discordant tones. She remembered her lie—deceit, perjury, sham. Prophecy. A pair of almond eyes blinked to life, red as fire. Claws, dimly visible in their glow, strummed and fingered at the shadows. Another pair of slitted orbs blinked scarlet, and another, emblazoning the tenebrosity with shapes, pointy and slithering. Her throat and lungs choked in fear’s clutches, Isobel struggled for air, and the red-eyed creatures mimicked her as they approached, gasping, gruff and husky. There were dozens of them, calling her name, crying for salvation in strangled agony. They drew nearer, their huffing and puffing deep and gravelly, until their hot claws finally touched her, and at last—at last—pierced her flesh with burning jabs. Like knives, they stabbed, they dug, deep into the meat of her arms and legs, they slid through her cheeks. Slick blood oozed from her wounds, down her face, her neck, covering her chest. She screamed. They moaned. She screamed. They howled, spasming in the throes of their pleasure as they punctured her body. She screamed for Joanie, for her mother, for Rilke, desperate for rescue. Claws like nails, like needles, like skewers. They penetrated deeper, searching for the furthest hidden part of her, shooting fireworks of scorching pain through her brain. The thrusts gained rhythm as the red eyes pulsed deadly near, reflecting to her the nightmarish visions that she herself had forged, flooding her mind until she sputtered, drowning in her own blood.

			A muffled cry burbled from her mouth.

			The ground fell out from beneath her.

			Endless lengths of tunnel rushed past before Isobel’s body was spewed and hurled into the void where she plummeted, meeting the ground with a final thud.
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				I’m Isobel

			
			Crumpled in a pile of ruined flesh, I waited to draw my last breath and ascend to the Sea of Good Light. There, I would join my mother and father and find solace in their loving embrace. Oh, to die at once! But my final moments were stolen, my arms pulled away from my face, tearing me from my fate and bringing excruciating pain to my ribs. Let me be! I mutely shouted, my open mouth making shapes, my tongue coated thick with sand. Dryly, I hacked and spat. A pungent reek burned my nostrils and scraped at the back of my throat, my head nothing but a leaden weight on my neck. Keeping my eyes squeezed shut, I listened from a blackened corner of my mind, the moment suspended in murmurings, after which I was seized by a multitude of hands, elevated and stretched out in the shade.

			Something cold touched my lips.

			“Drink,” a voice said.

			Reflexively, my lips parted. Swallowing hurt.

			“Thank you,” I rasped with difficulty, before lying back into a hazy daze. Courtesy was a hard-lost virtue, even on the brink of death.

			My eyelids drooped and lifted and fell again, just as the moving shadows shortened and then lengthened in the sun-drenched basin. The blinding pain was beginning to fade, my sharpening vision permitting me to apprehend the features of those who attended to me. Worn down by hunger and the elements, they were faces marred with sickly, tired eyes, the hollows under them bluish-black. Despite this, they exuded purpose and a quiet ease I found myself curious of each time they came near.

			A young boy with freckled arms held out a long piece of cloth in dry, chapped hands.

			“For the smell,” he said.

			“And you?” I asked, my voice hoarse. His face, and the faces of everyone else nearby, was uncovered.

			“We’re used to it,” the boy said, straightening his posture proudly.

			I tied the cloth around my face and, for the first time since my fall, risked a glance down at my body. There were no visible puncture wounds, and except for some scrapes on my limbs, no blood.

			“My injuries,” I said, my breath warm under the cloth.

			At my feet stood a white-haired man in torn slacks and a threadbare shirt, his eyes circled with eddies of time-worn creases. He nodded once, his smile telling me he understood my confusion. “That’s the tunnel of torments for you. A powerful thing, the mind is.”

			The others slowly flocked to my side and sat down. Now I could see them all much better. My gaze wandered over their expectant stares.

			“How long have you been here?” I asked the white-haired man.

			“Too long,” the elder said, resigned. “For others, not long enough.”

			The freckled boy pointed to a smaller, bony child cradled in a woman’s arms. “She’s next to fly.”

			The child, head lolling, peered at me sideways with heavy-lidded eyes, the corners of her mouth pulled downward. She blinked in agreement.

			“There are children here?” I said.

			The babe, the boy, and another small body in the crowd stirred at their mention.

			“As there usually are, when humans are part of a community,” the old man said with a touch of humour.

			I pushed myself up. “A commun—?” Searing pain stabbed me in the side, my muscles spasming into knots. Wincing, I wrapped an arm around my ribcage and leaned back against the dirt wall, already short of breath. This was one injury that hadn’t been imagined. I pulled the cloth from my face and let it fall around my neck, the stink immediately nauseating.

			The folks watched me and then glanced suggestively at each other. Something felt amiss.

			“Are you all Bunnies?” I asked, thinking it was a possible reason for their apparent caution.

			None of them answered, their gaze flitting from my face to a lower part of me. They were looking at my hands resting in my lap. More precisely, my wrist. My branding was visible, my shirt without sleeves to hide it. I flung a palm over it just as the old impulse fired, instructing me to run.

			A man stood from the flock and stepped forth. His frame was wide and tall, his musculature prominent and defined. Though he bore signs of fatigue and toil—a heavy slouch, dark circles around his eyes, and deep frown- and marionette-lines—vitality simmered in his gaze.

			“We have all sorts here.” He extended his hand to me. “March.”

			“Shit.”

			The group chuckled. A few covered their mouths and pointed.

			“I’m Isobel,” I said, releasing my wrist to shake March’s hand.

			“Please excuse their fascination,” he said. “Most have never seen an artist in the flesh before.”

			“Oh.” My hand naturally returned to my wrist. I thumbed my branding gently. “Well, please excuse the cussing. I was a Purist, before, but living in the city . . . had a certain effect on me.”

			“What are you now?” asked a teenager with long, heavy brown hair.

			I hesitated for a beat. “A Trigger in training, I suppose.”

			A young woman shot to her feet, her pale cheeks quickly turning the same shade of red as her tangle of hair. “A Trigger? You’re the reason for this whole mess! You— You screwed everybody up.” The woman charged, her eyes burning with hate. March stepped forward, his large arms outstretched to obstruct her, but she pushed on. “You must be so proud of yourself. A true artist, eh?”

			Shame came rushing to me with feverish heat. “The plan was to come under cover,” I said, remembering the day I was escorted in that ridiculous green outfit with an unclear notion of how I was to play my part, only to have the van and its paintings crush me. “But I was immediately identified as a Purist.”

			Speaking loosened successive coughs, and a bowl-shaped vessel came my way. I drank, voiced my thanks, and continued.

			“It was all supposed to be an act. But all I ever wanted was to paint. And there I was, in a place where I could finally do so without fear. The Hound they assigned me . . .” I sat up straighter, preferring to feel the pain of my broken rib than that of my broken heart. “He was gentle. And kind.”

			“If your Hound brought you here, he’s scum like the rest of them.” The young woman gave March a pointed look and walked away. March came and sat by my side.

			“So, what did you do to end up here?” he asked.

			“I put a mirror to their faces.” I laid my head back against the dirt wall and closed my eyes, visions from the tunnel of torments coming back to me. I decided to keep them open. “They didn’t like that.”

			“A bunch of cuckoos. They don’t even know how to care for their own,” a person sitting diagonally from me said in a thin voice. He was very skinny, probably next in line after the toddler.

			I turned to the rebel and spoke quietly. “The Half-Lights sent me. They wanted me to find you. I guess . . . mission accomplished.”

			His eyes widened in surprise, then softened, before springing open again when the angry woman tore through the crowd and lunged at me.

			“Die!” she thundered, tackling me and sinking her teeth into the muscle between my shoulder and my neck. I yelped and tried to push her head away, but her teeth were well clamped, the pain spiking into my ear. March wrapped an arm around her neck and squeezed tightly. The woman wheezed through her teeth.

			“Let go, Frenny,” he said in a warning tone.

			When Frenny opened her mouth to snarl her insults, March pulled back and heaved her to her feet. A hot throb pulsed from the side of my face down to my fingers. I clasped the bite and curled over myself, cussing under my breath.

			The others had remained sitting, watching the scene unfold, heads shaking in disappointment as the men lugged Frenny away past a mountain of bodies.

			“All right then,” March called out, waving them away. “Clear out.”

			They grunted and dispersed. One woman lingered to hand him something, then followed suit.

			“May I?” March said, leaning over me. I angled my head to the side. He gingerly touched the skin around the teeth marks. “Yup. You’re bleeding. We should file Frenny’s teeth to stubs.”

			Before I could worry about infection, he produced a little bowl from which he scooped translucent balm with his fingers. I slumped under his touch. “Breathe. It’s ok. Time to rest.”

			Rest was all I’d done all day, and still I was exhausted. I yawned my way down to my uninjured side and painstakingly folded an arm under my head. “Am I safe?”

			“Will they eat you in your sleep, you mean?” March said. He arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t get minted, did you?”

			I closed my eyes, instantly saddened by the memory of my unveiling. “No.”

			March hissed in thought. “I can’t promise anything.” My eyes snapped open, and discovered him smiling. After a friendly wink, he walked away with his little bowl of ointment, leaving me alone in the shade.

			My sight roamed the top edges of the surrounding walls. I wondered how often the guards came by. Nothing summoned them; as our clocks ran out in this, our final home, no trouble could be caused. The smell also had to be a deterrent. Already I had become acclimatized, the burning sensation in my nose having subsided to a dull sting. That was not good. No one should get used to the smell of death.

			The huge mound of bodies towered near the eastern side, not high enough to use as an escape ladder, yet. Other piles were scattered about, smaller and probably easier to pull new bodies onto. This real-life tableau was countless times more morbid than my painting had been.

			“Let them come here and see if they kill themselves,” I mumbled, drifting.

			The image of Zae floated into my mind. Had he returned to the wall? Had he been caught? Perhaps he would be next to tumble out of the tunnel’s exit. I tiredly attempted to look at the gaping maw I’d fallen from, but couldn’t see it from my angle. My thoughts went to Joanie, sitting in the back of the pickup truck. My dearest Joanie. Hounding and making drop-offs. I cursed her artist, whoever they were, for corrupting her.

			Perhaps there wasn’t such a thing as a good Trigger.

			As it was, being a Trigger meant having the impact to produce addicts, sponsors, fame. The power they had gained through tantalizing and shocking helped uphold the unjust, harmful system they were an integral part of, every pleasure given and derived therefrom feeding the machine in a never-ending loop of creation and intoxication. Of course, Skylah wouldn’t accept any less from them if they wanted to keep enjoying the use of her temples, free lodging, and generous stipends. She used violence and threats to keep others in line, but Triggers she controlled by making sure their hedonistic cravings were always met. The truth was she needed them to continue painting—the whole structure of society was at stake. And only mindfuck art would do. A modest nudge to the mind, a gentle squeeze to the heart—those were not enough. And deep down, I wanted more as well; my years spent as a Purist making art like bland soup taught me as much. The idea of rattling someone’s mind with my work had always thrilled me. Destroying lives, however, had never been part of the dream.

			And oh had I destroyed lives. Minds had been brutally shaken, their sense of self shattered, jolted, pushed to the brink of despair. And there they had jumped off, tricked down a kind of tunnel of torments of my making.

			Tears meandered over the bridge of my nose and across my temple, leaving cold, wet trails on my skin. I finally drifted to sleep, believing myself to be worse than the worst of Triggers and wishing to never wake up.
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				Dead Man’s Pockets

			
			I awoke from a fitful rest, a blanket of knotted fabric draped over me. The sun was setting, leaving the sky a foreboding cobalt violet, faint shimmers from the protective dome glinting sporadically. A sharp pain shot sideways through my torso as I sat up, and I wondered how long it would take for my rib to heal without the help of Mahl’s medical tech.

			The prisoners huddled in two groups, holding each other tightly as the last of the warmth left with the sun. Above, a Doug walked the perimeter, a neckerchief around his face.

			“If you had brains to ya, you would set up camp around the decomposing corpses! You wouldn’t be so damn cold,” he yelled down to the shivering mass. They ignored him, and with a shake of the head, he left.

			“At ease,” I heard someone say. The condemned let go of each other and scattered.

			A few women headed over to a row of bowls full of murky water. These bowls were lined neatly beneath small pouches hanging from a piece of rope, the rope tied between two mounds of packed dirt. Nearby, a young man was digging a trench. Some people sat in a circle, chatting as they passed objects to one another, while others worked on sorting and mending what appeared to be pieces of clothing. All seemed busy, focused on various tasks. Checking up on them was March. Soon, he was at my side, inquiring as to my state.

			“Breathing deep hurts, but I’m fine. I can help out,” I said, swerving a finger at the others. “What’s all going on here? Looks like hope.”

			I extended my hand in a silent plea for help. March gently pulled me to my feet and into a skin-prickling chill. The rebel picked up the fallen blanket, placed it across my shoulders, and offered to show me around. We walked slowly, keeping a distance from the mounds of dead.

			“Leena.” He led us to the woman working with the dirty water.

			“Hi,” she said, looking up and smiling without pausing her work.

			“Rapists and murderers,” I mumbled, inwardly scoffing at Rilke’s assumptions. I eyed a pile of bodies, and considered they might have been dealt with.

			“She’s filtering clay out of dirt,” March said, taking my unintelligible words for a question. “When you mix it with water and let it sit, separation between the sediment and clay-water happens all on its own. It’s quite simple, just time-consuming, because you have to do it over and over again, each time transferring the clay-water to a new receptacle.” He pointed to the hanging sacks. “At the end, we let the clay harden by letting it drip. And then we eat it.”

			“You eat it,” I repeated, surprised.

			March snickered. “It provides some essential minerals.”

			I tightened the blanket around me and sucked on my tongue, imagining the taste of the pasty clay that for now hung in blobs of cloth. My stomach rumbled.

			“Count on a Dumpster to adapt so quickly,” March teased, as though the sound of my hunger meant approval. We kept walking as he pointed out different chores, each person labouring to get the most out of the dying light. 

			“Where did you get your materials?” I said, referring to the crude tools, bowls, and fabric. March’s jaw clenched. He motioned to the corpses.

			“Skull caps make good bowls,” he said, giving me a cautious, searching look, as if wondering if I could handle the gruesomeness of it. My muscles tightened, doing their best to not recoil. “We use hip bones or shoulder blades as digging tools. The clothes are useful in all sorts of ways. We’ve not gone through them all, there are just too many and it’s all so foul.” He put a fist to his lips and studied me some more. Seeming satisfied with my sturdiness, he continued, “There is useful leather, mainly in the form of belts, and pieces of metal. We can use all of it. It’s not the most dignified, but we do what we have to.” He crossed his arms over his chest and peered up at the sky. My gaze followed. We both sighed.

			“For people who have been left for dead, you’re not doing so bad,” I said.

			March nodded, considering my words. He led me to a part of the wall where a tube jutted out, water trickling down into a raised skull-bowl and overflowing into others fanned out in steps below it. The water spilled beyond them into a bone-lined trench.

			“Skylah’s one grace to us,” he said. “If only she knew the doors this opened.”

			He invited me to drink from one. I hesitated an instant at the thought of it being someone’s head, then chose the lowest one in the chain. The liquid tasted clean and fresh.

			A few steps farther, we stopped at a large quilted cloth, taller and wider than the two of us, wedged into the dirt wall and held in place with hardened clay. March lifted its corner, inviting me into the obscurity behind it. I refused, my heart suddenly pounding.

			“It’s ok,” he said. “This is just more hope.”

			Shaking off the dread, I ducked into a narrow, excavated expanse. Small e-lamps illuminated areas along the walls. My hand reached out to touch March’s arm—a gentle request for him to not run off and leave me, but also a way to make sure he remained solid.

			“We are digging our way out of here,” he said, and then led me deeper.

			“And you have light,” I said.

			“We found many of them in the pockets.”

			“The pockets?”

			“Of the deceased,” he said. “The lifespan of their energy cells is amazing. I wish we could have gotten our hands on this technology at the Kitty Temple.”

			The name made me halt. Only from Joanie had I heard the Half-Light headquarters referred to as such. My heart ached with the pain of remembering.

			“They still light the sconces?” He smiled wistfully in the dim glow.

			“They did when I was there.” I remembered the beautiful light emitted from the chandeliers, and how it danced around the room. “It’s so different in the city. Energy doesn’t run out. You don’t even have to think about it.”

			“Maybe you didn’t, because everything was free with your residency,” he said. “Regular people pay for their energy, but many will forsake it to afford more gallery time. Then it’s candles for them, just like it was for us.”

			I scowled in the gloom. I had taken so much for granted, anticipating the luxuries presented to me, all thanks to the A on my wrist. It was embarrassing. March hummed in agreement, hearing more in my silence than I’d wished.

			The path had a slight tilt upward, small lights hooked intermittently on the dirt walls—now the left one, then the right, every ten steps or so.

			“How far does this thing go? Is there a risk of it collapsing?” I shuddered and tugged my makeshift shawl tighter around me. The walls seemed to be closing in on us. 

			“It would be as safe as babies’ gums and it would still scare you, Isobel. We’re all scarred from the tunnel of torments, but your trauma is fresh. I can feel you chirring like a cicada.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Not at all. Do you know of the artist who designed that chute? A troubled soul, that one. Ended up in this very place, ironically. He’s just bones at the bottom of a pile by now, of course. His name was Red.”

			“Red,” I whispered. The name seeped into the walls.

			“Quite the legend. But let’s leave his story for another day.” March stopped, cupping a hand to his ear. “Listen.”

			Scratching noises travelled toward us—our names, hissed. My blood froze.

			“It’s their tools, scraping the dirt,” March said.

			I exhaled loudly, ready to weep with relief.

			“For all we know, they are using Red’s scapulae.” March laughed softly, picking up the pace. 

			“How did you learn about him?” I said, catching up and trying to keep my mind off the scarlet eyes I expected to see.

			“The Pit’s oral tradition, my friend,” he said. I stopped short as I watched him drop to his knees, the walls and roof of the tunnel sharply tapering to a smaller opening. Reluctantly, I dropped the blanket and mimicked him, the manoeuvre hurting my side though I refused to utter a word about it. About five metres farther, we arrived at a cul-de-sac where two people sat in the glow of e-lamps, digging with makeshift spades, half-filled cloth bags of dirt between them. They stopped to acknowledge us, then continued with their work.

			“Sterling job, guys,” March said. We crawled backwards until there was enough room to stand and turn ourselves around. “Today we changed angles. We should touch gold in a week, but there’s no real way of knowing.”

			Knotted blanket over my shoulders once more, I kept my eyes on my feet, careful to not step on March’s heels. The hope he had alluded to now swelled within me. “You are digging us out of here.”

			“Have no doubt,” he said. 

			Our steps crunched softly in the loose dirt, both of us quietly contemplating freedom as we slipped out from under the curtained doorway, the sky now a dark blue. The moon lustered the basin with an argentine light, offering glimpses of movement. The gentle susurration of shifting fabric, the soft clacking of bowls, and a cloak of peaceful, low murmurs stirred quietly in the valley of death. Beside us, smaller flaps of pale, threadbare fabric hung loose along the wall.

			“What are those?”

			“Ah, the real secret to our rosy disposition.” March lifted one and revealed a small burrow. It was dark, but I could discern some shapes.

			“Lettuce,” I whispered excitedly.

			“They don’t get very big, with the amount of filtered light they get. We keep them mostly covered to not tempt the guards into interfering. They really don’t care what we do, but we’d rather stay on the safe side and not look as smart as we are.” He let the fabric drop.

			I had noticed none of these activities upon my first visit, overwhelmed with the death I had witnessed. “How did you get your hands on seeds?”

			“There are all sorts of treasure in a dead man’s pockets,” March said.

			A zephyr blew through, and the smell of death hit me anew. I pulled my neckcloth up over my nose. March advanced a few steps and beckoned me to follow. I breathed through the pain in my ribs and obeyed.
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				Maple Syrup

			
			Joanie slipped out of her blankets eel-like and landed on her hands and knees, keeping low and quiet. Light-blue leather pants, cropped pink tank top, and high-heeled combat boots in her grip, she crawled out of her room across from Labcat’s—her private tripping space—and into the hallway. There she got dressed, pulling on the boots only once she had tiptoed down the stairs and left the house, closing the door as softly as she could behind her.

			“Fuck,” she said, finishing up with her laces, remembering that unlike Labcat, who needed only a thumbprint read to operate any of his vehicles, she required the actual keys. She opened the mansion door again, just a crack, and with her left arm reached for the ear-shaped hook. The keys jingled under her palm. Those were for the supercar. Her hand hovered down and touched the nose-shaped hook. The convertible. She hissed softly and felt for the last set of keys dangling from the iron thumb. The cruiser—something she knew how to drive. Soundlessly, the keys lifted and followed her out like a feather. Only a few steps away, the sound of the door opening creaked from behind her.

			“Where are you going, plumcake?” Labcat said, casually leaning against the doorframe. “I was hoping you’d make crepes.”

			Joanie turned slowly. The rims of her eyes were bright red and her whites bloodshot, finally showing the signs of usage. Seeing Isobel in the back of the truck the week before had slapped her right to her senses, and she had since made every excuse to not return to the gallery even once. Despite that, her growing addiction was such that even while hating herself for it, she craved the fix. Living in the ever-narrowing space between functioning and jonesing, it was becoming difficult to resist.

			“We’re out of maple syrup, Labby,” she said, holding the keys behind her back. “I thought I’d get some fresh air and grab some. Get your smock ready, we can play with the sticky stuff when I get back.” She gave him a flirtatious wink and a graceful pose, her free hand presented to the sky.

			“I see,” he said, then grinned. “Groovy. I’ll be waiting.”

			Joanie smiled stiffly and turned her back to him, tightly cradling the keys as she walked down the driveway. At the road, she peered over her shoulder, the porch now empty in the morning light. No movement in the curtains. With a galvanizing lungful of air, she stole back toward the side of the house, where the bike was parked in its usual spot. She kicked up the stand and rolled it beside her. Once on the pavement, she hopped on and roared the motor to life, hoping Labcat would not recognize its purr. 

			Northbound on Cathedral Drive, behind Skylah’s temple, she crossed a half-rusty truck.

			“Hey!” Funk yelled out the window as she passed. Joanie squeezed the brake, the cruiser swerving. Once she steadied herself, she waved back innocently, gave them a thumbs-up, and sped away.

			“Where do you think she’s going on Boss’s bike?” Funk asked.

			“Maybe she’s off to pay her old friend a visit.” Manu leered over steepled fingers.

			“What are you talking about?” Funk said, dismissing his oft-rambling friend with a shake of the head.

			“A little birdy told me . . .” Manu paused to make cheeping sounds and flap his hand-wings. “. . . that, apparently, Horrible Izzy and Nejo used to be friends. You know, before.”

			“Was your birdy dipped?”

			“A Xeno Hound. Perrrfectly reliable.”

			“Why are you messing around with some Xeno Hound, you dibble-dabbler!” Funk pushed Manu’s shoulder and squashed him against the passenger door, the vehicle doing a swift little jig in the road.

			“I wasn’t messing around,” Manu whined defensively. “We shop at the same bakery.”

			“Popop’s?” Funk steadied his hands on the wheel and looked ahead.

			“That’s the one.”

			“I love his apple cinnamon rolls.”

			“We love them,” Manu concurred.

			The Hounds drove on, smiles at their lips, completely forgetting about Joanie as they contemplated sweet pastries.

			The guardhouse was empty. Joanie rolled up and peeked inside, then looked around. She bit her lip, thoughts whirring as she looked north, past the dip ahead that led to the forsaken Pit. Joanie revved the motor and moved out.

			Someone’s yell cut through the bike’s rumble. Joanie sped down the hill, skidded sideways to a stop, and let the bike drop, her feet pounding the dirt up to the edge of the gigantic hole. 

			Joanie’s hand flew to her face to cover her mouth and nose. The Pit was filled with muddy water, hundreds of bodies floating on its surface.

			“Hey! You!” It had been the guardhouse Doug yelling, and he now directed his outrage at her, running over from where he had been poking at the bodies with a stick. Joanie lifted both palms toward him.

			“Whoa! What happened here?” she said in a commanding tone.

			His face showed he recognized her as a Hound, and his aggressiveness ebbed. “I don’t know! A flood it seems. They’re all dead!”

			Joanie swallowed hard. “Did you call it in?”

			The Doug assented, his eyes on the water. Joanie swore under her breath.

			“Maybe you ought to go check your station. There was a truck behind me back there, waiting to be waved through. It might not be such a good time for them to come over here.”

			The guard turned to look in the direction of his post, out of sight, a good distance behind the little hill. At once, Joanie reached up and hooked him from behind, locking him in a chokehold. He reflexively grabbed at her arm with both hands, falling backwards and trying to pry her away, garbled noises spurting through his clenched teeth. His feet skidded, and Joanie held on, putting all her jonesing, frenetic energy into squeezing tighter. She yanked back his left elbow just as his right hand felt for his blaster. He retrieved it with undiminished agility and flicked the charge, the whistle ascending in preparation. Unrelenting, his legs pedalled and pushed while Joanie staggered to keep her balance. Upon hearing the high-pitched readiness of the blastergun, she tucked her head behind the Doug’s back, and a shot zapped skyward. Gradually, his urgency grew feebler, his left hand grasping only weakly at her strangling arm. His kicks stopped, and his arms dropped. The weapon fell from his dangling hand and Joanie booted it, sending it into the flooded basin, then cursed its loss. With an exhausted huff, she released her hold and let the man crumple to the ground.

			“Izzy!” Joanie screeched. She rushed to the edge of the Pit, minding the drophole. The guard’s stick was discarded at the edge, so she kneeled and used it to continue the work of nudging the bodies, the surface of the sedimented water a metre or so below. Unrecognizable cadavers buoyed in the murk, eyes staring up at nothing, greyed skin blooming into gaping mouths. Joanie stifled a sob.

			“Fuckfuckfuck.” She chucked the stick to the side and pounded her fist in the dirt. She jumped to her feet and looked around. More Dougs would be arriving any minute, and they’d find the fallen guard and only a Hound to blame. She gave one last despairing look at the corpse-choked water.

			“Oh, Isobel.” Joanie’s breath deepened as tears crowded her sight. The rebel wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes, two straight rivulets spilling down her cheeks.

			A thin plume of sound drifted from afar—the echo of a child’s scream ricocheting through a forest in the distance. Joanie’s eyes sprang open as she whirled, searching for the source of the noise. A pause, and the stillness settled once more.

			“Sweet burning chaos, let her not be dead,” Joanie muttered, running for her bike.
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				Ride with the Rebel

			
			Churning up dust over the flatlands, Joanie sped west and quickly made it into the woods. Dark shapes—small animals, or possibly tricks of the light heightened by her jonesing—scattered left and right, fleeing as soon as they appeared in her peripheral view. She rolled cautiously over the rough terrain, scanning all sides as she went. Now, barely louder than a whisper, as if she might send her scurrying away as swiftly as the critters, she called Isobel’s name.

			Light funnelled in ahead, the sun-dappled path becoming awash with brightness. Emerging, Joanie found herself in a small field of green leading to a gigantic, empty reservoir. It was covered with a transparent protective film beaded with trapped condensation. Despite being sealed, the air was nonetheless saturated with the smell of warm, wet concrete. With a grunt, she spun the bike around, ripping up grass and sending dirt onto the tank’s cocoon.

			“Isobel!” she yelled, exasperated. “You better not be dead! ISOBEL!”

			Joanie spun on her axis, around and around, green and brown mulch fanning about her. She brought the motorcycle to a standstill and let it burr and sputter while she regained her calm. The part of the forest from which she had arrived was now her exit. She dropped her head and sighed.

			“Damn it, you stubborn girl,” she said.

			She rolled on the throttle and jetted out a few feet, only to immediately squeeze the brake, making the back wheel lift off the ground and settle down with a bounce. A figure stood just outside the shadows, about fifteen yards away along the edge of the woods. Joanie slid off the bike, letting it fall into the sand. With a cry, she ran and crashed into her friend’s arms.

			“What are you doing here?” Isobel said, her face in Joanie’s unkempt hair.

			“I came to get you!” Joanie took a step back and wiped her eyes with trembling, white-tipped fingers. “I just—I lost track of time . . . Things got blurry. When—when I saw you in the back of that truck . . . everything snapped back. Parker, the Half-Lights—”

			“March is here.”

			Joanie stared blankly, thoughts racing through her mind, then lit up at the memory of seeing his face below her in the Pit. The same day she had seen Isobel in the back of the pickup truck.

			“You saw the flood?” Isobel said. “We have to move fast, Joan. You can come with us if you want.”

			“What? No! I’m getting you out, on this stupid bike I stole. We’re tearing the fuck out of this hell hole and going home.”

			“That would be fine with me if there weren’t twenty of us, Joan. I can’t leave them.”

			March stepped out. “You should ride with the rebel, Isobel.”

			Joanie gasped, then rushed to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

			“Ugh!” she exclaimed as she hugged him tightly. “I can’t believe it!”

			“You look pretty shitty, friend,” he said as they let go. He put a hand on her cheek.

			“Well, you’re drenched and you smell like shit.” Joanie smiled, plucking his hand from her face and holding it tightly.

			“Tell me, O Conniving One. Are you on bad terms with the NAG?” March asked.

			“I’m good,” the rebel-Hound confirmed, her expression shifting from joyful to grave. Fidgeting from the swarm of bees in her limbs, she chuckled mirthlessly and scratched her head. “I, the muse, am out buying maple syrup right now. We were probably going to cover my body with it after breakfast.”

			March arched an eyebrow at her. “Ok. Well, that makes things easier. You should go south. The long way around is probably safest, just in case. I’ll take the others to the northernmost part of the wall. We’ll find a way out through there.”

			“The walls are unscalable,” Isobel said. “And there will be Dougs.”

			“Don’t worry about us. I have ideas.” March gave her a comforting wink. “But we need to move, straightaway.”

			“Got it,” Joanie said, grabbing Isobel’s arm. “Let’s go!”

			Isobel’s torso skewed sideways but her legs and feet stayed rooted, her eyes trained on March. Joanie let go with a groan and took off running toward the cruiser.

			March sighed, a grin creasing his cheeks. “It’ll be ok. Just stay clever. We’ll see you at the KT.”

			The bike started with a crackle.

			“Go,” March urged Isobel.

			Barefoot and sopping wet, she caught up with Joanie and climbed onto the seat behind her. They watched March steal back into the woods.

			“You good?” Joanie called out over her shoulder.

			“Why couldn’t we go with March and the others?” Isobel said, slipping her arms around her friend’s waist.

			“It’ll be faster this way for us. Not to mention someone could come chasing after me, and ruin their escape. They’re dead. I’m not.”

			“But I’m dead too!”

			“I don’t care, I’m never letting you out of my sight again!”

			The northern part of the domed land was mostly wild. March and his horde would have an easy time vanishing, at least until they got to the wall. Meanwhile, the women cut their path on the other side of what Isobel informed Joanie was a drained tank—the source of their drinking water but also the cause of the flood, bringing the mounds of already-dead to the surface. From their pack, they had suffered only two casualties: the diggers.

			Through small forests, barren fields, and stretches of rocky landscape, they went as fast as nature’s obstacles allowed them. By the time they neared the western wall, the sun was directly at its zenith and Isobel’s clothing mostly dry. Joanie passed between two birches standing sentinel-like at the outer edge of a blanketing canopy of trees, then squeezed the clutch and planted her feet in the ground on either side of the bike.

			“I think we need to figure out our cover story now,” she said through her teeth.

			Isobel wriggled comfortably against her friend’s back, resting her cheek between her shoulder blades. 

			“Sure. Why?”

			“There’s a Doug staring right at us.”
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				Horrible Izzy

			
			The buckles on the Doug’s boots chimed as he plodded forward. The rebel had cut the engine, waiting in obedience to his raised, black-gloved hand.

			“Doug,” Joanie said first.

			“Nejo?” He lowered his arm.

			“The one and only.” She gave him a cheeky, one-sided smile. Isobel wasn’t the only outsider whose reputation had spread rapidly, Nejo being known for her evocative tie-dyes and spitfire attitude. Labcat loved showing her off.

			“What are you doing up here? And who have you got there?” The Doug cocked his head to attempt a peek.

			“Hound duty. On behalf of Skylah.” 

			His face shot up. “By yourself?”

			She puffed up, affronted. “For your information, I’ve been conducting a lot of important work.” She glanced left and right and beckoned the Doug closer with a curled finger. He let out a surprised squawk as she yanked him by the jacket collar, bringing his ear next to her mouth.

			“I was Horrible Izzy’s only friend, back in the Dumps,” she whispered, then let go and shrugged. “But that was another time and another place. We don’t have much in common nowadays. You see, though, how this makes me useful.”

			“That’s her?” the Doug mouthed without a sound, pointing at the blob that was huddled behind Joanie. The rebel nodded slowly, her countenance grim.

			The guard’s eyes narrowed, his hand loose by his holstered blaster. “What are you doing with her?”

			“Taking her to the Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands, obviously,” Joanie said. Isobel’s breath quickened against her back. 

			“Why aren’t you taking Cathedral Drive?”

			“T-trouble on the road. I didn’t want it to interfere with my mission. It was entrusted to me, and me alone.” Joanie held her right hand out. It shook violently, only slightly exaggerated. “See this? Dear Blessed Art! No one is getting credit for this but me. I need my reward! I need my time! ”

			“Whoa, whoa. Relax.” The Doug rested his hand on his weapon and tapped his index finger against it, blinking in thought. “But aren’t you Labcat’s lapdog?”

			Joanie’s jaw tightened, her shaking fingers wrapping themselves around the throttle. She sniffed sharply and sneered. “He cut me off.”

			“Cut you off?”

			“Yes.” She cleared her throat, watching the Doug’s hand tighten on his blaster. “Because I refused him.”

			The guard stood stunned, then relaxed, his shoulders dropping. He released his gun and waved his hands in front of him. “That’s none of my business.”

			“That’s ok, Doug. You’re just doing your job. I’ll put in a good word for you, eh? But maybe check that trouble on the road. I, for one, need to get my haul to Skylah, her Beautifulness.” She bowed her head, waiting for him to acquiesce.

			“Of course,” he said after a moment. Joanie looked up and tentatively put a boot back on the footrest. With quick yanks, the Doug tightened the brass buckles across the front of his leather jacket and bowed sharply in salute. As he walked by, he gave an inquisitive glance at the lump that was Isobel, who closed her eyes as he passed. The Doug stopped beside her.

			“Don’t linger,” he told Joanie.

			“No, sir.” She started the bike and, light on the throttle, left the Doug behind.

			The rebels rode south along the western wall at a comfortable speed, not concerned about meeting another Doug for a while. Isobel looked ahead over Joanie’s shoulder, tapping on it before speaking.

			“We were lucky!”

			“Not lucky, smart! As Phen would say.” Joanie slowed to glide over an above-ground tree root. “Unfortunately, you aren’t dead anymore. But that Doug would have investigated my cargo and found you out anyway. I had to do it on my terms. Dougs are servants, and without orders, they have no power. You just have to make them think your orders come from higher than theirs.” Joanie gave a quick peek to Isobel behind her. “Apparently you’re important enough to rattle all the power dynamics. ”

			Isobel frowned. “So we won’t have problems leaving the city?”

			Joanie, words lost to the wind, responded, “Ah, Horrible Izzy, that we have yet to see.”

			The dirt path was mostly smooth between the edge of the woods and the twelve-metre-high cement barricade, making the ride comfortable and swift.

			“I live over there!” Isobel remarked as she spied familiar streets between the breaks in the trees on her left. Joanie peered out in the direction Isobel pointed and eased to a stop.

			“Is there anything you want from there?” 

			The box home was not visible from where they were, a strip of forest and rows of houses separating them from Slippery Marie. But it was there nonetheless, a structure that had represented safety and luxury, boasting an unlimited supply of paints, food, hot showers. A most comfortable bed.

			Sometimes, the box could also lodge bloody pinto rabbits.

			Isobel thought of her monstrous painting, her drop down the tunnel of torments, the corpses in the Pit.

			“No.”

			“Ok. Say bye, Izzy,” Joanie said, a touch of empathy in her voice.

			They zoomed southbound, stopping once they reached the dead end behind Macer’s bar. If they went beyond it, they would end up at the plaza where Skylah’s statue stood, and past that, small but conspicuous hills that would bring them into easy view. With the city awake and bustling, there was a better chance of going unnoticed in the downtown streets. Only five or six blocks east and they would be a short dip to the same gates Isobel had come through months ago, bloody and unconscious.

			“Keep your head down,” Joanie told Isobel as they idled behind the bar. “We’ll make this quick.”

			They nosed onto the paved avenue. A floating digi-ad flashed above them on the right. A bright image of both their faces, framed close-up. The word WANTED in large red letters glowed above them, 2 Hours Reward for Capture written below. The next digi-ad to her left was the image of Xeno, the artist’s flipped eyelids exposing the tattoos that hid beneath them, her upheld fists overflowing with gold chains. It flickered and changed to the same WANTED picture of her and Isobel. Down the avenue, the digi-signs switched, one after another.

			“They know! We gotta bolt!” 

			Isobel screeched from the back, clinging to Joanie’s waist as they picked up speed.

			The wind whipped at them, the bike leaning low as they took a right and headed down the redemptive entry road, open fields on either side all the way to the southern wall. Isobel peeked over Joanie’s shoulder. “We’re going to make it!” she yelled, though seeing the barred exit, she had no clue how they would.

			As they approached the gates, a Doug stepped out of the control station, a large blaster held across his chest, feet shoulder-width apart. He held his chin aloft. Joanie decelerated and stopped some five metres away.

			“Miss Nejo,” he called out. “I’ve been instructed to bring you in should you try to leave the city.”

			“I’m not leaving,” Joanie replied, matching his commanding tone. Her heart beat in sync with the machine-gun rumble of the bike’s motor, her jones and the adrenaline of the getaway coming to a head.

			The Doug stared her down, resolute.

			“I’m just . . . taking a ride, to see if there are any asses I can kick.”

			The Doug shifted his grip on his weapon. “I have to detain you, Miss Nejo! Skylah wants you, and Lady Izzy too. Now come on over here.”

			“You won’t shoot?” she asked.

			“I won’t,” he said, then added, “unless you run.”

			With Isobel holding tight, Joanie advanced and stopped the bike a few steps from him.

			The Doug gestured with his blaster. “Get off.”

			Instead, Joanie inched a little closer.

			“Could you help me?” she said to him. “The kickstand is broken, and this bike is mighty heavy.”

			The Doug’s gaze quickly scanned the motorcycle. Then he looked Joanie over and seemed to decide she was too small to be a threat. He carefully leaned forward to look at where the stand should be, both hands clasped on his long blaster. He glanced up at Joanie. “You’re just going to have to—”

			The Doug took Joanie’s boot to the chin and was thrown backwards with a clack of his teeth. Isobel squealed and jumped off the bike, running into the station.

			“Where is it?” she cried in panic, searching the small desk, a tilted panel flashing its lights at her.

			“Fucking hurry,” Joanie yelled.

			Isobel spotted the switch, a big red button with the word OPEN roughly carved into it, mounted on the wall by the doorframe. She slammed it with the side of her fist and eyed the iron gates. When they began moving, she darted out to find Joanie on her back, blood smeared across her eyebrow, the Doug on his feet with his blaster lowered at her head.

			“We’re done playing now, Izzy,” the Doug said without looking away from the one he knew as Nejo. “Unless you want to watch this one die, you come here, nice and easy, lie yourself face-down, and place your hands behind your head. No one needs to get hurt. You,” he said, priming his weapon with a flick, “flip.”

			Nostrils flaring, Joanie only glared at him. Then she turned her head to Isobel and mouthed: Run.

			“Quit stallin’,” the Doug barked, sweat trickling down his temple. He kicked Joanie in the ribs. She groaned in pain and rolled onto her stomach.

			Hands held high, Isobel inched to Joanie’s side, then kneeled and flattened herself to the ground. They stared at each other, cheeks against the warm pavement, elbows hovering and fingers interlaced behind their heads.

			“I won’t leave you,” Isobel whispered.

			“Hello, Doug? Doug here,” the Doug said. “I’m at the southwest-most gate with a prize to please our Ladyship! Yes. My lucky day. Can you—”

			A thud. Both women looked up to see the guard collapse. Isobel immediately clambered to her feet and ran to the man with the brass truncheon that had just knocked the Doug down. Rilke dropped the weapon and caught her in his arms.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t get to you in time at the Pit.” He looked her over, assessing if she was hurt. “I was just up there. What a mess.”

			“We made it out,” Isobel said, emotion catching in her throat.

			“You’re not out yet. You need to go, before the backup arrives.” He bent over to retrieve his truncheon and tucked it in through his belt. A large, dark bruise with a scabbed centre mantled the top and side of his forehead.

			“I’m so sorry, for that,” Isobel said, reaching out to touch his wound but settling for pointing.

			“All healed up,” he said with a forgiving smile.

			Isobel nodded. “Your hair. It’s nice.” It was braided in four rows, tied together at the nape of his neck, the strands reaching his mid-back.

			“Isobel!” Joanie called as she lifted her bike from its side.

			“Come with us,” Isobel said to the Hound. She took his hand, her gaze lowered to it. Beside them, the bike revved angrily.

			“I can’t,” he said. “Macer.”

			The artist exhaled, blinking her thoughts into focus. She looked up. “Can you do us a favour, then?”

			“Anything,” Rilke said.

			“March, a rebel from the Pit, brought a group of survivors to the north wall. Could you help them out?”

			Rilke eyed the road and then peered out at the horizon. “I’ll do what I can.”

			“Isobel, for fuck’s sake,” Joanie said over the madly sputtering bike. She threw a nervous glance over her shoulder.

			“You need to go,” Rilke said to Isobel.

			The artist took him by the shoulders and pulled herself up, finally breaching that space that had been looming between them, and placed her lips on his. Hands grasping her head, he returned the kiss with sudden, painful urgency. Too soon, Isobel pushed herself away, smiled sadly, and hopped onto the bike’s pillion.

			“Thank you, Hound!” Joanie shouted as they took off, quickly breaching the divide where the pavement broke off into dirt road, where shiny became tarnished, where dreams and illusions turned to hard cold reality. She lifted her face to the sky and howled.

			Isobel swivelled back toward the gates. The guard was still crumpled on the ground, and Rilke was nowhere to be seen. A black Humvee pulled up at the site, followed by a pickup truck. Dougs hopped out of the former, gesturing wildly to the truck before hoisting their comrade into their vehicle. While they turned themselves around—Dougs strictly served Mahl City after all—the Hound truck drove through the open gates in pursuit.

			Joanie bore down with a speed that transcended the fear of death, heading for the Dumps’ maze of dusty streets for the old game of hide and seek.
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				Really Bad Luck

			
			Joanie and Isobel scurried through the streets speaking not a word, their stealth a language in itself, well-weathered and familiar. The cruiser tucked away between two houses on the corner of Rembrandt and 3rd, they skulked from shadow to shadow all the way to the abandoned Felions territory. Reaching the front yard of the Half-Lights’ headquarters, Joanie hid behind a petrified tree, flat against the trunk, while Isobel crouched below her. They peeked, then crept, dashing and stopping like mice, taking cover behind boulders and dead timber and anything that would conceal them. On the side of the building, Joanie tested the handle and found it unlocked.

			“This isn’t right,” she said, putting her ear to the crack she had opened. She glanced at Isobel. “Stay close.” 

			They treaded softly down the dark corridor. 

			“It’s awfully quiet,” Isobel said from behind her. 

			“Shhh.” Joanie lifted the edge of the rubber fringes, creating a gap to peep through.

			Under polygons of afternoon light shining through the building’s high windows, the rebels chatted softly. Joanie turned to Isobel and shrugged. They stepped across.

			“Hellooo, lazybones,” Joanie said, her voice projecting through the wide-open space.

			One by one, the rebels turned to face the intruders, exclaiming in surprise as they slowly got to their feet. Phoenix rushed straight to them.

			“You brickheaded, devil-brat monkey!” he said, crushing Joanie in a hug. He reached for Isobel and pulled her into the embrace. Eida greeted the revenants next, and by the time they had let go of each other, the rest of the Half-Lights had gathered. Parker stayed back, her gaze furtively catching Joanie’s between hugs and handshakes. Joanie frowned at the sight, then brought her focus back to the people before her. Slowly, the band of thieves took their seats on the benches and table corners, expecting a story. 

			“Well, March is alive but still in Mahl City, and we have no blasterguns. How’s that for a mission accomplished!” Joanie said. No one laughed.

			“March will get out,” Isobel added unconvincingly. “But maybe if by tomorrow—”

			“Blessed fucking chaos, it’s so good to be back. What a bastardly wreckage that place is.” Joanie threaded her fingers through her hair, pulling it back tight, her cropped top lifting high enough to show the undersides of her bare breasts. She sighed and dropped her arms, the faces before her perplexed. Some smiled; most were solemnly silent. “What the burnt crotch is wrong with you guys?”

			“We had a funeral today,” Phoenix said, frowning. He studied Joanie’s outfit, then turned to the crowd. “Storytime is postponed, rebs. Go wash your eyes with sludge.”

			He gestured to Eida, and the four of them ensconced themselves at a table. Phoenix, sitting opposite Joanie, held her hands from across it.

			“You might have noticed who is missing,” he said.

			“Zae,” Joanie said.

			Isobel dropped her head into her hands. Phoenix fixed his eyes on Joanie, whose shakes returned all at once with renewed violence. He tightened his grip.

			“He had gone out to check for notes in the wall, like he did everyday. When he didn’t return that evening, we went out to find him. It was too late. He . . . he had been beaten to death.” He gave Joanie’s hands a last squeeze and let go. “These Hounds, they were on some other level of high, with evil in their eyes like we’ve never seen. They guarded his body for days, perhaps to see if anyone would attempt to claim him. Yesterday, they walked away. We retrieved him in the middle of the night and had a burial this morning.”

			Isobel rubbed the tears from her eyes, though they kept coming. “It’s my fault,” she murmured.

			Eida took a big inhale and exchanged glances with Phoenix.

			“Of course not. It was just really bad luck,” Joanie said, wiping her tears too.

			“Well,” Eida said. “There’s been gossip. About a painting you made, Izzy.”

			Isobel’s horrified gaze lifted to Eida’s. “It was a mistake,” she said, choking back a sob.

			“We know about the suicides,” Eida continued. “They left it up, you know. Your painting. Apparently, Skylah’s logic is that it’s sacrilegious to take it down, not only because it’s art, but because it’s monumentally disturbing. Bravo, you helped the city reach a new level of wrong.”

			“From what we heard, it’s mostly Hounds, all loyal to other artists, who have been visiting the temple where it hangs,” Phoenix said. “They top off their high with a touch of your terror.”

			Isobel shrank, her shoulders climbing to her ears, the sight of which made Phoenix huff, unimpressed.

			“Did you know about my painting?” Isobel asked Joanie, her shame reddening her face. The rebel-Hound nodded solemnly in reply, though she hadn’t initially made the link between the horrible painting and her lifelong friend.

			Isobel stared at the table, cheeks wet with a new downpour of tears.

			“That’s enough for me,” Eida said, hands slapping the stony wood. “I need air. You two should get some sleep. You look like some worn-out, underdressed crap.”

			“I want to go to the gravesite first,” Joanie said, ignoring Eida’s insult.

			“I’m right behind you,” Isobel said. Eida walked out one way and Joanie the other, leaving Phoenix alone with the artist.

			“Your Bunnies,” he said to her. She lit up with concern at their mention, an audible intake of breath holding space for his next words. “They’ve been laying pretty low, since the raid. Our men sent a few Hounds off course once or twice, staving off close encounters, and though we couldn’t control every situation, you’ll find your community almost intact. Rippa is safe.”

			“Thank you,” Isobel said, the news deeply consoling. She let the relief sink in and soothe her heart. Phoenix watched her as she stared at the grooves in the woodgrain, the silence stretching between them. She moved to go.

			“Wait,” he said, reaching into his pant pocket. He pulled out a small wooden statuette—a leg branching out into a two-headed snake. He placed it on the table in front of Isobel. “He spoke a lot about you, you know. You represented something pure to him, something worth fighting for. That’s for you. He told me to give it to you if something happened.”

			Isobel picked up the statuette and turned it over in her hands. She remembered knocking it off Zae’s desk with a broom handle a lifetime ago.

			“The last morning, before he was caught,” Phoenix said, “we were sitting out back, just the two of us. He told me he might never understand art, but he understood beauty. That it could be found in the smallest of things, and if that tiny bit of beauty was the last of it, though small enough to rest in the palm of one’s hand, it was worth starting a revolution for. He said . . . how did he say it? Reverence for beauty gives heart. And a world without heart isn’t a world worth living in.”

			He looked around, feeling the edge of his teeth with his tongue.

			“He seemed so vulnerable,” he went on. “Not the brother I knew. I was ready to take over, you know, the correspondence. But Zae wanted to be the one to write to you. Stubborn, righteous asshole.”

			Isobel closed her fingers around the statuette. “You must feel like he died for nothing.”

			“There’s no way to tell,” Phoenix said, no emotion to his voice. He pulled his legs out from behind the bench and stood. When Isobel looked up at him, his gaze was cold and determined. “We’ll have to make it count.”
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				Carve the Valley

			
			In the yard behind the headquarters, past the lot of benches and past the copse of tall, crystallized trees, there was a small clearing with large round boulders scattered about. One of them sat on freshly disturbed dirt. Joanie was seated cross-legged in front of it.

			“Hey,” Isobel said, sitting beside her. They beheld the boulder, a small Z.L. carved into it. “You knew him for a long time, huh.”

			Joanie didn’t turn away from the gravestone. A heavy sigh came and went before she spoke. “Our parents were friends. His were artists. Mr. and Ms. Lyric.”

			Isobel narrowed her eyes, trying to remember.

			“Your parents would have known them,” Joanie said. “They hated the New Art Government, said art was not something one should regulate or control. Purist or Trigger, it didn’t matter—both were fetters to an artist’s freedom of expression and corrupted creative intentions. So they enrolled Zae and Phen in a regular school, to make sure they wouldn’t follow in their footsteps. One day, Zae came home, and there was blood everywhere. They had carved the valley.” She drew a finger from her wrist to the inside of her elbow.

			Isobel turned her own wrist, her branding as pink and gold as its first day.

			“Zae said the NAG had got to them, got into their heads, corroded their hearts. He wouldn’t let Phen see,” Joanie said. “He dragged him away kicking and screaming. The two of them fended for themselves, for a while. My parents tried to take them in, but they wouldn’t accept, seeing as they were Bunnies, and me an artist in training. It was all too soon, too close to their tragedy.” She shrugged at the memory. “Shortly after, I left everything behind to come here, to join the mythical Half-Light Rebels. Zae and Phen followed me, literally, and joined too.”

			Joanie picked up a pebble, turned it in her fingers, and dropped it.

			“I’m so sorry,” Isobel whispered.

			“It’s not your fault. You did your best, I know that. You didn’t lose yourself in there like I did. You did all right, Izz.” Joanie looked at her, an easy smile on her face, soft and loving. But Isobel didn’t return it.

			“You’re right. I didn’t lose myself. I continued being the singly focused, oblivious egotist I’ve always been.”

			“What in the world are you going on about?” Joanie tsked.

			“Nobody needs art, Joan. It’s frivolous and unnecessary. Nobody here gives a damn.” Isobel gestured to the space around her. “And they’re all doing just fine without it. Art doesn’t feed, it doesn’t clothe. It just creates problems, divisions, castes. Artists are really just Skylah’s pawns. Self-serving pawns.”

			Joanie put a hand on Isobel’s knee. “First of all, Skylah, curse that hot bitch, is a psychopath. If it wasn’t art, she would find a different iron rod to control the people with. Deep down, I don’t think she cares about art whatsoever. Coin is the bartering currency for everything from survival to comfort and luxury. Wealth is the life giver, the religion that endures through time and all its wars.”

			Isobel remembered Macer saying something similar. Coin is the supreme religion. “For someone you claim doesn’t love art,” she said, “she sure consumes a lot. She dips into them all, Joanie. Dip, dip, dip.”

			“I know,” Joanie said. Practically everyone alive dipped, from Dumps tinkers to Mahl surgeons. The Mother Patron was no exception. “I heard she came to your unveiling.”

			Isobel lifted her face to the sky. “It was horrible.”

			“That’s what I heard.” Joanie stood and looked around, hands on her hips. She looked up at the sky, too, then at the dead trees, and lastly she brought her focus back to the boulder. Isobel was contemplating it as well, her elbows on her bent knees, forehead sinking into her fingers.

			Joanie sighed. “Isobel?”

			“Hm.” She didn’t look up.

			“Zae didn’t die for you.” Joanie crouched beside her. Both kept their eyes on the Z.L. “He gave his life for the cause, for all of us. Don’t worry about that painting. You did good. Now we bleed the rest of that city dry.”

			They cast a last glance at the spot where their friend rested, then slowly made their way back to the building, the sound of pebbles crunching under their soles melting into the quiet of the early dusk. The air was thick with the smell of cooked vegetables. Some rebels lined up for food, though most had skipped the last meal and gone straight to their nooks for the night.

			Joanie and Isobel stood by the open carriage doors beside the sparring mat. The two of them looked over the large hall, from the system of sheets at the one end to the rubber door that hung heavily at the other. Parker leaned an elbow on the low walls of the medical station, talking with a short brunette, their body language relaxed and affectionate. Isobel noticed Joanie observing them.

			“Do you still have feelings for her?” she asked.

			Joanie looked down at her trembling fingers, then curled them in tight. “It was never easy, she and I. I’m too broken for it to matter now anyway.”

			Isobel took Joanie’s hand. They observed the muted activity around them.

			“They straightened your nose,” Joanie said, her gaze ahead. “It’s nice.”

			Isobel touched her face, remembering. It was such a meaningless thing, in light of everything that had happened. She opened her mouth to speak, then decided to simply deepen her grip on Joanie’s hand while they peered out into the half-empty room, standing guard, their brothers- and sisters-in-arms busy eating, flirting, mourning.
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				There Will Be Death

			
			“Labcat, Xeno, Beau, Speck, Dagger, Lace,” Joanie said.

			“And Macer,” Isobel added.

			“The Big Seven,” Phoenix concluded.

			The rebels had arranged the hall tables in a big circle—a rare meeting where everyone was invited to speak, mainly permitting Parker to avoid dealing intimately with her former lover. Since the previous day, they had awkwardly exchanged only a handful of syllables: I’m sorry about Zae, I’m glad you are safe. And while Parker’s hard-edged face had shown uncharacteristic emotion, Joanie had stayed cold. The leader quickly went back to avoiding collision.

			“What about Izzy?” someone asked. “Certainly, the carnage she caused puts her at number eight!”

			Heads turned toward the artist. Sitting beside the vacant seat she insisted they leave for Zae, Isobel grimaced uncomfortably.

			“So what’s the plan, then?” Santi, Zae’s old sparring buddy, held his palms out. “Without weapons, we’re just as screwed as we were before Pure Lady here slayed all the fans she had.”

			“There goes the help!” someone said with a cackle.

			“They should’ve called her Cutthroat Izzy,” said Lex the blacksmith, smiling as he stroked the free-falling ends of his long moustache.

			“What we do have,” Phoenix said, acting as chair, “is a very detailed map of Mahl City, thanks to these two.”

			“Always maps with you,” said Trudy the cook from the far side of the circle, her eyebrows still missing.

			“And cake!” someone screeched, causing more laughter. Parker groaned and put her head in her hand.

			“All right, all right.” Joanie stood up, comfortable in brown linen pants and a plain indigo T-shirt. Her complexion was back to its normal tawny beige and she looked rather well, despite the dark rings cradling her puffy eyes. It had been a long night, her withdrawal symptoms worsening as the hours went by. Isobel had nursed her with SweetVit and wiped her down with cool, damp rags, making runs outside to clean out the trusty bucket after each wave of nausea. Joanie had come out the other side a little less pained and a lot calmer, and for that, they were both grateful. They hoped that was the end of it, and that she had effectively gotten over Slim. “Listen up. I learned a few things while I was in there, other than the coveted layout.”

			“You sure didn’t learn how to dress!” A renewed wave of laughter broke out. “I hope you burned those hell-ugly pants!”

			Joanie ignored them. “We don’t have blasterguns, but we can fabricate booms.” The laughter died down, the room finally attentive. “We can do that with the most basic ingredient even the poorest of Dumpsters have in their homes. Sludge.”

			“Sludge? Are you meaning to say we had the means to blow shit up all along?” Pointy-Nose Larry leered at Joanie accusingly. The assemblage grumbled.

			“It’s not the strongest stuff, but yes. A shame, isn’t it, Larry? That the recipe wasn’t in your ol’ Pickle Pleaser magazine? We could have started blowing shit up years ago. Starting with your nook. The walls are linen, fart breath!”

			Larry jerked back and scoffed indignantly. He leaned over to the person next to him. “Seems she got meaner, don’t you think?”

			Handmade booms would be useless against the city walls, but there was a chance they would weaken the gates enough to let them through. The proposed plan was to get in, create distractions with the explosives, get a hold of some long-range weapons, and head straight for Skylah. The circle of thieves debated whether chopping the head off the viper would be efficient, and discussed who else they were allowed to kill while they were there. Joanie fell silent, listening to the banter of her old crew. She eyed Phoenix; he had always been methodical, making him the best at coordinating any sort of undertaking. Him and Parker. Joanie glanced over to where the leader had been sitting, then around the hall. Parker had left. Joanie’s gaze then fell on Isobel, who looked like she was about to cry, her bottom lip wobbling dangerously. The blocked-out noise of chatter came back full volume.

			“I say we maybe murder the Dougs, but we definitely murder the shit out of the Hounds,” said Trudy.

			“We’re not going to murder anyone,” Joanie jumped in. “Not . . . outright, anyway. Self-defence only.”

			Then softly, to Isobel, she asked, “We can’t even murder Skylah?”

			The artist shook her head. There had been too much death in too short a time.

			“We take Skylah alive!” Joanie announced with a joyful and determined shake of the fist.

			The circle boiled over with disapproving expletives.

			“This is war, for sludge’s sake!” Lex spoke loudly over the din. “We have to strike first! We can’t go in there and wait to be attacked!”

			Trudy threw her hands up in exasperation. “Wimpy bombs for a wimpy operation!” 

			Isobel stood tall, drawing all eyes to her. While the others had been squabbling, an idea of her own had concretized in her mind. Steeling herself, she regarded the assembly.

			“Let’s aim for the root,” she said. “Let’s destroy the art.”

			After a beat, heads began nodding.

			“Genius, Isobel. We’ll locate the galleries on the map,” Phoenix said, triggering a fresh wave of giggles.

			The cheer tapered off as Parker emerged from the rubber door, walking slowly toward them. She pushed a man forward, customary knife to the throat. Isobel jumped away from the table and rushed toward them.

			“Don’t hurt him! He’s with me!”

			Parker’s grasp on the blade remained firm. Isobel looked into Rilke’s sea-green eyes and smiled, then scowled at the rebel leader. “Let him go,” she said. 

			“How did he get here, Isobel?” She pulled her knife tighter to Rilke’s throat. Her lips twitched against his ear. “Did you follow her here?”

			“It was March,” Rilke said, voice strained, giving Isobel a triumphant smile even with the threat of death at his neck. “March told me how to get here.”

			“March?” Parker’s stiffness left her, a slacked, stunned expression taking its place. The rebels had risen by now, ready to fight, but came to a halt at the mention of their gang mate, echoing his name in soft voices. The knife gently slipped away.

			“Yes, um . . .” Rilke wiped the skin at his throat, rubbed the blood between his fingers. “He’s on his way.”

			Gasps, back-slapping whoops, and a few fuck yeahs came from the crowd.

			“You helped them,” Isobel said, wrapping her arms around one of Rilke’s.

			Parker stood close, hesitating to give him his space. “Why did you arrive here first?” 

			“I came on my bike,” Rilke said. “The van was full to the brim.”

			“The van?”

			“March is coming with the prisoners, and a rich assortment of weaponry.”
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				The Finest Silk

			
			The Kitty Temple housed a joyful reunion that day. March was hugged fifty times over, relief shown freely in the droplets that clung to his lashes. The people who had spilled from the van also expressed irrepressible joy as they were cleaned, clothed, and fed, their stories told and listened to, their pain understood, and their grief comforted.

			Still, minds were on war.

			The heavy load of blasters and booms of all sizes was hauled inside and stashed against the wall by the sparring mat. There were now more armaments than there were people, and this made the rebels thrice as happy as when Isobel had announced she wanted to destroy all the art. Many lingered around the weapons, excited by the novelty of handling some high-tech hardware for the first time. This was a rich man’s arsenal. Rilke demonstrated how to use them, that everyone might wield them with ease as soon as possible, considering the rebels would be setting out for the raid that same night. Otherwise, with Skylah’s hatred stoked hotter with the recent events, surely the Dumps would suffer an imminent and deadly attack.

			Though urged to stay behind with the escapees and regain his strength, March squarely refused, as did Isobel. They had been weakened by their lousy diet of clay and lettuce, but they went over the plans, had a good meal, and retired for a short rest, or a semblance of one. Most rebels were too fired up to stay put; they chatted over hot tea and played chess on scored sheets of metal with random trinkets for pieces, or they trained and sparred on the mat. Rilke and Isobel took a walk, trying to steal a small moment of calm before the storm.

			They meandered slowly out back, close but without touching. It was almost sundown, the sky undergoing its usual transformation. They sought out one of the larger trees a good distance from the headquarters and huddled by its trunk.

			“This is it, the big moment,” Isobel said.

			“It seems so.” Rilke smiled.

			“Some of these rebels have been waiting almost two decades for this. It’s going to be messy.” Isobel looked down at her feet, and Rilke threw a glance toward the building. A few people, their shapes far-removed and small, had come out to sit at the picnic tables. “Had you ever imagined you’d be part of a revolution?”

			“Not as a Hound for Macer, I hadn’t.” He cleared his throat and regarded Isobel again. “Macer has always been preoccupied with creating a circle of well-being around him, taking care of everyone close to him through his art and otherwise. He knew about Mahl’s ugly side—we all did—but we had our safe space within it, and disrupting the way things were could have meant losing everything good we had worked to create. Comfort can be incredibly seductive.” Rilke tucked his hands into his pant pockets, holding them firmly in place to calm their growing tremors.

			“How are you?” Isobel leaned closer.

			“I’m ok. I’ve brought cards.” He pulled out a hand to tap his jacket pocket. “I was due. I should have gone for a dip before heading out, but there was no time. Pangs are on-and-off.” He gritted his teeth. “The cards, they soothe. A little bit. Maybe I’ll become less complacent now, huh.”

			Isobel held out her hands, and in them Rilke placed his.

			“I want to thank you for your friendship,” she told him. “It means more than you will ever know. How is it even possible that you’re here?” 

			The Hound looked at her, his gaze moving from her eyes to her mouth and back again. “I sat with your painting, while you were in the Pit, until I understood.” 

			The corners of Isobel’s mouth sank. In Rilke’s eyes, she saw the sadness he had felt, his pupils a bottomless hole where sweetness went to die.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said, dropping his hands. “I don’t know what came over me. I should have known better. That’s not the good way of things.”

			“Ah,” Rilke said, shivering. “That’s the Purist in you talking.”

			Isobel rubbed his shoulders and laughed bitterly. “Yes, well, I guess she’s not completely gone. Or, she never really was. In any case, you shouldn’t have gone back. That was very dangerous.”

			“It was worth it,” he said. “Behind the chroma of hurt and the shades of . . . life’s eternal dreary night, I saw the rainbow that burned at the edges. There was pain, but also hope.”

			Isobel stilled her hands.

			“The Good Light has woven you out of the finest silk, Isobel.”

			Even in the dimming light, the pink blush of her cheeks was visible.

			“You always see more than there is,” she said.

			“I see enough to know.”

			She dropped her gaze, lost in thought. Slowly, her hands slid down Rilke’s arms and pulled him closer. Eyes closed, she lifted her face to his in invitation. Rilke drew nearer, until their lips almost touched. Their bodies snug, they felt each other’s pounding heartbeats, their rhythms syncopated and slightly delirious. Their breaths quickly came faster. Isobel pushed herself higher, done with patient yearning. Instead of closing the gap, Rilke scooped her up, helping her legs around his waist, and pressed her against the tree. There their mouths met for a second time, their soft lips wet and demanding, their tongues eagerly exploring, intertwining. Her fingers curled around his head while his hands pushed her up from below, helping her stay close, eliciting drunken groans from him, whimpers from her.

			“We’re going into battle,” she said, panting, her cheek to his. “We will probably die.”

			Rilke hummed in assent, now devouring her neck.

			“I think—I think you should lay me down.”

			Rilke stopped short and looked at her, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

			“Ok,” he said, all poetry deserting him. He glanced over at the far picnic tables. Shapes were somewhat visible, but the dying light was an added, timely camouflage. He lowered Isobel to the ground, near the base of the trunk, kissing her on the way down. Holding himself on one forearm, he helped her lower her pants, and put his hand down his own to free himself.

			Eyes locked, they smiled. He adjusted the position of his hips and pressed up into her, making her wince. Understanding what he had just done, he stopped.

			“Stars, love. I should have known to ask if you were a maiden. Let me make it better,” he whispered, and reached between them to rub her with his thumb. He darkened, concentrated as he watched her, and grunted hungrily when her eyes began to roll back into her head, her warmth tightening around him. Steadily, her pleasure climbed, and only then did he thrust, easily now, tenderly kneading her with increasing speed, driving himself deeper with each of her soft, hitched cries. Heat rolled off their skin as they pushed themselves closer and closer to the edge of bliss, where they finally flew off into explosive ecstasy, exquisite and white-hot and nothing at all like death.

			Isobel sighed, looking up where the bare branches made irregular shapes of the blackening sky.

			“For this, I’d give up my brushes,” she said.

			Rilke laughed softly, looking up at the same sky, Isobel’s head resting in the crook of his arm. “You’d regret it.”

			“I know,” she said, conscious that she would never be able to quit, the love for it too deep in her blood. “But in all honesty, Rilke, art will never save anyone.”

			“I’m not so sure. It brought you to me.”

			Rilke had not seemed in any need of saving. But just like a good painting, there was always more to be felt than perceived. She smiled warmly, hoping she would have the chance to discover more of him, hoping they would survive the night. “It was all worth it, then.”
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				Booms

			
			The hall was quiet, suspended in time. Heavy heads rested on folded arms at tables, leaden bodies sat leaning against the walls, legs sprawled out on the floor before them. Sleep had won. The cots had been offered to the Pit survivors, who hadn’t known comfort for weeks, months, or years. The appointed hour was slow to arrive, and that was fine by me. That it would never reach us was a desire that sang out surreptitiously from my heart. I wasn’t prepared for the battle ahead—for death, most certainly my own, for blood, and for the soon-to-be charred remains of linen and pigment. Burning the art was to be my task, and Rilke’s. We were the two least likely to succumb to the effects of the paintings—a crucial determinant especially when considering my own piece—and we could move swiftly in the dark from gallery to gallery, Rilke knowing the city by heart. The creation of my mutinous artwork, my imprisonment and subsequent return to the headquarters, and the fact that I kept my mouth shut about the rebels while gallivanting in the city was apparently sufficient proof of my allegiance to the Half-Lights. Due to this, along with Rilke’s part in March’s homecoming with a van full of armaments, Parker was moved to let us take the helm of the fire mission. She heavily emphasized the trust she was placing in us all the same. I thanked her, even though torching the art had been my suggestion after all. I had the will to do it.

			Joanie knew her way around Mahl City quite well, too, but she was in a precarious state of recovery, not to mention she was dead set on apprehending Skylah. While we put flame to canvas as quickly as possible, the rest of the cavalry would focus on launching an attack on vital businesses and essential resources, creating diversions with loud explosions and setting off as many alarms as they could to attract the Dougs away from the next targeted galleries and, hopefully, away from the cathedral. They wanted Skylah as isolated as possible.

			The temples and churches in Mahl City were open to viewers at all hours of the day and night. The entrances were guarded by security systems that alerted the artist’s Hounds if a gallery happened to be breached without a card, but more often than not, it was a Doug that would park himself at the door—the same Doug the diversions would seek to lure away—supervising the entries and alerted on an e-watch when each viewer’s time had run out. Junkheads usually needed help to leave.

			With enough noise and damage striking the most critical parts of the city, the Hounds—most of them always up for a fight—would most likely also be called to help, thus giving enough time for the fires to catch in the art temples before their respective Triggers alerted them to the tragedy. Unlike their work, the Triggers themselves were mostly harmless—victims waiting to happen.

			What lay ahead was all terror and chaos.

			Rilke possessed a gallery card and had unlimited time set to it. Macer’s trust in his Hounds was unlike any other Trigger’s. Even Joanie, who had entertained special privileges, though not all enviable, didn’t have an unlimited card. In fact, she hadn’t been given a card at all, seeing as she had always gotten dipped while escorted by the artist himself. While we had access to Rilke’s pass, the problem remained that we wanted to break into many galleries, and a Hound’s card only worked with his or her respective artist’s place of exhibit.

			This obstacle did not exist at the temple where my own piece had been unveiled. No alarms had been rigged, the key I had been bestowed rendered useless. Behind unlocked doors, free for all to behold its awful gore, my art hung worthless but terribly powerful. It would be the mission’s easiest painting to torch. 

			Joanie wrapped her arms around me.

			“You ready for this?” she whispered into my ear. “You can stay, you know.”

			“No, I couldn’t.” I imagined waiting for my friends to return, only to find out they had died in battle and wishing I had too.

			She let go, then twisted her fingers together and untwisted them, her gaze darting to the side. I followed it to Parker, who sat alone, sliding a sharpening stone along the edges of a long dagger. Joanie ground her teeth and tapped her feet. 

			“You haven’t spoken to each other yet?”

			“Hardly. She hates me,” Joanie said.

			I sighed. “I hope I never understand the teeter-tottering dynamics of lovers.”

			Joanie ignored her, drumming nervous beats on the back of her clasped hands.

			“I don’t know much about these things, Joan, but maybe you should talk to her.”

			Joanie stopped fidgeting. “I should, shouldn’t I?” She looked at me, or more precisely, through me, then kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you.”

			Parker’s facial features hardened as Joanie approached her. My friend gestured calmly, her posture humble yet dignified. Parker gripped her dagger tightly and shot a dangerous glance in my direction. I took it as my cue to stop spying and joined Phoenix and Eida at the map station.

			“There you are,” Phoenix said. “You all set?”

			I nodded but must have appeared uncertain enough for him to question my commitment.

			“You can’t back down once you’re out there. You know that, right? You go, and you burn that shit to the ground. Otherwise, stay here and let someone else do it.”

			“I will do it. But it’s not shit,” I said.

			“Of course it is. You want to be able to destroy it? Change how you see it. Right now. Tell yourself whatever it is you need, I couldn’t care less. I, for one, see it as plain, toxic shit. Shit that has been destroying our lives. Shit that decided some humans have lesser value than others. Shit that killed my brother.” Phoenix slammed his pen on the table. “For fuck’s sake, Izzy, has this regime not hurt you at all?”

			Eida gave me a sad look. Rotten little artist, she seemed to think, knowing the system served people like me to the detriment of everyone else, forgetting my mark had not protected me when I was thrown in the Pit and left for dead.

			“Art is not beauty. It’s hatred,” Phoenix mumbled.

			Without further thought, he stepped up onto the counter, his arms held out to the sides.

			“Rebels of the Half-Light!” he hollered. Those resting awoke and rose, and those already on their feet straightened their posture, pulling their shoulders back. Phoenix smiled. “That’s right! Need we remind ourselves? We are the middle way! We have chosen neither the ascetic life, nor the one steeped in debasement and addiction. We live in a balance, on the razor’s edge, never giving in to either side. Sure, we thieve, but what choice do we have? It’s a hard life! An unfair life! So be proud of who you are. Because tonight, we don’t merely tip the scales . . .” He looked at the faces who drank his words, eyes alight with righteousness. “We destroy them!”

			Fists in the air, they roared. It was time to face the Dougs, the Hounds, the Triggers, and most important of all, the Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands herself. They’d face them and they’d make them bleed, shooting to kill, no matter what they were told to do. This I knew. Bloodlust was its own drug.

			Marching up toward the city’s southwestern gate, a handful of rebels broke off and headed into the heart of the Dumps. They knocked on doors, rousing villagers from their sleep. Many who had been sympathetic to the cause and had the strength to fight wiped the midnight drowsiness from their eyes and took up the arms handed to them. They stepped out of their lethargy and dove into the river of change.

			It was a moonless sky above. The closer we got to the city’s gates, the more hushed our battalion became, until only the soft shuffling of our footsteps on the sun-baked ground could be heard. Reaching higher than the wall and the trees, the statue of our art mother grew larger the closer we came, her hand pointing to the east, where the sun each day unfailingly rose, but possibly never again for her.

			Rilke and I were behind Phoenix and Eida at the frontlines, blasters at our sides and backpacks weighed down with all manner of booms and containers full of ethanol, the city’s fuel of choice. Reaching the wall, we crept along it, careful to not brush up against its electrified surface. Staying low and quiet, we dared not even whisper.

			At the gate hinges, Phoenix gestured to halt. Grumbles were heard caroming all the way to the back as bodies bumped into each other, the momentum of a hundred strong slowing to a stop.

			The mapmaker picked up a small rock from the ground and softly rapped it against the gate’s iron bars. The ringing echoed in the muted night. Deeper in the city, parties raged on, but at the outskirts, it was always sweet fuck-all, as Joanie had reassuringly explained to them earlier. The ting of the iron bars died out and only the controlled breathing of the small army soughed through the breeze. A few more knocks and the guarding Doug appeared, looking slightly more alert than he might have a week ago.

			Again, a raised hand instructed us to hold steady. Footsteps approached with slow crunches and stopped just short of the gate. Phoenix adjusted his grip on his blaster, the shape of it unfamiliar in his nervous hands. The moment grew glutted with tension as we waited. The guard stepped closer to the fence and tilted his head, looking out into the night, then did the same in the other direction. Not a sound. Another step closer.

			One hand jetted through the bars, hooking the guard’s neck and yanking his face to the iron, while another shoved a blaster between his eyes. The Doug didn’t even have time to flick the charge of his own weapon before he realized his predicament. Low, impressed whistles came from the rebels close by.

			“Drop it,” Phoenix said, his weapon digging into the man’s skin.

			The Doug’s blaster fell to the ground with a clunk.

			“Keys.”

			“There are no keys, cum-face. Just an activation button in the station.” It was too far to have the Doug reach without letting him go.

			“You are going to walk backwards, hands up, slowly, and staying where I can see you, then you are going to reach in and press that button.” Phen spoke softly, but with an authority that made me want to obey him myself. “No funny stuff.”

			The Doug looked at him, then nodded tightly. Phoenix slipped his arm out, and the guard backed away.

			“What do you plan to achieve, breaking in?” the Doug asked. He took another step backwards, his palms up toward the gate.

			“A better world for everyone. Including you.”

			The Doug reached the station and stalled.

			“Activate the gates,” Phoenix said.

			But the Doug stayed anchored, sizing up his attacker.

			“Activate the gates, Doug.”

			The guard dove sideways into the station and Phoenix fired a barrage of blaster zaps at him.

			“Doug down! Doug down! Dumpsters at the gate! They are armed! I repeat! They are armed!” the Doug yelled into the transmitter.

			“Fuck!” Phoenix growled, shooting at the gate. Nothing happened, as expected. March had told us neither blasters nor booms, whether sludge-made or industrial, would harm those gates. We needed to blow the wall, and that was a noisy enterprise. Unfortunately, Phoenix’s I-am-aiming-a-blaster-at-your-head persuasion tactics had not been effective enough to keep the Doug from calling for backup. Phoenix shrugged off his pack, grumbling about how he should have just shot him between the eyes when he had the chance.

			He placed a boom on the hinges nearest us, careful to mind the end of the wall, and armed it. The small screen affixed to the bundle flashed the number three, the number two, and he quickly saw his mistake.

			“Get down!” he yelled, diving into Eida and Joanie with his arms wide-open, bringing them to the ground with him just as the bomb exploded, a few pieces of cement and a sprinkling of dust flying over them. It had barely cleared a three-foot hole.

			“Wow, even the good stuff is wimpy against these walls,” he said, standing to look at the small damage. Veins of energy zapped intermittently at the breach, then died out.

			Satisfied enough, he handed his backpack to Eida and crawled through the hole. In seconds, he was on the other side and running to the station. The Doug was gone. There was blood on the control panel, on the doorframe, on the ground. Phoenix cast a quick eye around him, his ears perking to the sound of vehicles in the near distance, and smacked the big red button. The gates opened and the rebels poured in.

			“You all know what to do,” he said loudly, taking the backpack from Eida and slinging it on. He gave me a grave look and turned away. It was time for another Great Burn.
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				Whoosh

			
			The temple used as the unveiling hall and current showroom to the most tragic painting in existence was guarded by neither Doug nor Hound. Its name, the Junkyard, seemed more fitting than ever. It was impossible to pretend I wasn’t pained by the idea of setting my own work on fire—even while I was fully aware of its destructive power, that abominable art was my creation. In shadows blacker than the night, we waited. I balled my fists and braced myself.

			We raced for the door. As expected, it was unlocked, unrigged, uncared for. Rilke flung it open.

			The pews were no longer in disarray, but arranged neatly, whereas the wooden floors had been left unwashed, as if in reminder, and were now dark with caked blood. At the back of the temple, light shone down on the crumpled black velvet. The painting was gone.

			Explosions and screams went off in the distance. It was starting.

			“Where is it?” I hissed.

			Rilke pulled my sleeve, and we crept toward the back exit. He shouldered the door open, sneaked a look, then closed it again.

			“We have to keep moving,” he whispered.

			We had raced from the gates to the temple, and now again we bolted, my body sore and weak and no longer used to the steady run. Blood pumped painfully in my gums, and a searing fire was consuming my lungs. I pushed forward and stayed on Rilke’s heels as far as the street corner closest to Macer’s gallery. There, we stopped beside a large garbage bin. The threat of vomit was close; I bent over, hands on my knees, and spat.

			“My body is betraying me,” I said, wheezing. Rilke rubbed my back until I could stand, if only by keeping balance with the help of the huge trash container, the world spinning around me. I gulped some fresh air. “Will your card still work?”

			“I’ve only been gone a day. No one knows I’ve defected.”

			“What about the Doug, the one you fought with at the Pit?”

			“You smacked me in the head with a boulder,” he said from the corner of his mouth, his eyes focused ahead. “Convincing them I held a grudge was not a hard sell.”

			There was a dim light inside Macer’s house, which sat behind the gallery a little off to the side. No Doug in sight, we quietly advanced to the church doors under the night’s concealing shroud. Rilke retrieved his card from his jacket’s inner pocket and inserted it into the dedicated slot above the vertical pull handles. There was a release of air as it unbolted.

			“One card, one person,” he said, holding his arms out to me. I jumped into them, wrapping my arms and legs around him, the fresh memory of our lovemaking by the tree unexpectedly awakening in my body. We slinked inside.

			“Do they all look like this?” I said softly, my feet back on the ground, looking at the stained glass at the end of the corridor. “The cathedral had panel after panel of glasswork like that.”

			“Vitrail,” he said. “It depends on the religious group that built the temple.”

			Green lights glowed at the centres of the doors.

			“They’re all vacant?” I asked.

			“They could be. It means there’s room left.” He grasped the first handle, his face like jade in the green glow, and went rigid.

			“What is it?” I peered left and right for the threat.

			“It’s nothing. I’m ready.”

			He walked into the blazing white light, scanned the room, and gave me a thumbs-up. Blinking my vision into focus, I peeked over his shoulder, and then up, and up. The painting stretched high above our heads, reaching the kind of heights you need to throw your head back to properly view. It was substantially larger than the work I had created, and the subject nothing like mine. Before the door had even clicked shut behind me, I was submerged in a deafening calm. I felt myself sinking, my body suddenly engulfed in comfortable heat. The honey-pain I had experienced long ago, coming out from that underpass, rushed back to me as would a long-lost friend. As I welcomed the delicious tremors and let them rattle every part of my being, I made the crucial and indisputable decision that I would live and die in this spot, joyfully. Peacefully.

			“You might want to look away,” Rilke said, raising an eyebrow. He walked toward the canvas.

			“I can’t.” I ran a hand across my abdomen, grabbing my waist with need. “Rilke, how can we possibly burn this?”

			“We have to. Turn away.”

			“No.” My gaze unmoving, I let go of myself and shook blood into my crisped fingers, flicking them wildly. I unslung my bag. “I have to help.”

			The backpack plonked between my feet, yet I remained immobile, fixated, slightly tilting on my axis. Rilke, whose withdrawal pangs were but a bad memory now that he was reunited with Macer’s art, slipped a jug of ethanol into my hands.

			“Psst,” he said into my ear.

			I closed my pillowy eyelids and turned away from the art. “I’m ok.”

			Keeping my head down, I uncapped the container. We splashed the bottom of the exquisite artwork and backed away.

			With only a short, determined exhale as a parting expression, Rilke clicked his torch and held the sharp flame to the edge of the canvas. A hungry red monster overtook the painting with a massive whoosh. It felt different, but I gawked just the same. Rilke stepped in to face me. Flames bounced off the walls and danced in his eyes. That was art too.

			“We need to hurry now. We each take one. Go.”

			Before long, but not without a nearly impossible amount of self-denial, the twelve paintings were set ablaze. Two viewers had been dipping in one of the back rooms, evicted easily when we cried the alarm. All rooms afire, we bolted outside hand in hand and took shelter by the nearest tree. The finality of it was crushing. I slid down against the trunk. Somewhere in my head, I curled up in a ball too.

			Rousing me out of my daze with fast little taps on my shoulder, Rilke then pointed to the artist’s house. In the dim light, meek in comparison to the bright conflagration, Macer’s silhouette darkened a window.

			“Why is he not coming out?” I asked, baffled.

			Rilke hesitated, but only briefly. It was not a night for faltering. “I believe I told you—at the unveiling, he sat through your showing.” 

			Yes, he had. And the thought had made me sick. Macer, maker of wonderful feelings. Rilke chewed on his bottom lip, his eyes darting from side to side.

			“Follow me,” he said. A few steps away, he turned. My arms wrapped around my knees, huddled safely against the tree, I looked up at him. A shining aura of crimson blazed around his body. He extended a dark hand to me, and though his face was obscured by the effulgence behind him, I felt his smile.

			We sprinted up to the house and squatted under a windowsill. Macer loomed in the next one over, staring at the church pyre and the dense grey clouds that took over the sky. We rose to standing and peered inside. Like a punch in the teeth, there it was, my awful painting, on display at the back of the sitting room where I had once listened to Macer’s followers talk about kitten moddies, a series of ten paintings, and huge doses of serotonin.

			“Fuck!” I said a bit too loudly, though the sound was well camouflaged by the crackle and rumbling of the fire. We crouched again. “What do we do?”

			In the stolen moment of contemplation, an irrepressible smile pinched my cheeks. Macer was interested in my work. I never would have imagined, in all my years as a Purist—

			“Izzy!” Rilke snapped his fingers, one-two-three times, inches from my face.

			“Mmsorry,” I said, pushing down my smile with my fingers. I decided on pouting, but again my cheeks climbed and cushioned my joyful squint.

			“We need to burn it.” Rilke’s eyes were round and serious, and a little bit scary. I nodded, and nodded some more, assessing whether I remained fully on board. Rilke sighed and led the way to the front door, my sluggish body in tow.

			“Front doooor?” I said, the vowel stretched into a groggy melody.

			Rilke palmed his blaster and let us in. The hallway was immersed in darkness, the doors to the sitting room shut, a thin rectangle of light eking out from below them. Swinging the first one wide, Rilke barged in, revealing Macer standing in the middle of the room. I hid behind my Hound, thrumming with fear and curiosity.

			“You can’t burn it,” the Trigger said, a blaster aimed squarely at his trusted soldier. He thrust his chin toward Rilke’s weapon. “Toss it.”

			“I’m truly sorry about the gallery, my friend.” Rilke let his blaster fall and advanced, one hand up. “I really am.”

			“I can make more,” he said. Thank goodness he could, they were exquisite. “But you can’t touch this one. There may never be anything else like it.”

			He was right. I would not make more. Not like that one, ever again.

			“Macer, the rebellion. It’s happening,” Rilke said. “It’s all gotta go.”

			Macer’s jaw tensed, his expression grave and stony. He wasn’t himself, and for that, I took the blame.

			With both hands up now, Rilke spoke gently. “We’ve taken a wrong turn, Mace. We’re dysfunctional.”

			“It’s not the art’s fault,” Macer said, a quiver to his voice. “It’s Skylah. I know that now.”

			Rilke nodded in agreement. “There are others out there, right now, taking care of her. Izzy and I are wiping the slate clean.”

			My attention was drawn to the cracking and popping of wood outside, the sitting room window offering a perfect view of the gallery as it succumbed to the flames.

			“We need to remember what art is really for,” continued Rilke, taking another step closer to Macer, and one farther away from me.

			“What art is for?” the artist blurted. “Who the fuck are you to decide? Would you be such a tyrant too?” 

			“I’m no one,” Rilke assured the Trigger. “Just like everybody else. We all deserve better.”

			“Better than what? You want to burn the best art ever created!” He looked at me then, and the understanding I felt burned a hole through my heart. All these Trigger paintings were the best ever made, in all of time. They would not boggle the mind if it weren’t so.

			“When we climb a tower, the height, it’s scary,” Rilke said. “But the next time we climb, it’s less exciting, so we keep making the tower higher and higher. We’ve lost sight of the ground, Mace. Moral death. That’s what we’re plunging toward.”

			“Or just plain death, my friend.” Macer flicked the charge of his blaster with his thumb. It sang. He fired.
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				Change of Heart

			
			My pulse thudded loudly and sluggishly in my head, my tunnel vision going from Rilke’s crumpled body to Macer, his blaster trained on me. My body acted on its own, launching itself behind a nearby couch, not fast enough to avoid a zap had Macer discharged his weapon. For some reason, he hadn’t.

			“I’m alive I’m alive I’m alive,” I murmured as I wriggled my backpack around, yanked out a hand-boom, clicked it, and tossed it over toward the painting. Compulsively, I lobbed a second one, a small clank resonating as it landed. From my waistband, I drew my own blaster and powered it up, its whistle ascending with readiness.

			Hugging the floor, I peeked around the side of the couch. The spot where Macer had been standing was clear. I stretched my neck to investigate the scene from above the back of the sofa. Macer was there, planted in front of my artwork, his arms spread to the sides as if to protect it, or embrace it. The booms detonated.

			A violent gust slammed me back, the couch sliding with me across the floor. I rolled to my hands and knees, a piercing ring in my ears. The air was thick with dust, and I coughed and coughed, unable to see anything through the wall of floating filth. But then below it all I saw Rilke, sprawled out a few metres away. Dread spiked through me. Slipping my weapon back into my waistband, I crawled to him and heaved-heaved-heaved him out of the room. In the hallway, we collapsed to the floor.

			I held him in my arms, tamping down his blood-soaked shirt.

			“Please don’t leave me now.” Tears stung my eyes and ran trails down my dusty cheeks. I wiped at them, my fingers coming away chalky and red. “I need you. It’s too big. There’s too much—too much of everything. Please. You’re my ground. You’re my ground.”

			Stifling sobs, I laid my cheek on his head. It was warm. We rocked, gently, until voices outside made me tense. I held my breath and listened. They were coming. Heart pounding, I tenderly propped Rilke against the wall, kissed his forehead, and with the weight of both our backpacks, faded into the gloom of the hallway and out the back door.

			Under a cloaking, dipped fog, my feet carried me forward while my mind reeled. The smell of smoke permeated the air, an unwanted reminder that there were many more galleries to burn, temples that exhibited both the city’s famous and lesser-known artists. They were all a short distance away, having been strategically chosen in a line that, though winding, flowed toward the centre. Joanie and Parker had headed directly for the cathedral, with a select few joining them there. Phoenix and Eida led the bait brigade, luring the Dougs north with a generous scattering of explosives aimed at harming life-sustaining industries. I was on my own.

			“I am going to die,” I said, securing my blaster and adjusting the straps of my backpacks, one of them worn to the front. Just stiffly enough to bite, I slapped my face, once on each side, and took off in a familiar jog.

			Hundreds more times, in a dozen more galleries, the sin of art-murder was committed. I squinted to keep from properly seeing the works I destroyed, reducing everything to blurry shapes. Junkheads cleared out without protest as I boomed my way in screaming fire! while Dougs and Hounds were nowhere to be seen, successfully called away by the bombings as per the plan. It was in the last temple that I chanced upon a person who seemingly had no qualms about being roasted alive. A few paces away from each other, we stood face to face. After inspecting my features twice over, the heavily dipped, red-eyed woman ambled by but then whipped back around and pointed at me with a crooked finger.

			“Aren’t you—?”

			“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

			“And aren’t they—?”

			“Yes,” I said. “They are.” Because weren’t they always? I bobbed my head sympathetically, indulging the absurdity of the exchange.

			“Oh.” She examined me carefully, then turned and left through the blasted-out door without a peep.

			I splashed the corn ethanol sideways down the hall, flicking wooden matches left and right on my way back toward the exit, no longer even bothering to look. In no time, the flames roared, a sweltering exhale blowing from behind, urging me out into the night.

			Every hidden nook became my refuge, the same as it had always been. I jogged through the screams heard from afar, the booms detonating, the high-pitched zap of blasters firing. I dodged and rolled and hid and climbed, heading toward the cathedral, until the voice inside my head became louder than the sounds of battle and the thumping of my racing heart.

			I worried for Joanie, for the rebels, but I was not beholden to their war. I had accomplished what I set out to do. My job was done. I turned back around.

			It was quiet here, only muffled, far-off city noises making it through the thick, dead air. Dawn tinted the horizon. The remains of the gallery smouldered in a mound of charred wood and dying embers. Nearby, Macer’s house remained structurally intact, other than a few shattered windows. I headed for the door.

			The entrance hall was sombre and empty, footprints marring the white film that had coated the ground. The floor creaked under my steps. The sitting room was destroyed—an abandoned wreckage of ruined furniture, knick-knacks, and gypsum, and at the back, a broken wooden frame with swaths of canvas holding on to its scorched edges. I proceeded up the stairs. At the first door, I pressed my ear, then entered. Lying in a white bed under white sheets, angelic in the gentle beams of the rising sun, was Rilke. He was alone.

			The Hound tilted his head toward me, his eyes closed. “I told them everything.”

			At his bedside, I kneeled. His eyelids fluttered opened, the bluish-green of his irises strikingly vivid.

			“I’m sorry I left you,” I said.

			“Macer’s death. The destroyed gallery. The rebels. I told them everything. They’re on their way to the cathedral now,” he said, his voice soft but clear. 

			My breath hitched. “You had a change of heart.”

			“No. They did. Bless and Poppy, Jar and Licks. Even Lemon. They . . . they found me, and I told them everything. They said . . . they said they knew it was wrong, to encourage hatred, to celebrate it. . . . That Skylah . . . was no mother. They’re helping with the coup, Izzy.” Rilke smiled sweetly and welcomed darkness again, his chest rising and falling as if he’d already reached deep sleep.

			Around the bed and out the window, I could see the neighbouring houses and buildings from where spirals of black smoke rose, ongoing fires burning across the city.

			“I’m glad you’re ok,” I said, knowing I had to go back out there now.

			His eyes reopened, and he extended a hand to me; it was warm and comforting. Rilke and I, we had already been luckier than most, this much I knew. Repressing tears, I pushed my maudlin words down, kissed his knuckles, and left him behind, weak but safe, in exchange for a beleaguered city that might yet be salvageable.

			Joanie was out there, fighting for her vision of justice. She had scraped and gouged her way in here for me, had been through hell for me. If I couldn’t quench these divisions that were set to mercilessly obliterate everything I cared for, I’d join her in her righteous crusade. I would throw myself into the fiery battle and pray to the Good Light that something better might rise from the ashes.
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				Earlier That Night—the Battle

			
			“If we’re not cornered, we shouldn’t shoot to kill,” Joanie said.

			“I don’t know what you’re trying to protect—your friend’s exaggerated sense of moral superiority, or Skylah herself.” Parker replied over her shoulder, keeping her voice low as they skulked and inspected the gloomy road they ventured down. Explosions could be heard going off in the distant north, clearing the way westbound across the Main, which was bright with digi-ads even in the heart of night, and its darker side streets. “Either one is wrong. Keeping Skylah alive will give this sorely misguided city hope in her continued reign, and going easy on the Dougs will show weakness on our part. People could turn on us. Right now, we need to focus on dealing with her and her henchmen, not civilians.”

			“Hounds,” Joanie said.

			“What? Yes, I suppose them too.”

			“Hounds,” Joanie repeated, tapping Parker on the back in warning. “Two o’clock.”

			Two Hounds were conferring in the glow of a lamppost across the street. They could’ve been regular city-dwellers, but the men had weapons, which was essentially all Joanie and Parker needed to know. Residents were normally without armaments—blasters, melee weapons, or otherwise—and the sound of warfare generally sent them home to safety. Violence was unavoidable even in Mahl City, where high-strung Hounds shared the same breathing space as the occasional unruly overuser, and civilians were strongly, even forcefully, advised to retreat when conflicts arose. Dougs were quick to arrive on site to help manage the situation, but people were mostly eager to comply. Non-involvement was the accepted way.

			“Shit,” Joanie said. One of the men had a billy stick in his clutches, while the other flicked a butterfly knife over and under his hand in swift swoops, its blade flashing intermittent streaks of reflected street light. “I know them.”

			Parker took aim.

			“No,” Joanie blurted, pushing Parker’s shooting arm away from her old hunting mates. “Bloody chaos, relax. They aren’t dangerous.”

			“The fuck they aren’t. Crusted hell, you’ve been brainwashed.” The rebel leader threw Joanie’s insistent hands off with a shove and turned to her. “I don’t know what you think we are going to accomplish in a war where we don’t shoot the enemy. We are shooting the enemies, Joanie. These guys are the enemies. Now don’t fucking touch me.”

			Parker levelled her blastergun to her cheek and readied it.

			“No!” Joanie shot to her feet.

			“What the frigid fuck!” Parker hissed, then noticed the two Hounds had turned toward them. The men immediately fell back, flattening themselves to the side of the building behind them. One of them stuck his face out carefully to assess the situation, focused in on the rebels, and withdrew. Parker uttered profanities from her crouched position and shifted on her feet, debating whether to bolt across the street and attack the hiding men or to make a run for it.

			“Let’s just keep going. Leave them alone,” Joanie said.

			“What is wrong with you, woman?” Parker looked up at Joanie, who stood dangerously visible, even in the dark. “These are not good people!”

			“Nejo!” Funk called, stepping out onto the road with Manu at his heels. He had replaced his knife with a blaster and held it in a solid, low ready position. “What are you doing?”

			“We weren’t sure it was you!” Manu said, waving his billy stick. “It’s not safe!”

			Parker pivoted on the balls of her feet, swung her blaster toward them and shot twice. Funk crumpled to the ground and Manu stayed on his feet for a beat before falling flat on his back.

			“No!” Joanie’s hands shot out before her, then swivelled to grab Parker’s neck. “You bitch!”

			As Parker scrambled to get Joanie off her, the weapon was knocked out of her hands and dropped to the ground, blasting a zap down the street. Cussing profusely, she threw herself into the scuffle and, being much larger, easily flung Joanie to the ground and pinned her down with a forearm to the throat.

			“You listen here,” she said, her face so close their noses almost touched. “I don’t know what the hell has got into you, but do that again I and I will shoot you. Understand? You will not put this mission in peril with some misplaced sense of loyalty! You said your faces were screencast everywhere—those guys were either dumb as bricks or out to get you. Get your head on straight! It’s like I don’t know you at all!”

			Parker jerked her arm deeper into Joanie’s throat before pulling back. The master thief sat up and coughed, her eyes watery.

			“Maybe you don’t,” she said under her breath, love and hate swirling in her heart like poisoned milk.

			The rebel leader and Joanie waited at the back of the cathedral. Farther behind, a small army of around two dozen foot soldiers slinked out of obscurity, their footfalls quick and quiet. Parker put a commanding hand on Joanie’s shoulder in attempt to keep her shushed, and chirped a short whistle. The sound echoed in return. “It’s them.”

			The person leading the troops drew back their hood as they approached, revealing their face in the moonlight.

			“Santi,” Joanie said with relief.

			“Joanie.” He dipped his head in acknowledgement, then mirrored her sentiment with a sharp exhale. “Everything is going according to plan. Phoenix, March, Eida, and the rest are still luring the Dougs north, and it’s working. They came storming in like jingly rats, blackening the streets and flocking toward the explosions. Phen is moving to set fire to the silos and then hopefully join us with whoever is left.”

			“Whoever is left . . . are we not winning?” Parker asked, astounded. They had blasters and booms and cunning. They should at least be on equal footing with Skylah’s mindless guards.

			“It’s . . . the slower ones, P . . . when they can’t keep up . . .” He wiped his face with his palm then swung his pack around to retrieve a garland of small booms. Then he touched the front of his waistband to make sure his blaster was secure. “What’s the status here?”

			“We’re ready to move in, now that you’re here,” Parker said, unholstering her shooter. “Whoever we cross, we shoot on sight. It’ll be Dougs or Hounds, so no hesitating. Prime your weapons. But let’s keep quiet as long as we can, I don’t want to scare the prize away, wherever she may be.”

			The leader then signalled the rebels to get in line behind her and hug the wall. Joanie gripped her gun, yanked her backpack’s sternum strap tight, and brought herself into the moment with a few shakes of the head.

			“You ok there?” Parker asked her. “You with us?”

			Joanie nodded rapidly. “Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry about—there’s no one else. Let’s go get that cunt.”

			“That’s my girl,” Parker said, chirping the whistle code.

			They crept along one side of the cathedral, guided by the bluish gleam of the moon. Parker climbed up some small steps and tried the side door. Finding it locked, she came back down and resumed her position. They kept moving until she peeked around the western front corner.

			“No guards at the entrance,” she whispered to Joanie behind her. “That’s weird.”

			The rebel leader motioned the brigade forward wordlessly. They shuffled to the front doors in a crouch, daggers, booms, and blasters in hand, their breathing controlled and their eyes focused. Someone stepped out of the line and ran to the front to pull one of the heavy doors open, and the snake of bodies slithered inside the narthex and then along the aisles in search of prey. But they saw no one in the nave, no one on the throne.

			They made for the back and searched the chapels and the sacristy; these also came up empty.

			Parker mouthed tower to Santi. He nodded once and called forth the gang with a beckoning hand. Parker leaned flat against a column and listened to the soft pattering of their climbing footsteps, the building otherwise quiet as a tomb. She whispered to Joanie.

			“I will turn every stone—”

			The strident song of zappers and screams bounced down the tower walls. Not a minute later the group came back down panting, some bleeding. Santi was dragged into the open by the armpits and laid down, the carriers clamouring in muddled, worried tones over him. Parker and Joanie rushed to his side.

			“Ten levels up . . . crammed with Dougs,” Santi said, breathing hard. “They’re protecting her. She has to be up there . . . in that spire. Watching her city burn.”

			Someone yelled loudly from higher up the stairwell.

			“What did they say?” Joanie asked.

			“Sounded like an insult,” Parker said. She looked at the entrance that led up the tower, then to the main doors, and to the ceiling. “Ok. We respond.”

			Dozens upon dozens and of all shapes and sizes, booms were pulled out of the backpacks and stuffed in everyone’s pockets. Parker delegated people to plant some along the walls inside, with a heavy concentration of them at the bottom of the tower, and told them to wait for her signal. She and a handful of fighters would head straight into the nest, to make sure Skylah was up there. No point blowing it all up only to have immovable blocks of fallen tower burying her body and leaving everyone clueless over her demise. Parker waved her soldiers through one after the other, lining up her own human shield, but when Joanie moved to go with them she pushed her back.

			“What?” Joanie said. “I’m going after Skylah!”

			“There will be an onslaught of Dougs arriving from the city once they figure out there are no hostiles left at the sites we targeted. And Hounds will be rushing in, too, provided Izzy is doing her job right. If they’re not already called in to fight, they’ll want to find the culprits for their blazing junk and make them pay. It’s all going to converge here. That’s not enough action for you?” Parker started backing away from her, heading for the spiral staircase packed with Dougs and hopefully the city’s ruler. “Shoot to kill, baby doll.”

			Joanie’s stomach turned at the words, and she readjusted her immediate goal. She turned her blaster in her hands. So much had happened in such a short time. The revolution had finally started, and a deluge of enemies was about to rush in. To waver would surely mean death for the Half-Lights.

			Roars and wails crackled down from the tower battle, all at once joined by cries of pain and panic in the main room below as a series of accidental explosions went off, taking out a string of nearby rebels.

			Mayhem spread as Dougs started pouring in. Whether they heard the booms or made the connection that this was a coup and nothing less, it made no difference to the assault that followed, zaps flying through the air in all directions, targets getting hit on both sides.

			Joanie sprinted along the cathedral’s exterior, searching to park herself somewhere with a view of incoming Dougs. She ran, dodging pieces of stone and glass, booms blowing up the rock structure beside her. A Doug came ploughing around the back corner and froze. He was empty-handed.

			The rebel hesitated.

			“I’m supposed to kill you,” she said, her voice strained with urgency. His fingers twitched in the air between them as he tried to decide where to run. They stared at each other, time suspended, both of them in danger of losing their humanity one way or another. A column blasted behind them.

			“Is it worth it for you?” she yelled over the racket of fresh explosions. “Is Skylah worth dying for?”

			The Doug shook his head side to side, his eyes full of anger, sadness, ruin.

			“Maybe—” Joanie said, just as a scarlet hole burned itself into the man’s forehead. She spun her head and saw a Half-Light in her blind post, crouched a short distance away, his blastergun still aimed at the Doug.

			“Move Joanie, move!” he yelled. She looked back to the guard, his eyes drained of their broken gloom, and watched as he fell, blank and free.

			Then she ran.

			Phoenix, Eida, and March arrived, along with a heavy flow of rebels and sympathizers, weapons raised and teeth bared. It took but a short moment for the battle to swell, shortswords cleaving shoulders from necks and zaps torching through heads and chests, the mash of bodies writhing red.

			Phoenix appeared beside Joanie.

			“Where’s Parker?” he yelled, though he was only a few steps away.

			Joanie went to answer, then tightened her fingers around her weapon. Deciding to go against Parker’s will, she ran into the clouds of dust inside the increasingly damaged building and careened up the tower. With Skylah gone, this could all end.

			Dougs and rebels lay dead on the steps. The pathway, narrow as it was, forced Joanie to put her weapon away and climb over their corpses on her hands and feet, scrabbling and pushing into the soft bodies for traction. She launched herself upwards, past giant bronze bells and partially demolished walls, holes as large as herself opening up to the night. On a small landing surrounded by large open-sky archways, she found the rebel leader and the Mother Patron standing face to face, bloodied and poised to fight. Skylah, swathed in lengthy black silk, awkwardly held a blastergun and shot in Parker’s direction, the leader leaping out of the way and throwing herself into a roll.

			“You need to work on your aim, tits!” Parker taunted her.

			“Let that be the last thing your ugly mouth says,” Skylah said over the blaster’s high-pitch drone.

			“Stop!” Joanie yelled, moving to retrieve her own weapon from her waistband, only it was not there.

			Skylah saw Joanie and shrieked, Parker quickly turning to look at the intruder.

			“You fiery little whore from hell, I will murder you dead!” Skylah swayed the gun’s barrel toward her new mark, causing Parker to spring to her feet and pitch herself onto the city’s ruler. 

			“You won’t take my city! It’s mine!” Skylah shouted, scrambling to wrestle out of Parker’s mauling hands. Lost in layers of slippery royal cloth, they pushed and pulled, both of them stumbling, tangled.

			Panic-stricken, Joanie jumped into the tussle, digging her arms into the fabric. A zap fired. Parker’s eyes and mouth went round in disbelief and she went stumbling backwards, Skylah held tightly against her. Joanie being dragged along with them, all three staggered blindly until Parker’s foot slipped past the ledge of the arched opening, sending them tipping. Joanie shot her hand out and grabbed onto the sill of the stone archway. Underneath the satiny folds, Parker’s arms were still clenched around Skylah, and Skylah was desperately holding on to Joanie’s wrist.

			“Pull me in, you worthless maggot!” she yelled.

			Joanie, her body halfway out the archway, wailed in rage, kicking frantically at Skylah’s elbow until the leader screeched and let go. Pulling herself carefully back with both hands, Joanie stared as both leaders plummeted from the cathedral spire in billows of dark silk.

			Something blinking in the corner of her eye, Joanie saw booms that had been dropped to the ground, about to detonate. She dashed for the stairs, clumsily trampling bodies on her way down, curling around the central column. Halfway to the bottom she came up against a Hound, no warning coming from the billy stick swinging toward her head, about to smash her ear.

			With sparring reflexes, Joanie ducked around the Hound’s other side and pulled herself forward using the man’s body as leverage, propelling her body down the stairs, rolling and tumbling.

			“There’s no time for your stupid bullshit you stupid turd!” she said as she emptied her stash of booms behind her.

			“Get out! Get out!” she shouted as she ran out the bottom entrance, booms going off one after the other down the tower’s stairwell.

			Rebels, Hounds, and Dougs alike fled the explosions and the tumbling wreckage of the cathedral. “Wait!” a Doug yelled as they faced a rebel’s blaster, bloody hands outstretched, only to be shot on the spot and fall limp, puppet strings cut. 

			Deafening blasts and high-pitched zaps built upon each other in layers, syncopated, dramatic, fatal, an orchestra of destruction. Blades severed vertebrae and found spaces between ribs. The falling bodies made hardly a sound. 

			Which was why Skylah’s death was without fanfare, her body smashed on the rocks below the spire, along with Parker’s. The tower walls, the guarding Dougs, and the spray of a hundred pocketed art cards couldn’t protect her.

			Even then, the fighting kept on, the beacon destroyed but the flame still bright, an ideology that bled through not one vessel but many. Rebels shot other rebels, Dougs killed other Dougs, not recognizing each other in the dark, through the clouds of floating dust particles and noise. As bloodlust infected each and every one them, all shapes of hope got buried in the rubble.

			The battle forged on into the night, long after the last boom had blown.
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				Enough

			
			People sat in the rubble outside the cathedral, tending to their wounds in the morning light. It was impossible to tell what side had prevailed. The area around the crumbling structure lay open and exposed. The idea was to sneak up as close as possible without being noticed, but fatigue made lead of my feet, and I tripped. As I caught myself, I saw weapons lifting in my direction. I raised my hands slowly, expecting the heralding song of blasterguns to proclaim my death. At long last, it was the end. But the barrels lowered, recognition flashing in the triggermen’s eyes. So we had won, then.

			I trod to the grassy grounds and up the front steps, then swayed, dizzied by the sight of so many fallen bodies, all unrecognizable under the film of rock dust. Joanie ran out, a blastergun held aloft.

			“Dear Blessed Mother of all Light,” she cried as she crashed into me. Weightless with relief, I held on to her.

			“Skylah was armed to the teeth,” she said, taking a step back to peer up at me. “The twat had been expecting us. She climbed into the stinking spire, a whole padding of Dougs squeezed in the tower stairs below taking the blow for her.”

			I watched her face move as she talked, her lips making shapes, life sparkling in her eyes. All the while death glutted the grounds. Joanie grinned sadly at me and spoke to my thoughts. “A lot of people died. On both sides.” She looked at the blaster in her hands, flipping it. “Everyone was on edge, and way too trigger-happy. What a terribly powerful invention.”

			I couldn’t tell if it was awe or dread I sensed in her as she stared at the weapon. She dropped her hand with a huff, then tucked the killing machine into her waistband and looked at me. That was when I saw it—the mournful depth of her eyes, bottomless yet flooded with the carnage they had witnessed.

			We sat on a piece of broken wall that had been thrown a few yards away from where the cathedral once stood glorious and immaculate. We stared into its gaping side, only a few nave arcades remaining erect, the vaulting web mostly fallen and in some places dangling, unwilling to accept defeat.

			“What of Skylah, then?” I asked.

			“She met her fate in that tower. Then we did what we had to do, you know? We blew it up. The whole cursed thing.”

			“I can see that.”

			The remains of the destroyed building lay sprawled before us, the outer walls reduced to slabs. Hills of stone and glass that were once the embodiment of power and fear, representing something bigger, something divine, were now scattered and worthless. Just rocks. Just wood. Just glass.

			Dougs moved through the debris, checking pulses.

			“Some switched sides,” Joanie said, noticing my questioning glance. She beamed at that, while I wondered if Levy was one of them. “When the sun came up and we saw . . . this mess, we knew we could keep fighting until every last one of us here was dead. But for what? They knew Skylah didn’t deserve their blood. They knew she was rotten. Some Hounds joined our ranks too—Macer’s people.”

			I knew who she meant. “Did they—”

			“They’re over there.” She pointed at a small group that was walking around the grounds, crouching over bodies, probably scavenging goods. The ugliness of the scene was blatant, yet their presence was a small beacon in the ocean of morbidity before us.

			“Phoenix?” I asked.

			“Safe. March and Eida too. Santi . . . he’s pretty beat up. But he’ll be ok. Parker—” She swallowed hard, then indicated a spot farther away where bodies had been laid out. Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “We have her over there. She . . . she fought hard. A real solider.”

			“I’m so sorry,” I said. 

			She nodded and accepted my hug, then spoke into my hair. “You?”

			“It’s done.” We held on to each other a little tighter. “What now?”

			“Broadcast,” she said immediately, pulling away. “There are a lot of unhappy art lovers to deal with now. We have a plethora of cards to wean everyone off the paintings, though. Courtesy of Skylah. A whole dungeon full, floor to ceiling and wall to wall. What a hoard! Anyway, people will have to content themselves with that, for a while at least.”

			I folded my hands in my lap, unsure what to think. “New ruler?”

			Joanie shook her head. “Democracy. We didn’t discuss it—I don’t think any of us expected to still be breathing at the end of all this—and we had to come up with a quick solution. Phoenix will fill the role of acting president.”

			My head snapped up. Phoenix had preached the middle way at the headquarters, but he had shown a fierce disdain for art and hatred for the city.

			“It’ll be fine, Izz,” she said, seeing my worry. “We will open the gates and start fresh. And when the time is right, we’ll hold an election. The people—Dumpsters and city-dwellers alike—should get the good, just society they deserve.”

			Meanwhile the city would be governed by rebel thieves. I didn’t know what I had expected would be the outcome. Someone more neutral than Phoenix? Anyone could run in an election. The image of Xeno flashed through my mind, sitting on a throne with her eyelids flipped. I rubbed my forehead and rested my palms over my own. 

			“What of art?”

			“Don’t worry. It would be more tyranny to forbid it. But obviously artists will no longer be pampered. They will peddle their product themselves like any other merchant. And there may need to be limits as to how intoxicating artwork should be.”

			I shook my head. “It can’t be measured.”

			“We’ll take things one step at a time, Izz.”

			It was a dreamed-up, disorganized utopia just waiting to disappoint us. Would this chaos open the door to a better world? Hope could flood prisons, but hope would never be enough for peace. There was a lot of rebuilding ahead. One could only put their doubts aside and work.

			“I’m so tired,” I said.

			“We all are.”

			“I hate to leave you with all this. But Rilke—”

			“Go. You romantic.”

			We hugged again. I grabbed my backpack, which was now feather-light, carrying only a couple of booms and a nearly empty jug of ethanol, and I trudged my way back to Macer’s house. I felt I’d lost my purpose, somewhere in the fires. I passed my thumb over my branding and what had so far been the burden yet also the wings of my existence. Purist, Trigger—those were just titles. Just words. I was more than a word, and more than my mistakes.

			I didn’t know what the future held for artists, but I finally knew what art really was and what it could do. Art was generosity. It was giving yourself to a form of expression that could uplift others, inspire and console them, but also bring them to their knees, enrage and consume them. It could lead someone to complacency, or to revolution. All of it embodied the potential for good and bad and everything in between; I saw no more absolutes. Life presented us with a sea of opportunities, with a myriad ways to grow, to question, to share a vision—a vision that was subjective, with its own lens on the world. And each was valid, I thought. All voices could be appreciated, considered, loved, and hated. And to accept that of others meant I had to accept it of myself. I, also, existed. I had my place in the offering.

			Things would be different if I picked up the brushes again. When.

			My feet guided me upstairs. The door squeaked on its hinges. Rilke’s gaze awaited me. There was no disappointment there. No anger at what I had triggered. He only looked at me and smiled, and that was sufficient for me to know that, in the eyes of this most decent, whole, and loving person, I hadn’t done the unforgivable. It would be a while yet for me to make up my own mind about that, to show myself such grace. It would most likely be a while for the people of Etching too.

			Until then, I would keep working, honestly and courageously, to the best of my ability. As an artist. As a human with vision, feeling, and soul. And that was enough.

			For now.
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