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Chapter the first, 

Too many freaks, too few circuses: 

Please share my umbrella?2 

Gabbler told me to start my story in a more interesting place (where I had started 

it wasnôt ñentertaining enoughò). So, in medias res, here you have it:  

As Odys walked down the sidewalk he saw the manðthe man standing at the 

crossroad. The man just stood there, even though he didnôt have to. The light was 

green and he was free to walk across. But he didnôt. He simply stared at the traffic 

flowing past him. He even waved on the car waiting for him. Come along, motorcar. 

Iôm in no hurry. Have a good day. 

Odys noticed the man carried the absolute longest black umbrella, the fascinating 

kind that adapts into a perfectly fine walking cane. But there wasnôt a chance of rain 

today. Not even sprinkles. Mildly overcast, perhaps, but nothing to deserve 

something that drastic.  

And goshwow was that a top hat the old man was patting on?  

As far as Odys could tell from the manôs backside, this giddily-suited gentleman 

had time travelled from the 1800sðgive or take a hundred years (Odys was no good 

at history). Not that Odys judged people by their appearance. No, Odys didnôt judge, 

though he was mature enough (as a twentysomething) to know that elders shouldnôt 

go about playing dress up. Not on days other than Halloween. And even thené  

Odys avoided eye contact when he eventually caught up to the stranger. 

Normally, he would have given an elated grin to someone so dressed up, but not 

today. Today was different. Today Odys was one. Not two.  

His broken-down car had not only forced him to walk but his runaway sister had 

forced him to walk alone. Okayðfineðshe hadnôt really run away but she had 

                                                      
2 !ƴ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƻǊȅ ŜǇƛƎǊŀǇƘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΥ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƭŘŜƴ ƘŀƴŘƳŀƛŘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΣ 
and were like real young women, with sense and reason, voice also and strength, and all the 
learning of the immortals; these busied themselves as the king [Vulcan] bade them, while he 
ŘǊŜǿ ƴŜŀǊΧέ τIƻƳŜǊΩǎ The IliadΣ .ƻƻƪ ·±LLL ό{ŀƳǳŜƭ .ǳǘƭŜǊΩǎ мфнр ǇǊƻǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴύΦ  
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abandoned him this morning. Now Odys was forced to brood and sulk and not know 

what to do with himself.  

The older fellow didnôt bother to glance at our aimless-Odys, who arrived just as 

the light turned red. The orange hand. Thatôs no high-five itôs asking for. Donôt walk. 

Donôt talk.  

As he waited for the next green light, Odys stared straight aheadðwatched his 

wakeful downtown settle into its afternoon placeðrefused to gawk at the probably-

charming old chap. Gawking was rude anyway, right? Right.   

Odys was much too depressed to spark a civil greeting. Or smile. Or even 

acknowledge the fellowôs existence, for that matter. I donôt see this, Odys thought to 

himself.  

Yes, just stand still, Odys. You canôt see him, he canôt see you.  

Heôd just ignore the man until that light turned green. Green, green, green. Turn 

green already, damn it.  

ñYou look like youôve lost something, Odys Odelyn.ò    

Odys made eye contact.  

The old man adjusted his white-gloved hands on the umbrellaôs handle. A swanky 

circus ringmaster, this man! No, scratch that. Odys had always pictured a ringmaster 

with elaborate facial hairða curled handle-bar mustache and devilish beard. This 

man was too clean-shaven to be a ringmaster, though he reminded Odys of one 

nonetheless.  

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, BOYS AND GIRLS, CHILDREN OF ALL 

AGESé  

ñPardon?ò Odys said with a frown (he refused to enjoy this unwelcome human 

interaction). And had he heard his name? What had the old man said? In his 

resentfulness, Odys had already forgotten. But we havenôt, have we, Reader?  

The man smiledða warm and sophisticated grin. His jauntily-angled top hat 

half-amused Odys, who tried to hate it (he would enjoy nothing today).  

éWas he some sort of immaculate butler?   
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ñI said,ò (no longer lending Odys his eyes), ñyou seem lost.ò   

éWas he on his way to a steampunk convention?   

Odys realized he should respond. ñDo I know you?ò Hadnôt the man said his 

name? Hadnôt he? Hadnôt he?  

ñAfraid not.ò The older fellow cracked another knowing smile. The manôs 

confidence made Odysôs eyes shift.  

Odys gave himself a shake. Maybe heôd misunderstood.  

The light turned green. Walk. Walk faster.  

As they walked, the old man swung his umbrellaðtapped it on the ground 

between his paces. These two characters fell into step, neither one walking too fast or 

too slow. Odys kept his hands in his pockets (defensively) while he tried to out-walk 

the man. But the man kept up with Odysôs stride, his fancy coattails floating behind 

him. The tap, tap, tap of the umbrellaôs metal tip echoed off the cement. It 

reverberated in Odysôs feet. 

The sound annoyed Odysðso much he couldnôt help but count the times it hit 

the groundðeleven, twelve, thirteené  

The tapping stopped and Odys sighed with relief.  They both stepped up onto the 

sidewalk. A few more steps, then: ñSo, where are you headed this morning?ò The 

man turned to Odys at last.   

Blue eyes. Tiny little dots of sky. They peered at Odys as if looking at an old 

friendéan old friend he had dirt on.  

ñJust walking.ò Odys shrugged off the manôs interest.  

ñAh, me too.ò The man nodded. He tucked the umbrella under his arm.  

Odys didnôt know how to respond, so he didnôt.  

The traffic light turned red. Donôt walk.3 

ñHave you a reason, boy? For walking, that is?ò  

Odys wanted to yell, YES, MY STUPID CAR WOULDNôT START. But itôs a 

story full of curse words and violence (weôll save it for another chapter). 

                                                      
3 Can I suggest jaywalking at this point, Odys?  
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ñWell, itôs not really any of your business is it?ò  He felt bad instantly, so tacked 

on a nervous laugh.  

ñI suppose youôre right, yes!ò The man tapped his umbrella point on the 

groundðtoo jovially. ñForgive me for prying. I get carried away.ò  

Odys cut his eyes at the man. Had this man escaped from some loony bin, and 

did Odys need to alert someone? He seemed harmless enough, yet there was a 

mischievous purposefulness behind his every action.    

ñéI see youôre admiring my outfit?ò 

No, actually. Odys had just blotted it from memory, looked ahead, prepared to 

forget everything so he could concentrate on the important matter: his traitorous 

sister.  

ñYes, you are dressed up,ò Odys forced a smile. All the man needed was a 

monkey on his shoulder or a few pins to juggle.  

ñIôd like to tell you I donôt normally dress like this, but I do. I look nice, donôt I?ò 

That statement deserved a chuckle. ñYes, you do,ò Odys consented. He frowned 

at his own laughter. 

éWas this some candid camera prank?  

ñI met my wife, you see, wearing a suit like this. Sheôs dead now. I made a 

promise that when I met her again, Iôd be wearing a fancy suit.ò No chuckle from 

Odys this time. Had the man met his wife at some historical reenactment? Had he 

expected to die for a while now if he dressed like this all the time? 

ñAs they say,ò the man continued, rocking to and fro until the light turned green, 

ñyou never know when youôre going to go. You canôt plan for it. Unless, of course, 

you commit suicide. Then you know to dress for the worst.ò 

Wait. What?  

Odys was about to be confused when (ohthankgod): Green. Walk.  

WALK QUICKL Y, ODYS.  
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The man turned left as they stepped onto the curb; Odys went straight. One, two, 

three four, five uneven steps before: ñOh, Odys Odelyn!ò he heard the man call. He 

made a half-trumpet with one hand, ñYou dropped this.ò  

This?  

Odys paused and turned in the alleywayôs threshold, right beside a giant green 

waste bin and a loading-dock. Another chill ran down his spine. That was definitely 

his name. He wasnôt mistaken, was he? He had heard his name, hadnôt he?  

Oh, hadnôt he!  

Like a magician performing slight-of-hand, the old man concealed something in 

the palm of his glove. His fingers opened like a magical bloom. He presented a 

shiny, roundéquarter?  

Well, it was the about the same size as a quarter, anyway. It reflected a 

spectacular amount of lightðamber light. The showy presentation enchanted Odys. 

He had to force himself say, ñNo, itôs not mine.ò  

(Once again, heôd already forgotten the man said his name).  

ñOh, but Iôm sure it is, Odys Odelyn,ò the man insisted with slim bantering flair, 

a twinkle in his blue-blue eyes.  

Third timeôs a charm. Odys Odelyn. No mistake.  

ñHowôd you know my name?ò Odys demanded, jaw clenching. Whoôd want to 

harass him like this? He didnôt have the energy or the timeð 

ñAre you so sure itôs your name?ò the old man said, walking forward and seizing 

Odysôs hand from his pocket. He inserted the warm coin in Odysôs hand. ñThereôs 

bound to be more than one Odys around. The nameôs not that original. After all, 

every time someone says Odysseus, theyôre saying part of your nameðò 

ñMy nameôs not Odysseusðò 

ñNo one said it was.ò The man gestured with a nod to the coin.   

Odys couldnôt help but look at it. He realized its tarnished spots didnôt stop it 

from shining.  
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ñItôs a penny,ò the old man said. ñPenny for your thoughts.ò He tapped the 

ground with the umbrella again. He tucked in his chin and stared at the cement as if 

wishing he had kept his findings.  

Odys examined the coin to appease him (Odys was in no real hurry this morning 

and perhaps this would lead somewhere).  

ñThe date, there, says 1793,ò the man pointed, although Odys had already read it. 

ñThey only minted them that year. A collectable, for sure. Only seven known in 

existence, and that isnôt one of them. Youôll not want to give her away or sell herð

no matter the price!ò His polished voice was unexpectedly grave, more warning than 

advice.  

Odys rotated the side that read ñOne Centòðthe side with the intricate wreath. 

He turned it over to the head: the profile of a beautiful woman with flowing hair.  

Odys looked up. The man removed his hat. Odys felt like Frodo taking on the 

burden of Bilboôs ring, though he had no idea why. (But donôt get ahead of yourself, 

Odys. Who said youôre the hero of this story?).  

ñWhyôre you giving this to me?ò His cold lips could barely form the words.  

ñGiving it? My boy, you dropped it!ò Silly young man! ñDid you know, Odys 

Odelyn, that many would like to do away with the penny altogether? They say they 

cost the government more to make than what theyôre worth. Many would rather have 

us round to the nearest nickel and be done with it. A disappointing thought, for sure. 

I always did like picking homeless ones up from the ground. In fact, thatôs how I 

discovered that one, there. People drop them like trash and simply let them beðas if 

it costs more to bend down than to leave it. But for me, I liked to save money. I 

valued little nothings, you see.ò He nodded, trying to make himself believe his 

memory. He smoothed back his hair one more time, tapped his hat down. ñAs they 

say, óFind a penny, pick it up, and all your days youôll have great luck.ô Donôt forget 

that, Odys Odelyn. Todayôs your lucky day.ò 

Before Odys could question that statementð 
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ñMany would say that the girl on that coin is Lady Liberty. To a point, theyôre 

right. But that specific girl, there, is not the lovely lady Libertas! Not really. You 

may call her that, but ironicallyéthat penny is anything but free. Not only is she 

trapped in that metal, but bound to be spent. That woman, there, is just the right sum 

for the ferryman.ò  

What the hell was this, his catechism? 

The old man lifted his umbrella and swished it toward Odys, tip inches from his 

face. Odys jumped back, almost bumping into a tiny woman with her dog. The dog 

didnôt mind, but the woman glared.  

ñLetôs just say, Mr. Odelyn, that the penny is my debtðmy obligationðpaid in 

full. Iôll owe nothing else to you since you now have the funds. The rest is up to 

you.ò 

Enough with the money puns, man. 

Odys put up his hands. ñErðall right, then.ò Anything to shut this man up. 

People were staring as they tried to make their way into one of the buildingôs 

entrances. Is this man putting on a street show? Whyôs he dressed up? Is this a film 

production? Are we on camera? 

The man lowered his umbrella, fixed the hat on his head, smoothed down his 

breast. ñWill you hold this, Odelyn?ò The man presented the umbrellaôs curved 

handle.  

ñHow do you know my name?ò  

ñTake the umbrella and maybe Iôll tell you.ò The man raised a brow.  

To move this show along, ñFine.ò  

Hands free, the old man reached into his suit pocket. Odys froze in place when he 

heard the click and saw the barrelðthe barrel pointed directly at his face.    

Holyshit.  

ñSorry to do this, here and now, but Iôm crunched for time. You walk very 

slowly, Odys.ò The mad manôs voice was so rushed it whisperedðOdys could 
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barely hear it. The onlookers (debating whether or not to record this on their phones) 

were too preoccupied to hear. 

ñIôm being followed, you see. Iôll need you to put that coin in your pocket. 

Quickly, now, boy! Donôt spend my timeðIôve paid enough, dealing with you. 

Thatôs it. Put it away. Donôt you drop her either, boy. Sheôs small enough to fall 

through that drain, there. Or even an unsuspecting pocket hole. Sheôs very important. 

Now, open the umbrella.ò 

ñWhat?ò  

ñI said open the umbrella!ò  

Obediently, Odys fumbled with the binding strapôs button, hands shaking.  

The black webbing popped out like a monstrous bat wing.  

ñHold it up. Thatôs it, yes.ò The manôs eyes darted about. The few in the area 

were clearing out, ducking and rushing from this antiquated man with his antiquated 

gun.  

Odys rested the umbrella on his shoulder, noticing the man was going to speak 

once more. Odys swallowed hard, bracing himself.  

ñNow, Odys Odelyn, thatôs my last cent, there. Iôve spent the rest. Itôs up to you 

to buy more time. Spend wisely.ò  

The man drew back the gun and held the nose upward, as if finished with his 

prestigious show. But no. That wasnôt the end of his haywire session: 

The man shoved the gun in his mouth and gave an encouraging winkða wink!ð

right before Odys heard the echoing BANG.  

The pigeons flapped up.   

As the blood, hat, and brains showered from the sky, Odys half-noticed the shiny 

name carved on the umbrellaôs handle: Pepin J. Pound.  

PEPIN: Willing to share his umbrella.  

WALKING: Because he knew Odys would be walking. 

HOW DID HE KNOW?: Because heôs the reason Odysôs car didnôt start.  
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CHARM : 100%4 

Chapter the second, 

A penny for a pound:  

Is this story just a Trojan horse? 

Bang/boom/splat. Odys hadnôt just witnessed a suicide. Heôd witnessed an 

obliteration of unearthly proportions. 

Pellets of warm fluid and gooey chunks fell from the heavensðOdys stooped 

and shielded himself with the umbrella. 

éCould that little gun have caused that much damage? 

When the blood-rain finally stopped (not that it was excessively goryðPG-13, I 

would say. Nothing Kill Bill ), Odys straightened from his cowering stance and 

lowered the umbrella. The decapitated corpse was mostly-neckless. The (practically) 

toy gun hadnôt done that to this corpse. Hell, no. 

éHad itðhad the headðexploded?5 

Odys covered his mouth with the back of his sleeve. His eyes darted aroundð

Maybe someone else had actually shot him with aðaða freaking bazooka or 

something? 

When the cops arrived Odys was still standing there. Odys dropped the nasty 

umbrella eventually, because a policeman led him to a warm car. 

He was shaking. Shaking. Shaking as he noticed the shocked onlookers off in the 

distance, giving their various testimonies to surrounding officers. The news reporters 

would be here soon. There was a man in one of those trash-sack suitsðthe poncho 

                                                      
4 Our chapters will always end in lists. Why?τwhat do lists have to do with this story? I asked 
ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƳŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ hǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ άtǊƻǎŜ 9ǇƛŎέ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭƛƴƎ 9ǇƛŎ 
Poetry (supposedly), these lƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǘƘǊƻǿōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά9ǇƛŎ /ŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜΦέ L ƎǳŜǎǎ L ƭƛƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
excuse, so I kept them. After all, lists are one of the essential elements of an Epic, no matter 
the content of said lists. And, yes, this does mean you should expect other elements of the 
Epic to appear in this novel, actual poetry excluded. Invocation of the Muse to appear 
momentarily.  
5 ! ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŜǎǎȅ ŦƛƴƛǎƘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴǘƛ-ŎƭƛƳŀŎǘƛŎΧ 
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kind that keep the gooey evidence off your clean clothes. He held a writing tablet. 

Someone called in more assistance. 

Odys tried to read the other witnessesô lips as they gestured to the scene. He 

looked to his right where they were bagging the headless body and scraping off the 

remains from brick walls. 

ñA bullet did this?ò The question full of doubt. 

ñYep, we found it. Thereôs no other weapon, no traces of anything elseéò 

No wallet, no ID, no nothing. Have fun identifying THAT decapitated body. 

ñHe never met the man before?ò 

ñSaid he didnôt.ò 

ñWhereôd he get the umbrella?ò 

ñHavenôt asked, sir.ò 

ñWhere did you get the umbrella, kid? Kid?ò 

Odys felt eyes on him from above. He had looked upðup at the sky as if 

expecting to see God pointing and laughing. Instead, he noticed a man watching 

from the rooftop on the building across the street. Odys touched his pocket to make 

sure he wasnôt going madðyes, the coin was still there. 

The man was crouched low, like a monkey. His hair could have been red or 

orange oré 

And he was tossing somethingðflipping it up in the air with his thumb and 

catching it. Maybe a rock? No. It was a coinðan omen. Each time was a perfect 

catch, even though he wasnôt looking at the coin and his eyes were most definitely on 

Odys. 

The man was mocking him. Flip, flip. A coin for a coin. He had wanted Odys to 

see him. He dashed off before the officer tried to see what Odys saw. 

ñSir? Sir, can you hear me?ò 

The question registered. Odys gave a languid nod, eyes flickering back to the 

roof-spot. He was just being paranoid. The man was only some curious roofer who 
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had heard the commotion. Thatôs all. God, please, let that be all. No more of this, 

please. 

ñIs this his umbrella?ò 

Another nod. 

ñWhy do you have it?ò 

ñHe gave it to me,ò Odys answered. 

ñDo you know his name?ò 

Odys shook his head.  

They examined the umbrella, asked someone on the other end of their cop-radio 

to punch in ñPepin J. Pound,ò to search under aliases. Nothing came up. ñMight be 

the brand,ò the lady officer said. ñOr his stage name?ò They all chuckled at the 

thought. ñIs there anything else you should tell us? Did he give you anything else, 

Mr. Odelyn?ò 

How did they know his name? Is there no such thing as anonymous anymore? 

Oh, thatôs rightðheôd given them his driverôs license, his information. ñYes,ò Odys 

answered. He reached into his pocket, dug for the coin, watched their expectant 

faces. 

He hadnôt had his hands in his pockets for a while, so they were chilledðnumb. 

He felt the coinðbut what was that? His fumbling fingers cornered something sharp 

and jerked back. 

He shook his hand, putting his finger to his mouth, expecting it to bleed. But 

nothing. 

Perhaps it was all in his head. His fingers were just cold. Too cold. Everything 

felt like a bite or a sting when cold. 

But no. The coin he had reached for felt heavierðit weighed down his pocket. 

He was becoming lighter than the coin. He leaned to the side, inclining like a 

catatonic drunkard. The coin was drawing him down. 



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

Falling out of the open car, an officer caught him. Odys realized he couldnôt feel 

his feet or handsðwas he having a heart attack? Hardly. Heôs much too in-shape and 

good looking to be killed off just yet. Sorry, Odys, youôll live through this. 

ñThe hellôs the matter with him?ò 

ñThe sight must be getting to him. Put him back in the car, will you?ò 

But blood hardly bothered Odysðhe wasnôt squeamish! He could watch whole 

episodes of documentary surgical procedures and never have to look away! He 

wasnôt some wimp! He loved goreðblood and guts!!!  

ñGoddamnit, the bastard threw up on meéò The man grumbled, jumping back 

too late, a look of pity upon his ugly face. 

Odys mumbled a sincere apology, resting on his knees.  

A lady officer bent down, examining him. A concerned interest haunted her 

expression. ñMr. Odelyn, you all right?ò 

No, actually. Heôs just about to black out. And you, lady officer, are about to load 

him onto the parked ambulance that, after having seen the scene, hadnôt planned on 

taking anyone alive to the hospital. So letôs get this over with: 

An agonizing pain pulsated though Odysôs torso; they saw his blue-web veins 

push to their pale surface. He crumpled to the grey pavement. Over and out. 

Stanza: Even a ñProse Epicò needs a break every now and then. 

He woke up in a hospital bed. 

He touched the blanket, looked at his hands. He wasnôt hooked up to anythingð

no IV, no heart monitor. So why was he here? There were smears of brown on his 

armsðplaces the nurses hadnôt given their all in cleaning off the blood. He touched 

his nose, realizing he didnôt have his glasses. Deep in thought, he let his fingers slide 

down his bare face. It was times like this when it would suit to have a beard to 

strokeðsomething for his long fingers to do. 

But what he lacked in facial hair he made up for in ponytail. 

An attendant noticed him fretting with his messy hair and called someoneð

someone wanted to talk with him, so just sit tight. 
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More like sleep tight. He wasnôt sure he could stay awake.  

A few minutes ticked by. The other person was taking their time. As Odys waited 

for the doctor or officer or whoever who needed to talk with him, he replayed the 

morning through his mindðhe replayed every second to be sure he wasnôt going 

mad: 

Why did he meet Pepin? Because I was walking. But why was he walking? 

Because my car didnôt start. But where was he going? Fuck.  

Thatôs something he couldnôt tell the cops if they asked. 

Stanza: We interrupt your normal programming toé 

éDeflate the tension Iôve worked so hard to build and flood you with back story. 

And what this means is this next part should have been Chapter One. But, 

because Gabbler said I had to kill  someone first to get your attention, we moved it. 

Beware the lengths Gabbler goes to, to keep you interested.6 

Stanza: On the same morning Pepin offed himself.7 

The cat was heave-hiccupping on the rug, tongue out as it tried to oust the thing 

gagging it. Vomit, you see, is the proper way to start this story. Vomit is the 

metaphor.8 

Though you may cringe now, do remember, the catðthe stupid catðis a main 

character. Not only had this stupid cat upchucked a slimy landmine, but Odys had 

just stepped in it. 

                                                      
6 Says the one who asked for my help! I may be the one who cut and pasted this here, but 
the Narrator did approve it. But, to justify my action: this coming section is no flashback. I 
know we all hate them in novelsτso tedious to break from the structural narrative! No, no, 
ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŦƭŀǎƘōŀŎƪΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƴ insert. The Narrator would want me to be very clear about this. 
¸ŜǘΣ ƛƴ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƭŀǎƘōŀŎƪǎΣ ŀƭƭ ƴƻǾŜƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ όƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎύΦ {ƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŦŀƛǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ tǊƻǎŜ 
9ǇƛŎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΦ  
7 In other words:  
Chapter the first, 
A mad alchemist:  
Not a mad scientist?  
(As cut by me) 
8 Vomit of the Epic genre, that is. Word-vomit, on the other hand, is why B.L.A. needed an 
Editor. 
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ñOdissa!ò he shouted. ñCanôt you clean this crap up?ò 

ñItôs not crap. Itôs vomit!ò she shouted from the kitchen. 

He mumbled under his breath. Then, ñSo you know itôs here?ò 

No response. 

ñYour stupid cat hairballôd the freaking hallway, Odissa. Donôt just leave it!ò 

ñIf you donôt want it there, then clean it!ò his sister snapped back. Her ñstupid 

catò had started a new diet recently; he was having some trouble adjusting. 

ñYouôre disgusting.ò Odys grouched. 

ñYouôre the one who wonôt clean it!ò 

(Even if she did clean it, it wouldnôt be good enough. Odys had a very specific 

method for cleaning such things). 

Odys rolled his eyes. Then rubbed them. Where were his glasses? Everything in 

the apartment was a blur. Speaking of their apartment: 

Though they could have afforded something biggerðmuch biggerðthe 

quaintness suited their tastes. The bigger the place, the more stuff youôd need to fill 

it. And they already had enough stuff. They wanted to escape itðescape the stuff 

they could so easily acquire. 

They had money. Theyôd always had money. And money had them. 

In rejection of their privileged backgrounds, theyôd embraced minimalismð

though it could never minimize their past. That was something they could not escape. 

Even if they gave away all their savings, the act couldnôt rewrite history. 

Theyôve been written down in ink. Not pencil. (Cue serious music). 

He put his still-dirty foot on the carpet reluctantly. When he reached the kitchen 

counter, he took out a clean mug. ñIôm not going to clean it,ò he lied. Heôd clean up 

the hairball eventually. They both knew this. Even though it wasnôt his cat, heôd 

clean up after it (hell, heôd likely deep-clean the entire apartment because of it). 

It had always been her cat. Never his. The very second theyôd moved into this 

apartment, sheôd picked up the stray. God, that was a while ago, their ñfreedomò (as 
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he called it). Now he was in his twenties and had a young-old face. The smoking 

didnôt help with that.  

He cut his eyes at his sister. Odissa took a humble sip from her coffee, flicked 

open their morning newspaper. She tossed away the green rubber band and headed 

straight for the arts section (where the book reviews are). Such a pretentious nerd she 

is. 

He poured his own cup of instant-life, watching her. Her brown eyes rolled over 

the words behind her glasses, those old-school frames.9 

Odys thought the style suited her, but that they were ridiculous. She was often 

outrageous to scare people away. They needed no one elseé 

BUT SO ANYWAY.  

Done staring at her glasses, he soon realized she was already dressedðready for 

the day. But it wasnôt even noon yet. She was never dressed (let alone fully awake) 

this time on Fridays. Usually they were freewheeling slobs together. She would stay 

in her pajamas, not put on makeup, not do her hair. They looked even more like 

twins that way (he smiled at the thought). But now she was dressed, all prim and 

properðmakeup, hair, outfit. 

He took a swig from his mug, a little dribbling down his chin. 

Hot, hot! How the hell can she stand it this hot? Dabbing his face, he pretended it 

didnôt faze him. He put down his mug and cleared his throat, about to interrupt her 

concentration. ñYouôre dressed early.ò 

ñYep,ò she replied, walking over to their wooden table. She plopped the paper 

down with a soft smack. She didnôt look up from her news. 

Odys took up his mug and followed her restlessly, a little puppy. He pulled at his 

junkyard-worthy undershirt to dry the coffee stain. He gave up and reached for a 

half-empty cigarette carton. 

Just as he lit one, she was holding two fingers out, expectant. Her precocious 

eyes never left the crisp newspaper. Impatient, her fingers cut the air like scissors. 

                                                      
9 ¢ƘƛǎΣ 5ŜŀǊ wŜŀŘŜǊΣ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀ άŦǳŎƪƛƴƎ ƘƛǇǎǘŜǊΦέ .ǳǘΣ L ƭƻǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎΦ  
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Chop, chop! He removed the cigarette from his lipsðwhich he hardly ever did 

unless the ñdrag was dragged,ò but Odissa was the exception. He placed it between 

her slender fingers. ñThanks,ò she said, bringing it to her lips. Doing so, ñWe really 

should consider using matches only.ò 

He raised an eyebrow. ñYeah?ò 

ñYes. Itôd not only facilitate our toxic habitôs bio-degradable nature, but itôs also 

more stylish.ò (Thereôs probably a more pompous way of saying it). 

ñI told you that last week. Those exact words.ò 

Plagiarism! And what next? Would she say they should roll their own too? Sheôd 

become so snooty. 

ñBut now I agree with you.ò And she just kept smoking, as if this hackneyed 

tangent never happened. 

She was actually too much of a ñgood girlò to look like a professional smoker. 

But donôt let appearances deceive you. She could drag harder thanéwell, she could 

drag, anyway. Nothing more than that. Sheôs a modest girl. 

After lighting a cigarette for himself, Odys could now have his ñbreakfast,ò as he 

called it. 

He drummed the table with his restless fingers. His cigarette burned away like a 

horizontal chimneystack. His right hand flicked on and off his Zippo lighter. He 

hoped the annoying sounds would redirect her attention. But her eyes kept reading. 

She was so austere. Was a book review more interesting than him? 

Puff, puff, puff from the corner of his mouth. 

The warm cigarette never left his lips. Once it was lit, it was permanent. Not even 

when he talked would he take it out. He would speak through the sides of his mouth 

rather than wave it between his willowy fingers for attention. Besides, he didnôt talk 

much anyway. Not when he was smokingðwhich usually meant he was alone or 

with others who didnôt talk much either (case in point: his sister). 

Only when he was eating or drinking or didnôt want the ash to fall on him would 

he occasionally remove it. Most times, however, he cared very little. His smoking 
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habit wasnôt for looks, no. Cigarettes were a purposeða means of 

shortening/enlivening his dull existence. So no, he wouldnôt remove it.  

His fingers drummed faster on the wooden table. He snapped the metal lighter 

shut. Aha! There were his glasses. He reached across the table, past the fancy 

ashtray. Ah, he could see. 

But sight was his foe. 

The apartment overwhelmed him. Now that he could see it properly, he felt the 

need to ñtidy up.ò But he resisted the urge and settled for fidgeting in his seat. 

He would clean things and count things and align things and straighten things and 

smooth out that rug when Odissa wasnôt looking. 

(I bet you thought they were slobs, right, because of the remaining cat hairball? 

No, no. Donôt jump to conclusions!) 

Odissa was lucky to live with Odys. That meant the only place she had to clean 

was her own room (which she still didnôt clean regardless). Whatôs more, she made it 

a point to give her brother more workðlike the time she bought that hideous silver 

lamp with five bendable fixtures for the living room. He had to drive all the way 

back into town, return it, and pick out a style with an even number of bulb-holders. 

His eyes flickered to that very lamp. With six bendable heads, it looked like a 

fucking hydra. Almost gave him a heart attack the first few nights they had it. 

He tore his eyes from it. 

Some might say those eyes, fairly sunken in their molds, were too detachedðand 

that just might be true. They were brown. Just like his hair. Brown. It may or may 

not be his favorite color; his preferences shifted. Sometimes heôd lie and say it was 

black, red, or pink just so he would shut you up. Donôt ask him stupid questions. 

Better still, just donôt talk to him. He hardly tolerated a greeting, let alone chit-

chat. His sister was the only one unafraid to approach him whatever his mood. 

And why was she dressed, again? 



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

His sister had brown eyes, too. Her brown eyes, however, were nearly blackð

black like that cup of non-froufroued coffee she was just about to finish. Though so 

dark, they made her ordinary face yieldingly simpler. 

And since weôre comparing them, notice his face is bolder. Everything about his 

sister is nothing more than a softer and more ordinary version of himself. Softer 

eyes, softer complexion, softer smile, softer voice, softer é 

Identical twins look alike, but fraternal can be yin and yang. Contrasting 

similarities. Distorted effigies of each other. But by now you get the picture. 

MOVING ON.  

He brushed sterile ash off the table to the floor heôd sweep later. ñYou look very 

nice in that outfit.ò (He wasnôt going to let it go). 

She exhaled before answering, ñWhy, thank you, Odys.ò Her eyes froze under 

their lids. Wait for itéwait for ité 

ñBut you only have three rings. You need another.ò 

ñI know, Odys. Did it just to piss you off.ò She smirked up at him, folding her 

paper. She rested her hands atop each other, that cigarette burning in the right. Her 

spare fingers fiddled with the ring on her left handðthe ring-fingerôs ringða silver 

bandða wedding ring to those who didnôt know better.  

ñYou know what Travis told me yesterday? óLibrarians should devour books, not 

smokes.ôò She marveled at her burning leaves. Sheôd meant to change the subject. 

He took the bait. He corrected her, ñWe arenôt librarians, just library assistants.ò 

ñSame thing,ò she shrugged, waving him off with her smoking hand; donôt be nit-

picky. 

Thatôs that. 

It was pleasurably hard to breathe (which was Odysôs only mindless action for 

the time being). The room was full of tantalizing smokeðwonderful, lingering, 

suffocating smoke. The smoke swirled around them like dancing phantoms. They 

were soon on their third round of cigarettes (insisting on advancing their inevitable 
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lung cancer), before he realized he still had a cup of coffee. Ah, it was nice and cool, 

too. He wouldnôt have to nurse it. Yes, sir. 

His square-framed glasses slid down his nose. He didnôt push them up. The 

glasses are deceptive, they make him seem placid and introverted. Heôs not. Not 

really. He doesnôt hide behind them as some do, but he does use them to mislead. If 

either of them hid behind spectacles, it was his sisterðbut it was hardly a trite 

disguise upon her dainty face. Or maybe it was. Bookish by nature, she fit the 

librarian stereotype perfectly. Except the smoker bit, perhaps. 

 She was elegant when she smoked, unlike himðthough not on purpose. He liked 

to watch her smoke; it comforted him. He enjoyed her tapering hand bringing it up to 

those lace-thin lips. Every interval between intakes was unique, and he observed 

each with revived curiosity. 

Sheôd pretend not to notice his overly entertained eyes tracing from (one) the 

whirling smoke to (two) white cigarette to (three) pale face to (four) curved neck 

toéOne, two, three, four. He would count her. On and on in an infinite sum that 

somehow always ended in an even number. She was even. Always even. Always 

balanced. 

éTheir mutually parasitic nature was (for lack of a better explanation) the reason 

I wanted to start my story here. Donôt feel uncomfortable, my prudish readers; donôt 

convict them just yet. Yes, you might already suspect an unorthodox sibling 

relationship, but donôt let me prick your conservative bubbles. I havenôt earned that 

power yet. Just ignore this erotic needle as I wave it in your face. Itôs not going to 

hurt. Much. 

Honestly, youôre just like everyone else familiar with the pairðguessing, 

predicting, and judging right from the start. Strangers often mistook them for a 

married couple; or, for those more familiar with the pair, to assume incest. 

Sometimes Odys even introduced her as his missus to ward off the curious stares and 

sly questions. Just who was that girl he brought with him, andðmore importantlyð
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what was she to him? Dear Odissa would play along buoyantly, bless her heart, and 

together theyôd make a grand time of it. It was easier to pretend. 

Thus, at parties (Odys was unusually popular despite his efforts; Odissa usually 

came off as the reclusive sort who scared away inviters), they would say things like, 

ñLet me introduce you to my wife,ò or, ñHave you met my husband?ò when speaking 

about each other. 

Odd phrasing of that nature. 

It not only kept things (such as their clinginess) smooth and simple, but it also 

kept them from, as they say nowadays, being ñhit on.ò And the plain rings they both 

wore on their fingers added to the effective repelling. Their make-believe marriage 

proved they needed no one else. They wanted no one else. So please go away. 

To Odissa, they were Cleopatra and Ptolemy. Their solitude was their Egyptian 

throne. They were gods among men. No Caesar would overthrow them. But 

historical parallels aside: 

He couldnôt stand not knowing what the special occasion wasðthe reason she 

was dressed. ñWhat would you like to do today, Odissa?ò he asked, leaning towards 

her. He hoped she would fess upé 

ñHave you, dear brother,ò she said in her most pompous (and fake) British 

accent, ñforgotten what today is?ò 

His eyes narrowed. 

She rested her head in her palm. ñWell, you mustôve suppressed it. Iôm going to 

see him today. Our father.ò 

ñOh.ò Odys mouthed the sound. ñItôs that time of year.ò 

ñHm,ò she answered, no emotion in her sound. 

He evened out her newspaper, putting the pages in a nice stack parallel to the 

tableôs dull edge. He liked even lines. He counted to an even number before taking 

his next step. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight: 

ñDonôt.ò 

ñDonôt?ò 
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ñDonôt go.ò It was almost a command. ñPlease.ò 

She laughed, a feigned noise, and put out her unfinished cigarette. He counted the 

number of times she smashed the tip into the tray. Onetwothreefouréfive. He hated 

odd numbers! 

She saw him cringe. She knew exactly what he counted. 

ñI have to, Odys. We need the money. Thatôs how it works.ò She slouched back 

in her chair, waiting for his unavoidable reaction. She always used tender 

unpleasantness to control him. 

ñYou donôt have to go anymore, you know.ò Quietly, ñWe donôt need him.ò 

ñYes, we do. If I didnôt go, we wouldnôt live comfortably. Gourmet coffee has its 

price tag.ò She attempted a smile at her own humor. 

He put out his own cigaretteðonetwothreefourfivesix (see, Odissa? Thatôs how 

itôs done)ðand proceeded to space out the butts in a symmetrical arrangement. Just 

as he liked it. There was nothing else on the table to perfect. Nothing else to distract 

him. His brow wrinkled once more, the corners of his mouth declining. Though he 

had a naturally somber semblance, it was even more depressing with the topic of 

their father on the table. 

ñThis will be the last of it, I promise. Iôm going to ask him for more than usual. 

He wonôt mind. Weôre almost done with school anyway, and so I mightðò 

ñIf you ask for more, heôll ask more from you,ò Odys interrupted. 

She frowned, disapproving. He could be so childish when it came to her. He 

didnôt like others stealing her attentionðattention that was his. She answered him, 

ñThen Iôll do more.ò 

He didnôt like that answer. One, two, three, four. The seconds ticked by like a 

clock in his mind. ñC-can I go with you?ò He faltered the question. He didnôt want to 

go, but he wished to express his willingness to suffer. ñI donôt even have to show my 

faceðò 

ñYou know he wouldnôt like that, and Iôm not supposed to ask. And if he found 

outðò 
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ñThen how long will you be this time? You have work Monday.ò 

ñTuesday, actually. Youôve got Monday by yourself, babe. However, I should be 

back by Monday. Thatôs his estimate.ò 

Odysôs jaw clenched. That was too long. Longer than usual. 

ñIôm also going to ask him about it.ò She was trying to justify her visit. 

ñIt?ò 

ñWell,ò her voice lowered, ñwho our mother was. Or is, whatever. I think heôs 

willing to tell me now. Now that weôre about to graduate. I can get something from 

him.ò 

ñI donôt care to know. Any woman insane enough toðò 

ñMaybe weôre adopted, then,ò she admonished him. 

ñThatôs likely,ò he laughed. It was too much to hope for. 

ñMaybe we killed her at birth,ò Odissa stated, as if this was normal breakfast 

conversation. ñMaybe thatôs why.ò 

That shut Odys up. He never thought sheôd speak her mind so flippantly. Or that 

sheôd speak that theory aloud. Sure, even heôd wondered about it, buté 

ñNever mind,ò Odissa said, waving her hand. 

Truth be told, theyôd never had this conversation before. Not like this, anyway. 

Odissa wondered if sheôd really dare to ask her question. Though her voice sounded 

cool and at ease, she was far from unruffled. 

Odissa stood up. ñIôm already packed. See me out?ò 

He walked her to her car. He shook off the cold and his thought about dragging 

her back to their apartment and tying her to a chair. 

He tossed her bags in her trunk and slammed the lid. She waited for him to come 

back and face her. He didnôt meet her eyes as she stood there in her cute little scarf 

and jacket and mittens. Her petite, tip-tilted nose was pink. Her breath turned to fog. 

ñDonôt do anything stupid, Odys, okay?ò 

He nodded, lying. As soon as he returned to the apartment, heôd have his fit. 

ñAnd donôt forget to feedðò 
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ñI wonôt, I wonôt.ò he grumbled. ñI wonôt forget to feed your stupid cat.ò 

She put on a prepared smile and reached up to pat his cheek with her mitten. 

Good boy, Odys. He leaned away from her, a scowl on his poignant face. She 

expected this reaction. She could deal with his melancholia now, just as heôd deal 

with hers upon her return. She was always affected after ñseeing their father.ò Odys 

always had to fix her afterwards. 

Sighing, she entered her silver car, closed the door and drove out of the 

apartment lot. When he could no longer see her down the street, the separation had 

begun. 

Our maverick stood still in the cold. All alone. One. He hated that number. He 

wished he hadnôt shrugged off her touch. She hardly ever offered affection. And 

when she did, it was only to him. How dare he deny her that? 

Blowing through his nose like a provoked bull, he cocked his head. He debated 

something: 

See, he might have gotten dressed in a rush to walk her down here, but he was 

still dressed. He shouldnôt waste his reasonable effort. He tapped his pocketðyup, 

wallet and keys. In a solid beeline, he went to his car. Heôd go driving; he might 

even follow her (just a little ways). Nothing weird about that. Nothing that would 

surprise her. 

He shut his car door and put the key in the ignition. 

But wait. 

éWhat the hell? Car wonôt start. Wonôt start. Start. START! 

He must have tried ten times. Ten thousand fucking times. 

As he hit the steering wheelðteaching it a lessonðhe threatened to set it on fire. 

He settled for a dent in the car door, compliments of his foot.   

He wasnôt normally a violent person.10 

Not about to pop the hood and let some know-it-all, car-savvy guy tell him he 

needed to do this and that and that and this to get it running, he decided just to walk. 

                                                      
10 5ƻƴΩǘ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ƘƛƳΣ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΦ IŜΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƻǇƛƴion. 
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Just walk. Walk it off. Besides, he deserved this bad luckðto treat his sister like that. 

Walking was his punishment. 

He rummaged through his deep pocket as he stepped onto the sidewalk. His 

shaky hand searched for his extra lighter as the other pulled out the cigarettes from 

his back pocket. 

He smoked the fuck out of that cigarette. 

His glasses glinted as he looked left and right before crossing. January was cold 

in these partsðthough it doesnôt matter where he is right now, so Iôll not say the 

place. Locations are unsubstantial (as my Editor tells me). Just focus on the storyline. 

Heôll not be staying here much longer anyway. 

His feet made shuffle-sounds that helped him feel pathetic. It was a relatively 

dull walk, sparse traffic and people. A few morning joggers here and there, plugs in 

their ears. The genial cigarette smoke blew back in his bare face, thawing his sharp 

nose. He usually had those dark circles under his ever-scowling eyes, though today 

they were especially dark. Shady circles came with the swarthy complexion, you see. 

Oh, and that reminds meðI meant to mention that complexion. 

It was rumored his father was Turkish or Russian or Armenian or Siberian or 

something. 

Something. 

But Odys didnôt care. Rumors concerning his father (interestingly enough) were 

often more entertaining than the man himself. Odys should know. Heôd suffered 

them both. Rumors and the man. 

His fatherða rabbinical-looking man in memory, but not in personðhad 

sometimes spoken with a deliberately veiled burr that, at times, sounded like a sick 

blending of all Indo-European language branchesðthe kind of generalized accent 

that had broken down and only escaped fortuitously. Or, as was also likely, his father 

had merely acquired it. How, though? Do not ask. He never answered. 
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So, despite my best efforts to make the twins ñexoticò for this whitewashed 

genre, in sum we have two white rich kids. Trite upon trite. But who said Odys and 

Odissa were even the main characters? Not I!11 

éIf anything, Odys often looked in the mirror and thought he looked Native 

American. Mixed, of course, but the fact he couldnôt grow real facial-scruff led him 

to wonderé 

And this was Indian Territory, after all. It wasnôt impossible. Not entirely. 

Actually, forget I mentioned that.12 

éThe light had turned green. The pixilated man appeared in the light-box-thing. 

Walk. Walk. Walk. Donôt walk. Run before that crazy driver hits you. Geez, what an 

asshole! A human can only walk so fast. 

In his rush, his hair fell in his face. He tucked it back. He wore it down to his 

shoulders and tied in a limp tail-knot creature. His tangled mane was always pulled 

back, though wavy-scribble strands somehow found their way over his forehead. 

Like an earthy curtain, today those loose locks helped veil his building insanity. 

More ash fell onto his messy frontðhis shabby and somewhat-threadbare style 

was his only outward means of conveying his aforementioned minimalism (minimal 

use of the hairbrush, washing machine, and fashion sense). His unkempt air made 

him proud. He was good at being hygienically slovenly. ñHobo-grungeò might be the 

proper term, though Iôm no authority on the matter. Odissa always held her tongue 

on this issue. He chuckled at the thought, smoke wafting from his lips. (He caught 

this sudden outburst and corrected the impropriety. He was, after all, supposed to be 

brooding). 

As Odys walked up the sidewalk steps, not grabbing the frosty rail, he realized he 

was near his favorite used bookstoreðah, so thatôs where he was going. 

Subconsciously, of course. He rounded the corner, planning to pass it off. He knew it 

                                                      
11 Our Narrator tries very hard to be PCτwith the best of intentions. But it seems the story 
they need ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǿƻƴΩǘ άƭŜǘέ them. (What an excuse, am I right?).  
12 Narrator, YOU RUIN EVERYTHING!!! (I was hoping to keep the location as vague as 
possibleτfor reasons you will later discover).  
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wasnôt right to visit a place that isnôt solely yours. Odissaôs absence weighed him 

downé 

He blew smoke out his nose, a deprived dragon.  

All his depression might seem uncalled forða very silly reaction to his sister 

visiting their father. But perhaps you donôt know the half of it. Not yet. I havenôt 

even told you the manôs nameðnot that names tell you much about a person, 

really.13 

When Odys and Odissa were children, they imagined what their father must be 

doing all those days, weeks, months he would disappear. They wished he would 

never reappear. ñBusiness trips,ò heôd called them. 

As slightly older children, they envisaged the man as possibly a con artist, 

mercenary, or gangsterðhis black-market character surely fit the profile. Turns out, 

it was worse than they feared. 

He was none of those. 

During their lax childhood, the twins had watched many a gangster film and 

noted that the mobsters had to go somewhere for their medical aid; they couldnôt just 

check into a hospital every time they got in a gun fight. Thatôs the first place the cops 

look. There had to be a doctor on handðfor special cases and such. 

Thatôs where their father would fit into their make-believe beliefs. 

He did not make them believe otherwise. 

All they knew for sure was that his study was packed with medical textbooksð

some in different languages. They doubted their father could read them all, but they 

took up slack on the shelf. 

Many of their fatherôs rooms were locked. The study was the only ñsecretò place 

theyôd managed to enter. This was (most likely) because there were few secrets in 

that dusty room a child could understand. The eye-level volumes were the ones you 

were supposed to noticeðthe ones distracting you from the plain, more important 

                                                      
13 Oh, they tell you enough all right. Especially if the person chooses their own nameτwhich 
is what their father did.  



 

  The Blacksmith s Circus 

 

 
29 

 

books high up. Their little eyes couldnôt see into the towering shelves where the 

good stuff (no doubt) was tucked away. They hadnôt dared go up the winding 

staircase or use the rolling ladder; if they had, not only would it have been riskier, 

but they might have learned their fatherôs true profession. 

And they already knew too many secrets. 

Their father, when at home, would lock himself in his rooms. Heôd stay in there 

for days and leave the children to their aloof nanniesðplural. Yes, they had several 

over the years. 

Odys wondered why their father even bothered coming home. Itôs not as if the 

twins wanted to see his faceðhis face with that scraggily beard (their fatherôs facial 

hair added to his sophistic undercurrent, and Odys hated it. If he could ever grow 

such a monstrosity, he wouldnôt. He feared he might actually look like his father, 

then. One time, he took his sisterôs hair up to his chin as she tried to touch up her 

face in a mirror. It was no real comparison). But why are we talking about beards? 

Letôs get back to their upbringing.14 

They were very well off, and it seemed likely their father acquired the wealth 

from somewhereðor, possibly, someone. Little did they know how close their 

guesses came. A pomegranate isnôt a carrot, but itôs still just as edibleðand Mr. 

Odelyn Sr. enjoyed the company of many a delectable character.  

Perhaps the yummiest of his contemporaries was Mr. Augury, a man who had 

made frequent visits.15 As the familyôs lawyer and oldest friend, every time his derby 

shoe stepped through their childhood threshold, their father would drop what he was 

doing and leave his off-limit  rooms. No one could delight their father quite like Mr. 

Augury. 

                                                      
14 άwŜŎŜƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƎǳŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǊŘŜŘ ƳŜƴέ τChilam Balam, Mayan book. It is a supposed 
prophecy and relates to Cortés and his welcoming. The beard, in my opinion, eerily 
foreshadows something about Odys. The beard (or lack thereof) is most important. The 
bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǿŀƴǘǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘƛǎΧ!ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ƛǘΦ 
15 !ƴŘ ȅŜǎΣ L όǘƘŜ 9ŘƛǘƻǊύ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ !ǳƎǳǊȅΩs name (as I have changed/edited others) to 
OBVIOUSLY represent someone of ominous importance. Our Narrator had a laugh at the 
name I picked. An approving laugh.  
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And no one consumed more of his time. 

Mr. Augury had a much older air and frame than their father, though he wasnôt 

ancient. Only distinguished. Odissa called him Guglielmo Marconi. Her father, on 

the other hand, was Grigori Rasputin. ñThough I think thatôs only when heôs around 

us,ò she had added. She could be so forgiving.   

Odys didnôt know why she always compared people historically, but she usually 

got it right. Like Hegel with his spiritual manifestations in history, Odissa pursued 

this timeless principal in her own life. She was a sibyl who knew the past foretold the 

future. 

But back to Marconi and Rasputin: 

The twins didnôt know how the two had met and never cared to learn. Why learn 

about a subject you hate? Such knowledge was useless to them even if they knew it. 

It could never rid them of their father. Even though their father had died, Mr. Augury 

was still alive. Thriving. Doing their fatherôs will beyond the grave. 

Thatôs right, kiddos, their father is dead. You didnôt read that wrong. I never said 

he was alive, did I? Go back and check, if you donôt believe me (even Gabbler, my 

Editor, called this twist ñmindfuckery.ò I disagreed.). Iôll admit I meant to mislead 

you a little, but I never said he still lived. 

See, to the twins, their father and Mr. Augury are as one. Their father had been a 

regal man and Augury preserved his regal wishes.  

Their father no longer had a voice of his own.  

Augury was that voice. 

Though Odissa had gone to ñsee their father,ò the stone monument heôd become 

was hardly the worst part of her ritual reverence. Mr. Augury was sure to stick to the 

will and its multifarious rules for their inheritance. He did control it, after all. Thatôs 

why Odys couldnôt go with Odissa. It was against the rules. Their father hadnôt 

wanted itðand still didnôt. Thatôs what Mr. Augury said. His words might as well be 

their fatherôs. His word was law. 
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Even though their father was nothing but a skeleton in the closet, Augury could 

still hear him. Mr. Augury, in more ways than one, was Odi Odelyn. 

ODYS ODELYN: Son of a trickster; named after him too. 

SEASON: Winterðperfect for brooding.  

ADDICTIONS: Cigarettes, coffee, and maintaining even numbersðnot in 

that order. Heôs actually on the lookout for a fourth addiction, to make the 

number even. 

TYPE: Byronic hero, theoretically. 

Chapter the third ,16 

Alchemic principals: 

Whatôs the matter? 

Odi Odelyn. Yes, that was their fatherôs name. Odi, short for Odysseus. A heroic 

name. 

Odys hated that nameðhe couldnôt read Homer because of it. The twins strongly 

suspected it wasnôt their fatherôs birth name, because if it was one thing they did 

know about their father, it was his profound adoration of pagan myths. And if there 

was another, they knew people rarely liked their parent-bestowed birth-names. They 

were evidence of this (teachers always spelled Odysôs name as Otis, and Odissaôs as 

Odessa). 

éNot that Odys cared about his stupid name. 

Odys flicked his finished cigarette at the pavement and stepped on it. When he 

looked back up, he noticed someone stopped at the far-off crosswalkðthe crosswalk 

he was headed towards. 

It was a blurred silhouette in the morning glow. The figure just stood thereéeven 

though the light was green and he was free to walk. The man simply stared at the 

traffic flowing past him. He even waved on the car waiting for him to cross. 

Come along, motorcar. He was in no hurry. Have a good day. 

Stanza: And thatôs where we began, didnôt we? 

                                                      
16 Or, Chapter the second, if our Narrator had their way.  
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Yes. Yes, it is. Weôve come full circle. 

ñFucking shit, it really happened,ò Odys muttered to himself in his hospital bed. 

Stanza: Chapter One insert is DONEðletôs get back to the real Ch. 3. 

The officers asked him more questionsðquestions after questions. He signed his 

witness statement after recounting the whole ordeal and refused further 

conversations with social workers (who were very concerned about his mental 

stability). Cup after cup of coffee was proffered, because he looked so ñterrible.ò 

Coffee was the only thing his nauseated body desired, though it was hard to take in. 

The doctor had told him they didnôt know what was exactly amiss with him, but 

his heart rate was lowðbelow averageðprobably just nervesðhere, take some of 

this. 

The doctor had told the officers (who were surprised Odys wasnôt on drugs): he 

should be fineðnothing in his systemðshock manifests in different ways. 

A cop who had just arrived wanted to know why the suicide had been so messy. 

The doctor (who had overheard other doctors and nurses from the morgue) explained 

that if the bullet hits the right veinðthe right angleðanything is possibleðcase 

closed. 

The cops told Odys an officer would drive him homeðthanks for cooperating. 

ñWhu-whaat time is it?ò Odys asked as someone helped him into his coat. It was 

irritating how slurred his voice came out, how much energy it cost to emanate only 

four words, how they looked on him with concern and then skepticism. 

ñJust now ten.ò 

ñA.M.?ò 

ñP.M. You were out quite a while.ò 

Thanks, Pepin, for ruining my day and making me look like a pussyðif Pepinôs 

who you really were. He put on his glasses, took back his wallet. His fingers also felt 

the coin. It was still there, eerily warm. 

He fell asleep on the way home. The driving officer woke him up. 
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ñI think weôre here, kid.ò Pause. ñYou need help getting out?ò No, thanks. ñCall 

if you need anything, right? Not that you will, but.ò Pause. ñPeople kill themselves 

every day. You just got lucky enough to be part of their attention-seeking. Donôt let 

it get to you.ò 

More like, donôt be such a little girl. 

ñWeôll send someone tomorrow to check up on you, likely.ò Shouting before the 

car door closed, ñJust be glad you slept through the news crew. They had a fucking 

field day.ò 

Stanza: Lady Liberty isnôt so Greco-Roman. 

Odys made his way up the apartment building, holding the rail for dear life. The 

yellow streetlights let him see his breath, though it felt more like his soul escaping 

than warm oxygen. 

He rested his forehead on the doorframe and fumbled for the right key. He 

noticed his hands in the hall light. They bore a sickly, lavender tintðshades away 

from a bruise-colored plum. It was like his body knew he was alone now and, 

without the eyes of others, was willing to turn on him. His desperate, cadaverous 

fingers managed to turn the cold knob. 

He found his bed. His face hit the inviting pillowé 

A few hours later, he heard a thud from his twin sisterôs roomða drawer closing 

perhaps? A sniffle? A hum? Was Odissa home?! 

He rallied himself out of bed, looking for his glasses. Where had he put them? 

They were probably in the covers. He realized he still wore his blood-splattered 

jacket. He was too unwell to bother removing it. Besides, it had nice pockets to rest 

his limp hands in. He always did appreciate pocketsðnever mind Pepinôs blood. 

He shuffled onward, hands nice and cozy. Wait, where was the coin, that 

ominous penny? Must have fallen out as I tossed in bed, he assumed. Good riddance. 

May you be lost under the bed forever. 

éOn his wobbly-way to greet Odissa (and beg her to care for him), he noticed 

the catôs hairball crime-scene from THAT MORNING had been cleansed of evidence. 
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Odissa must have done it. But, uncharacteristically, it seemed clean enough (which 

was a rare feat for anyoneðOdys had high standards). Was he sure he hadnôt 

cleaned it? 

He leaned on his sisterôs bedroom doorframe, flipped on the light. An exhausted 

smile spread across his too-white faceé 

But the sides of his expression quickly fell. 

She wasnôt there. Mustôve been the caté ñMerow?ò The cat lifted its flickering 

eyes from mid-floor. 

Thanks, cat, for waking him. Heôd gotten up for nothing. 

The cat looked back down and continued his operationðbatting at something 

between his fuzzy mittens. Odys, about to swoop down and scoop it up (the cat was 

notorious for eating random artifacts from the carpet), drew back. It was the coin. 

Howthefuck did it get in here? 

No doubt, it must have been the cat. Thatôs the only logical way it could have 

traveled. The pesky creature was always helping himself to their stuff. Little thief. 

Odys would have been angry if he hadnôt become dizzy again. He could feel the 

blood rushing through his shriveling veins. The cat screamed at him. Heôd forgotten 

to feed it dinner, but the beast was fat anyway and could miss a meal or two. Odys 

himself hadnôt eaten all day. Even now he felt too weak to eat. The cat could suffer 

with him. So there. 

éNever mind. That was mean. Heôd go feed him. 

He turned from the cat and coin with a glare, leaving it and heading to the cat 

food in the kitchen. But: sniff, sniff. Was thatécoffee? He heard the pot begin to 

squirt out newly-hot contents. Drip drip drip. 

 Walking to the counter to inspect the pot, a burned coffee scent flooded his 

shallow senses. He leaned down, watching the murky-brown droplets fall. He 

realized he was watching it like someone on LSD and adjusted his countenance 

accordingly. He blinked past his disheveled fringe, blowing the hair out of his way 

so he could inspect. 
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éThis was no programmable machine set to a clock (they were still shopping for 

a fancier one), so how was it making coffee for him? He must be dreaming. Sleep 

walking. Yes, that was it. 

He felt like a stranger in his own homeéalone. He couldnôt even trust himself 

anymore...all alone. The cat was there, yes, but the cat couldnôt make coffee. No 

thumbs. 

Perhaps he should take a stroll outsideðto wake himself up? The crisp air might 

do him good. Or make it worse, whichever. He paused in the living room, deciding. 

It was a bad idea, but he thought about it anyway. If he was going insane, better to be 

outside where someone might stop him. He wanted to escape this unusual 

happenstanceðthis place where nothing was quite rightðthis place where he was 

alone. 

The exhausting walk to the door had made it impossible to reach his bed again. 

He couldnôt change his mind now (as if he could make it out the door) but he 

couldnôt stand his own restlessness. He moaned, holding back the rippling, 

undulating soreness. He wanted to crumple over. But he stood for an eternity. 

Stanza: The genie skulking in the bottle. 

Eventually (thank God) that eternity ended. His unsteady hand was already 

turning the knobðtwisting and wringing out his dubious fate. Odys was just about to 

pull when: 

ñDonôt leave, Odys,ò a voice pleaded. 

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The voice was quaking bronze 

gongsða song calling his body. Though his senses were dulled and fatigued, this 

metallic sound was sharp and clear. Had he died? Was this a heavenly undertaker 

sent to collect him? 

Heaven or hell, heôd be saved from this tortuous weariness. He turned. He could 

see a girlôs gleaming outlineða thin, polished delineation. He gave a sigh of relief; it 

was just a girl. Just a girl. A girl? 

Not what he expected. 
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She was like syncopationðsofter than predicted. Just from her few words, he had 

almost been sure she was anything but human. But now? Now he wasnôt so sure. 

She stood paces away from Odissaôs roomðhad she just left it? 

The dress she was wearingðOdys knew that dress. It was Odissaôs. But this girl 

wasnôt Odissa. ñIt isnôt safe, Odys Odelyn,ò she told him, her voice like tiny brass 

bells now. ñNot until weôre both fully stable.ò Her posture was reserved yet poised. 

ñHowðhowôd you get in here?ò Odys managed to say. Each hoarse word felt 

like slime leaving his tongue. Sheôd given him a heavy jolt, his senses galvanizedð

though he still wanted to puke and pass out simultaneously. 

The dark apartment kept him from perceiving her face entirely, but he could 

sense she softly smiledða smile like the glint of copper, quickly gone. 

ñHowôd I get in? Well, now. You let me in.ò She spoke as if reminding a sleepy 

child. 

He licked his lips in thought and tasted metalðmetal in the air. Her body swayed 

in placeðshe was a sinuous cobra half-moving to the snake-charmerôs tune in his 

head. ñYou let me in,ò she insisted. She tucked her hair behind her ear, waiting for 

response.  

ñDid I?ò He almost didnôt doubt it at this point.  

She nodded.  

Clearing the clot in his throat, ñWhy are you wearing myðmy sisterôs dress?ò 

She strode up to him. Her every footstep consecrated the floor. ñSo two girls 

canôt wear the same dress?ò She stretched out her arm, flipped on the light with a 

kiss of her fingers. Those beckoning fingers took their time to coil back to her 

serpentine handðthe action exact, like a temple girlôs ritual. 

The simple fixture above them illuminated her once-suppressed face. Odys sunk 

back. She was too attractive. Like a human knows an android isnôt real, he felt there 

was something unnatural about her ñrealness.ò Her auburn hair fell in docile coil-

waves around her pointed features; those thick locks reflected too much light and 

compelled his barely-open eyes to squint. 
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Her complexion was bronze-tinged. Her heavily-hooded eyes crowded her face. 

If he had to guess, heôd call her Indian or Middle Easternðno, letôs compromise: 

Pakistani.17 

In the light, she was a living sculptureðcopper-casted. Any moment now sheôd 

sprout multiple arms and assume a goddessôs holy pose. 

ñYou should be in bed, Odys,ò she suggested, at ease in coaxing him. He wished 

he could obey. But it wouldnôt be that easy. 

ñYou know my name too? How come everyone seems to know that? And why 

are you wearing my sisterôs clothes?ò He actually wanted an answer to this one. 

ñSimple, Odys,ò she replied with a forcedðalmost malevolentðgrin, ñI needed 

something to wear.ò At least she was honest. She pulled up the falling strap from 

Odissaôs oversized sundress. 

His questions were getting him nowhere. He leaned against the door, closing her 

off from escape and helping support his drained body. ñHow the hell did you get into 

this apartment?ò 

She straightened her posture. Heôd already asked that. The girlðalmost 

angrilyðbit her lip. ñI told you, Odys. You let me in.ò 

His brow furrowed. ñWhy donôt I remember?ò 

She stared at him with those huge eyesðeyes with irises like tiny, glinting 

pennies at the bottom of two wide, clear wells. ñIôm not lying to you. I canôt lieðnot 

to you. Thereôs a difference, you know, between being invited in and being let in. I 

was let in, but not necessarily invited. Do listen, Odys, for Iôm enervated too.ò She 

put a sensitive hand upon her chestðthat bursting chest was the only thing the tiny 

girl-woman filled in Odissaôs dress. 

ñHowðhow did I óletô you in?ò 

ñWell, plainly stated,ò she paused. ñI was in your pocket.ò 

He laughed. ñWhat now?ò 

                                                      
17 DŀƴŘƘƛ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ŏƻmpromise. 
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ñThe pennyðthe one that Pepin gave you. Iôm the penny.ò She gestured to 

herself with her delicate handðup and down. Ah, itôs not every day someone tells 

you theyôre coinage. ñYour cat tried to eat me, back there. Frisky little thing doesnôt 

know to it play cool. I swear, Iôve nothing against cats, as long as they donôt 

swallow. Iôve been swallowed beforeðby a dog, see. Not a very pretty way to pass 

the time, I tell you. Canôt turn humanoid in a dog, no. Not unless you want the damn 

animal to explode.ò 

Odys shook his head, trying to understandða cold sweat formed upon his 

wrinkled browðhis hair stuck to his faceðhe couldnôt keep up with her. So he 

decided to slow her down: ñWhoðwhoôs Pepin?ò 

ñOh, come! I know youôre smarter than that, Odys. He made it very obvious for 

you. Pepin! Pepinðthe man with the umbrella. Pepinðthe man whose head 

exploded. Pepinðthe man who set all thisòðshe gestured to Odys and herselfðñup. 

I suppose he arranged it very nicely, every detail perfect. I should know. He made 

me enact parts of it, no doubt. Itôs always hard to remember first off. Iôm still getting 

used to you. Iôm too busy to remember my own pastðif I can remember it at all. 

Gods only know what Pepin made me do. And what he made me forget.ò 

She rubbed her forehead. Her gaze didnôt meet his, though the twinkling eyes 

noted his reaction. 

Odys slouched lower on the door, legs about to give way. This young girlð

probably somewhere between seventeen and twentyðwas rambling on about things 

heôd rather not hear. The sad part was that he felt he could believe every word. 

Odys looked up through his brown hair. ñWhyôd his head explode? Was it a 

bomb? It wasnôt some sort ofðof murder was it?ò 

ñOh, thatôs simple,ò she shrugged it off. She noticed the cat down at her feet. 

ñPepinôs head exploded because he killed himself.ò 

ñWhat are you even saying?ò Of course he killed himself, woman!  

She snapped her fingersðshe had perfect nailsðthe kind of nails he saw on 

Asian salon windows, on posters with sun-washed color and feminine hands posing 
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in awkward positions around hideous flowers or retro orbs. Everything about her was 

perfectðproportionate, symmetrical, idealized.18 

ñPepinôs head didnôt explode because a bullet went through his brain. A normal 

shot wouldnôt have bruised him. The bullet only worked because he was the one that 

shot it.ò She bent down to pet the cat. The cat usually hated visitorsðjust like his 

owners. ñWith a man like Pepinða man with no soul to hold him backðanything he 

does to himself is amplified and injected into the action.ò 

ñWhat?ò It was seriously hard to follow. 

ñNever mind,ò she sighed. ñIôm overwhelming you. Can you give me a cigarette? 

Itôll make us both feel better.ò 

ñExcuse me?ò 

She didnôt even wait for the OK. Reaching in his pocket for his pack and lighter, 

she was smoking away before Odys could count to five (which he wouldnôt want to 

do, even if he could spare the energy). 

She sucked on the paper so deeply that the tip transformed to ash in one robust 

inhalation. He could almost experience the sultry smoke entering her lungs, feel its 

exalted warmth, imagine its texture. Was she even old enough to smoke? 

The smoke drifted from her tiny nostrils. She closed her eyes and sighed.  

ñExactly what I needed to go with my coffee. Some say that your addictions stem 

from what your soul craves,ò she mused, examining the deteriorating cigarette. 

ñChocolate, I hear, can produce the feeling of being in love. Those with a jones for 

chocolate therefore crave love.ò She walked over and smothered it in the coffee 

tableôs ashtray. Now there were an odd number of butts. 

She rubbed her acute chin. Each time Odys blinked to clear his vision, her skin 

tone shifted into phosphorescent tints and hues, like dazzling tricks on the eyeðjust 

subtle enough to make you disbelieve. 

She had a second cigarette going when she asked: ñI wonder what coffee, 

cigarettes, and even numbers say about your soul, Odys?ò 

                                                      
18 Idealized by a straight male, perhaps.  
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He found it hard to breathe, especially when she glanced at him with that too-

knowledgeable visage. How did she know? The coffee and cigarettes were obvious; 

physical proof of those addictions were scattered through the apartment. But his 

compulsion? That was less palpable. 

To provoke further confusion, she began an improvised list of metaphysical traits 

Odys carried: ñYou like paperback books because you can fold the cover around, 

making the book easier to hold with one hand. Youôve never smoked pot, nor had 

any desire to. You also hate the idea of alcoholðanything that can make your mind 

less guarded and allow someone to discover your inner secrets. And boy, you have a 

few, donôt you? You hate board gamesðthough you tolerate chess. You dress like a 

slob to counteract your regal upbringing. You hated gym class. In high school, most 

of the guys thought you were a homosexual, but you actuallyðnever mind I wonôt 

go there. You also have a thing for Asian girls, though youôve never truly pictured 

yourself with one.ò 

She gestured to herself as if the situation were somehow ironic.19 

Odys slid down the doorðass hitting the floor. He watched her brandish the 

smoke-trailing cigarette. The ash-air smothered him as it swirled around her, a sacred 

aura. He couldnôt swallow his spit. His body couldnôt process this cathartic assaultð

this looking-glass reflection of his innate self. 

ñWho the fuck are you? Didðdid Pepin know all this? Did heðdid he tell you?ò 

Taking out another cigarette, she silently snickered. It reminded Odys of his own 

smugness at things he knew better than others. 

ñNo, Pepin didnôt tell me. Granted, Pepin knew a lot about you, but he could 

never know you like I do. Oh, donôt look at me like Iôm crazy. You didnôt tell the 

cops about me. You realized I was more than just a penny. Right after Pepinôs brain 

scatter, when you touched me in your pocket, I know you felt itéò 

Her voice trailed off, recalling the ordealðas if she had been there. 

                                                      
19 LǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΚ  
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She walked back over to him. ñI know you felt me draining you.ò She bent down 

in front of him, balancing on her toesðher heels gracefully in the air! She placed the 

cigarette effects next to her. ñI still am.ò 

Still sucking the life out of him. 

Cigarette smoke glided into his face. ñI can tell youôre going to like me, Odys. 

Eventually.ò She pointed at him with her pretty cigarette-clasping fingers. ñIôm sorry 

Iôm taking so much of your energy all at once to revive myself. It canôt be helped.ò 

She frowned. ñYou do look like shit.ò 

With unhurried approach, she reached out and touched his chin. Her white-hot 

touch agitated his tessellated brain. The world reversed into negative. He closed his 

eyesðdrifting in and out. 

He melted into her palm. 

If you could see through the girlôs eyes, you would see his face flush with 

colorðhealthy once more. 

He realized her action and drew back, eyes sinking into his pallor skull, a shadow 

overtaking his attenuated body. ñWhatôd you just do to me?ò 

She smiledðteeth so perfect. She withdrew her limb from him. ñI cut the 

distance between us.ò She blew smoke in his face. It was almost as soothing as her 

touch. She cradled his chin and mantra-chanted, ñNephesh, nephesh, nephesh. The 

soul is breath. Your bodyôs having a hard time adjusting to losing its soul. In fact, I 

donôt think Iôve ever seen a Master look so godawful. Maybe itôs because you 

havenôt eaten in a while. Or perhaps itôs because youôre fighting against me.ò 

ñMy soul? What do you mean I donôt have a soul?ò 

She shook her head. ñNo, itôs not that you donôt have one. I have it now. Iôm the 

shell that encases itðthe lock and door that keeps the world from it. Your soul 

manifest, perhaps. I am you, Odys. An extension of your body. Weôre the same 

person. Your soulôs my windup key.ò 
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She put a hand on his knee and leaned into him, looking him straight in his eyes. 

There it was againðthat nervousness surfacing to her face. And there it went, tucked 

away. Her self-control scared Odys. 

ñForgive me,ò she smiled broadlyðnever blinking. ñItôs usually the Master who 

has more control of their bodiesðnever as equal as this. Youôre letting your soul run 

itself. How strange. How scary.ò 

She smoothed his hair. The caress belied his independence; it seemed 

inappropriateðsomeone so beautiful couldnôt be alone with him. This was a dream. 

Thatôs all. Heôd wake up and find Odissa still at home. She never would have left. 

He never would have tried to start his car. He never would have met the suicidal 

stranger. And he certainly wouldnôt have an anthropomorphic penny. 

He gripped his stomach as nausea struck him. She quickly put her hand back on 

his face. 

ñWhatever youôre doing to meéstop it.ò Reverse it. Make it all better. And then 

go away. 

ñYou have every right to be angry. But this is how it works.ò 

ñIt?ò 

He saw through his half-shut eyes that she struggled.  

ñThereôs a name for what I am, Odys. Iôm your Automaton. Youôre my new 

Master. When Pepin, my old Master, killed himself, he canceled the bond I shared 

with him. I became functionlessðstagnantðinanimate. I couldnôt change from my 

object-form until you touched meðuntil I took your soul. I need a soul to fuel með

to wind me up. Weôre like machinesðyour soul is the rechargeable battery. But Iôm 

far from wires, gears, and bolts.ò 

Her expression became sullen. She tore her attention from him. ñI donôt know 

why Pepin planned for you to óreactivateô me,òðshe flinched at her own word 

choiceðñBut I know he had his reasons.ò She paused. ñIn his last years, Pepin wore 

great unrest and would hardly let me see his thoughtsðlet alone remember them 

after his death. All his plansðall of themðwere clandestine. He hid his true self 
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from our shared brains. He was a good Masterðone of my favoritesðyou already 

like him, you just donôt know it.ò She began to smile, then her face dimmed. ñYet, 

itôs unsettling that we donôt know his plans for you.ò 

With one free hand, she reached behind her, as if digging in a pant pocket. She 

retrieved something. ñIôm as clueless as you,ò she said, unfolding his glasses (Oh, so 

thatôs where they wereðbut where did she pull them from? She was wearing a 

dress!). ñStatistically speaking, I had to happen to someone. But the ratioôs tweaked, 

since Pepin chose you. He meant for you to touch me before anyone else could. He 

cheated.ò 

She placed his glasses on his nose and tucked them in. Her hands lingered. The 

frames were warm, as well as the glass. They fogged up, making the moment more 

awkward. 

Odys blushed.  

She cupped his cheeks like one does a puppy. ñAdmit it, you prude; it feels better 

when weôre close.ò 

Yes, yes, fine. It did. By her strange witchery, he no longer felt as if he might die. 

This time he embraced the rushing palliation. 

ñDonôt worry, it wonôt always feel this taxing. You should be better in a few 

hours, if you get some rest. Now, promise me you wonôt try to leave, all right? Donôt 

open this door.ò She pointed behind him. 

ñWhy not?ò He forced himself to acknowledge her request, even though he 

wanted nothing more than to evaporate through her hand. 

ñTheyôll know youôre well again, and then theyôll come.ò 

ñThey?ò 

ñNo one to fear, Odys,ò she soothed, outlining his features with her fingertips 

until he closed his eyes once more. ñThough we must be cautious. There are other 

humans with Automata out thereðbut only a few. They are a group. A family. Pepin 

wasnôt part of it. But that doesnôt mean you canôt be. I canôt remember why Pepin 
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left them, but I donôt think youôll have to avoid them like he didðoh, why was it that 

he left them? I canôt remember!ò She was talking to herself. 

She remembered Odys and looked down at him. ñUnder my aegis, you are safe.ò 

She continued to brush his spectral face. Her touch became unnoticeable as he 

drifted farther away. 

It was almost like she was Odissa, if he stared at the hem of the dressðthe 

dress!ðyes, of course, the dress. His eyes shot openðthe girl felt the sudden 

tension. He wished she didnôt wear it.  

As if reading his thoughts, the girl said, ñIf thatôs what you want. But first take 

this.ò She forced her cigarette between his lips. Before heôd even attempted the first 

intake of smoke, the dress glided to the ground. 

But she hadnôt withdrawn her hands from himðher hands were thereðright 

there! She hadnôt taken off the dressðshe hadnôt touched her dress. 

And that glint in her eyesðthat proud glint. 

The girl was clearly not intangible, though the dress had fallen through her like a 

coin in water. Even Odys, in his sickened state, could tell she was completely solid. 

Solid as something non-air could be. It had been her bodyðher limbs, torso, legsð

that had reshaped itself around the falling dress. Like quicksilver, she had reformed 

around it as it reached the ground. It took Odys a momentða long momentðto 

realize she was crouching before him nude. The dress wrinkled around her feet. Her 

bare legs pushed together. Her arms didnôt even bother to cover anythingð 

Because she had no navel. No nipples. Noé 

Stanza: Faux skin of the golem of metals. 

He quickly shut his eyes. 

Careful what you ask for, Odys. 

ñItôs okay, you can open them now. Iôm covered.ò 

What what what? No longer naked? Well, if she could take the dress off that 

quickly, she might be able to put it back on in the same amount of time. 
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Odys opened one eye and lowered his defensive hand. He swallowed hard, 

though nothing but mortification went down. 

She smoothed out a tube-like dress as she stood and tugged at the hemða snake 

pulling at her second layer of skin. The dress was a metallic material that 

complimented her complexion. It glinted like a newly-removed cicada husk. 

ñTook me longer than anticipated. Like I said, Iôm tired too.ò 

ñTook you longer?ò Odys questioned, his voice a little higher than usual. 

 ñItôs a part of me; itôs my skin, if you will.ò She attempted to keep said ñskinò 

down to her knees. ñI canðto a pointðshift my skin around a bit. It makes me use a 

lot of our energy, thoughðoh, forget it.ò She gave one last ineffectual tug at her 

hemline. ñAnyway, didnôt want to waste more of you, you see.ò 

She bent back down and tried to keep her legs close together; the hem was rolling 

up despite her efforts. ñIt takes a lot of concentration just to create something this 

scanty. Later on, once you get more sleep, I can create something more modest, of 

course. Not that you should care about modesty.ò She took the cigarette back from 

his lips, just for one more good suck then, ñIôm going to get us some coffee.ò She 

jostled the butt back between his lips.  

ñBut I thought I was supposed to sleep?ò His lids clamped down. This wasnôt 

happening, this wasnôt happening, this wasnôt happening. 

She patted his cheek. ñDecaff, babe.ò 

When she took a step back, he could feel an airy yank starting from the pit of his 

chest. Part of him departed with her. He knew it like a compass knows north.  

ñCome, up you go. On the couch.ò She gave him her hand; he clutched it like a 

blind man pleading to Christ. If it would make him feel better, heôd do anything she 

saidðwould believe anything she told him. Her arms lifted him like iron levers. She 

helped him to the couch and left him there like a rag doll. 

She was back in a flash, handing him his mug. She removed the finished cigarette 

from his compliant lips. He no longer cared if there were an even number of buttsð

how many had she smoked again? 
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She crossed her legs. Her foot bobbed. She toasted the air with her own mug. 

ñYour addictions are now mine.ò  

Stanza: Pinocchio wants to be a real puppet. 

Odys hadnôt started drinking yet, he was too busy glaring at her and feeling 

exposed. 

ñYou still donôt believe your eyes, Odys?ò she asked. ñNot even my comforting 

touch has swayed you to belief? Not even my tricks?ò She pinched her dress. ñJesus, 

youôre still praying this is just a dream.ò 

More like nightmare, but whatevs. 

ñWell, what else can I do?ò She placed her mug on a coaster. ñI guess I could tell 

you that I have only two forms. Sorry to disappoint, but Iôm far from a real shape-

shifter. Iôm more of a shape-tweaker. For example.ò 

She elevated her left hand and, with her right, began to pull at each left finger as 

if removing a snug, veneer glove. ñI have my coin state, which may come in handy 

when I need to be hidden from, say, your sister.ò Odys watched her peel something 

off her hand. ñThen, I have my human-esque form, to make you feel more 

comfortable when talking to your soul.ò 

Comfortable? Ha! It was much easier to talk to a soul he wasnôt sure he had. 

She gave one last tug on her middle finger and withdrew a diaphanous skin in the 

shape of her hand. As it left the hand, it turned to a golden gauze-glove. Between two 

fingers, she dangled the limp materialðnever letting go. 

ñThose are my only two forms, though they can be slightly manipulated.ò20 

She rolled the material into a ball between her lithe hands and, like a magician, 

pulled her fists apart. Her upturned palms revealed empty hands. 

ñNotice, I didnôt let go of the glove as it exchanged hands. Thatôs because it was 

still a part of me, Odys. Just as you can add melted metal to melted metal, I can 

                                                      
20 .ȅ άƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜǎ όƛΦŜΦ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘȅƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ 
hair and having facial reconstruction surgery. She seems to carry consistent traits that cannot 
be entirely manipulated. It probably takes too much concentration and/or energy.  
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move my body partsðso long as theyôre always attached to me. Manipulation has its 

limits, as does hylomorphism. What else might I do to prove youôre not dreaming?ò 

Her candor made him hide an anxious smile. He supposed if this didnôt turn out 

to be a hallucination, heôd owe her some apology. 

ñYou should drink your coffee, itôs getting cold.ò 

ñI like it a bit cold.ò 

She surveyed him with a sidelong glance, self-assured. Sheôd already known how 

he took his coffee. She was just pretending she hadnôt, to make him feel more 

comfortableé 

He took an obligatory sip and observed her satisfied grin. Trying to swallow the 

hot liquid, ñWhatôs your name?ò 

ñThought youôd never ask, Odys.ò She pushed back her falling bangs; the glossy 

fringe grew longer as it left her fingers. 

Freak, Odys thought. Iôm in a freak show.  

ñIf you donôt know my name, Iôm not as real as I could be, isnôt that right?ò She 

sighed. ñNevertheless, if you want to know what to call your newest, quintessential 

body part, itôs Maud.ò 

MAUD: The machine prosthetic. 

CREATOR: A god. 

SIBLINGS: Eight.  

GASOLINE: The soul. 

Chapter the fourth, 

The jinn in the coin: 

Can you trust the Midas touch?21 

                                                      
21 ά¸Ŝǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƎƻǿƴŜŘ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŜŘ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ƻǿƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŎǊƛŜǎ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΥ Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ IƻƳŜǊΩǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǳǎΦΩ .ǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 
ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƛŦ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ attributed divine attributes 
to sinful men, that crimes, and that whoever committed such crimes might appear to imitate 
ǘƘŜ ŎŜƭŜǎǘƛŀƭ ƎƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ƳŜƴΦΩέτSaint Augustine, The Confessions. Beware of 
the traits gods give you.  
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ñMaud,ò Odys repeated. He liked that nameðas if heôd known it all along. ñNo 

last name?ò 

ñYou really think something like me has a last name? Sometimes I donôt have a 

first.ò She helped herself to yet another cigarette. ñWant one?ò she offered (his own 

pack, no less). 

He shook his head. 

She ensconced herself in the seat. ñMasters call me what they want. Maudôs the 

default name. You can change it. Though Masters never really do. Not entirely. 

Theyôre afraid of offending The One who made me.ò 

She pointed up and blew the smoke through her nose like a divine bullða bull 

misplaced in a matadorôs arena. 

ñMaudôs a strange name for me, isnôt it? When someone says óMaud,ô no one 

pictures, well, this.ò She motioned to her (possibly) Perso-Indian self. ñIf youôd 

made me, you wouldôve gone with a more exotic name. Or the complete oppositeð

something simple and clever. Like óPenny.ôò She snorted. ñBut then again, thatôs the 

point. Iôm not supposed to make sense or be clever. I break stereotypes. Iôm an 

American coin after allðyet I wasnôt crafted here. My creator gave me traits that 

were to His fancyðnot anyone elseôs. But Iôll stop talking about myselfðeven 

though itôs the only thing we should be talking about because, letôs face it, I already 

know everything about you.ò 

ñéI get the feeling Iôm supposed to ask more questions now?ò 

ñWell, it would be better than me monologue-ing all the time.ò 

Stanza: The dialogue is quite the monologueðin more ways than ONE. 

He said the first thing that came to mind, ñWhat are you? I mean, how do you 

exist?ò 

She raised an eyebrowðas if she could ask him the same question. ñA god made 

me. The blacksmith oneðthe god of metallurgyðsometimes associated with 

volcanoesðyes, that one. Ah, I see that light bulb going off. I make more sense now, 
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donôt I?ò She gave another condescending arch to her eyebrows and sipped her 

coffee. 

ñVulcan?ò he askedðas if to be sure he was getting his mythology right. He 

wasnôt about to say Hephaestus, because he wasnôt sure how to pronounce it.  

She nodded.  

ñSee, reading The Iliad in grade school wasnôt a total waste of time, now, was 

it?ò 

Before thinking, he blurted, ñIs there no way toðò 

ñUndo this? No. You canôt take it back, Odys. Thereôs no way to be rid of me. If 

I could, believe me, Iôd give you back whatôs yours. This is no sweet cupcake for 

me, either. I feel what you feel. Whatôs done is done. The only way Pepin could get 

rid of me was to die by his own hand. The only way to break it is for you to die. I 

canôt.ò 

ñThen put me out of my fucking misery. I donôt know what youôre doing to me. 

But it hurts.ò He pressed his eyes under his glasses.  

ñIôm in pain too. You just canôt tell because Iôm an Automaton.ò  

They observed each other for some time. Odys may have even dozed off. He 

wasnôt sure. 

The cat jumped upon the armrest beside her with a sweet, ruffling cat-noise, 

starling him. 

ñHeôs too comfortable with you,ò Odys mentioned, eyes just open enough to 

notice.  

ñAh, well, I did feed him these past few days, so Iôm no stranger.ò She gave the 

cat a good chin-scratch. 

ñPast few what?ò He was alert once more. 

ñDays, Odys,ò Maud repeated. ñYouôve been asleepðoff and onðfor days. 

Even on the floor, there, was the span of hours.ò 

ñIt was? What day is it, then?ò He tried to glance at a clock but his hair fell in his 

eyes. 



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

ñTomorrowðwhich is in a few minutesðwill be Monday. But donôt worry. No 

one but your boss has called, asking if you could come in. And I quit for you.ò 

ñWhat? What do you mean?ò Odys would have stood up (to further express his 

shock), but that little outburst cost him. He dabbed at the new coffee stain on his 

pants. 

ñI had to, Odys. Itôs not like you could work for them now. Not with whatôs 

going on.ò 

ñWhatôre you saying? I need that job!ò he shouted at her between pants-drying 

actions. 

ñNo, you donôt need it. Besides, whyôs Odissa going to see Old Money Bags if 

you really need a job? Yes. I know what you fought about that morning. I know 

where she went.ò 

All he could do was glare at her in shock. 

ñListen, Odys, if I say you donôt need something, you donôt. I canôt lie to you. 

Let me show you why you donôt need a job.ò 

She retracted her hand and raised an inveigling forefinger. Her eyes searched 

around the room, pinpointing his hallowed ashtray. ñObserve, please.ò She gestured 

to the somewhat-filthy thing. She placed her finger on the dimpled rim and traced it. 

When her finger left, it was no longer just a plastic, black ashtray. It was a golden 

ashtray. 

ñSolid as can be,ò she added, handing it to him for corroboration. He took it, his 

hand falling from the unexpected weight. His jaw dropped. He didnôt even care about 

the butts falling to his lap. 

She shrugged it off as if to say, Meh, it pays the bills. ñEvery atomðmoleculeð

whatever-the-hellðequivalently changed. Donôt ask me how it works. Moreover, 

donôt expect me to always be able to do it. I have to use energy for this sort of 

thingðlike forming clothes. Just look at me, panting. Also, when we pawn it theyôll 

ask where you got it. If they donôt the first time, they will the second. I can turn 

things into any metal you like, but selling the stuff can get tricky. But donôt worry, 
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weôll find ways. Welders love my work.ò She watched Odys place the tray back on 

the coffee table, as if it was an explosive device. ñJust be thankful I didnôt turn the 

couch solid gold, Odys. Wouldôve fallen through the floor.ò 

Odys leaned back in his seat and held his mug for comfort. ñOkay. But what 

now? What am I supposed to do with you? You have to leaveðyou canôt stay here.ò 

ñIf I donôt stay near you, youôll die. You canôt live without a soul, Odys. Your 

body will shut down. Youôll feel worse than you do nowðò 

ñIf thatôs what it takes to get rid of you.ò 

ñYouôd leave Odissa here, without you?ò  

He poutedðno, gloweredðat her. 

Speaking of his sister: ñShe said she would be back on Monday. Sheðshe didnôt 

call?ò 

ñNo, she didnôt call.ò Maud put her cigarette out in the now-gold ashtray. ñThe 

only other activity youôve missed is the officer stopping by. He couldnôt wake you. I 

pretended to be fifteen and without ID, just so I could convince him I was a family 

friend come to care for you. They mostly bought the lie, especially since I can flatten 

my chest if need be.ò She examined that bosom. ñHowever, while weôre on the topic 

of Monday, you have school, yes? I donôt think you should be going to school any 

longer. Just as work would be unsafe, so will school. You have little reason to rush 

learning. While I have your soul, youôre immune to so much as a paper cutðunless, 

of course, you wanted one. You have a few hundred years ahead of you, most 

likelyðgive or take the internal forces.ò She frowned at the ashtray. ñI slow the 

aging process, but from the looks of things, lung cancer mightôve set in.ò 

The cat curled himself in her lap. As she stroked its back, Odys felt envious, then 

ashamed. 

ñBut howôll I explain this to my sister?ò 

Maud shrugged. That was the least of their worries. ñI have a feeling, Odys, that 

your sisterôs just as symbiotic to you as I am. She wonôt question you if you play 

your cards right. However, Iôm not saying you should tell her about me.ò He wasnôt 
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planning on it. ñFor the time being, Iôll be the spare change in your pocket. 

Literally.ò 

Odys leaned forward, face in his palms. He was feeling much more assured, yes. 

Assured that this was madness. 

When would this hallucination end? And just whatðwhat!ðwould his sister 

think? Sheôd probably be excited. She was all about the fantasy shité 

And speaking of his sister, he wondered why his sister hadnôt come home yet. He 

was hoping for an arrival sooner than Monday. Why was it taking her so long? 

ñI would say you should call her, butéò Maud said, as if she knew he was 

thinking of Odissa. ñShe doesnôt have a cell phone. Neither do you. You both hate 

them. You donôt want them, because you donôt need them.ò 

ñWeôre never apart,ò he defended himself. 

ñSave for these visits she goes on.ò 

As if it justified his anti-cell phone behavior, ñShe said this would be the last 

time sheôd go to him.ò 

ñSpeaking of himðno cell phones means itôs also one less way for him to find 

youðand to find Odissa. Letôs not pretend your óno cell phonesô rule is about 

simplicity. As they say, the nose knows all.ò She tapped her nose. 

Did they say that? If so, who was they? 

ñStop talking about him,ò Odys said. 

ñIf Odissaôs not home tomorrow, we must do something. Itôs important we locate 

her.ò With her eyes averted in thought, ñIf Masters like Pepin are out there blowing 

their heads off, you can be sure something bad is going on. We donôt know why 

youôve been involved. Your sisterôs unsafe until we do. They no doubt know you 

have liabilities.ò 

ñWhat does my sister have to do with this? Are we in danger?ò 

ñI donôt know, Odys,ò she responded, leaning forward. ñBut thereôs certainly the 

possibility. Other Masters might feel threatened by you. Theyôre watching. Theyôll 

know you have a sister. Remember that your sisterôs more mortal than you, therefore 
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making her life much more precious, correct? No doubt others like us will realize 

this.ò 

He didnôt like the connotations. ñShould we find her? Right now?ò 

ñNo, Odys. Thatôs not what I meant.ò She rested her elbows on her bare knees. 

ñIôm not going to pretend weôre entirely safe. The others wonôt like that they had no 

say in Pepinôs plans. They didnôt choose you. And they donôt know why Pepin broke 

the rules for youéò 

She talked as if Odys now held some position or title in a council of other ñrare 

coin collectorsòðif you will.  

ñThese others withðò whatever you are. 

ñAutomatons, yes. Or Automataðhowever you want to pluralize it.ò 

ñThey were watchingðfrom the roof. Werenôt they?ò 

ñYes. And they always will be. They tend to keep tabs on one another. For 

personal safety and so forth. We arenôt coeternal, Masters and Automatons. 

Precautions are necessary.ò 

ñPrecautions?ò Odys repeated. 

ñDonôt worry. If they didnôt want you in the picture, youôd be dead already. 

Theyôll want to know why Pepin killed himself for you. Theyôll not waste his death. 

Oh, donôt look as if we should be hiding in closets, Odys. Youôre not dead yet. 

Theyôre only making sure theyôve nothing to fear from you.ò 

He glowered again.  

ñTomorrow. Weôll talk more about this tomorrow. Letôs get some sleep. Youôre 

already looking better than you did on Friday night.ò She took away his mug. 

He wanted to offer her Odissaôs bed, though he wasnôt fond of the idea.  

ñNo, thank you,ò she said, grasping his arm to pull him to his feet. ñI wonôt need 

it.ò 

ñYou donôt sleep?ò 

ñThatôs not what I said,ò she replied, her face unreadable as he straightened. 

ñAutomatons eat and drink and sleep. We need such thingséto keep our Masters 
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healthy, too. Not as much as Masters do butéò She shrugged. ñEven the soul needs 

a sojourn from the physical world.ò 

ñThen where will you sleep?ò He didnôt budge. 

ñWhy, with you, Odys. Ah, I hope that doesnôt upset you.ò 

Hope? But she knew it did! It was clear by her expression. 

She snapped to obdurate. ñItôs not as if I havenôt been next to you, these past 

days. You wanted it. How else do you think youôre alive, if I hadnôt been so near? If 

youôre apart from me for too long, youðò 

ñDie?ò 

ñYou might. But letôs not test it.ò She narrowed her eyes. ñAs I said, Iôve never 

experienced this type of slow recuperation from a Master. Itôs a slight rejection of 

meðyouôre strong-willed, Master.ò Her eyes snapped to him minatorialy. 

Master, Master, Master. She sounded like the actress from I Dream of Jeannie. 

She certainly looked more like a genie/jinn than the pale Barbara Eden. 

Maud patted his arm with patronizing force, ñDonôt think that we canôt make this 

nightmare easier on us both, Odys. Donôt you remember I can turn into a penny?ò 

She took his hand in hersðcold yet burning. Then, as if his own were a black hole 

sucking her entirety, her body was drawn into the crevice of his sweaty palm. In the 

blink of an eye, the woman was gone and the penny was there, inert.  

Observing the tarnished coin, he wondered if it had all been a vision. What if 

heôd only dreamed this Lady Liberty had spoken to him? 

ñIôm going insane.ò 

ñI think you should go to bed, Odys. Youôre starting to doubt reality.ò 

Damn. 

He squeezed the talking coin (to muffle any further communication) and went to 

his bed. He kept her in his fist, pressed to his soul-hungry veins. 

Stanza: Letôs fast forward through sleepy-time, shall we? 
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So, because I hate dream sequences and respect you enough as a reader NOT to 

force you through someone elseôs incoherent, speculative thought, Iôll tell it to you 

straight.  

Odys got pretty comfy that night.22  

Well, eventually anyway. Mostly, he was too sick to bother with being 

anxious/worried about the implications of owning a MOTHER. FUCKING. 

AUTOMATON.  

Letôs just say that when youôre in a coma-like state you tend to forget what made 

you so comatose.  

Thus, against his will, he let himself carry out his ñnormal bedtime routineò 

under those flannel sheets all the way to morning. Which means he tossed and he 

turned and he reached out andð 

Wait a second. 

His eyes shot open. He realized what he clutchedðand what clutched him back. 

Releasing a spew of unrepeatable words, he jumped out of his rickety bed, 

mattress wobbling and making the girl stir with its quaking. The naked girl, I should 

add. 

Shielding his eyesðwhile continuing to curseðOdys dashed from his room. The 

girl raised her head. What was wrong? She looked down. Oh. Thatôs whatôs wrong. 

ñShit, shit, shit,ò she hissed as a second-skin formed. 

Opening the previously-slammed door, she followed him out, repentance 

consuming her. 

Odys stopped his pacing and mumbling and slouched over the kitchen counter. 

ñOdysðò 

ñWhat. Fucking. Happened?ò He didnôt turn to her.  

ñOh, come on! You remember. It wasnôt a dream, last night.ò Stop wishing for 

that. ñItôs me, Maud. Your Automaton. Your penny. Nothing happened. We didnôt 

do anything in there. Trust yourself.ò 

                                                      
22 ! ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘion is advised. (Cough, cough).  
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She leaned against the kitchen doorframe. She was a guardian pillar-statue before 

some grand temple, supporting its structure with her celestial weight. 

 ñAre you covered, then?ò he snapped. 

ñYes, I am. Iôm so sorryðwe Automatons dream too, you see. Sometimes I 

dream myself into my humanoid form. We all do it. I didnôt mean to. Clothes take 

concentration. And how else would you get better, if we werenôt touching?ò 

His hands formed bridling fists. ñMy life is someðsome divine porno now? That 

what this is?ò  

(I agree with Odys, here, that the forced sexual tension is a bit cliché and caters 

to the standard male fantasy, but donôt blame me. Iôm not the one that made Maud as 

she is).23  

ñI didnôt mean to do it,ò she continued. He could feel her take a step from the 

threshold. ñYou didnôt mean to do it. You didnôt make me do it. Itôs not our fault. I 

tried to stay a coin, I promiseðò 

ñYou shouldôve warned me that could happen.ò He pointed to his room.  

ñThen you wouldnôt have gotten any sleep. Youôd be dead!ò 

Thatôs right, Maud. Completely ignore the fact your boobs were pressed up 

against him, your bare leg wrapped around him, your hand tangled in his bed-head 

hair (that was still standing up, btw). 

ñHey, now, you were quite clingy too, thank you very much,ò she chided his 

thoughts. 

ñStop it!ò he snapped over his shoulder. Stop getting in my head.  

She walked past him. She now wore a less-than-chaste metallic tank-top and 

short-shortsðthe best ñclothesò she could manage. It came with the voluptuous 

territory.  

ñYouôd better get used to me, Odys.ò Maud found a half-used pack of cigarettes 

in a drawer. ñNo need for modesty. Itôs not like youôre really attracted to me, though 

                                                      
23 {ǳǊŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘΦ  
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I know Iôm attractive. Gods know Iôm not óattractedô to you. Weôre the goddamned 

same person, Odys. Get that through your head.ò 

He stepped toward her. ñIf you know so much about me, then you should know I 

donôt like this conversation!ò  

He huffed, putting down his hands (previously lurching to her face). But he 

quickly picked them back up:  

ñAnd you should know itôs not about you in my bed. Itôs about how the fuck am I 

going to hide a naked woman every night from Odissa? Huh? Youôre no fucking 

coin!ò He gestured closer and closer to her face, hysteria pulling his lips. ñWhatôs the 

fucking point of being able to turn into a coin if you canôt stay that way?ò   

She didnôt bother to respond, because he paled and had to grip the kitchen 

counter, becoming dizzy and out of breath. He took a seat at the table, barely making 

it there before his legs started to shake.  

Triumphant, she lit the cigarette. ñYou should have breakfast.ò 

ñHow can you talk about breakfast at a time like this?ò 

ñUm, maybe because youôre fucking hungry? Eat something.ò 

ñNo. I might throw it up.ò  

ñBut you must eat, Odys. Just because you donôt eat doesnôt mean this isnôt 

happening.ò 

She went to feed the cat first. 

ñGive me coffee, if you must give me something.ò He put his head in his hands, 

needing a pillow. 

ñMake your own damn coffee. Show some initiative. Iôve been taking care of you 

for days now. Youôre better than you were. Youôve gotten plenty of sleep, at least.ò 

é 

Moaning, ñIf something like you is possible, then why isnôt it possible to undo 

you? To free you from me?ò 
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ñThis is fate. Everyone falls victim to it one way or anotherðand other platitudes 

like thatðblahblahblah.ò She picked off tobacco leaves from her tongue, watching 

the cat eat. 

ñThis wasnôt the Universeôs fault. Itôs Pepinôs.ò He realized he was drooling on 

his hand and grimaced. He was disgusting. But he was too lazy to wipe it off. 

ñThis couldôve happened to someone else, yes. But it didnôt. The gods planned 

for you to deal with Pepinôs plans. Otherwise, theyôd rearrange this situation. But 

they havenôt. They obviously like where this is going. And speaking of destiny,ò she 

said as she put the cat food back up, ñis that supposed to be blinking?ò 

Maud pointed to the answering machine. She knewðbecause Odys knewðthat it 

shouldnôt have that RED. BLINKING. LIGHT. 

Odys forgot his sickness. He rushed over to the machine and hit the tiny play 

button. In its robotic voice it spoke, ñMonday, 6:30 a.m.ò 

Heôd never even heard the phone ring. He glanced at the clock. Heôd slept in late. 

Heôd been out cold. He narrowed his eyes at Maud, as if maybe she had ignored the 

ringing. But something told him she was just as ill as he and had needed her sleep 

too. 

ñOdys, babe, Iôm leaving the hotel nowðusing their phone. Probably will stop 

for food soon. Sorry I took longer than Iôd hopedéò Blah, blah, blah. Odissa would 

see him soon and they could talk about ñwhat happened.ò 

Odys drooped. ñI hate when it takes long. Iôd hoped heôd let her leave sooner.ò 

His rising panic made Maud shift her footing. ñSheôs fine, Odys. She always is.ò 

ñFine isnôt good enough,ò he grumbled, rubbing his face. He looked around the 

apartment. He hated the emptiness.  

ñI need to get out.ò He paced a few steps this and that way. ñPerhaps go to the 

store, or have breakfast out. I donôt want to stay in here. I canôt stay in hereðnot 

with you. I must get out.ò 

(I applaud you myself, Reader, for being cooped up with him this long. You 

deserve an outing!) 
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ñAll right, then,ò Maud said, though hesitant. ñBut I must warn you. They will 

see us leave. When we get back, things may not be the same. An active Master is 

scariest of all to them. Activity always invites the chance for things to go wrong.ò 

ñWhat would you have me do, then? Theyôre bound to barge in nowðthatôs how 

you make it seem.ò 

ñIôm just telling you itôs about to get more complicated. The only reason they 

havenôt come in yet is because theyôre summing you up first. They donôt know 

whatôs going on, either. They donôt know why Pepin killed himself. That much I 

remember. That was his whole fucking point. But, certainly, leave if you need fresh 

air.ò 

ñCanðcan you make yourself a penny?ò He felt it rude to ask. ñIt would make 

things less complicated.ò He didnôt want the neighbors to see this beautiful girl 

perambulating with him. They might get the wrong idea. They might tell Odissa. 

She slipped a smile. ñOf course.ò Her body fell to the ground, her second-form 

rolling in uneven circles until ringing to a stop. He scooped her up (with only slight 

hesitation) and was halfway through the apartment parking lot when: 

He remembered his car wasnôt working.24 

He cursed under his breath and looked down at Maud. ñWhy didnôt you remind 

me?ò As if it was her job. 

ñYou were so excited, even I forgot. Iôm not feeling too well myself, you know. 

Youôre a lot to keep up with. And I wanted out, too.ò 

He spoke to void, ñI guess weôll stay inside. I would walk, but I remember what 

happened to me last time I tried that. Unless, of course, you know whatôs wrong with 

my car?ò 

Do Automatons fix cars? 

ñI do know, actually. Letôs just say youôre going to need some new parts for her. 

And they could take weeks to get in. Pepin wanted you to walk, Odys.ò 

                                                      
24 Facepalm. This was the reason he was walking on the morning he met Pepin, remember? 
Oh, how could we forget! 
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ñHome it is then.ò 

Mrs. Firth-from-Down-the-Hall was coming out of her apartment, curlers in her 

hair, about to toss out a few trash bags. She caught Odysôs last words to the coin in 

his palm. She did a double take. 

Odys retrieved his keys, pretending he was sane, mumbling a song to make it 

seem like heôd been singing. 

Stanza: No man is an island. 

Closing the door behind him, he went to flip on the lights. 

But they were already on. 

Two unfamiliar heads peaked out from the kitchen. 

Odys goggled. Maud fell from his hand and reshaped herself to stand in front of 

him. She placed a hand upon him, telling him not to move. ñI told you, didnôt I?ò she 

hissed. 

One of the two strangers was leaning against the kitchen counter. His head had 

rotated in their direction, unworried. His eyes were indiscernible behind his dark 

sunglassesðthe kind so dark you can see your own reflection; a reflection that 

distracts you with your own warped image. He had been blowing a huge, globular 

bubble from a piece of bright blue gum. 

It popped. 

He sucked it back in and continued chewing, indifferent. 

The other man, however, had to step around the kitchen wall to espy what his 

overly-relaxed comrade had noticed; he was carrying Odysôs carton of soy milk, 

wiping his chin clean of newly-slurped dribble. 

Odysôs heart shot to his ears. It was that oneðthe one helping himselfðthe one 

with red-red hairðthe one with the scraggly beardðthe one with the cavalier 

gawkðthat looked familiar. 

The man from the roof. 

How the hell had they gotten in here? And so quickly too. Hadnôt Odys locked 

the door behind him? It wasnôt even damaged. 
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Though Odys froze, it wasnôt out of fear. They werenôt looking for a fight. 

Odysôs eyes flickered to Maud. Her posture was defensive, arms crossed but 

unafraid. ñThey wait for us to leave before they sneak in. Too afraid to knock, are 

we, boys?ò 

The redheaded one almost smiled. ñWhy knock when you have a key, Maud?ò 

He raised a single finger; it turned into a key until it he tucked it back into his palm. 

He twisted the cap back on the soymilk unhurriedly. He snapped the carton down 

upon the counter beside his friend, the man with shaggy jet-black hair. 

That black hair was too long and too short. Too in-between. The black-haired 

man had an aloof and remote bearing, his jaw chewing away at the bubble gum, arms 

across his chest. It was hard to tell his expression, or the direction of his gaze, 

because those huge sunglasses covered a great portion of his drawn-out face. His 

blanketed eyes might as well be closedðtaking a nap. 

Both men looked about the same age. No more than thirty. Probably.  

The redheaded one was in a suitðan abnormally close-fitting and flattering white 

suit. 

If Odys hadnôt been uncertain about their intentions, he would have found time to 

feel bland compared to these dandified hoodlums. 

ñWe thought you were going out.ò The redhead gestured to the door. ñYou know 

the drill, Maud.  We were just going to do a quick run-through before we came over 

for an official visit. Getting to know the territory, thatôs all.ò Like it was the most 

reasonable excuse in the world. 

The man with glasses turned his head away, staring off into the kitchen as if 

Odys bored him. Like a cow, he kept chewing away on that too-bright, too-fruity 

gum. 

Chomp, chomp, chomp. 

Familiar-looking Ginger, however, walked forward. A too-wide smile pulled his 

lips like an exaggerated Greek theatre mask. His scraggly chin-strap beard helped 

embellish the lunatic expression all the more. 
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With each show-offy step he seemed to stand taller and taller. He was maybe two 

or three feet away from brushing the low ceiling. Maybe less. Yes, less. With cocky 

disapproval, ñSo. This is him, the other face of the coin?ò His body seemed to shrink 

back down to their eye-level as he scrutinized Odys. ñA bit grungy for a rich kid, 

no?ò 

He had asked the question of Maud, pointing at Odys as if Odys was her new pet 

fishðuninteresting and, well, a fish. 

But she didnôt answer him; her chilled silence was response enough. Her lips 

stiffened. She didnôt like how the Automaton had asked her as if her Master wasnôt 

there.  

When Maud didnôt respond, the sunglasses-man (still in the kitchen) finally 

began to emerge from mere apathetic ennui and act alive. There was a histrionic 

quality to his movement. Something told Odys the man had to embellish every 

action. Otherwise there was no point in moving. With a wave of his hand and a tilt of 

his body, ñWhatôs he look like, Fletcher?ò 

FLETCHER: someonething very tall. 

MASTER: Likes fruity stuff.  

GLITCH: He sometimes blacks out/passes out when heôs bored or unneeded. 

But I wouldnôt call it narcolepsy. Itôs more like a computerôs screensaver going 

up. He knows how to tune out the world. He was designed that way. And his 

Master finds use of it.  

SEEING EYE DOG: For Crunkcore -Dorian (whoôs here to chew gum and 

keep bitches in line). 

Chapter the fifth , 

Metempsychosis: 

A pair of eyes for a pair of twins? 

The sedate-souled man (still in the kitchen) had not turned his head to inspect 

Odys himself when he had asked his question. His disinterested, drowsy speech was 

almost free of any accentða Spanish cadence flamenco-danced behind those teeth 
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(something Iôll just point out but wonôt force you to read). ñWhatôs he look like, 

Fletcher?ò he had asked. It echoed through Odysôs skull.  

Fletcher, as we can now call him, looked back at his Master. His thick, knotted 

dreadlocks clung about his shoulders as he did so. The red hairðhair such a deep 

blood-red it sparkled like the paint-job of a flashy red carðwas tied off with a lock 

somewhere between his neck and lower back. They looked more like limp spikes 

than actual hair. His made Maudôs hair look red-brown.25  

Fletcher rubbed his fuzzy chin as he answered his Master, ñWhatôs he look like? 

Well, Dorian, darling, heôs average, I guess. Very average.ò 

ñWonderful. Whatôs his color?ò the black-haired man (ostensibly called Dorian) 

asked. He adjusted his sunglasses. ñTell him so he knows we know.ò 

ñBrown,ò Fletcher nodded, agreeing with himself. ñA pale-brown nature. Brown 

hair, brown eyes. Just like we guessed from the photos.ò26 

Fletcher cut his pinprick eyes at Odys, letting him know they already knew him. 

The Automaton chuckled at Odysôs confusion, shoulders rolling. Speaking of those 

shoulders, Fletcher had a purposeful slouch. His slim body bent forward and back, 

slumped against an invisible wall. He was lankyðrather, willowyðreaching at least 

a head taller than the rest of them. 

ñCharming. And how is he taking to Maud?ò Dorian asked. 

Couldnôt he see for himself? 

ñHe seemsðò 

                                                      
25 I cut this bit from the actual text, but thought some of you might actually enjoy the 
NarrŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΥ άThis new Automaton (as Odys had assumed because of its 
bare feet; not even Maud thought to wear shoesτtoo much effort) was far from freckled-
fair. His complexion was one smooth surface of light olive, like some muted tin canτa man 
who should have owned black hair. For example, if this were a black and white noir film, that 
red hair would translate as black. Yes, yes, under the right circumstances, Automata can look 
completely natural. Completely normal. Completely no cause to stare. But the world is not 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ hŘȅǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ǎǘŀǊŜΦέ  
26 !ǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ άŎƻƭƻǊέ ōƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƛǊŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ L ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǌǳƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
buildup for once.   
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But Maud cut him off. ñStop pretending you canôt see him through Fletcher, you 

blind bastard.ò 

ñFantastic alliteration, Maud!ò Fletcher smirked, wiggling in place. That smile 

showed off one hell of a jaw line.  

ñYou can ask me these questions about my Master. Better yet, talk to him 

yourself.ò 

Razzle-Dazzle Dorian raised his brows in disapproval. ñCan I, Maud?ò 

Straightening up, he was taller than he first appearedðthough not so tall as his 

Automaton (no one was). He would have looked better with heightðless 

platitudinousðthough he wasnôt exactly short. Fletcher was just freakishly tall, 

which made everyone else wee-little afterthoughts. 

Despite his height, Dorian was quite eye-catching in his worn jean jacket, the 

sleeve cuffs pulled back like stiff wings on his forearms, hands in the pockets of his 

tight, bright-purple pants. Underneath that jacket was a bright turquoise shirt, 

blinding Odysôs feeble eyes as it contrasted with those loudðnay, screamingð

pants. He looked like a goddamned peacock. And seemed proud of it. 

Dorian walked past them, as if to take a look around. But he did no looking. 

He had a nonchalant and buoyant walk for a sightless man. With his hands in his 

pockets, he had no way of guarding himself from undetected objects. His too-straight 

hair waved forward as he moved, like dangling black blades of grass. 

ñCan I ask you, Maud? Can I really? I mean,ò Dorian expounded, ñhe can make 

the puppet talk but can he make her tell the truth? No se. Youôve been in here for 

days. Days. Pepinôs dead, and you donôt even have the courtesy to call and tell us 

why he fucking killed himselfðwhy he gave you to someone we didnôt even know. 

If you knew something, then youôd tell us. Por qué no havenôt you told us? You 

shouldôve told your new Master the rules. He needs to understand the way we do 

things.ò 

ñWhy, so you could just barge in anyway? I knew you were watching this whole 

time, Dorian.ò 
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ñSí, and he knew it too, didnôt he? He shouldôve made a peace offering to get on 

our good side if he wanted to be treated nicely. Now we canôt treat him nicely, 

Maud.ò 

ñYou werenôt going to treat him nicely, Dorian.ò 

ñThatôs kind of true. See, even if Pepin erased things in your brain weôd like to 

knowðwhich we all know he didðthat doesnôt necessarily make you innocent. 

What Odys doesnôt know can hurt us. Thatôs why weôre here, after all.ò  

ñBut does that automatically make us your enemy?ò Maud snapped, her feral 

eyes darting from Dorian to Fletcher.  

Dorian shook his head, hair ruffling. ñNo, Maud.ò He had an almost 

inconspicuous way of talking from the side of his mouth, probably because of all the 

gum stuffed in it. ñBut you certainly arenôt in the clear. Odys Odelyn, you know who 

I am? Recognize me? Think long and hard. If Maud remembers me, so do you.ò 

Odys didnôt understand. 

ñPlaying stupid, are we?ò Dorian shrugged. ñNot that we didnôt see this coming.ò 

ñHe doesnôt know who you are!ò Maud insisted. Her passion redirected their 

attention. 

Fletcher stepped closer to her, lowering his face to meet hers. He took her chin 

like a doctor examining a patientðclinically. She didnôt fuss. 

Though he was perfectly clean, there was a rusty, grubby nature to Fletcherôs 

fingernails. In fact, anything worth outlining on his person had a dark, tarnished 

discoloration. It reminded Odys of a corroded antiqueðno, no!ða relic or artifactð

something youôd find in the bottom of the ocean or in an ancient burial chamber; old 

and sacred, something with characteré 

Odys noticed several silver-like rings on Fletcherôs fingers. They pressed into 

Maudôs skin. Whatôs more were those sixðmaybe sevenðearrings framing his ear. 

God only knows how many were on the other side. He had details. Maud didnôt. She 

was too tired to create themðno ornamentation. 
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Fletcher leaned closeðcloser than Odys likedðand took a sniff of her. A long 

sniff. His upper lip lifted as his nostrils widened. He closed his eyes as if it helped 

mull over the scent. Fletcher concluded, ñSheôs not well.ò 

ñAs if she couldnôt pretend,ò Dorian said, as if to himself. (Granted, Fletcher was 

his self). 

ñSheôs conserving energy,ò Fletcher supposed, frowning. He opened his eyes. ñIf 

I didnôt know any better, Iôd say theyôre not even synced yet.ò He was talking aloud 

for Odysôs benefit. Dorian wanted Odys to hear. 

ñConserving energy, Maud,ò Dorian tsked. ñJust whatôve you two been up to, to 

waste so much of it? Why must you conserve?ò 

ñHe hasnôt synced with me, actually,ò Maud admitted for Odys. She waited for 

Fletcher to release herðnot about to make any quick movement. 

Dorian snorted. ñImpossible. Heôd be dead by now.ò 

ñMaybe heôll do our job for us, then. All we have to do is give it time.ò Fletcher 

flashed his capped teeth down at Maud.  

Odys licked his lips, building up courage to speak. 

ñHeôs afraid of me,ò she insisted. 

Fletcher opined, ñIf you wanted us to take you seriously, you wouldnôtôve hid in 

here for days.ò He released her from his examination.  

ñWe werenôt hiding,ò Maud corrected. ñYou knew where we were. He was illð

very illðuntil today. What was he supposed to do? Just look at him, Fletcher.ò 

ñOh, no doubt he is ill,ò Dorian put up a hand. He had many rings, too. ñBut why 

is he ill? Each human reacts differently to an Automaton. Every human has their 

personal weaknesses.ò He walked over to the couch, taking cautious steps. ñMaybe 

this is just Odysôs weakness. Itôs good to see you, by the way, Maud. Or,ò with a 

self-deprecating smirk, ñat least it would be, if I could really see you.ò 

He sat down on the couch with a laugh-sigh. As if he werenôt blind, he put his 

scuff-free kicks on Odysôs coffee tableðlike heôd known the table was there all 

along. ñIt has been a while.ò Dorian stared off into space, watching the blank TV 
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screen in front of him. ñIôm sorry for your loss, also. Pepin was a good man, despite 

everything heôs put us through.ò 

ñPepin was a shut-in,ò Fletcher grumbled, expressing how Dorian really felt. 

Dorian smiledðat the TV. The blank TV. ñNo harm in that, as long as he wasnôt 

planning something too upsetting for us. And just what was Pepin planning, Maud?ò 

Fletcher stared at Maud when his Master asked it, tongue in his cheek. 

ñShe canôt remember,ò Odys finally spoke. 

ñYes, yes, Mr. Messyhair. Iôm sure she canôt. Pepin was no fool. Itôs all muy 

convenient to wipe a hard drive. But what about you? What do you know about 

Pepin?ò 

ñYou were there,ò Odys pointed to Fletcher. ñThatôs the first time Iôd ever seen 

him.ò  

ñNo need for nervousness, Odys,ò Dorian said. ñAs long as you cooperate, weôll 

not kill you.ò He frowned, playing with his rings. ñNo sense in killing you before we 

assess your usefulness. But if youôre not useful, well, weôll have to make something 

out of this shit pile.ò 

ñIf you touch him, I will kill you,ò Maud saidðall seriousness. 

Dorianôs head tilted to Maudôs direction, a creepy smile on his face. ñAh, Maud. 

Pretty face, tiny frame, metallic aura. Automatons never change. Neither does their 

color. Itôs the Masters that changeðthat still grow old. Elixir vitae! You know what 

that means, Mr. Odelyn?ò 

He didnôt turn to address Odys. The TV was Odys. ñOf course you do. Maud 

knows what it is. Maud knows sheôs the elixir. But me, well, Iôm the antidote to that 

poison. Iôll put you out of your misery if youôre not careful about your Automatonôs 

threats, there. But I digress.ò  

ñHe canôt read my thoughts.ò Maud was begging him to play nice. ñHe doesnôt 

know whatôs going on here, Dorian. Weôre not well.ò 

ñHeôs well enough to be a bother, Maud. More of a bother than heôs already 

beenéò He slapped his knee. ñAnd youôve absolutely no idea how boring it was, 
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waiting for you two to come out. Weôve been waiting and waiting just to get inside 

here safely. But that plan was foiled.ò He gestured to the foilers. ñFletch, search the 

apartment. Weôve wasted enough time.ò 

ñWhat?ò Odys burst out. ñWait a second, I donôtðò Maud turned and put a hand 

on his forearm, drawing his attention. 

ñJust let them. They need to know they can trust you.ò 

ñTrust me? Theyôre the ones who broke into my place!ò 

ñHey, now, we didnôt break anything,ò Fletcher retorted. He paused from his 

movement toward Odysôs bedroom. 

Odys ignored Maud and moved to defend his territory. ñYouôll search this 

fucking apartment over my dead body.ò 

éPerhaps that trite phrase wasnôt the smartest thing say (but he wasnôt feeling a 

hundred percent, so we wonôt judge him too harshly),27 because Fletcher faced him 

in an instant, one hand in his pocket, the other pointing two fingers at Odysôs head 

like a gun. 

ñGladly,ò Fletcher accepted, slouching into the word. His sickle-smile widened 

as his fingers morphed into a darker, more metallic matter. Right before his eyes, 

Odys saw Fletcherôs hand produceðmanifest!ða sleek handgun from its own 

fractions. 

Handy, to have a body that could grow weapons faster than a human could grow 

hair. 

Odys went cross-eyed just looking at it. 

Fletcher stepped even closer. ñHave something you donôt want us to see?ò  

But Fletcherôs eyes darted away from Odys, distracted. His Master was in painð

crumpled over. He saw Maud standing over Dorianðher eyes met his with a flint-

like spark. 

éDorian sat back up as if Maud hadnôt just given him a blow that could have 

knocked the lights off of San Francisco. He drew out a new pair of glasses to replace 

                                                      
27 hƘΣ LΩƭƭ ƧǳŘƎŜ ƘƛƳ ŀƭǊƛƎƘǘΦ 5ƻƻŦǳǎΦ  
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the ones sheôd just cracked on his face. Somewhere between point A and B, sheôd 

knocked Dorian silly. 

ñDonôt you dare point a gun at himðIôm not pointing one at you!ò she barked at 

Dorian.28 

Dorian smoothed his hair, smiling. It wasnôt often a Master got to experience 

pain unless another Master/Automaton gave it. 

ñWell, I canôt say thatôs the first pair sheôs broken,ò Dorian forgave, not 

bothering to pick up the previous pairôs pieces. Odys wished Dorianôs hair hadnôt 

been so disheveled from the impact. Maybe he would have seen the rest of his 

mysterious face. 

ñI didnôt ask for herðfor this,ò Odys stated, pointing at the ground. Apparently 

the ground represented ñthis.ò 

It was the only defensive thing he could come up with. His eyes were still 

watching Fletcherôs hand. Maudôs reaction to the (literal) handgun made him assume 

it would work. 

Odysôs statement seemed to upset the Automaton even more. ñHe didnôt ask for 

this? Does he think any of them did?ò 

Odys saw Fletcherôs dreadlocks stiffen like angry snakes. Maud was quickly 

between them. Fletcher was so close to Maud it looked as if he might bite her. 

ñDisrespectful littleðò 

But Maud pushed Fletcher back. Though it was nothing but a blockade, Odys 

sensed a rumbling in his chest when she shoved Fletcherðfelt the two souls 

colliding. 

Odys noticed Dorianôs head perk up. Heôd felt it too, maybe even more sharply. 

Maud had meant to shock him. 

Fletcher took a few guarded paces back, out of respect for the other Automaton. 

The gun sunk back into his palm, leaving only five dangerous fingers. His hand 

wiggled its finger-limbs, itching an invisible irritant at his side.  

                                                      
28 Gun = FleǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ 
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ñWeôre innocent until proven guilty.ò Maud reminded them. ñNow do what your 

Master told you. Search the place. You wonôt find anything.ò 

Fletcher walked off, entering Odysôs room. He glanced over his shoulder before 

closing the door defiantly. 

Odys found it odd Fletcher would leave his Master all alone. If they didnôt trust 

Odys, why would Dorian leave himself unprotected? Something told him Dorian 

liked to play with fire, to test its warmth. 

ñPlease, Odys, Maud, sit down,ò Dorian invited them. 

ñOdys wants to stand,ò Maud said, crossing her arms. It was then that Odys 

noticed what sheôd chosen to ñput onò: basically little more than underwear. 

Conserving their energy didnôt conserve her modesty. But Odys was too troubled 

with these intruders to care. Odys rubbed the back of his neck, trying to keep himself 

calm. 

Dorian chuckled to himself, as if he were the scariest thing on the planet. ñOdys, 

Odys. Donôt act so scared. Itôs not like weôve decided your fate yet. I see Maudôs 

shown you her gilded finesse.ò He pointed to the golden ashtray. 

How did he know it was there? How did he see it? Because Fletcher had noticed 

it, some time ago. ñBe careful not to be too greedy too soon. Gold is costly, when 

youôre tired. Also, it makes you look more suspicious. Youôre supposed to be sick, 

after all.ò 

He crossed his legs and leaned forward on his elbowsða physical representation 

of his shift: ñNow down to business, Odys. I may not respect you because you have 

no fashion sense, but youôre still a pretty face I donôt want to ruin. I also donôt want 

the trouble of giving Maud to some other poor soul. Sheôs already happened to you, 

so weôll try to deal with it.ò 

He steepled his fingers under his slight chin. ñYou see our dilemma here, no? We 

arenôt unreasonable people.ò He laughed as if that wasnôt true. He leaned back on the 

sofa, spreading his arms wide. His wingspan almost reached the tips of the couch, 
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just short of where Odysôs fingers could wrap around. ñI find it odd that itôs taken 

you so long to stabilize, Odys. When, exactly, did you touch Maud?ò 

ñNear the alleyway, like he told you,ò Fletcher mumbled from in the kitchen. 

They heard a squeaky cabinet door closeðhadnôt he been in Odysôs room? Theyôd 

never seen him pass! 

Dorian laughed, proud of the distraction he had been for his Automaton. This kid 

really is sickðtoo sick to pay attention. He pulled out another pair of glasses from 

his pocket (this pair aviator style). ñYes, Fletcher, I know what we think you saw.ò 

Dorian put the extra pair on his head, making it seem like he had two sets of eyes. 

Like a headband, it pushed back his straight bangs. ñYou were quite far away when 

you spotted Odys, Fletcher. And Maud did stay in his pocket the entire time...How 

good of an actor are you, Odys?ò 

Odys didnôt dignify his question with a response. 

ñJust so you know, we received a call from Pepinðthe evening before the 

incident. Thatôs how we were able to locate you. Pepin told us how to find him. We 

had no fucking idea what the bastard was up to,ò Dorian laughed. ñBut, when you 

get a strange message from someone you havenôt heard from in a while, you can 

expect something to happen. Especially from Pepin. But as I was saying. Wait, what 

was I saying? Oh, yes. Odys, you donôt have a reason to be pretending now, do 

you?ò 

Dorian reached into the same pocket heôd retrieved the glasses from and pulled 

out a pack of gumðthe way-too-fruity kind with the flavor that lasts maybe five 

good chews. It was the last piece. Before he took it out he offered, ñGum? Let me 

guess: no, thanks?ò 

Odys got them back on-topic, ñYouôve already made it clear you donôt trust me 

or anything I might say. Perhaps IðI touched her just now, before I left the 

apartment? Maybe thatôs why Iôm still sick.ò 

Geez, Odys, donôt try to play mind games before you even know the rules. 
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ñLikely,ò Dorian replied, putting the fresh stick in his mouth. He used the 

remaining wrapper for the old piece. He needed a good gum-to-teeth ratio. ñIf that 

were so, youôd still be out cold. Plus, Fletcherôs been watching you. Maudôs walked 

by that kitchen window. Sheôs been animated for some time now. It does take weeks 

to fully adapt, though most Masters donôt have health problems as you still do. Itôs 

not every day youôre forced to interact with your soul, comprendes?ò 

He continued with conversational air, ñIôm concerned about you, Odys. Having 

an Automaton is draining. Some might say having one is like being pregnant for 

eternity,òðDorian giggled to himselfðñthough itôs hard to know, since there are 

few Masters who ever give birth, given our lifestyleéò 

ñYouôd like to have a baby wouldnôt you, you slutty whore?ò Fletcher said, 

peering around the kitchen wall. He flicked his tongue at Dorian. 

Maud rolled her eyes. ñStop flirting with yourself.ò 

ñI only bring this up because I think it may be a small clue as to who you really 

are.ò Chew, chew, chew. He waited for a reaction. 

ñéWho I am? But I thought you already knew.ò Odys listened for Fletcher. 

Where was he now? He couldnôt hear him ratting around. 

ñWell, we know you are Odys Odelyn, but that hardly tells us anything. We need 

to know whyðof all peopleðPepin chose you.ò 

ñIs he the evil twin or the good twin?ò Fletcher asked with a laugh. 

Odys jolted. How dare they know Odys was a twin. ñI donôt see what my current 

sickness has to do with Pepin randomly picking me.ò 

ñI donôt think it was random at all. You see, methinks thereôs a reason you donôt 

want Maud. And I think I see that reason.ò That was ironic, coming from a blind 

man. ñAh, I knew thereôd be a day when weôd have someone who didnôt want their 

own soul. The masochistic sort. Though you know the key to your full recovery, you 

retain a considerable degree of detachment from your Automatonðfrom yourself. I 

find this odd on two accounts, Mr. Sickypoo. The first would be that, well, look at 

her. Why wouldnôt you accept such a tempting giftðespecially if youôre a straight 
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man? Second, Odys, the pills to cure you are right there,òðhe pointed at Maudð

ñand you refuse to swallow. You like the pain. Tell me, Odys, you ever been 

suicidal?ò 

ñThatôs hardly your business,ò Odys replied, somewhat distracted when Fletcher 

sprayed some of his sisterôs perfume in the bathroom. Liking the smell, he gave 

himself a squirt. Must they touch everything? 

ñFair enough, then.ò Dorian lifted his hand in apology. Odys noticed his thumb 

ring. Odys would never wear a thumb ring. ñBut Iôll speak my point. Pepin might 

have picked you because he knew youôd be a willing scapegoatða scapegoat for his 

bigger plans. Tell me Odys, do you have a cause to die for?ò  

Odys was sure there was a clear difference between not wanting Maud and not 

wanting to live. ñI donôt want to die,ò Odys stated, just for future reference. 

ñBut do you want to live?ò  

ñIsnôt that what I just said?ò  

ñWhatever you say, boss.ò Dorian pushed the sunglasses up his gradient nose. 

ñYou donôt want to die? Sure, sure. Me, though, I donôt ever want to go to 

Singapore. They ban gum there.ò He flashed his gum between his teeth. ñThatôs what 

I donôt want.ò 

ñSo your sister sleeps here?ò Fletcher asked, motioning with his thumb to the 

room he left behind. He was a quick little bugger. 

ñYes,ò Odys answered through clenched teeth.  

ñThen whyôs there stuff piled on her bed? Boxes, books, and shitðitôs the 

biggest shelf in there. Where the hell does she sleep?òðas if she were a messy slob, 

which was slightly untrue. ñDoes she not sleep at all? Insomniac or something? We 

know she lives here.ò 

ñJust what exactly are you looking for? Why not search Pepinôs house? Even I 

would like to know what youôd find there!ò 
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ñOh, weôve searched his place all rightðmore like places,ò Fletcher chuckled, 

picking up the small trash bin in the corner and turning it upside down. He prodded 

through their garbage with his monkey foot. It turned up disappointing. 

Odys shivered, imagining what messes heôd made in the other rooms.  

Fletcher dropped the bin. ñWe found exactly what we expected there: nothing.ò 

Odys shifted his footing. ñJust leave Odissa out of this. She doesnôt know 

anything and she wonôt know anything. Your secrets are safeðIôm no threat to you.ò 

ñOh, now, itôs not so simple,ò Fletcher laughed as he walked up to his Master. He 

jumped up like a weightless sprite onto the couchôs armðsquatted like some bony 

orangutan. The Automatonôs ñfabricò clung to him as he balanced, threatening to be 

re-absorbed into his well-sculpted frame. 

ñYou canôt just shoo us away that easily. Even if we trust you, you arenôt off the 

hook.ò He removed Dorianôs extra pair of glasses and slid them on. He cocked his 

head and stared at Odys, a creepy fashion mannequin too real to overlook. ñYouôre 

one of us now. We wonôt let you ruin everything weôve worked so hard to keep 

secret.ò 

ñThatôs right, Fletcher. He has something of ours, doesnôt he? He has Maud. We 

have to make sure he wonôt misuse her.ò 

ñI already told you I wonôt.ò 

ñEasier said than done, Mr. Browneyes.ò Dorian tucked his hair behind his ears, 

though it was too short to stay tucked for long. ñYou may not want your sister to find 

out about Maud, but humans are too curious for their own good. And speaking of 

your sister, weôd rather like to know where Odissa is at the moment, and why she 

hasnôt been back since the incident. We know you two donôt have cell phones, weôve 

checked up on it. Otherwise we would have found her by now. Itôs odd to find 

someone this day and age without a cell phone, isnôt it Fletcher?ò 

ñYes, Dorian, it is,ò Fletcher nodded. ñAlmost seems fishy.ò He tapped Dorianôs 

cheek affectionately with the back of his hand. Dorian took out his piece of gum. 
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Like a bird feeding from his hand, Fletcher peeled off the tacky blob and popped it in 

his own mouth. 

Dorian tucked his hair behind his ear and re-crossed his legs. ñNo cell phone is 

fishy.ò He itched his chin. He was clean-shaven, though the faintest shadow 

threatened to darken his shy chin. ñYou see, Odys, we happen to know you and your 

sister have lived together for some time now. She usually is here. Right here. Can 

you tell us why she isnôt she here?ò 

ñWhy do I get the feeling you already know where she went?ò 

ñóKnowô is such a precise term, Odys. We only have a guess. You going to 

confirm my guess or no?ò  

ñOdissa left on Friday. For a business trip,ò Odys lied. Anything concerning their 

father and/or his lawyer was just business. Family business. ñSheôs supposed to 

come home today.ò 

ñShouldðshould we send someone to look for her?ò Maud asked. Her tone made 

Odysôs ears perkðas if she were requesting. 

Dorian to Maud, ñYou sound worried. Do we have a reason to send someone 

out?ò 

ñWhen common humans are involvedðò 

ñIôll talk to Mother about it,ò Dorian raised a few fingers and turned back to stare 

at the television. ñBut, if weôre just learning about Odissa, Leelandôs bound to know 

zip. Unlessðò His eyebrow shot up over his frames, ñLeeland knew about Pepinôs 

setup already?ò 

ñWho the fuck is Leeland, and why do you have to ask your mother for 

permission to protect my sister?ò 

Fletcher rolled his eyes at Maud. ñSo heôs going to pretend like he doesnôt know 

who Mother and Leeland are?ò 

Dorian huffed. ñMy, how their names always come up together, though.ò 
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Fletcher glared at the other Automaton, waiting for her to say how much Odys 

might know about them. But she only pursed her lips, allowing them to do the 

damage. 

ñIôll take Mother if you take dick-wad,ò Fletcher mumbled to his Master. 

ñSure. Leave me with the hard part!ò 

ñYou know I canôt talk about that part. It sounds too silly coming from me. I 

never do it justice. Iôm not serious enough.ò 

Dorian prompted Fletcher to get on with it. 

Fletcher snarled at Odys. ñIf youôre going to act like you donôt know who they 

are, Mr. Innocence, then fine. Iôll give you a fucking history lesson. Take notes! 

Motherôs the one who sent us to watch you. And the reason Dorianôs accent keeps 

slipping to Spanish.ò He glanced down at Dorian. ñYou can tell how much theyôve 

talked by the times he reverts.ò  

ñAnd, my God, Iôve been slipping a lot lately,ò Dorian grumbled.   

ñSheôs the Big Boss. And, since Pepin blew himself up, sheôs the oldest of all 

Automaton Masters now. Runner up is Leeland. Sheôs the one Leeland hates the 

most.ò 

ñAnd loves the most,ò Dorian said in aside.  

ñCan you not wait your turn?ò Fletcher clucked at his Master. 

ñI think thatôs enough about Mother.ò Dorian shifted in his seat, suddenly 

uncomfortable. ñThis boy is suppressing things for a reason. And itôs not because of 

Mother. Leeland, though.ò Dorian crossed his arms. ñLeeland is an old Masterða 

Master of Coraza. His second Automaton.ò  

Fletcher tilted his head back, looking at the ceiling and pretending to be 

inconspicuous. In a sing-song voice, ñSomeone had to dieee for him to gain herrréò  

ñThis is why he doesnôt talk about Leeland,ò Dorian waved to his Automaton, 

exhibit A. Dorian tucked away a bitter-looking smile behind his lips and tossed aside 

a pillow. ñWe Masters canôt die very easily, Odys, but Leeland wants to change all 

that. Heôs succeeding in many ways. Leelandôs first Automaton was Admund, the 
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first-made of Automatonsðthe one who óknowsô the mostðthe Automaton who has 

lived a little longer than the rest. Maybe by a few seconds, maybe by a few years. 

Who fucking cares? The point is, he saw things his siblings didnôt.ò29  

Dorian was off-topic but didnôt seem to care. He was trying to get comfortable on 

their damn couch once moreðthis topic made his sweetness sour. Made him squirm. 

Fletcher frowned at Dorian, knowing his Master was stalling. So he intervened.  

ñThe fact of the matter is, Mr. I-donôt-know-who-Leeland-is, we lost track of that 

Master-murderer,ò he said as his Master finally nestled himself among the pillows 

and cushions, lazy once more. 

ñPepin isnôt the only one we couldnôt keep tabs on,ò Dorian forwarded.   

ñBut what does Leeland have to do with me?ò Odys demanded. ñOr my sister?ò 

ñLeeland, Leeland Lafayette,ò Dorian mouthed, a sadness invading his throat as 

he fought against melting into the couch.   

ñMonsieur Lafayette,ò Fletcher spat. ñName ring any bells?ò He shot a dramatic 

glance at Maud. ñDo you even remember, Maud? Or is that something Pepin erased 

too?ò 

ñHeôs not ready to know who Leeland really is,ò she said. She stared Fletcher 

down, warning him.   

Odys might not be ready, but you are, Dear Reader. In fact, youôve been 

(informally) introduced to him before. 

Stanza: Allow me this moment to set up the Dramatic Irony. 

Leeland Lafayetteðdouble Lsðsuch alliterative flow! Gabbler chose it, as 

Gabbler chooses all names to replace the real ones.  

Odys Odelyn. Odissa Odelyn. Odi Odelyn.  

I can tell you Dorianôs last name starts with a D, too, if you hadnôt already 

guessed.30 

                                                      
29 Admund the Automaton saw his siblings being made, for one.  
30 Such like a comic book. 
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Do note, Admund (Leelandôs first Automaton), had no alliteration to his name. 

Automatons have no last names. They need no last names. 

Need them? No. Have them? Sometimes. 

And what if we gave himðAdmundða last name? What would it be? Hmmé 

How much more can I prompt you? 

The alliteration gives them anonymousness. Yet it also gives them identity. What 

ñAò last name has my Editor written in? What ñAò name has been given? Come on, I 

know you havenôt forgotten! Who, besides his father, does Odys hate? 

*Taps chin in thought* 

HmméDoesnôt ñAdmund Auguryò have a nice ring to it? Indeed it does. The 

first created of all Automata would certainly make for a very fine lawyer, I assume. 

For no reason in particular.  

Stanza: Now that we know what Dorian and Fletcher knowé 

Dorian stretchedðstretched away the tension this topic was giving him. ñHeôs 

not ready to know who Leeland is? But, dear Maud, he already knows.ò 

ñI do?ò Odys asked Maud. 

ñFletcher, show him that he knows.ò 

Fletcher whipped out his hand, fingers forming a sheet-like film. An image upon 

his paper-skin slowly formed. Like a photographða thin computer screenðFletcher 

created an image between his fingertips. Easy as designs on fabric, Odys supposed. 

2D not 3D. Like a tattoo to a human. 

ñYou recognize him?ò Fletcher asked. 

Odys took a step back. Yes. Yes, in fact, he did recognize himðthat image on the 

sheet. 

ñThis, Mr. Odelyn,ò Fletcher stated flatly, ñis Leeland. Your sister might be in 

danger if he is involved. Leeland has more than one Automaton. And, if weôre not 

mistaken, heôll want yours as wellðwhether or not you had arrangements with him. 

Understand? Best to confess right now if you made a deal with him and or Pepin so 

we can help you.ò 
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ñDefine help!ò Maud spat. 

Fletcher ignored her. ñYouôll be nothing but a device for his bigger plans. Donôt 

play dumb, boy. No, donôt look to her. She canôt help you. She hasnôt so far, has 

she?ò 

Maud waned, chin lowering. 

Dorian grew impatient with Odysôs silence. The boy continued to stare at the 

photo as if still confused. But how much simpler could they make it for him? ñIs this 

Master your father?ò  

ñMy father is dead.ò  

ñAre you so sure about that? Because last I checked, Leeland is alive and well, 

and, quite frankly, pretty damn near immortal. Think about it. Didnôt your father 

hang around another manða strange man like Fletcher and Maudðcouldnôt be 

separated from him? That sounds un poco like a Master-Automaton bond, no? No? 

Maud, why is he not answering me? Odys, just say it. Is Leeland the man you knew 

as Odi Odelyn?òðangrierðñIs this man your father?ò 

ñNo.ò 

The tension snapped. 

éAh, Reader, I bet you thought Odys would say yes? Of course you would. I led 

you to it. But donôt expect to be fucking clever, got it? Just because I let Gabbler edit 

the names to obscurity doesnôt mean Iôd let anyone fuck with my plot twists. 

Never.31 

Fletcherôs face fell. ñHeôs not? But you recognize him.ò  

ñI know him.ò He shot a nervous glance to Maud. Why hadnôt she told him? Why 

hadnôt she said something? ñIðI think my sisterôs in danger.ò 

ñOf course she is, you fucking idiot! Now who is he, Odelyn?ò Dorian pressed. 

ñWhoôs Leeland to you?ò 

ñThatôsðthatôs Mr. Augury.ò 

DORIAN: In-between stagnant and transitioning.   

                                                      
31 Geez, Narrator. Lesson learned. 



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

FACT: He thought Leeland would turn out to be Odi Odelyn. Guess not. 32 

BITTERNESS: Not caused by coffee. 

SEXUAL ORIENATION?: About to be straightened out. 

Chapter the sixth, 

A curious case: 

Isnôt that what killed the cat?33 

ñMr. Augury?ò Dorian repeated, screwing up his face.  

ñYes,ò Odys answered. 

ñAnd who is that?ò 

ñSo you donôt know about my father?ò 

ñYou just said this wasnôt your father, Odys. Seriously, get your stories straight.ò 

ñItôs not. Thatôs not my father. Butðbut what do you know about my father?ò 

ñI know heôs deadðsupposedlyðand that his name is OdysseusðOdi, for short. 

Other than that, our evidence suggests you didnôt care much for him. After all, your 

sister handled everything with the lawyer, Mr. Auguryðwhoôs also just as hard to 

match a face to.ò He frowned at the picture Fletcher had concocted. ñGranted, we 

had a 50/50 guess.ò  

ñSo you do know who he is?ò Odys was exasperated. 

ñóKnowô is a relative term, Señor Odelyn.ò Dorian enjoyed confusing Odys. 

                                                      
32Talk about a red herring! Yeah, so the Narrator misled you on that one. And, to a point, so 
did I (sorry). But this pǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ƛǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƘŀǊŘΣ L ƪƴƻǿτI 
ƪƴƻǿΗ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ Ƴȅ άŜŘƛǘƛƴƎέ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ Ƴȅ 
bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ƳŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōƻǎǎΦ {ƻ ǇŜǘǘȅΦ  

LŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴȅ Ŏƻƴǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ wŜŀŘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ be no more hateful twists like this 
one (if you even care to call it a plot twist, pitiful as it is). This one was done for a point (a 
point directed toward me, not you). Our Narrator is the real god in the machine.  

¸Ŝǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅΗ LŦ [ŜŜƭŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ Odi Odelyn then that means Odys and Odissa 
ǿŜǊŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴΦ bƻǘ [ŜŜƭŀƴŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ ό/ǊƛǎǎŎǊƻǎǎΗύΦ .ǳǘΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǎŜ ƛǎΧhŘƛǎǎŀ 
Ƨǳǎǘ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ [ŜŜƭŀƴŘΣ ƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ǉǳƛƴǘŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōŀŘ ƎǳȅΦ 

(Dun, dun, dun!). 
33 LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǉǳƻǘŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΥ άaȅ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ bƻōƻŘȅΦ aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƳŜ bƻōƻŘȅΦέ τOdysseus to the Cyclops, Homer, The Odyssey, book 
IX.  
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ñDoes this have something to do with why youôre not afraid of me?ò Odys asked. 

ñYou already know everything about me, donôt you? Everything!ò 

Dorian shrugged. ñWe clearly donôt know enough, because our first guess was 

that Leeland was your daddy dearest. But yeah, Iôm not afraid of you. I pity you. Itôs 

not just Pepin who involved you in our mess. Youôve always been involved. Leeland 

had plans for you, Odys.ò 

ñOdys has a part in two plays,ò Fletcher said as he studied Odys for his Master. 

ñPepinôs and Leelandôs.ò  

ñSí, sí, youôve got Pepinôs destiny written all over you. We just canôt read his 

handwriting. But Leelandôs, well, his handwriting is very neat. Much more 

readable.ò 

Fletcher ñput awayò his faux-photo, the image heôd conjured from memoryðan 

unflattering image, at that. He crumpled it into his hand, the paper wad disappearing 

like a magicianôs trick, reabsorbed into his body. 

ñI must say, Dorian, this is unexpected,ò the Automaton stated to his Master, 

hands on his hips. ñIf Leeland isnôt his father, thenéwho is?ò His black eyebrows 

jumped up and down, inviting Odys to guess the secret. 

Dorian frowned at his Automatonôs eagernessðthe same kind of frown you give 

when disappointed with your reflection in a mirror. ñWell, Fletcher, since we opened 

the grave and no body was there éò34 

ñYou did something to his body?ò Odys asked, slightly appalled. 

ñNo!ò Fletcher snapped. ñDidnôt you hear us? There wasnôt a body TO do 

something to. Stupid boyðlisten! Besides, it wasnôt usðper se.ò He pointed 

between himself and his Master. ñWe were busy watching you.ò 

Dorian sat back down. He thought aloud for their benefit, ñIt is nothing for an 

Automaton to fake a death. I mean, depending on how long the Master and 

Automaton stayed apart for their whole act, it might put a strain on the MasteréBut 

                                                      
34 Pun from epigraph-ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘΦ όL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ƛŦ LΩƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜτI 
have to make this editing job fun SOMEHOW).  
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once the casket was closed, no problem; an Automaton neednôt breathe. Itôs also 

nothing for an Automaton to break free from the groundðdirt, wood, cement. Thatôs 

nothing. Nada y nadie. Your fatherðwho wasnôt your fatherðeasily faked his death 

at his Masterôs behestðin whatever way. Obviously.ò 

This all made perfect sense to Dorian. 

The only unnerving thing about Dorianôs acceptance was that he seemed to 

welcome itðas if this, perhaps, was the resolution he had wanted all along from this 

encounter. He even gracefully itched his groin, at home and so comfortable with his 

surroundings. 

He clapped his hands together, the mystery solved. ñAlso, though youôre putting 

on a good show, the fact Maud wouldnôt recognize Leeland or Admund from your 

childhood memoriesðand therefore didnôt clue you in before we mentioned itð

makes this all seem suspicious.ò He scrunched his nose and made circular motions 

with those same hands he had clapped.  

Odys couldnôt help but agree. 

Maud huffed. ñOf course I knew. But look at him! He didnôt want me to say it. 

He didnôt want me to know. Canôt you see he doesnôt want this? He doesnôt 

understand what all this really means. I canôt speak unless he allows me. Do you 

think Iôve been given the chance to tell him so much as the time of day, let alone 

everything I know? You think this is how he wanted to break it to himself? No. He 

wanted me to do it gently. Now I canôt. Fuck you both for making this so hard on 

him!ò 

She stepped in front of Odys, as if defending him instead of herself. 

Fletcher and Dorian shared a side-moment: ñDo we believe her?ò ñOf course itôs 

a logical excuse.ò ñIôd suppress it to, if I were him.ò ñI wouldnôt want to be an 

orphan, eitherðto start from scratch.ò 

ñYou know we can hear every word youôre saying right?ò Maud said. 
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Dorian shushed her. ñDonôt interrupt me while Iôm talking with myself.ò A few 

more mumbled word with Fletcher, then: ñFine, Odys,ò Dorian announced. ñWeôll 

pretend you didnôt know your ófatherô was an Automaton.ò 

ñBut I saw his body. He was dead.ò (Odys still refused to believe). ñHe died.ò 

Maud looked at Odys, as if she wished she could have told him soonerðin a 

different way. She made him feel like heôd been holding her back. Admittedly, he 

didnôt want to know all this. He didnôt want this to be happening at all. 

ñHe couldnôt die, Odys,ò Maud said, turning to him. ñAutomatons donôt die. You 

only viewed the body once, didnôt you? Leeland likely bought off the funeral home, 

the cemeteryðto make things run smoothly. Leeland isnôt stupid. He arranged 

everything. For about eighteen years he had to pretend as you grew up. With his 

Automaton no longer needing to stay away with you twins, it could be less 

stressfulðless stressful on his body. And, less complicated in terms of keeping up 

the act. At least on one end. Heôs still pretending a little, though, isnôt he?ò  

Odysôs mind darted to Odissa and her visit. ñI donôt understand why he would 

fake his own death!ò Odys shouted, denial oozing from his every twitchy movement. 

ñIt makes no sense. We were about to move out anyway when it happened. We 

wouldnôt have been in his wayðò  

ñHe didnôt want to give you the chance to come back to him and force the act on 

again. And he knew you hated him,ò Maud stressed.  

ñSo you think he was doing me some sort of favor?ò he barked at her.  

She stepped closer to him, as if about to comfort him. But thought better of it. 

ñMasters and Automatons canôt be apart for long. Thatôs why Augury was always 

thereðLeeland was always there. Always visiting your father; your father always 

visiting him. He wanted to insure the act was over, Odys. But he also didnôt want to 

ruin everything heôd built up. He kept ties to you and Odissa for a reason.ò  

Dorian nodded, raising a finger. ñAfter his fake death, the distance was absolved. 

He could pull the strings from afar as Augury.ò  
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Odys shook his head, panic rising. Not only was his father non-human but wasð

worse still!ðalive. ñNo. No,ò was all he could say.  

ñMy God, he really isnôt synced with Maud,ò Fletcher gaped. Fletcher cleared his 

throat. ñJust look at his face.ò  

Odys tried not to sound stupid but, ñDoes that mean IômðIôm halfð?ò 

ñAutomaton?ò Fletcher sniggered. ñWerenôt you listening to us, boy? You hear 

him, Dori? He thinks heôs half Automaton! Hell, no. If you were, thatôd be a miracle. 

An unnatural miracle. Automatons can no more make babies than aéWell, we 

canôt. You must have noticed Maudôs unapparent, well, you know.ò He whistled and 

pointed between his nipple areas. 

ñEveryone has noticed, from time to time,ò Dorian stated through his pensive 

stance. He rubbed his chin roughly. 

ñWeôre not reproductive beings,ò Fletcher went on, wanting to be clear. ñThough 

still very sexual.ò He gave a soft thrust. 

Dorian ignored his Automatonôs joke, realizing something. ñThis still doesnôt 

make any sense. Whatôs Pepinôs motive?ò 

ñFuck Pepinôs motive,ò Maud said, ñI want to know why Leeland made an 

Automaton raise his óadoptedô kids.ò She used bunny ears when she said ñadopted.ò 

ñThis means Iôm an orphan?ò Odys said to himself. 

ñLook at Mr. Smartypants,ò Fletcher snapped and pointed. ñNothing gets past 

you, huh?ò 

ñYou know, donôt you?ò Odys realized. ñYou know who I am!ò 

ñNo, you know who you are but you wonôt let Maud say!ò Fletcher shouted at 

him. He realized his excitement and took a deep breath. ñFucking oblivious, this 

one.ò 

Dorian leaned on the couchôs arm. ñThe rich lifestyle is the perfect fit for 

avoiding common family roles. No wonder this seemed ordinary at first glance. Even 

the middle-class families hardly give a damn about each other these days. Theyôre all 
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so uninvolved. No wonder the twins didnôt notice. Theyôve never known anything 

else.ò 

ñBut where in the world did Leeland find a pair of twins?ò Fletcher said, his 

voice growing soft and remorseful. 

ñYouôre saying thereôs no way he adopted me legally?ò Odys interrupted the 

conversation. 

Fletcher chuckled. ñOur kind canôt do anything legally, dear. Weôre off the grid.ò 

ñLegal or not, you hated him anyway, right?ò Dorian asked. 

ñWhat makes you say that?ò 

ñAs Iôve already implied, Odys, we have many sources. Most proved what kind 

of relationship you had with your father.ò 

ñAnd those sources would be?ò 

Fletcher tucked his hands into his armpits. ñYour school records mentioned you 

had a father, but the little box you checked said never to contact him. Always a 

nanny or a óguardian.ô And the angsty blog you dabbled with for less than two weeks 

when you were sixteen?ðthat clued us in too. You do know how to leave a trail, 

Odys Odelyn. But donôt worry, we can clean it up.ò 

ñNow, Odys.ò Dorian put a finger to his lips in thought, ñLetôs not beat around 

the bush any longer. We need to help your sister. Leeland wouldnôt let go of 

something heôs invested so much into, right? And thatôs just what you twins areð

investments. Big investments. He has a lot of stock in all of us. He puts us on the 

shelf like a piggy bank until he needs some change.ò  

He scratched his chin, itching past his analogies and that disturbing grin. ñNow, 

this Mr. Augury. Heôs a secretive man, right? Just how does Odissa know where and 

when to meet him?ò  

Knowing it would sound clich®, ñHe contacts her.ò 

ñOf course he does,ò Dorian laughed. ñAnd she believes, of course, that heôs 

retired. So thatôs why he has no offices and work number? Plus, heôs óold school,ô so 

he doesnôt have a cell phone of his own, right? And because he lives in, perhaps, say, 
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Guatemala, itôs no use for him to give you a real working number because 

international calls are a bitch. Am I getting warmer?ò 

Odysôs silence told him he was. 

ñI swear to the gods,ò Dorian chuckled. ñHeôs played every trick in the book. 

And heôs played them so well. No wonder you didnôt see through it, Odys. I donôt 

blame you.ò 

ñDonôt patronize me.ò 

ñI wasnôt. I sincerely pity you. I pity your sister more, because sheôs with him 

now, right? Is that why you wanted me to send someone to escort her safely home, 

Maud? Is that why Odys is so worried? Is this why you worry for him, Maud? Poor 

boy didnôt realize why he was so worried. But it all makes sense now, doesnôt it 

Odys?ò 

ñSheôs on her way home.ò Maud reminded them. ñLeeland let her go. Even you 

know that by now. I saw you tapping the wires when Odys was ill.ò She pointed out 

the window. 

ñLeeland probably doesnôt know Pepinôs dead yet,ò Dorian supposed. ñHe 

doesnôt know he shouldnôt have let her go.ò 

ñMaybe he forced her to call and give a fake update,ò Fletcher added. 

That sent a chill down Odysôs spine. 

ñOr,ò Dorian mused, ñif Leeland does know that Pepinôs dead.ò He paused. 

ñMaybe letting Odissa go will just be part of some bigger plan?ò 

ñOh my God! Enough with the conspiracy theories,ò Maud said. ñWhatever the 

case, Odissa needs to be found.ò  

Dorian straightened and walked to the door. ñI doubt Leeland will be right at her 

heels when he finds out Pep is dead. Leeland has had his plans for the twins all 

along. Leeôs never been chomping at the bit.ò He said it as if he knew. ñItôs not as 

simple as helping you, Odys. Youôve always needed help. After all, we wouldôve 

helped you a long time ago had we known about you.ò 

ñDonôt try to flatter him!ò Maud barked. ñYou only help yourselves.ò 
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ñSpeaking of helping yourself,ò Fletcher noted, ñOdys has done such a good job 

of it already.ò He pointed to her. ñTouching our things.ò 

Maud glared up at him, body mimicking his crossed arms. Fletcher towered over 

her, twice her size. He seemed to delight in her attentionðeven though so negative. 

Dorian didnôt move, letting his Automaton have this moment. ñYou really should get 

dressed, Maud.ò Eyes moving up and down on her barely-clothed body.  

ñYour chin-strap is hideous,ò she said. 

ñBut you do like the dreads?ò Fletcher peeked over Dorianôs sunglasses. 

ñI can tolerate them,ò she told Fletcher, her bright eyes narrowing. 

ñIôll have to change them, then.ò Keeping his chin-strap beard, the dreads 

disappeared, his hair morphed into a spiky mohawk with spikes reaching at least six 

inches. Maud scoffed, turning away; she had known precisely what he was going to 

do. 

...Odys grimaced at the playful tension and wondered if Dorian was trying to 

lighten the mood through Fletcher. Dorian needed Odys compliant, not defensive. 

ñPut it back, Fletcher.ò Dorian opened the door. ñI liked the dreadlocks. But 

Maudôs right, youôre too pretty to cover that face with hair. Doesnôt suit you.ò With a 

too-pleased smile, ñOdys, our souls critique each other. Thatôs a sign weôre growing 

comfortable. Come, Fletcher, letôs go.ò 

Spikes falling and twisting back into their previously freakishly-long dreads, 

Fletcher put his sunglasses on his head like a tiara and followed Dorian, putting a 

gentle hand on his Masterôs back. 

ñYouôll hear from us again soon, Odys Odelyn,ò Dorian said. His hand twisted 

the door knob excessively. ñVery soon. Donôt leave your apartment. Weôll be 

observing. Iôll tell you what Mother has to say in regards to your status among us 

and how weôll handle your sister. Adios.ò 

ñóHandleô my sister?ò 

Dorian ignored the question, about to step out. But he remembered something. 

ñBy the way, what is the catôs name?ò 
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ñThe cat?ò Odys repeated. 

ñYes, the cat.ò Dorian turned around in Fletcherôs protective arm. ñFletcher 

noticed him in Odissaôs room. The brown tabby. Not very friendly.ò 

ñNot to strangers, no,ò Maud informed, her voice piqued. 

Odys raised a hand, telling her quiet. 

Fletcherôs eyes widened, thrilled in their interactionðas if Odys had just told 

himself to shut up. 

Odys asked, ñWhat does the cat have to do with this?ò 

It was ludicrous to include the cat as some sort of problem to their operation. 

ñHeôs another liability to youðand, potentially, to us. We need to have inventory 

of our valuables. Any life can be worth something, depending on what youôre willing 

to pay for it. Leeland picks only the choicest liabilities, to save time and effort. He 

knows youôll care nothing for the bum on the park bench compared to something 

youôve invested in.ò 

There was that word again. Invested. 

ñYour sister has a fucking photo of him on her dresser, man,ò Fletcher stated, 

creating a baggy sweater to make it look like he was ready to brace the outside air 

(barely-clothed people tend to stand out in winter). Imagine what metallic sheen the 

sweater hadðbe creative.35 

ñHeôs a liability by default.ò Fletcher propped the door open with his bum, 

waiting for Odys to tell them the catôs name so they could leave. 

But Dorian would wait no more. ñNo matter, Fletcher. Not everything needs a 

proper name in order for us to take account. Besides, we donôt want to get too 

attached. Althoughòða smile came to his lips between gum-chewsðñwe already 

have a good guess from the vet records that his name is Bulfinch.ò 

BULFINCH: Named by Odissa (it was either that or Lancelyn Green). 

FOOD: Canned food, dummy. Whatôs with this dry shit? 

                                                      
35 The Narrator seems to already tire of describing the ever-changing outfits of Automatons. 
For future reference, if clothing is not described to your satisfaction, feel free to concoct your 
own fashion for the volatile characters. I do.  
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BATH: W hat are tongues for? 

PETS: Are a major plot device, so donôt laugh because a cat gets his own list, 

stupid human. And stop wiping your muddy shoes on that rug! Thatôs where he 

throws up. And sleeps in the afternoon. 

Chapter the seventh, 

The immortal Hand or Eye: 

In what furnace was thy brain?  

Fletcher bowedðAdieu.  

As the door shut behind the unwelcome visitors, Odys turned on Maud. 

ñMy catôs vet records? Seriously? What else do they know that they shouldnôt?ò 

(As if the cat needed such privacy). 

Maud huff-sighed. ñDonôt underestimate what they donôt know. They were more 

afraid of us before we found them in our kitchen.ò 

ñMy kitchen. Not ours. I may need you like some sort of goddamned IV, but 

youôre no welcomed guest, either!ò 

She ignored his shouting. ñYou havenôt eaten in three days, you need some food. 

I canôt eat for the two of us.ò She put up the soy milk carton Fletcher had left out, its 

sides moist with condensation. Odys hoped it was still good after being left out for so 

long. 

ñDonôt change the subject.ò 

ñWhat subject, Odys?ò She picked up a rag.  

ñThey came into my home!ò 

ñLook, under their órules,ô Iôm their property. Theyôre only letting you órentô me. 

Youôre a storage unit for them. I have no say what the other Masters do with us. 

Neither do you. The gods give, but Mother can take away.ò 

ñThey seriously take orders from someone they call óMotherô? Theyôre fucking 

freaks, Maud.ò 
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ñAnd what does that make you?ò She bit her lip and stopped her tidyingðtidying 

for Odys. Like Master, like soul. ñMother has to protect what sheôs built up. You 

canôt blame her for that.ò 

ñóBuilt up,ô is it?ò 

Another huff-sigh. ñShe and Pepin set up the networkðthe group. A few decades 

later, Pepin wanted out. Mother took over. He left and we (more or less) retired. 

Until now.ò 

ñThat the abridged version?ò  

ñAny time I have to talk to my Master aloud is the abridged version.ò 

ñYeah, like I want to read your thoughts. Who knows whatôs in that hard drive of 

yours? Viruses? Spyware?ò He noticed his antagonizing didnôt bother her. ñIf 

Mother and Leeland are the oldest Masters now, how old does that make Dorian? 

How old is he?ò He looked twenty-five, no more than thirty.   

ñDorianôs about sixtyðmaybe sixty-fiveðif he didnôt lie to us about his age.ò36 

She saw he wanted moreðmore dirt on this Dorian fellow. Finally! He was 

interested. Dorian was the bridge Odys needed to bring himself across. 

ñHeôs the newest Master, after you. No longer the baby. He was [around 

twenty]37 when Fletcher came into the picture. He didnôt know Pepin well.ò 

ñBut he seems to know óLeelandô well.ò He used bunny ears around the nameð

as if Leeland were somehow a phonier name than Augury.    

ñThey could say the same about you.ò 

ñAnd they hate him because he wants to kill the other Masters?ò 

ñIs that not a good enough reason?ò She laughed. ñBut yes. That and the fact he 

doesnôt play by their rules.ò She saw he didnôt understand. ñThey try to keep tabs on 

each other so if a Master dies they can get the Automaton before an innocent civilian 

accidentally picks them up; also, that way they can choose who gets to reactivate the 

                                                      
36 Never ask a lady her age.  
37 I am also responsible for the brackets/omitting clear identifiers. Think of them as me 
turning up the music whenever our Narrator starts to sound too insane. Pay no attention to 
the man/facts behind the curtain.  
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Automatonðsomeone they all like, of course. After all, they have to live with each 

otherðfor a long time, right?  

ñOff and on, Leelandôs created quite a stir for the others. His last attackðas they 

would call itðwas on Dorian a few years after Dorian became a Master. Letôs just 

say Leeland found some of Dorianôs óliabilities.ô Other than that, Leelandôs been 

quiet. Thatôs scariest of all.ò 

ñWhy does Leeland do it? I mean, why does he want to kill all the Masters?ò   

She wouldnôt look at him. She knew he didnôt want to know. ñNot the other 

Masters, Odys, just Mother. If you want the simplest answer, you might just say that 

all the other Masters are Motherôs liability. They all love her dearly and she loves 

them. Thatôs why itôs important they find out if youôre worth the trouble of keeping. 

Youôll need to love her, too.ò Maud found another cigarette. Sheôd found nothing she 

wanted to eat. ñEveryone needs a mother.ò 

ñWhatôs her real name?ò 

ñYou think anyone really knows that?ò Maud laughed. ñNah, no one knows. 

Pepin wasnôt even sureðand he knew her the longest. You and Dorian here are the 

only two Masters alive with real namesðnames that can be fact-checked. You didnôt 

get the opportunity to hide yours; and Dorian, well, he didnôt know to. Names are 

such strange things.ò She could tell he wasnôt about to start calling Mother ñMother,ò 

though. ñWhen we arenôt calling her óMother,ô weôre calling her óGwen.ôò38 

MOTHER: A.K.A. Gwendolyn Gwendy. 

NEED-TO-KNOW:  She has many children. 

HER INTERNET MEME?: Pedo -Mother -Bear. 

ALWAYS: In need of a good cry. 

Chapter the eighth, 

Occult Science: 

                                                      
38 ά¢ƘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴŜŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǊƳǎΣ ŎǊƛŜŘΣ Ψh ²ŜƴŘȅ ƭŀŘȅΣ ōŜ ƻǳǊ 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦΩ ΨhǳƎƘǘ LΚΩ ²ŜƴŘȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŀƭƭ ǎƘƛƴƛƴƎΦ ΨhŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŦǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭƭȅ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ L 
ŀƳ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǊƭΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǊŜŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦΩέτJ.M. Barrie, Peter Pan (novel). I was quite 
ǇǊƻǳŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƪŜ ƴŀƳŜ L ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƪŜ ƴŀƳŜΦ 
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Is it easier than Occult Mathematics? 

ñThatôs as real a name as we know for her.ò She gave a bitter smile. ñPepin had a 

few names of his own.ò She sucked her cigarette to stop smiling.  

ñéYou want to know what Fletcherôs inanimate form is?ò 

ñIs it not some sort of coin like you?ò 

ñNo. A rusty, red paperclip. The kind you see in college parking lots. You know 

they could have been useful at one point, but you walked over them too late and itôs 

already rained and the red-brown will look unattractive on your crisp homework 

papers, so theyôre not worth picking up.ò 

ñWhy would a god make him a paperclip? Itôs too simple. And modern.ò 

ñWhy am I a U.S. coin? I certainly wasnôt minted the year my coin says. I was 

modern once. Vulcan knew our forms would eventually fit into a time frame. He 

planned for it.ò Maud tapped her nose. 

ñBut your timeframe has passed.ò 

She shook her head. ñNo. What Iôm saying is the Automaton forms are all 

starting to catch up with the present. All our forms have proper context now. Now is 

the time Vulcan planned for us to be relevant most of allðò 

Before she could properly punctuate her sentence, the apartment door opened. 

Waltzing in, Fletcher threw down a large duffle bag near the couch. Dorian floated in 

behind him. 

 ñYouôre back sooner than expected,ò Maud stated. 

ñMother does have a phone, you know. All we had to do was call to give her our 

update,ò Fletcher said.   

ñWell, then, I retract my statement. You took your time.ò 

ñHad to collect our things from the car, Maud,ò Dorian said, leaning against the 

back of the couch. ñBesides, we werenôt sure we were going to let Odys live, on our 

first visit. We didnôt know if luggage wasðhow do I put it?ðnecessary. Plus, we 

had to get a fresh pack of gum, see?ò He held it up.  

ñExcuse me?ò Odys questioned. 
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ñWell, we do like gum,ò Dorian grinnedðhis fake grin reaching the bottom of 

his glasses and exposing his wad. 

ñHe doesnôt care about your gum!ò Maud snapped. ñJust what do you think 

youôre doing?ò 

ñSorry, chap,ò Dorian said, turning his head in Odysôs directionða courtesy for 

Odys, ñbut weôre moving in.ò 

Stanza: Are they at least paying rent? 

ñHouse arrest,ò Dorian expounded. ñTo protect our interests as much as yours.ò 

Fletcher waltzed into the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he took out the milk Maud 

had just put back. He grimaced, noticing its warmth. ñDonôt you people ever put 

back your spoilables?ò 

ñI have a sister, you know,ò Odys stated, wondering how they planned to hide 

from her. How would he hide Maud, let alone two more strangers? 

ñYour sister is all the more reason to have us around,ò Dorian gesticulated. 

ñWithout us, this placeôll be a hotspot for hell.ò 

ñSo you expect Augury to pull something?ò 

ñLeeland, you mean. And eventually, yes.ò 

ñAnd what about Odissa? What are Motherôs orders?ò Maud asked. ñOdissa may 

have left Leeland, but Leeland still knows her whereabouts. Send someone to her 

area. Then if something bad happens, someone will be able to reach her quickly.ò 

Dorian raised a hand. ñYes, yes, I talked to her; Motherôs willing to send scouts 

out for your sister, though that doesnôt mean theyôll find her. She drives a silver 

Honda, right?ò 

No answer from Odys. He knew he didnôt have to answer. 

So Dorian went on: ñIf you can inform us where sheôs heading from, weôll update 

them.ò 

ñFrom the cemetery-mausoleum park in [redacted].ò 

ñWell, yes, but how far in do you suppose?ò Dorian leaned forward, as if talking 

to a little child. 
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Odys guesstimated her location. 

ñVery well, then. Fletcher, please make the phone call before Odys has a panic 

attack.ò 

ñWhy do I have to do it?ò He said, still rummaging through Odysôs fridge. He 

picked up a log of cheese and sniffed it. He put it back and checked out their yogurt 

selection. If theyôd had whipped cream, it would have already been swirled in his 

wide mouth. Blah! These people eat too healthy. 

ñYou must make the call because you have my phone.ò 

ñThatôs no good reason,ò Fletcher grumbled as he closed the fridge door and 

pulled out a phone from his back ñpocket.ò ñCan I also order a pizza? These kids got 

nothinô.ò 

ñIf you must.ò 

ñAnd Chinese for dinner?ò Fletcher turned to Odys, eyebrows asking if he was 

interested in takeout. 

ñWhatever gets you to make the goddamned phone call,ò Odys growled.  

Fletcher glared at him, his fingers punching away at the cell phone as he glided to 

the bathroom for quiet. 

ñI suppose,ò Dorian stated, standing up from his leaning position, ñwhen your 

sister arrives, weôll need to get our stories straight.ò No duh. ñMother has asked we 

not tell her anything. Understood?ò 

Of course that was understood. But did Dorian understand? ñI wonder how weôll 

do that, since you probably wonôt let her go to school, work, or out of the 

apartment?ò Odys pointed out. 

Dorian chuckled, taking off his jacket. He was well built for a blind man (who 

should have found it hard to walk straight, let alone work out). He tossed his jacket 

perfectly on the back of the couch, as if he could see it. Fletcher not only saw for him 

but reminded him where everything was, didnôt even have to be in the same room for 

the whereabouts of things to be clear, if he tried. 
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ñYouôve gotten crankier, Odys.ò Dorian said, tucking his straight hair behind his 

ear. He seemed genuinely concerned. ñSomething the matter?ò 

Yes, being a prisoner in his own home is exactly how Odys wanted this day to 

play out, Dorian. ñI donôt see what good can come of this, even if this makes things 

safer.ò 

ñSorry, can you repeat that?ò Dorian put a hand to his ear. It was hard for him to 

concentrate on two conversations going at once (for he could ñhearò Fletcherôs 

current one in the bathroom as well as his own). Dorian didnôt like his distance and 

so walked over to the table to sit with them. 

Odys saw his hand reach outðfor the first timeðto guard against unexpected 

collision with its edge. With Fletcher away, it was more dangerous for him. 

ñHe said get the fuck out, Dorian,ò Maud mumbled.  

Dorian crossed his arms and legs. He sighed despite pushing a smile. ñSo, Maud, 

whatôs this new Masterôs addiction, hm? Anything we should worry about?ò 

He ñlookedò at Maud when he asked it. Well, in her direction, anyway. Dorian 

remembered facial cues were important, even if they landed like a bad joke.  

ñWhy do you care?ò Odys asked, a bit nastily. It was, after all, his addiction. 

ñWell, you may not realize it, but addictionsðò 

ñI know, I know. Sheôs given that speech already.ò 

Maud glanced at Odys. ñHeôs coffee and cigarettes.ò 

ñAh, the two that blacken you from the inside,ò Dorian stated, tapping his chest. 

ñBut, speaking of coffeeéò He motioned to the empty table. Be a good host, Odys. 

Maudôs lip twitched. ñIôll put a fresh pot on.ò 

Odys found nothing to resent there. 

Dorian remained quiet for a time, probably retreating to his own thoughts that 

Fletcherôs current phone conversation clouded. Odys took the opportunity to 

stare/glare at him (since Dorian would never know the difference). 
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Dorian raised a finger. ñMother just told Fletcher that youôll be meeting her 

tomorrowðand that sheôs sent out one Automaton and Master to try and track down 

Odissa.ò 

(Because Odissa is the damsel in distressðsomething every story needs).39 

ñTell her thank you for us, Dorian,ò Maud said.  

ñDonôt thank her just yet. Your sisterôs vague whereabouts kind of make things 

pointless. But, if Leeland does make a move, weôll have someone on their way to 

clean up the mess.ò 

ñThatôs a nice way of putting it,ò Maud hissed, starting the coffee pot. 

ñWell, Maudy,ò Dorian defended, ñwhen you have all the time in the world, you 

can waste it by looking for little girls.ò He frowned. ñWeôre good at tracking people, 

but weôre not omnipresent.ò 

ñBut you and I both know that if fate wants you to find her, you will. We can all 

smell the gods on this one. Every domino falling into place.ò 

Fletcher came out of the bathroom, wad of tissues in hand. ñIf I were you, Iôd 

worry more about Bulfinch,ò he grumbled as he looked over his shoulder, dabbing 

his nose with the tissues. ñIf he pees on our bag, I swear Iôll make his innards into 

violin strings.ò 

Bulfinch was sniffing the unfamiliar bag cautiously, whiskers rowing with every 

new smell. He noticed their attention and became self-conscious, darting away when 

Fletcher blew his nose. 

ñMust you blow so hard?ò Maud growled, annoyed. 

ñGold?ò Dorian asked him, curious. 

ñNo. More coppery than anything,ò Fletcher replied, scrunching his nose and 

examining the goods. It hardened in the tissue.  

Maud rolled her eyes. 

ñJust be glad Automatons neednôt use the restroom,ò Dorian chuckled. From the 

corner of his mouth, ñFlushing metals. Itôs not good for pipes.ò 

                                                      
39 I wonder how Odissa would feel about that.  
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ñUnless, of course, we want to,ò Fletcher added, dabbing his nose. The sticky 

coppery-stuff clung from his nostril to tissue. 

ñHe neednôt blow his nose, either,ò Maud stated, annoyed with their prattle. 

 ñBut it tickled. The cat hair got up my nose.ò He pointed to the non-existent cat 

(likely in Odissaôs room now). ñAn Automaton must keep his bellow clean!ò40 

Maud took out some mugs, gave Dorian a handful of sugar packets (just as he 

liked it). 

And they waited on the coffee. 

Fletcher, who realized the sudden lull in this plot,41 strutted into the living room 

and turned on the television, plopping himself on the couch. 

ñYou donôt mind do you?ò Dorian asked, like a parent for a child. 

ñNo,ò Odys answered, glad to be rid of Fletcher. 

é 

They listened to the hum of the television and drank their coffee. Every so often 

Fletcher would laugh, and so would Dorian. Maud and Odys exchanged 

uncomfortable glances, feeling trapped and in a dream. A bad dream. 

Though Fletcher sat in the other room and Dorianôs back was turned to the 

television, Dorian enjoyed the same scenes as Fletcher, laughing aloud as if his eyes 

were watching. 

Fletcher began sniffing loudlyðsnorting as if he had something else stuck in his 

nose. He was doing everything but picking it. 

ñFletcher, dear, you still remember the bathroom?ò Dorian asked, standing up. 

He could tolerate his own sounds no longer. 

ñYes, boss,ò Fletcher replied as his Master walked in. Dorian didnôt shut the door 

behind him. Merely needed a tissue. He delivered it to Fletcher. 

ñCouldnôt have gotten it himself, huh?ò Maud said as she pulled at her shorts. 

She was having trouble keeping her always-metallic clothes at a suitable length. 

                                                      
40 Fletcher seems to be comparing his nose to a bellow, which is quite interesting since 
blacksmiths and smelters use bellowsτwhich fall under the reign of Vulcan himself.  
41 IŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘΦ  
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ñHeôs watching my show for me, isnôt he?ò Dorian stated, as if Maud werenôt 

making sense. ñItôs not a commercial.ò 

They heard Fletcher blow. It sounded like a faltering foghorn. 

ñGeezus, I told you, Dorian!ò he exclaimed. ñI told you Caffar put that pet 

tracker inside me when we were sleepingðback in June!ò Fletcher shouted at the 

tissue, ñI told you she was experimenting with me again! The fucking thingôs all 

corroded too!ò He tossed the wad away from him, appalled. 

The pet ID tag had made its way through his bodyðrejected it through one of the 

few available Automata-openings. Fletcher shivered. ñYou have to tell Mother about 

this! Itôs unacceptable. We feel violated!ò 

ñWhoôs Caffar?ò Odys whispered to Maud. 

ñAnother Automaton on óTeam Mother.ô Her Master likes to try things.ò 

Dorian sighed. ñWho knows, Mother likely told her to put it in you. At least you 

know your body got rid of it.ò 

ñIôm not some cell phone Mother can bug whenever she wants to.ò Fletcher 

turned back to his TV show. ñAnd you all made fun of me for sneezing!ò 

Speaking of nosesðMaud had a tickle of her own, though it had nothing to do 

with cat hair. ñTalking about noses makes it itch,ò she laughed for Odysôs sake. 

Odys noticed Dorianôs ear turn toward her as if this talk of noses were too, too 

fateful.  

With the same hand she had scratched with, Maud covered a gapping yawn. Her 

body seemed relaxedðtoo relaxed. Come to think of it, she looked as if she hadnôt 

slept all night. Odys, however, felt betterðbetter than last night, anyway. Maybe this 

was the stabilizing balance sheôd mentionedðthe synchronizing? He noticed that 

they were starting to look alike. (Like shit, in other words). 

He realized she was wearing an even scantier outfitðhad her shirt shrunk and her 

short shorts becomeé? Well never mind, he didnôt want to look under the table to 

properly check. 

ñI wish youôd eat something, Odys. Iôm getting weaker.ò 
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ñOh, yes, forgot to tell you that the pizza Fletcher ordered in the bathroom will be 

here in twenty minutes,ò Dorian said. 

ñPizzas? As inémore than one?ò 

ñHe can eat a lot,ò Dorian elaborated. 

ñDoesnôt mean he needs to,ò Maud added, just as Fletcher snorted yet again. 

She rolled her eyes for Odysôs benefit. He almost smiled. Odys observed these 

two intruders with curiosity and trepidationðto the point he forgot Maud was an 

intruder herself. She was his only ally now, and he found himself leaning toward her. 

Fletcher flipped through the channels with the remote. ñBoring, boring, beneath 

me, boring,ò he mumbled to himself each time he pressed the button. He only 

stopped when his (Dorianôs, actually) cell phone vibrated. He whipped it out of his 

ñpocket.ò Froze in place.  

Dorian frowned as his Automaton read the text message. ñChange of plans, 

Odys.ò 

ñWhat?ò Maud said, itching her nose again. 

ñYouôre seeing Mother today. Waiting on more info.ò 

Maud was about to scream, ñBut Odissa could be here soon!ò but her words 

were interrupted by a spastic series of stress-related nose twitches. 

Like someone gripping their chest during a heart attack, Maud covered her nose 

with great passion. Her face scrunchedðher head shook and made her copper curls 

quake. (Odys became aware that nose-issues were as contagious as yawning). Before 

she could clothespin it to a stop:  

ñAchoo!ò  

Maudôs issue, however, was a bit more severe than Fletcherôs nose blowing. 

Right when she sneezed, she disappeared. 

Well, not really. She was just no longer in her human form. Odys bolted up, 

looking over the table corner, down into her seat. There, on the chair: 

A pretty penny. 

ñWhat happened?ò Dorian askedðacting truly blind. 



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

Fletcherôs head shot up. Leaping over the couch to get to them, he arrived in a 

matter of seconds. ñShe sneezed out.ò 

They heard Maud release a soft moanða sound from nowhere. Nowhere but the 

penny. 

Fletcher leaned in, his long back hunched over. Extended out so, his loose dreads 

fell over his face, making him look like a weeping willow. ñPick her up, man!ò he 

ordered Odys. 

Odys obeyed. ñWhat happened? IðI didnôt make her do this.ò 

ñOf course you didnôt, you anorexic Euro-grungie!ò Fletcher snapped in the air, 

fingers sending (what looked like) sparks as he tried to redirect Odysôs attention. 

ñSheôs tired. Noðthatôs the wrong way to put it. When tired, Automatons can sleep, 

but this is more along the lines of pooping-out. Exhaustion, stress, trauma!ò 

ñIt happens, sometimes,ò Dorian clarified, more calmly than his Automaton. 

ñWhen a Master doesnôt properly take care of his Automaton or body.ò 

ñHe tuckered her out. Made her work too hard. Made her hard-drive crash!ò 

Fletcher threw his hands in the air, as if Odys had just broken his new Christmas toy. 

Why we canôt have nice things!  

ñSheôs unwillingly conserving energyðso she doesnôt have to keep up the 

clothes-act,ò Dorian reported. ñYou havenôt synced yet, Odys. Thatôs what pushed 

her over the edge,òðtoo many programs running at once. ñSneezing out might be 

the equivalent of a catatonic fit. They vary in size and style, but they can always be 

prevented.ò 

ñThe nose always warns you,ò Fletcher said. ñIsnôt that what I was saying? 

Nobody ever listens to me.ò 

Odys glared at him. Heôll check the nose all right, right after he punches this 

Automaton in the face. 

ñHow can we not listen to you?ò Dorian mumbled. ñYou never shut up.ò (Dorian 

sometimes hated himself, you see). 
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ñThis wouldnôt have happened if youôd eaten something,ò Fletcher scolded. 

Speaking of eating, Dorian was hungry. His eyes darted to the fridge. 

ñBut you told me there was pizza coming!ò Odys got the feeling Dorian was 

playing good cop/bad cop with him all at the same time. 

ñBoys, boys!ò Dorian raised two hands, a strange grin on his face. ñItôs not that 

big of a dealðthis time. Sheôll be fine.ò 

Fletcher scoffed and went into the kitchen. 

Odys cradled Maud in his palm. ñMaudðyou okay?ò Now that he thought about 

it, she was acting far different than the scandalously-confident Maud from last night. 

ñYes, Odys. Was just a tickle.ò 

ñCan you turn back?ò 

ñBest not to.ò 

ñDumb question,ò Fletcher said, coming out of the kitchen (once again). He was 

licking a spoon full of coffee ice cream, the tub in his left hand. He made a face as if 

it tasted better than expected. 

ñJust hold on to me for now. Not sure how well I can keep clothes on.ò 

Dorian laughed. ñHeôd best get used to that. If I werenôt blind, Iôd swear Iôd have 

seen Fletcher naked more times than dressed. Odys, why donôt you eat a little 

something, sí?ò 

ñBut not this.ò Fletcher babied the ice cream. ñThis is mine.ò His voice was 

muffled, because of the spoon. 

Odys was about to obey but he remembered the cause of Maudôs sneeze-outðthe 

tipping point of her/their stress: 

ñWait,ò he said. ñYou just said I was seeing Mother. Today. But when? I want to 

be here when Odissa returnsðI donôt want you two messing with her.ò 

ñRelax, dear,ò Dorian said, waving a hand. ñThatôs part of why Mother will see 

you now. Your sisterôs at [such-and-such a place] having lunch.ò 

ñThere? You mean youôve found her?ò Odys questioned. He looked at Fletcher 

who was going through the phone againðlikely deleting any evidence of a text 
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message in case Odys demanded to see it. ñBut thatôsðthatôs still hours away from 

here. I thought she left sooner than that. How did they get to her so fast?ò Something 

told Odys theyôd planned to spy on his sister since the beginning. ñYouôre sure itôs 

her?ò 

ñPerhaps she made more stops along the way,ò Maud said from his hand. ñShe 

might be shopping. You hate shopping.ò 

ñShe usually calls if sheôs going to do that,ò he said to the air, forgetting she was 

in his hand. 

ñUsually is not all the time,ò Dorian said, smacking his gum. ñAnd with no cell 

phone, itôd be hard to find a payphone these days.ò 

Odys ignored the condescending comment. ñWeôve got a good three orð

maybeðfour hours ahead of us, depending on traffic. Thatôs how long it will take if 

sheôs coming from there.ò 

ñJust enough time for an interview with Mother Dearest,ò Dorian supplemented, 

sitting down on the couch beside Fletcher. ñNow quiet! Iôm trying to watch this.ò 

But Dorian wouldnôt get to watch his show after all. There was a knock at the 

door. ñPizza!ò Fletcher exclaimed. He rushed to it, looked through the peep-hole. He 

gasped, dropping the ice cream tub. Odys cringed at the mess it left. ñDorian, 

darling, is it just me or did Mother really change her plans?ò 

ñWhoôs there?ò Maud askedða fear in her (muffled) tone. 

ñNot the pizza delivery man. Fucking hell,ò Dorian sighed. He put his forehead 

in his hand, cursing something in Spanish about la Madre.  

Another forceful knockð 

Fletcher put his back to the door, as if to barricade it. To Odys, ñShe sent the big 

dogs. Fucking Mother planned on changing her plans all along!ò He didnôt really 

seem surprised so much as entertained. 

Another knock; Fletcher jumped.  

His phone buzzed. He whipped it out.  
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ñIn fact,ò he said, ñMotherôs escort for Odys got here fastðeven before her text 

to prep us!ò He giggled and bit his nails, reading. His eyes danced.  

The door shook again. It rattled the walls. 

ñWho is it?ò Fletcher asked, his voice too high and too mischievous as he put 

away the phone. 

ñYou should open the door before Motherôs dog gets angry,ò Dorian saidðas if 

he had no control over Fletcher whatsoever. 

ñOpen up!ò the commanding voice shouted between the bang bang bangs. 

ñJust a minute!ò Fletcher said back, still chewing on his nails. To himself, ñIðI 

have to think of something good, Dori. I wasnôt prepared for this!ò Fletcher flipped 

back around, peeking through the peep hole again (he had to stoop low to use it). 

ñOpen the damn door, Fletcher,ò the womanôs voice demanded again. The voice 

sounded like a thousand marching soldiers compressed into one bodyðall ready to 

invade. ñI swear Iôll fucking kill you if you donôt!ò She rattled the locked knob. 

Mumbling, ñFuckôs sake, I didnôt die in Vietnam for this.ò 

Odys felt his hand being forced open. Maud fell from it and reformedðthough 

she probably shouldnôt have. She wobbled in place and used his arm to steady 

herself. 

She had formed because she wanted whoever was on the other side of that door 

to see her when they came in. ñDonôt be scared, Odys.ò 

Odys raised a brow. Should he be? 

ñPrepare yourself, Odys,ò Dorian said, his ambivalent tone missing the same 

caution of his words. ñYouôre going to meet Bob.ò 

BOB: More like BYOB. 

DOG: More like Motherôs b*tch. 

LAP DOG?: After she has a few beers. 

ESCORT: More like SWAT raid . 

Chapter the ninth, 

Oh, did I say pizza? Because I meant kidnapping:  
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Whoôs fibbing the most?  

 ñIôve got it!ò Fletcher exclaimed to Dorianðas if heôd just come up with some 

necessary solution. He had the perfect trick up his sleeve. (Fletcher hadnôt seen Bob 

in quite a while, and he needed to make up for lost time).  

ñPassword?ò Fletcher insisted, knowing it was the worst thing to say. 

A muffled hiss and then, ñYouôre dead!ò 

The knob twisted to no avail. 

Fletcher jumped back from the door. Crouching low in the corner, he tensed with 

anticipation. He hadnôt been given this much opportune fun in weeks. 

Most likely, there was no password. And Fletcher was about to die. (Odys 

certainly wouldnôt miss him). 

That wicked grin on Fletcherôs face met ñdeathò with merry expectation. 

Pew, pew. 

A silenced gun blew off the knob. The metal parts fell onto the floor, smoking 

from the heat. 

Dorian seemed blasé (as usual) with the commotion and went to top off his 

coffee (which he did not actually like). Odys was nervous the neighbors were going 

to hearðor worse, seeðthe hubbub. 

ñThatôs my fucking door!ò Odys cried. 

Maud pressed her lips together, telling him to shut up about it. 

Assuming a butler outfit, Fletcher shooed them away with two handsðdonôt 

mess this up for me. Maud pulled Odys back. 

There was one more shotða shot to take out the bolt. Peeeew. The doorframe 

was busted, wood-splinters springing to the air. Someone tapped the door open. 

The woman who owned the rough voice stepped forth, her hunky army boots 

thudding against the floor. She looked behind herðleft and rightðto make sure no 

one had seen her. The curvy female tucked the huge, smoking gun back into her 

holster and paused in the door way. She crossed her arms, squishing a too-loose 

camouflage jacket against her chest. 



 

  The Blacksmith s Circus 

 

 
105 

 

Had she not been some type of Asian, she would have been quite Chola-esque. 

She had the hard-core makeup: the outlined lips, over-shadowed eyes, cakey skin. 

All that was missing were the drawn-on eyebrows. Ay caramba. 

Her icy-black hair was slicked back in a loose, low bun. That bun unintentionally 

exposed the tattoos trailing up her neck; but they werenôt your normal, every-day 

hard-core tats. Not some cheesy dragon, Asian symbol, pinup girl, cameo, or girly 

rose. Nope. She was more interesting than that. 

They were blobs. Thatôs right, blobs. Blobs like spots on a cow, dog, or oil-

stained driveway. Misshapen, tiny spots with waves, curves, varying sizesðgreen-

black dots like whiteout covering up mistakes.  

ñBobôs blobs,ò as they were called in othersô whispered conversations.  

Though this drill-sergeantôs hair was held down with a bandana, a large portion 

of her fringe fell over her right eye and trailed down to her full, prodigious lips. Her 

tiny, uncovered eye darted to Fletcherðstill in his butler suit. 

ñYou fucking coward. You make him do all your childish bullshit,ò she chided 

Dorian. 

Dorian sipped his coffeeðas deaf as he was blind. 

ñI only open doors for ladies, sir,ò Fletcher said, giving the visitor a little bow. 

Without giving so much as a second glance, she said, ñYou look like a damn 

Raggedy Anne doll, Fletcher, with that damn hideous hair.ò 

In the blink of an eye, he had assumed a full fencing uniform (foil and all), just so 

he might use them as props while saying: ñTouch®! Why, thank you, Madame. And, 

my, my! Is that another spot? I canôt wait until you finally decide to dot your face. 

God knows you should have covered the hideous thing ages ago.ò Swish, swish with 

his sword. 

ñSpeaking of faces, might I borrow yours? My damn ass needs a break.ò 

ñYour Filipino ass? Or your American one? What ass-hat have you decided to 

wear today?ò  

ñYou want to talk about ass-hats? Letôs go back to that hair of yours.ò  
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ñIôll put that on my to-donôt list, you crap-burper.ò He stood at attention.  

ñAs if you even know how to write to make lists. You damn-dweeby, snot-loving 

idiot!ò 

ñAt least I donôt keep lists of all the people I killed in active duty.ò  

ñThatôs not a list, dumbass. Itôs a tally sheet. Like FUCK I want to know their 

names.ò42  

ñSave yer breath, no one wants to smell it.ò 

ñYour stupid red hair will go well with Dorianôs stupid red blood when I spill it.ò  

He rolled his eyes. ñHonestly, calling you a bitch would be an insult to all female 

dogs!ò He bit his lip to keep from laughing.  

She caught his momentary weakness and began to circle her prey. ñé So your 

butler and fencing suits are for me? Why didnôt you slip into something more 

comfortable, like a freaking coma?ò 

ñSeriously, I can always tell when youôre bitchy. Your lips move.ò 

ñYou donôt know the damn meaning of bitchyðbut then again, you donôt know 

the meaning of most words.ò 

ñThere was something about you I used to likeébut then, you came through the 

door.ò 

ñIôm searching for a damn fuck to giveðò 

ñAHEM!ò It was a voice from the apartment entranceða polite but reprimanding 

sound that brought an unexpected end to the flying stichomythia. 

This was when Odys realized Bob and Fletcherôs engrossing ñduelò had lasted 

only a matter of nanoseconds. 

The woman bowed her head, abashed smile on her lips. Sheôd let Fletcher win 

this roundðthough she still had a few more feckless insults at the ready. (Little did 

she know Fletcher was on his last limbs, ready to pull out the weaker/default ñI know 

                                                      
42 hǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǘŀƭƭȅ ǎƘŜŜǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ 
inactive duty.  
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you are but what am I?ò insults. She could have pulled through). She cracked her 

neck. 

Her Automatonðthe one whoôd just stopped the madnessðfollowed her in. 

Ducking to make sure he missed the door frame, he glanced down at Fletcher.  

Fletcher frowned, ñHeôs a little tall right now, isnôt he?ò said Fletcher (usually 

the tallest one in the room).  

ñFirst impressions, Fletcher,ò Bob said. ñFirst impressions.ò  

ñYou canôt let him stomp around like that!ò Fletcher shouted. ñWeôre weird 

enough as it is.ò  

And so the other Automaton (with a heavy sigh) began to shrinkðshrink like 

someone lowering a car they had just jackedðuntil he stood just under Fletcher.  

ñBetter?ò Bob growled.   

ñMore natural,ò Fletcher replied, examining him. ñBut then again, you two are 

usually so full of hot air, itôs hard to tell.ò  

What this new Automaton now lacked in height he made up for in weight. His 

vest half-covered nothing but pure, ripped MANbod. That well-toned core had pecs 

the size of dinner platesðdinner plates for giants. 

Fletcher made his shirt disappear into his skin and his muscles swell to slightly 

unnatural proportions, mocking the newcomer. 

Bob and Maud rolled their eyes (well, Bob rolled her eyeðsingular. Who knows 

what the other one was doing underneath all that hair). 

[Want to read this new Automatonôs full profile? Read this footnote:43 Or donôt. 

Itôs your dime.] 

                                                      
43 hǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ƻōΩǎ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǎƻ L cut it downτ
ōǳǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŘŜƭŜǘŜ ƛǘΦ όL ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƻǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǿŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭ-description mode): 

άThis Automaton held his head high, his back very straight, feet solid on the 
ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦ .ƻō ƘŀŘ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ hŘȅǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨaƻǘƻǊŎȅŎƭŜ !ǘǘƛǊŜΩτthe kind worn 
by biker gangs for an extra notch of badassery. Like all Automatons, he had a chameleonic 
appearance, though it stayed within the range of his six-foot framework and thuggish casing. 
.ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ Ƴȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŎŜƛǾŜ ȅƻǳΦ  
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Bob waltzed up to Odys. ñSo youôre the new one, huh? Guess Automatons are 

like assholes now, everybody has one. Youôre skinnier than I thought you would be. 

Grungier, too. Thought Pepin had more class. Whatôre you supposed to be, some 

                                                                                                                             
See, if you could get past that bestial mustache that looked like a cross between an 

unintentional Fu Man Chu and a Hungarian (perhaps just a Hungarian that severely needed 
trimmed), past the huge, round nose (like a huge globular mesh of unmolded clay), past the 
constantly-squinting eyes (narrowed in either anger or smileτthe polar opposites not 
helping his case), past the huge arms that looked like they could snap you in two (bear arms 
with less hair), past the long tail of braided, hafnium-grey hair (though the coƭƻǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƎŜ 
him), past the bushy furrowed brow (more like a unibrow), he actually had an adorable mug.  

The only uncoordinated aspect of his otherwise symmetrical face was his minor 
under-bite. It made his mouth-line waver between German Cyborg and King Kong. If he were 
to smile, it would not only be the scariest thing but also the sweetest.  

His features reminded Odys of an Eastern European/Asia 
Minor/Mediterranean/SomewhereAroundThere breed, though this Automaton here was 
composed of the, well, less attractive of their physical traits. (His qualities would be accepted 
as ordinary among the weather-beaten and dirt-exposed faces in Hellenistic lands and 
barbaric society, but he had sadly surpassed such bygone eras).  

Oh, and had you not been so preoccupied with looking up (and feeling small), you 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ-bare feet. He, unlike other Automatons, always 
ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ΨǿŜŀǊΩ ǎƘƻŜǎ όǿŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƭƛǇ-flops that looked more like heavy getas, but 
ƘŜΩŘ still thought to make them. He did, after all, have manners). 

Speaking of manners, he was quite the clean-feen, you see. He usually did all of his 
aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǳƴŘǊȅΣ ǎǿŜŜǇƛƴƎΣ ŘǳǎǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎΣ ƎǊƻŎŜǊȅ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǘŎΦ 

And in a frilly apron most times.  
!ǎ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜƳŀǎŎǳƭŀǘŜ him enough, he also liked knitting (though he 

sometimes miscounted), quilt making (though he was never satisfied with the finished 
product), and scrapbooking (though he had few moments worth documenting). He loved to 
exhibit his (quite presentable) creations for any poor soul willing to lookτor, even better, 
ƘŜΩŘ ƎƛǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ 

The only thing he was positively excellent at (and therefore proud of) was baking. 
¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳƎŀǊ ŀƴŘ ōǊŜŀŘǎΣ LΩƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳΗ ±ǳƭŎŀƴ ƘŀŘ ōƭŜǎǎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
powers of the oven.  

Yum!  
Χ.ǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ .ƻō ǿƘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ /ŜǎǘǳǎΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΦ  
Bob, who looked maybe thirty-ŦƛǾŜ ǘƻ όŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ƘŜǊ L ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘƛǎύ ŦƻǊǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘΣ 

seemed like the perfect, age-appropriate wife HUSBAND for Cestus. That was their IRL ployτ
what they used in social situations as their excuse for being together. 

Χ.ǳǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ƳŜ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎΦ .ŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΦέ 
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damn urban sub-hipster? At least youôre not as fucking prissy as Dorian. Maud, 

slutty as ever, I see.ò 

This woman was a cup full of sunshine. Damn fucking good sunshine. Odys tried 

to hide behind Maud. 

Bob turned away to take in the room with her single eye, hands on her 

curvaceous hips. She didnôt even bother to flick back her bangs to view the world 

properly. One eye showed too much anyway. 

ñSheôs in a good mood,ò Maud whispered to Odys, her expression shifting. She 

rested her arm on Odysôs shoulder to relax and also hide the fact she was shaky. She 

couldnôt fetter a toothy smile, ñGood to see you too, Bob.ò 

ñBullshit,ò the prehistoric rockabilly snapped (this was actually one of her more 

cordial greetings). ñYou both ruined my evening. I had a pool game I was going to 

win. Everything last minute! Mother usually isnôt in such a rush. Being a chaperone 

is not my idea of fun. Believe me, youôre going to make up for it.ò She pointed at 

Odys; her leather gloves made a stretching sound. 

ñAnother night of no drinking, Bob?ò Dorian said from the couch. ñToo bad you 

canôt drown those voices out tonight.ò  

ñAt least I donôt listen to the voices like you, you sulky bastard,ò she said. She 

peeked into the kitchen. She peeled off her leather gloves as if they restrained her 

hands (they certainly make it harder to give someone the finger; she was an expert at 

it). She slapped the gloves in her hand, ñYou donôt fucking see me moping around, 

do you? No. God knows I fucking get out. The only reason youôre not fucking 

óhermit-ingô right now is because Gwen made you come here.ò 

Her curse-word collection was fantastically arranged. Odys was in awe. 

She took two sniffs of the air. ñHoly Mother of Jesus Christ, how many packs a 

day are you up to? Iôm suffocating in this smoke shop. You and your sister must be 

on respirators by now.ò 

ñI thought you were about to leave, Bob,ò Fletcher said. ñNo hurry or anything.ò  
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She turned away from Odys, her fringe waving to expose her second eye. That 

slight little thing glared at the world with continual bitterness and disapproval. 

ñBelieve me, I canôt wait to leave,ò Bob replied. ñLet me just set some ground 

rules for this newbie, here, before we head out. Rumor has it he hasnôt synced with 

Maud, so heôll need to be informed about how I do things.ò She glanced once at 

Odys. ñI thought not syncing was impossible, but his fuckedup face is proof enough. 

Donôt look at Dorian like heôs betrayed you, boy. You want us to trust you, right? 

Then there canôt be any secretsðno bullshit. Which is why you better listen to my 

rules.ò She paced to and fro with small range. ñIôll give him a good orientation, 

Dorian, because, hell, Iôll never speak to him again after this. God willing.ò  

Fletcher snorted. ñNo mystery between you that will keep you coming back for 

more.ò  

ñThe most intelligent thing youôve said all evening,ò she said over her shoulder. 

ñNow, the ground rules. Odys, Iôm the fourth oldest Automaton Master in this crap 

pile and plan to stay that way. If Pepin were still alive, Iôd be number five. Iôve 

moved up in the line, though that doesnôt mean much since you have, too. Itôs best 

for the newbies to know their status in this damn order, ainôt that right, Dorian?ò She 

clicked her heels. 

ñSure is, Bob.ò 

ñSo that means you do what I say. When I say it. No questions.ò   

SIR YES SIR! 

ñIn fact, itôs better if you just donôt say anything. Keep it zipped.ò She leaned 

into her action of zipping up her mouth. ñNumber two, you may have noticed this 

jacket Iôm wearing. Yes, I served this country. But donôt you dare ask me about my 

pre-Automaton history. Donôt ask me if Iôm a veteran. Because that makes me sound 

old. Veterans are over and done with their shit, and I still wake up to it every fucking 

day. I wake up to shit. Just like what Iôm doing nowðcleaning up Motherôs shit. 

Youôre the shit, Odys. Understood?ò 

Odys nodded.  
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ñAnd yes, these are tattoosðnot birth marks.ò She pointed to her neck. ñBut 

donôt you dare let me catch you staring at them. Because staring is fucking rude and I 

will blind you. You want to be like Dorian over there? Keep staring.ò 

Odys quickly looked at her lone eye, avoiding the spots. She huffed at his fearful 

face, turning away in disgust.   

Odys thought, Is that how Doriané?  

ñNo!ò Maud whispered back, disappointed he would think so. 

ñOh, and number three, unless you want your balls chopped off, donôt make fun 

of my name. Yes, goddamn it, it is my real nameðas real as youôll ever need to 

know. Itôs Bob. Just Bob. Not Bobbie, Bobbers, and Godfuckinghelpyou if you call 

me Robyn.ò 

Odys hadnôt planned on it, but okay. In fact, Odys was kind of hoping thereôd 

never be another instance when heôd need to address her at all. 

ñShe likes long walks on the beach, classical music, and her favorite color is 

blackðjust like her heart,ò Dorian said, putting in a new piece of gum, goofy grin on 

his goofy face. 

ñOh, just chew your god-forsaken gum and shut the hell up, you faggot.ò 

ñThatôs an insult to faggots everywhere,ò Fletcher chimed in. 

ñCan we not use that word, please?ò Maud grumbled.  

ñWhy, is your Master here one?ò Bob asked, her lone eyebrow rose in 

conflagrated curiosity, willing to seize on it. ñDamn boys and their damn-long hair. 

Ridiculous!ò 

ñDoes that mean this colossus here isnôt one, you fag hag?ò Fletcher pointed to 

her Automaton with the biker-braid nearly reaching the floor. Fletcher leaned over to 

Dorian, whispering, ñSheôs turning him into a girl, Dori. The ugliest girl Iôve ever 

seen.ò 
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Bobôs Automaton glanced over at Fletcherðhis poor head had been darting 

everywhichway as the group exchanged rude discourse. Name calling was standard 

procedure with this lot, and he recorded every minute of it.44 

ñOh!ò Bob cried, remembering she had an Automaton. ñI forgot! Iôm so sorry,ò 

she apologized to the Automaton (so sweetly it was shocking) and beckoned to him. 

Grabbing him by an arm like a gentleman displaying his arm-candy, ñHe does 

deserve a formal introduction.ò Her head snapped to Fletcher. ñFletcher? Where are 

your fucking manners?ò 

Fletcher rolled his eyes as he reclined on the back of the couch, knowing what 

she wanted (introductions were ñstandard procedureò). With a wave of his hand, 

ñOdys, meet Bob, her royal bitchiness, and her wife, Cestus.ò45 

CESTUS: Not Aphroditeôs girdle.46 

HOBBIES: What Bob used to do. 

FAVORITE H ARRY POTTER CHARACTER: Ha grid. 

BAKES: A really mean cookie. Seriously. Dey da bomb. 

Chapter the tenth, 

Screams = curses: 

We all curse for ice cream? 

ñCestus and Bob, meet Mr. INeedAShower,ò Fletcher gestured to Odys. ñNo, no, 

wait. Our own Mr. SNAFU. Thatôs a better one.ò He saw Bobôs lip twitch and eye 

roll, the closest he could get to her impenetrable approval. 

ñAnd beside him,ò he went on, ñis his óversionô of Maud. Maud 2.0, if you will .ò 

He put his hand upon Dorianôs head. Dorian didnôt seem to care if the Automaton 

                                                      
44 LΩƳ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ƘŜ άǊŜŎƻǊŘǎέ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎΦ .ƻō Ƴǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƘŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƻǇ ǎƘŀǇŜΦ  
45 Can I just applaud his mold? Finally! An Automaton that fits the notorious hype, right? 
!ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘŀ ƭƛǾŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻŘ-forged 
and mighty? Maud (a frail femme fatale) and Fletcher (a skinny telephone pole) do nothing at 
first glance to live up to any menacing bequest. I was getting worried this book was about sex 
ǘƻȅǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŀǊ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΧ hƴ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ   
46 She had a girdle named Cestus that had the power to inspire love. This Cestus, on the other 
hŀƴŘΣ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƻ .ƻō ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ όƭŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ŀƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ 
ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άōƛǇƻƭŀǊέύΦ  
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messed up his hair. Fletcherôs long fingers pulled through it like a comb. Fletcher 

was already bored with this commotion, his fun already had.  

ñGood to meet you, Cestus,ò Odys said, extending his hand to the ginormous 

being. In the middle of his action, he started to regret it. 

The Herculean Automaton didnôt take his hand, but frowned. Like some 

towering, sluggish, topiary creature, he held up a beefy finger (one moment, Odys) 

and retrieved something from his back pocket. 

ñSomething for you,ò he stated in a rumbling voice. It took a lot of work for his 

big mouth to form that simple phraseðthe sounds more like malapropisms of actual 

words. He handed Odys a knitted beanie capðone with a giant poof on top. ñA 

welcoming gift,ò Cestus added, ñto start us out on the right foot.ò 

Rather, to make up for his Masterôs wrong foot. 

Without asking, he slipped it on Odysôs head, a fashion designer making sure the 

clothes looked right. A finger to his lips, he nodded to himself. That would do. 

ñAnd Maud,òðhe clomped over to herðñI thought we should make up for all 

the holidays weôve missed. This is for you.ò And he plopped a too-baggy shawl over 

her head, arranging it on her tiny shoulders. ñMade them myself, of course.ò 

Bob: ñWe assumed itôd be hard for you to keep your clothes on.ò 

ñThank you very much,ò Maud said, shifting in the giant blanket now restricting 

arm movement. 

ñAt least youôre decent now,ò Bob grumbled. 

Cestus twirled the end of his mustache, pleased. 

ñThank you,ò Odys remembered his thanks. He was sure he looked like an idiot 

with his poof. 

ñOdys is particularly fond of hats,ò Maud said to assure them. 

ñGood. But donôt be a brown-noser, now.ò Bob cleared her throat. 

ñAnd whereôs our presents?ò Fletcher whined has he adjusted a new bow-tie heôd 

just formed. This one was bigger and more Victorianly-frilled (heôd put on his butler 

suit once more). As he tugged on his sleeve ruffles, ñYou canôt just give presents to 
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total strangers and neglect the people you know, Cestus! You know Dorian needs 

socks.ò 

Bob pursed her outlined lips. ñDonôt you have Fletcher to masturbate into?ò  

ñIôd rather have a scarf,ò Dorian corrected. 

ñDonôt give them reasons to call you a fag,ò Fletcher said. ñAt least not bad 

ones.ò He turned to Odys. ñDonôt feel special just because Santa here brings you 

presents. He does nothing but knit all day and canôt find enough people to give them 

to. Itôs the only way Bob doesnôt explode.ò  

Bob changed the subject. ñLetôs get a move on. It will take us approximately 

thirty six minutes to get to Motherôs location, and heaven above knows how long we 

spent trying to open the damn door. Oh, and that brings me to my next damn point.ò 

Her eye narrowed at Odys as she put on her gloves. ñIn the event that you manage to 

pull something on us, Iôm not afraid to pull you down with meðif you know what I 

mean? Mother may think we know enough about you to prove youôre just an 

innocent little victim, but.ò She paused. ñEven the Masters we personally approved 

started out as innocent and look where thatôs gotten us.ò 

Bob started out the door, beckoning them with a curt wave. 

Cestus waited for Maud and Odys to trickle out, making sure Odys grabbed his 

coat and scarf before out the door. With a nod, he bid Dorian and Fletcher, ñGood 

evening, boys. Behave yourselves.ò 

ñYessir, Mrs. Bob!ò Fletcher saluted. ñAnd for Godôs sake put a shirt on!ò He 

went to assess the doorôs damage. To Dorian, ñI think my insults are getting better.ò 

He examined the blown-off knob. Not much hope for the little thing.  

ñIôd say so,ò Dorian nodded. ñAs well as your composure. You used to giggle so 

much when she insulted you.ò 

ñI didnôt giggle,ò Fletcher said, tossing the knob. ñAnd if I did, itôs because you 

couldnôt control me well enough. Maybe if you did a bit more laughing around her 

yourself I wouldnôt have to. ò 

Stanza: Youôre a soul with a body; Masters, with two. 
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Walking through the parking lot, Odys felt like a prisoner being handed over for 

transfer. 

The day was barely half over, but the sun was behind the clouds. Rain tried to 

form. It made it seem like evening. The car windows outside wouldnôt see the 

remaining ice melt from their windows. The cold was doing nothing for Odysôs 

health. 

He kept glancing at Maud.  

Odys didnôt so much mind the fact he was having his day interrupted as he did 

being seen with an overly attractive female, some tattooed freak, and a conspicuous 

monster. At least Maud was wearing some shoes now, so she didnôt look like some 

abducted street crack-whore. 

Those shoes looked more like bare feet with dangerously tall spikes sprouting 

from the heals. The lace-up threads made them appear more legit. He didnôt know 

how she walked in them. So poised. Looking sexy was only natural to Maud. 

He counted the times her heals tapped on the pavement.  

Odissa never wore heals. She couldnôt stand themðor stand in them. The poor 

girl could only wear pretty flats, which Odys liked anyway. His sister was already 

tall enoughé 

Walking, walking, walking. Just where had they parked? There werenôt cars this 

far out. Only some driverless ice creamétruck. 

Odys looked at Maud. Are you kidding me? 

ñThatôs it there. Thatôs right, the damn piece of junk right there,ò Bob pointed, 

seeing Odysôs expression. Her voice turned to white clouds in the winter air.  

Odys thought they would have driven something, well, less obvious. ñStandard 

procedure, boy, so donôt give any lip. Standard fucking procedure.ò Putting her 

hands on her hips she mumbled, ñI swear, this shitty eyesoreôs a metaphor for my 

life. Go on. Get in.ò  



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

ñThe back opens like so,ò Cestus said, swinging the hind-end open with ease. 

The latch had an open lock dangling from it. ñThis isnôt our first choice of 

transportation. We usually drive our motorcycle, of course.ò 

ñWe?ò Bob said. ñYou mean me, right?ò She didnôt want to give them the wrong 

impression. She wanted it perfectly clear who was the man around here. 

Odys wondered if Cestus rode in the cramped sidecar or right behind her. Either 

way, it was an odd picture. 

The truck, completely empty, had its serving-windows bolted down from the 

insideðnot like Odys actually expected it to be full of frozen delights, but it was a 

bitéhow shall I put it? 

Like a cell. 

ñWhatôd you expect, first class armored truck? Hell, no,ò Bob said. ñWe only 

need a damn cage to keep you in and directions out. Not that you couldnôt break out 

if you wanted to. But if you do, well, Iôd love to shoot something today. And we 

canôt have you knowing where weôre headed, you see, so thatôs why the windows are 

bolted. Standard fucking procedure.ò She pointed into the truck again, telling them to 

get on in. Donôt make her repeat herself. 

With a sigh, Maud went up, taking Cestusôs hand. Easy does it. 

Odys climbed on in and watched Cestus roll down the door. In the darkness, he 

heard the latch shut and the lock click. A part of him wanted someone to have seen 

those two stuff him in here. Someone call the cops! Open the door! Heôd suffocate! 

ñDonôt be silly, Odys,ò Maud said, putting a hand on him. ñIf anyone did see, itôs 

not like you were struggling, right? Besides, if anything bad happens, I can easily 

break us out of here. Donôt freak out so much. We can trust them. Bobôs bark is 

worse than heréwell, no, itôs not buté Just sit down.ò 

She felt her way to the corner of the truck and sat down, next to the built-in (but 

empty) icebox. He followed her. He could just make out her outline because of a 

crack emerging from the bolted window.  
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Itôs so cold. Upon thinking that, Maud snuggled in closer to him, just as the 

modified ice cream truck started. 

ñIs it always an ice cream truck?ò  

ñCould be. Iôve never had to be kept from knowing where Mother is before, 

though. Mother never hid from Pepin. It was Pepin who hid from her. Motherôs 

hiding from Leeland nowðas always.ò 

ñWell, at least they found my sister.ò 

ñYes.ò Something in Maudôs voice was doubtful. 

ñMust have hawk eyes if they could spot her while driving.ò 

ñThat or theyôre lying to get you to cooperate.ò 

ñI wish you hadnôt said that.ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò she said. ñBut you were also thinking it. I just donôt want to lie to 

you.ò 

Odys breathed uncomfortably as Maud took his hand. They were alone now, so 

he didnôt complain about it. He needed her touch and didnôt want her to sneeze out 

again (like an owner embarrassed by an untrained puppy, he didnôt want Maud to act 

up).  

The rickety ice cream truck turned. Was that a melody? Oh God, what would 

they do if a child shouted out ñICE CREAM!ò Would they really stop? He prayed 

not. One look at Bob and any parent would call the cops. 

Oh, wait, thatôs what he wanted, wasnôt it? 

Maud changed the subject. ñI put some cigarettes in your pocket. Theyôll warm 

us up.ò 

The lighter illuminated their faces.  

ñMaud?ò 

ñYes?ò 

The truck hit a bump. ñOf all people, why me? Why would Pepin give me 

something that I donôt want and that others donôt want me to have?ò 
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Cigarette bobbing between her lips, ñYou and I both know your fateôs been tied 

to Vulcanôs game since childhood.ò 

ñItôs not fair. Iôm part of Pepinôs game within Vulcanôs game. A game in a 

gameðò 

She laughed at his dramatics. ñWhatever Pepinôs game, Vulcanôs going along 

with it. You donôt see him here, taking me away from you, do you? You canôt have 

made too much chaos for the gods by having me. Maybe youôre more important than 

you think.ò 

ñI donôt want to be important.ò 

ñEveryone can see that,ò Maud scolded him. ñAnd youôre not that important. If 

you were so important then youôd fix everything with the snap of your fingers. Donôt 

start acting like a messiah just yet. Just because you have a role in this game doesnôt 

mean yours is the biggest part. Donôt let this go to your head. Youôre just another 

hand that makes up Vulcanôs body. He has many handsðjust like every other god.ò 

ñWhatôre you talking about?ò Odys sighed.  

Stanza: Not that youôll have no other gods, but that youôll have no other gods 

before me. 

Her eyebrows came together. ñThereôve been many hands, in the past. Hands of 

hands. Hands always have a hand in doing whatôs meant to be done all along. Hands 

make up the body of the UniverseðGod.ò 

He pursed his lips. ñIs this the part where you deconstruct my religious beliefs 

and blow my mind?ò He was willing to let her talk him into it, at the very least. 

Partly to keep himself from falling asleep.  

She blew out some smoke. ñExactly. Youôre catching on. Of course you would. If 

you didnôt, then you wouldnôt have me. Pepin wouldnôt leave me to a complete 

idiot.ò 

ñéDid I just insult myself?ò 

ñYou knew this was coming. You were just waiting for the right time to tell 

yourself. Not that youôll find it necessarily hard to believe what Iôm about to sayðò 
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ñVulcan is a god. Thereôs more to it than that?ò   

ñBe patient! Iôm getting to my pointðthis is a point youôve wanted all your life, 

Odys. A point most humans never get. Donôt ruin the buildup. Now, where were we? 

Hands. Body parts. The Universe is everything, all that jazz.ò 

[é]47 

                                                      
47 This part was omitted because it probably only makes sense to certain pseudo-
intellectuals. Pseudos like Odys with too much reading time on their handsτlike someone 
ŜƭǎŜ L ƪƴƻǿ όŎƻǳƎƘΣ ŎƻǳƎƘύΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŀŘƳƛǘ ƛǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜǎ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ǘƻ ŜŘƛǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƻǿƴΥ 

άaŀǳŘ ǿŀǾŜŘ ŀ ƘŀƴŘΦ Ψ¢ŀƪŜ tǊƻƳŜǘƘŜǳǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ Iƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ-yet-significant 
ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƳŀƴΩs creation story begins with clayτno matter if it was the Neanderthal, 
Denisovan, or Homo SŀǇƛŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΦ IŜ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ άƳŀƴέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘτa clod 
of dirt, as the myth goes. Long story short, from dirt man was made and to dirt he shall 
return. The god that created man was part of the capital-G God. The gods make up Godτall 
that crap.* 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ DƻŘ Ƴŀȅ ƻǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƘŀƴŘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƻƭŘŜŘ 
ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭƛŎŀƭ !ŘŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ƻǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƘŀƴŘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊΦ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ DƻŘ 
have a merely nominal body anyways? 

Ψbƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳǎ ƻǊ WŜǿǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ IƛƳΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ DƻŘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴ-made 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ DƻŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘΦ WŜǎǳǎ ƛǎ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǇƛŎǘΣ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎΣ ōǳǘ Řƻ 
you think they ever got it right? ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎΣ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜƴΦ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿΦ LΩƳ ƻƭŘŜǊ 
ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΗ WŜǿǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ōƭƻƴŘŜΣΩ ǎƘŜ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ hŘȅǎ όƻƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
Řŀȅύ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ Ψ!ƴŘ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎΣ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ DƻŘ ƛǎ 
aƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ Ǉǳƭƭ-my-finger Grandpa? Hell, no. But I digress. Prometheus and the like are 
the hand of the UniverseτƻŦ DƻŘΦ !ƴȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΦ 9ǾŜƴ IƛǘƭŜǊΦΩ  

IŜ ƴŀǊǊƻǿŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎΦ Ψ{ƻ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜ ±ǳƭŎŀƴΩǎ IƛǘƭŜǊ ƴƻǿΚΩ  
{ƘŜ ƘǳŦŦŜŘΣ ǊǳōōŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘΦ ΨDƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōad guys play their part, Odys. 

Prometheus was punished for giving man fireτfor sympathizing with man. How can the hand 
of God be punished for what it was meant to do? Why was Prometheus able to do it in the 
ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜΚ Wǳǎǘ think of His poor liver, pecked out every day! 
Perhaps Prometheus had, in the end, stepped out of line. Fire became the method to make 
weaponry and thus made way for atomic bombs and shit. It gave man too much power, some 
could say. But it also helped man ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜΦ ²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ½Ŝǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ 
wanting to keep fire from man, but whatever happened was allowed to happen. The 
Universe still made use of it all. The world still spins on its axis, no? And men got to keep 
their fires. Same with Hitler. Even when Hitler was alive, the world kept on spinning. The 
Universe allowed him to be born in the first place, right? And It allowed poor Prometheus to 
ōŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦŀƛǊΦ .ǳǘ Lǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘΦέΩϝϝ 

* For an interesting Western hand-of-God reference, see Exodus 33:17-23.  
 ϝϝ[ƻƻƪΗ ! ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜΗ LǘΩǎ ŀ ŦŜŜǘƴƻǘŜΗ 
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ñIn short,ò Maud said, ñno matter who you are and what you do, life goes on. The 

gods donôt give a fuck who you are, as long as you carry out Their will, you 

understand? Messiah or Hitler, youôre unimportant. Youôre a toolða device. Your 

plot in this storyðthis gameðis all arranged. You might as well stop fighting it.ò 

What a round-about way of belittling a person. 

He blinked past her, taking in her gusty speech-making. What was he trying to 

tell himself? He looked back at her as he lit another cigarette. The light showed her 

well enough. 

ñThatôsðthatôs why Leelandôs still alive, isnôt it?ò Odys asked her, his cigarette-

rough voice hiccupped the question. He understood why sheôd just ranted. Sheôd 

ranted because he needed her to. ñVulcan lets him play the ógameô only because heôs 

using him; Vulcan let my fatherðno, I mean Augury or Leeland or whoeverð

kidnap me and my sister as children. But for what end?ò 

She shrugged, no inertia in her parlance: ñItôs not your end to know what Vulcan 

wants.ò 

ñBut Iôm being used like Auguryðor Leeland, whatever. He and I are on the 

same fucking playing field. I donôt like being compared to himðdonôt like that my 

life is being used against me. Thatôs what this means, doesnôt it? I mean, isnôt this 

supposed to be some good guy versus bad guy shit? But how can that be when 

Vulcanôs not choosing sidesðwhen heôs an asshole? He let Augury ruin my lifeð

and now heôs let Pepin.ò 

There were too many Hands everywhere. 

She reached out to him, offering her hand like a cold press to soothe his head. He 

was so exhausted that he tried to ignore what she was doing. ñMaybe the way to feel 

free is to accept your cage. If your cage becomes your home, then the gods have no 

power, do They? Not if you like where Theyôve put you.ò 

He mumbled, ñIôll never like where They put me.ò 

They rode in silence for a minute or two or twenty. 

ñDid Pepin have a family?ò 
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ñDidnôt he tell you about his wife, when he first spoke? He always dressed like 

that, you know. Wasnôt an act,ò she laughed. ñHe had a wife, yes, but when I came 

alongéthings got weird. She left him, in the end. At first I was their ómaid,ô who 

stayed in the guesthouse. Because of me, they became very rich. At first Mrs. Pound 

knew nothing about me. Pepin kept me hidden. Later, it became harder to hide me. 

Within two years of my bond with Pepin, sheôd grown suspicious. She guessed an 

affair. Pepin tried pretending he was having trouble sleeping so he could lounge in 

the study with me. But of course I would dream and wake up naked beside him. Itôs 

only natural. The first time Mrs. Pound walked in on uséPepin hated himself. Of 

course you know what it looked like. And yeah, itôs only a matter of time before 

Odissa finds us like thatéò 

She took in a shaky breath as the truck made a large turn, pushing them against 

the wall. ñAfter she left Pepin, she remarried and had children. Pepin was alone. 

With me. But he loved her until her dying day. But, with a face like his, he had a few 

affairs. Even with ex-Mrs. Pound a few times.ò 

ñAnd with you?ò 

ñNo. Pepin did not love me like that. He was tooéracist to. At best I think I he 

thought of me as his daughter. He wanted to, anyway. That was the most elegant way 

to think of me.ò 

ñMaybe it itôs good he didnôt have children, then,ò Odys said with disgust.  

Maud just sucked on her paper.  

ñEven with all those affairs, he had no children?ò 

ñI see what youôre getting at. But he often checked up on that sort of thing. He 

and Mrs. Pound had been trying for, oh, say, a year before I came into the picture. 

Nothing happened, if you get my meaning. I think that was probably a good thing. A 

blessing.ò48 

 ñI see.ò 

                                                      
48 And very convenient narratively, I might add. 
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ñBesides, being a Master makes it hard to fit children in the picture. Theyôre not 

something you want painted in. Everyone in your life becomes a liability. In fact, I 

wouldnôt be surprised if youôre the only Master with liabilities now.ò 

ñWithout liabilities, though, whatôs there to live for? Masters obviously donôt live 

for each other. Dorian and Fletcher donôt seem to like Bob. If Masters canôt tolerate 

their own, then whatôs the point?ò 

ñTheyôre stuck with each other. You also donôt know what I know about them, so 

you are judging before you understand. They tolerate one another enough to reach 

their goals.ò 

ñGoals?ò 

ñYes. Theyôve got nothing left to lose. Leeland took everything. They donôt have 

to tolerate each other to still be family. They have no choice now.ò 

Enjoying their cigarettes, Odys chuckled. ñIôm surprised they didnôt tie our 

hands. They must not be too afraid of us, you know?ò 

ñYou still look like shit, thatôs why. And itôs no use tying mine.ò He could hear 

the smile in her voice. ñNo doubt Dorianôs spread the word youôre a fucking martyr 

for your innocence, trying to disown me and all. They know youôre complacent. On 

top of it, they pretty much have your sister hostageðso of course weôll behave. But 

yeah, I have to give it to them. They are being niceðnicer than I expectedéò 

Stanza: Ice cream sandwiches. 

Cestus and Bob rode in relative silence, the jingle of the truck the only sound 

they needed. Bob scowled a lot when she drove. Cestus had retrieved his knitting bag 

and was counting away. This was how Bob multitasked. This was how Bob survived.  

ñHe seems like a nice boy. Nervous-like, but kind,ò Cestus said as he looped his 

yarn. 

ñIôd be nervous too, if I didnôt know what the fuck was going on. At least we 

normal Masters got prepped beforehand. Pepin just trapped this boy into it,ò Bob 

grumbled. She turned her blinker on. ñGoddamned maniac! Canôt you read the sign 
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on my ass? óSLOW: CHILDREN!ôò she pointed behind her. ñDamn people, never 

caring for anythingéò 

ñWell, I think heôs a nice boy,ò Cestus added. 

ñYou would, wouldnôt you?ò 

ñYes, I would, Robyn.ò 

ñSorry. I just have a lot on my mind, you know.ò 

ñYes, I do.ò He knew best of all. 

Silence. 

Driving, driving, driving. 

ñFletcherôs getting pretty good at pissing you off,ò Cestus grinned down at his 

tiny Master. 

ñYeah, but Dorianôs still not reacting to me. He always uses that damned 

Fletcher.ò 

ñAt least he still acknowledges you through Fletcher. He didnôt always do that.ò 

ñItôs not healthy for Dorian to hold it in. Fletcher canôt be his only means of 

emotion. That stoic bastard isnôt going to get better if he wonôt let us in.ò 

ñHeôll come around with time.ò 

ñTime, ha!ò Bob mock-laughed. ñTime! All we have is time. How long has it 

been though? Twenty-plus years that bastard Dorianôs been like this? So gloomy. He 

should be happier.ò 

And youôre such a ray of sunshine yourself, Bob. 

Cestus sighed. ñMaybe trying to provoke him isnôt the way to bring him out of 

it.ò 

ñYou always say that, but itôs not like other methods have worked. Mother babies 

him and he just keeps growing more and more distant. Pepin, for a while there, tried 

to be a father figure. What other methods are left? Thatôs what we get for trying,ò 

she grumbled, honking her horn at a little old lady in the car in front of them. ñItôs 

green!ò Bob shouted at the windshield. 

é 
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ñBut you have to admit, Dorian was quick to take on this assignment.ò 

ñNo, Mother was quick to offer it to him.ò 

ñYes, but Gwen knows what sheôs doing,ò Cestus gave a sly look. 

Bob turned her head away from him to smile. She was attractive when she 

smiled. Even when she showed no teeth, the smallest upward lip-arch made all the 

difference. She only smiled for Cestus, though. 

ñBut yes,ò she admitted, ñFletcher was pissing me off. He and Dorian are a nasty 

combination for me.ò 

Too many bitches in one room.  

ñHe knows just how to push my buttons. I was about to play dirty.ò 

ñAnd I knew you didnôt want to do that.ò 

ñNo, I didnôt.ò 

ñBecause Dorianðand Fletcherðwould never play dirty.ò 

ñTheyôre too kind for thatðto bring it up, the assholes. Theyôre better men then 

me. Though they did mention my spots.ò She squeezed the wheel and hunched 

forward.  

Road rage was the least of Cestusôs worries. ñHave we not reclaimed the spots, 

though? Made them our own? Donôt they know and respect that? They only make 

fun of things they respect.ò  

ñI know!ò Bob growled. ñBut that was a first. It was mean. Not like that wasnôt 

his point, but...ò She cracked her neck.  

Cestus said nothing, knowing that she needed to talkðto get things off her chest:  

ñItôs not like him to acknowledge my spots. I just feel so sorry for the kidðfor 

Dorian. He has it worse than me, you know?ò 

ñMore or less.ò 

ñNO. Not more or less!ò She snapped at him, swerving a little as she glared. ñI 

get off with theseðthese tattooed óscarsô and what does Dorian get?ò 

Bob didnôt cry. She just got angry. At herself. 
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ñWe lost loved ones too, though,ò Cestus reminded her. He had to recount his 

loops after watching the road for her.  

ñYes,ò she huffed, ñbuténot in the same way. Iôm not blind on top of it.ò 

Driving, Driving, Driving. SPEEDING. Honk! Honk! Get out of her way, 

motherfucker.  

ñéCan you hear that?ò Cestus said, leaning in. He pointed with his thumb 

behind their torn leather seats. ñI think theyôre chatting.ò 

ñWhy does that make you so happy?ò 

(Happiness? NO! Thereôll be no happiness in Bobôs ice cream truck). 

He chuckled. ñItôs only that Odys seemed so, well, removed from her.ò 

Bob rolled her eyes. ñI bet something like Maud embarrasses him. Itôs the 

equivalent of having a porn magazine under your arm all the time. The world knows 

what youôve been doing.ò WHAT YOU SHOULD BE DOING. 

Stanza: All around the mulberry bush the monkey chased the weasel. 

ñFletch, must you eat them out of house and home? We just ordered pizza,ò 

Dorian said, reluctantly opening his mouth so Fletcher could spoon-feed him. 

ñBut itôs coffee-flavored.ò 

ñAs if Iôve never had coffee ice cream before.ò Licking his lips, ñNot too terrible. 

Despite you dropping it on the floor earlier.ò 

ñI know, right?ò  

ñYouôre going to feel bad for abusing their house if they turn out to be clean.ò 

ñNo. Not really.ò 

ñItôs so strange,ò Dorian said, recalling his interactions with Odys, ñHe only gets 

excited for news of his sister.ò 

ñYou donôt get excited about anything anymore,ò Fletcher mumbled under his 

breath as he gathered the last bit of expensive ice cream. Heôd finish off the peanut 

butter next. 

ñThis jobôs too boring to show excitement. Iôm surprised you havenôt blacked out 

from the boredomðyou usually put your screensaver up.ò 
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ñYou make me seem like Iôm narcoleptic.ò 

ñArenôt you? I swear, if you were a computer youôd have a screensaver up in two 

seconds of no activity. No other Masters have that problem with their Automatons.ò 

ñOther Masters have lives, thatôs why,ò Fletcher said, draping one of his long 

legs over Dorianôs lap. 

ñDonôt put the tub there. Throw it away. This isnôt your house, is it?ò 

ñFine, Iôll throw it away. But later. Iôm too tired to get up.ò He gave a wide yawn 

and snuggled in. ñBesides, if this isnôt my house, means I donôt have to clean it.ò 

ñSee what I mean? The moment I let you run yourself, you sink like the Titanic.ò 

His soul could be so lazy. 

ñIôm just doing what you wonôt let yourself do.ò He put his head on his Masterôs 

shoulder, an awkward giraffe. 

Dorian nudged him. ñKeep your eyes open. Iôm watching this show!ò 

ñI canôt help it if youôre not even going to put an effort into helping me wake up. 

Just because the juke box is on, donôt mean itôll play without a quarter.ò 

ñSo youôre a juke box now?ò 

ñBetter than the Titanic. Not as tragic.ò 

ñWell, how much more do you want me to take over, huh? You know I donôt like 

turning you into a mind-controlled zombie.ò 

ñEw, bad analogy. I hate brains.ò 

ñFunny you should say that, since you donôt have one.ò 

ñBurn. However, doesnôt hurt as much since youôre practically joking with 

yourself and already know the punch lines.ò 

ñDitto, then.ò Dorian said, itching his chin. He wanted to shave. 

ñHow bored are we, if we have to keep talking to ourself like this?ò 

ñI donôt know. Whatôs sadder: the fact weôre babysitting a cat right now or the 

fact conversations with myself always turn out the way I want them to?ò 

ñTheyôre tantamount.ò 

ñWant to stop, then?ò 
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ñI think thatôd save time, since we both know the ending.ò 

They both gently nodded to themselves. 

é 

Fletcher whispered in his ear, ñI could wank you off in their shower. That would 

be fun.ò 

Dorian cracked a half-smile. ñMaybe once the show is over.ò 

After the pizza came (and quickly went), Fletcher decided to fix the door. 

However, his idea of fixing the door was to take off the old and exchange it for 

someone elseôs. He was a very clever worker, Fletcher. 

ñArenôt you going to change the apartment numbers?ò 

ñIôd like to see if Odys notices,ò Fletcher said, putting on his finishing touches. 

Duct tape stolen from the kitchenôs miscellaneous drawer helped hold the splintered 

doorframe pieces in place.  

ñThe neighbors are sure to notice.ò 

Fletcher half-ignored him. ñIôd say theyôd need new keys, but itôs not like theyôll 

be here much longer.ò 

And an Automaton needed no keys. They were keys. 

Fletcher spotted Bulfinch sticking his nose out of Odissaôs room, sniffing the 

pizza aroma. Fletcher hissed at him, scaring him back into his hiding spot.  

ñHe hasnôt had lunch, has he?ò Dorian asked. 

ñNope. But speaking of pests, do you think itôs wise that Mother sent the you-

know-whos to track down Odissa? When Odys finds out who we let near his 

sisteréWell, letôs just pray he doesnôt sync with Maud anytime soon. He doesnôt 

need to know what she knows about them.ò 

ñWas thinking that myself.ò 

Of course you were, silly Dorian. 

ñéYou really think he found Odissa?ò 

ñI donôt see why heôd lieðespecially about something Mother told him to do. 

Besides, the stars are aligning too straightly for me to doubt fate at this point.ò 
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Dorian put his feet down from the coffee table. ñMother knows what sheôs doing. 

Besides, she had to give him something to do. You know how he canôt sit still. 

Thatôs why you and I got the babysitting job. At least heôs not bugging us for once.ò 

Fletcher cringed. ñEven so, Iôm not going to be the one to tell Odys that Mother 

sent out our lecherous little Mecca Makepeace.ò 

MECCA MAKEPEACE: A feral stray.  

MUSLIM?: He does identify as a Trekkie. 

AGE (ACTUAL, NOT PHYSICAL) AND TYPE: Middle -aged delinquent. 

HEIGHT: Just short enough to suffer little-man syndrome, justifiably. 

Chapter the eleventh, 

The youngest are the elders: 

This kinda has the whole Interview with the Vampire thing going on, doesnôt it? 

Mecca Makepeace and his Automaton, Q (short for Quarrel), had been sent on a 

mission. They were watching for a silver Honda in the opposite lane. Calm-Q swung 

her tiny feet. She could dangle said feet because she was far back in her seat and 

shorter than most beings. Cuteness was added when she twiddled her delicate, glove-

covered thumbsé 

Sigh! As if they were actually helping. Why did their information on Odissa have 

to be so vague? And who on this god-forsaken planet didnôt have a cell phone these 

days? It was the twenty-first century, for crying out loud! They could have tracked 

her if sheôd only had a phone! They were very good at tracking. They were the best 

at it. 

Jesus Christmas, theyôd never find her! 

ñUm,ò came Qôs mild and pusillanimous voice from the passenger seat (her voice 

matched what she was wearing, as always). ñDidnôt they tell you the license plate 

number, Mecca?ò Of course she knew they had. She could read her Masterôs 

thoughtsðthough not the ones heôd accidentally forgotten. 

ñYeah,ò Mecca grumbled. Of course she would ask that. 
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ñThen, um, what was it? Iôm trying to help you look. Donôt you want my help?ò 

She put a tiny hand up to her lips, hoping her offer wouldnôt offend him. Her voice 

was a high-pitched whisperðthe kind of voice that comes from the most modest and 

gentle women. She was a delicate thing today. 

She saw his face pinch, his eyes on the road. He could hardly see over the 

steering wheel. She was surprised that his feet reached the pedals. Perhaps he had 

grown recently. 

ñDonôt you want me to help you?ò she asked again. 

ñMeccaéò he started (yes, referring to himself in third-personðand no, it wasnôt 

baby-talk), ñécanôt remember the plate numbers.ò 

ñHuh? Oh, Mecca, youôre always forgetting,ò she cried. ñI wish you would have 

told me, so I could have remembered for you. Or written it down. Why did you keep 

me from knowing? Now weôll never know for sure if itôs the right car. Especially in 

this poor light.ò 

The clouds wanted to rain/sleet.  

ñWell, weôve got her picture, donôt we?ò he snapped. ñMecca knows what she 

looks like and what her car looks like, too. Thatôs all Mecca needs!ò 

ñOh, I wish you werenôt so proud and would call Mother to confirm,ò Q half-

heartedly abnegated, smoothing out the wrinkles of her frilly Rococo dress. She 

looked even younger in that Alice-in-Wonderland garbðcomplete with self-formed 

lace, stockings, and bonnet. 

Though it was nothing to brag about, Q was at least a head taller than her Master, 

and lookedðmaybeðfive years older. But looking older than Mecca meant an iota.  

Mecca Makepeace, you should know, had a ten-year-oldôs body. But a frat boyôs 

carriage. For example, every time he sent Q into a liquor store for the goods, it 

backfired; they always had to steal their supplies. This made them very practiced at 

thievery. 

ñMother could repeat the number for us. Orðor maybe you could call Dorian?ò 
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ñComôon now, Q. Heôd make fun of us. We canôt screw this up!ò he scolded her; 

her, the doubting voice in his head manifest. ñMecca doesnôt want us to look bad. 

Mecca can do this on his own.ò No need for even an Automaton! 

ñOh, dear,ò she sighed, her voice cracking. Her fingers sprouted a lacey fan and 

began to beat the air. ñNo wonder they never send us out. You canôt even remember 

a license plate number. You should have let me help you remember. You usually do. 

They expected you to.ò 

Mecca rolled his eyes as his Automaton fretted. She worried too much 

sometimes. She knew darn well that he was testing himself. HE WAS THE 

GREASTEST. He would prove it. 

To himself, at the very least. 

His Automaton went on, ñAnd it doesnôt help things that you lied and said youôd 

found her, back there.ò She snapped and re-absorbed her fan. 

ñMecca has to make himself look good, Q.ò 49 

He turned up the radio. Its volume would have disrupted any normal tender-

hearted girlôs train of thought, but Q did not mind Gorillaz blasting through the 

speakers. She folded her hands in her lap, a life-size doll. She would match any in a 

display case. Today, anyway. Only today. Tomorrow sheôd look different. 

Mecca thought about rolling his window down, but remembered Q. Her lengthy, 

straight hair threatened to lash out at you if the wind ever took it; it could coil round 

you like a whip. Plus, the air would make her cold. She wasnôt really wearing clothes 

after all. 

Mecca liked to keep her comfortable. He was very considerate of his second 

body. He paid great attention to detail.  

At first glance, you would have mistaken that second body, Q, for a Japanese 

Lolita abducted straight from the sub-cultures at Harajuku. A second glance would 

                                                      
49 [ƻƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ όǿƘŀǘ L ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭύ άƴƻƴ-baby-talk baby-ǘŀƭƪέ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ aŜŎŎŀΩǎ Q-
given enlightenment. So much knowledge shoved into an underdeveloped brain manifests 
itself in different ways, including his speech. You could say his third-person references show 
how a child would conceptualize being more than one personτƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ƘŜΩǎ ƴot exactly a 
child in this present time. This is pretty much how our Narrator explained it to me. Just FYI. 
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have you questioning whether or not the vanadium-black haired girl was really 

Japanese at all.  

Her nickel-kissed skin gave her a suspiciously indigenous American appearance. 

Had our alleged Automaton-Creator molded that flawless face to exhibit that flat 

nose, full brow, brisk eyes, high cheeks, thick lips, and broad chin to fit within such 

an ethnicity?  

Of course. Why wouldnôt Vulcan want his bases covered? Especially since His 

designs would end up in the Americas one day. Why not?  

She sighedðthe absolute most adorable soundðknowing it was no use arguing 

with her compatriot about these issues. She was only helping him test himself.  

Mecca Makepeace had a delightful and amusing faceða round orb balancing on 

his too-skinny body. He had alert little eyes, always narrowed (to help him think of 

something naughty). 

His wide grin always seemed more like a gnashingðflashing those baby teeth. 

Once you got used to it, though, you could hear the boyish giggling that managed to 

escape the fangs. And if he smiled enough, you would see he was missing a tooth, 

the spot unfilled (for almost ten years now). 

Meccaôs skin was a rich blackðthe kind of skin his mother would have nibbled 

as he squirmedéOr, at least he hoped thatôs what his mother would have done, if she 

had lived long enough to meet him.50 Sheôd died, just when he started living. But he 

didnôt miss her. How could he? He never met her. For all he knew, he never really 

had a mother. He had little proof and was more apt to think he just appeared one 

day. Who needs a mother, anyway? Thatôs what heôd been given the Automaton for.   

                                                      
50 L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ƘŜǊŜ ōȅ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ 
ŦƻƻŘ όάǊƛŎƘέ ŀƴŘ άƴƛōōƭŜέύ ƻǊ ƛŦ ǎκƘŜΩǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ what Mecca thinks of himself. Either 
ǿŀȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ DŀōōƭŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ .ǳǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŎƘƻŎƻƭŀǘŜέ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘΧ  
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Little Makepeace, you see, was the youngest person to ever get one. Most times, 

Mother and the others wouldnôt have given their blessing for someone his age. In 

fact, he hadnôt gotten an ñOK.ò Heôd gotten an ñIf you must.ò51 

These past generations havenôt let Mecca grow much. Q slowed it down. 

Q was a mother to him. A mother, a sister, a friend, a toy. 

Someday, heôd look older than her, he would. Then she couldnôt look down at 

him anymore. Thenðthen!ðhe could finally be the one others first noticed (he 

hated how everyone addressed Q over him, thinking her more mature or his 

babysitterðwhich was true, but still). She was the one who couldnôt grow. Mecca 

could grow. He kept track. 

Now, you might get the idea to compare little Mecca to, say, Peter Pan. Very 

well, then, I wonôt stop you. The homage is certainly there, I wonôt deny it (the 

Muses do know how to recycle a concept, donôt they?).52 Just as Peter never 

matured, Mecca did much the same. His brain has also taken its time to ripen. But 

perhaps that somehow makes him all the wiser, unlike the decayed and decrepit 

minds of old folk (no offense, of course).  

However, unlike Peter, Mecca felt no desire to never grow up. In fact, he wished 

he might somehow speed it along (but not too much, mind you). Ah, age is wasted 

on the old. But donôt feel sorry for this youngôun. He knew normal children had 

terrible lives. 

For example:  

Had Mecca ever gone to school, he would have had to study. Had he a mother, 

she would have made him eat his vegetables. Had he gone to an orphanage, he would 

have been given proper parents. Had he real parents, he would have had a strict bed 

time and missed out on all those crime-filled rumpuses. 

What a miserable life to imagine! 

                                                      
51 [ŜŜƭŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ άƳǳǎǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ aŜŎŎŀΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘŀ lifestyle long before he got one. Much 
like Odys, as you will find out.  
52 Sure, blame it on the Muses and not your lack of creativity, Narrator.  
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He pushed back the sleeves of his too-big black shirt that heôd stolen (or 

borrowed, if you were to ask him) from Dorian. Poor Dorian often found his artifacts 

missing or gently abused upon re-discovery. Dorian was Meccaôs favorite person to 

steal from because Dorian had excellent taste in things. In fact, this car was one of 

Dorianôs. He had a garage full of fancy cars. He wouldnôt miss one. 

ñAre you sure you donôt want me to drive, Mecca? Of all the cars to pick, you 

chose this monster.ò 

He didnôt respond, because he didnôt have to. 

The streetlights turned on; it was just cloudy enough for them to be necessary. 

Under each passing light, the fair coloring of Qôs lace and ruffles illuminated the car 

in sparkling flashes. Mecca scratched his head. His hair was naught but an 

afterthoughtða mere darker shade than the rest of his baby-soft skin. Or, at least, it 

would have been if we could see it under his ñNinja maskòðwhich is where 

Dorianôs shirt comes in. The shirt came with the car. Those too-big sleeves I 

mentioned earlier, well, they werenôt on his arms. 

It wasnôt really a Ninja mask. It was more or less a black t-shirt craftily folded to 

LOOK like a ninja mask. An assassin must make do. 

The shirt tag was sticking up on his forehead like some unshaven curl, because he 

forgot to fold it under. He still gets points for trying. 

But as I was saying, Mecca didnôt have hair. Anything but a buzz officiously 

interfered with his cosplay (he had a vast collection of wigs and hats, you seeðnone 

of which he had time to grab before this ñmissionò). 

ñLOOK!ò Mecca exclaimed, pointing to the opposite lane. Q lifted her 

submissive eyes, just as Odissa drove by; Q could tell Odissa was (embarrassingly 

enough) singing and wiggling in her car seat. ñMecca told Q we wouldnôt need 

numbers. Mecca is the great-EST!ò 

Qôs mouth hung wide. ñThis is all too convenient. Vulcan meant for us to find 

her. I can smell it. The nose knows.ò She rubbed her nose, keeping her eyes on 

Odissa. 
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Mecca grumbled. He didnôt want to think that maybe (just maybe) Qôs nose had 

led him to Odissa. Q mentally assured him that she was just now smelling such 

things and that he really was THE GREATEST.  

And of course she was rightðthere was never any doubt about his greatness, 

really. 

Tongue between his lips for concentration (making his mask protrude), the little 

boy swerved and drove across the grass divider. It left a tire trail in the moist grass. 

They sped on up to catch the silver car. 

ILLEGAL U TURN. 

Qôs nose was tickling away. They were meant to be following this caré 

You may find it hard to believe that two kiddos wouldnôt be spotted driving, or, 

because of their raging recklessness, be pulled over. Not to worry. These two had 

planned for the worst. This car had tinted windows. Mecca utilized those windows to 

the fullest extent and would often pick his nose without feeling guilty. 

And if a cop pulled them over? No problem there. The vast assortment of 

handguns Q could create would get our friends out of most situations. The guns were 

for intimidationémostly. Mother would positively hate it if they actually killed 

someone. And besides, Mecca would out-speed a cop before heôd pull over for one. 

Because he was the greatest. 

They bobbed between cars and lanes. 

ñDo you really need that?ò Q asked him, in regards to his ñmask.ò It was slipping 

off his head. 

Adjusting it as he steered with one hand, he looked over at Q. ñHumph! Look at 

what youôre wearing. You should change your outfit to fit the assignment. Mother 

never gives us work, so you should have fun with it.ò 

ñBut you told me to wear this.ò 

ñItôs messing Meccaôs concentration,ò he barked, pounding on the steering 

wheel. ñQ will not ruin this fun for Mecca!ò 
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Rolling her eyes at his pout, her frilly dress sunk back into her skin, re-surfacing 

to be a tight cat-burglar-like costume. She looked at him through her ñmask.ò Her 

voice muffled by her own outer skin, ñBetter?ò 

ñMeccaôs satisfied, though Mecca wanted something moreéninja.ò 

ñYou do know this is a stalking assignment, right? Not an assassination.ò 

ñMecca is ninja! When we get up to the car, Mecca will take off the mask and 

become a spy. Thatôs what the sunglasses are for.ò He pointed to the dashboard (also 

a pair of Dorianôs). 

ñJust drive, Mecca,ò she sighed, adjusting her mask. He was always dressing her 

up, like some doll or role-playing partner. 

ñLooks like her picture, yes,ò Q said, as she glanced at the driver beside them. 

They slowed down to tail her. 

A few minutes later they would ñre-confirmò spotting OdissaðQ would 

personally make the phone call. Gottah give those updates. 

ñéWhat did Mecca tell Q? When making a phone call, Q should wear a head-

set!ò 

ñIôm not a telemarketer! And the headset gets in the way of the real phone, you 

ass.ò 

Now that she was out of the Lolita costume, she could act with less propriety. 

ñThen Q must think of a better costume for the occasion!ò 

(There was a costume for every occasion). 

ñIf you canôt think of one then how the hell am I supposed to?ò she mumbled.  

She thought about it and turned herself into a Beverly Hills-esque pre-teen: too 

much bling and too much sass. As she re-dialed the phone number, she said, ñI canôt 

believe we, like, actually found her. But, like, then again, I canôt, like, believe half of 

the other things weôve done either.ò 

LIKE. 

ñIt doesnôt matter if you believe it, Q. Theyôre the ones that have to.ò 
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They were very good at making people believe what they wanted them to 

believe. 

ñOh, they will believe us. Right until Odissa walks through that door too early.ò  

ñDorianôs probably so bored he wonôt mind either way.ò  

ñUnless we walk in on him defiling yet another bathtub.ò  

They both giggled.   

Stanza: Orphans and the pathetic fallacy.  

Meanwhileé 

The ice cream truck screeched to a stop. Maybe at a red light? No. Bob killed the 

engine. 

The door opened. The dim light made Maud and Odysôs eyes squint. Cestus 

waved a hand in front of his nose. Their cigarette smoke wafted out with them. 

ñDid you have to smoke in my truck?ò Bob caught Odysôs deer-in-the-headlights 

look. ñDonôt look at me like Iôm about to dump your body in a ditch, boy. Iôm not 

going to kill you unless you deserve it. Besides, I donôt like taking care of free 

Automatons once their Masters are dead. Too risky. Youôre not worth the post-effort 

of killing for no damn reason. Now, rule number one, donôt talk about Leeland. It 

will make her cry. Two,ò Bob held up two fingers, ñDonôt drag this out. Iôve got 

somewhere to be. And so do you.ò 

Odys stood up, but Bob held her hand higher, telling him to stay put, she wasnôt 

done. ñAnd three, Maud has to stay out here.ò 

ñWhy canôt she come with me?ò For the first time since all this started, he 

wanted her more than anything. 

ñItôs just standard procedure. Standard fucking procedure.ò 

ñYou say óstandardô like this happens all the time. Itôs beenðwhat?ðover 

twenty years since something INTERESTING happened, right?ò Maud chided as she 

hopped out of the truck. 

Bob huffed, ñShe just canôt go in.ò 

ñIn where?ò Odys stepped out of the truck, glancing around. 
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They were in a park. An RV park. Out in the middle ofé 

Jesus Christ, where was this place? Land of the abandoned, thatôs where. Odys 

never knew there was an RV park this close to them. Granted, all these trees kept the 

outside world pretty much invisible. Yup, this was a no-manôs land. An isolated spot 

reserved for the junkiest of trailers, rusted cars, underfed hounds, and toothless folk. 

Odys wanted to cry. 

Cestus pointed to the right, to the closest trailer. It was a rusty, pill-shaped RV 

with pop-out sides and an extended canopy. A wicker table and chair set were neatly 

arranged underneath the too-huge canopy. Something told Odys the trailer hadnôt 

originally come with all those bells and whistlesðthat it had been modified. 

It was getting too dark and the poor streetlight in the middle of the lot did nothing 

to illuminate more details. Overall, Odys would have thought that people with gold-

making Automatons could afford, um, something more accommodating. 

There were maybe twenty or so filled spots scattered about the gravel. A few 

children had poked their heads out, spotting the ice cream truck but didnôt approach. 

Even little kids could tell this rundown hunk-of-junk didnôt have the good stuff. 

ñCestus,ò Bob said as she locked up the truck up, ñescort him, please.ò 

ñThis way.ò Cestus yanked Odys from his safe-place. 

Odys turned and gave Maud a weary look through his in-the-way hair. As they 

approached the trailer, Odys spotted a dainty tea set on the wicker tableðbut one 

saucer was missing its splendid tea cup. He heard someone take a nearby sip. 

Beyond the table was a boy walking from the curved nub of the RVôs nose. He had 

obviously wished to go unnoticed until that very moment. He stepped away from the 

tangled brush and ungroomed treesðtrees that converged with the trailerôs front as if 

it had been purposefully pushed against the greenery to somehow make it blend in 

better. The trailerôs oneness with the flora made a nice little niche to listen from and 

not be seen. Heôd been waiting underneath the nose. Expecting them. 

The boy held the cup in one hand, elfish fingers looped trough the tiny handle. 

An adultôs hand could comfortably fit two. He had threeðand could have squeezed 
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in four. In his other hand, he grasped something worthy of hiding. Had it not been for 

the boyôs relaxed face and attitude, Odys would have guessed the reason heôd been 

lurking was to conceal the pipe heôd been smokingðbut not just any pipe. A pipe 

that suited him quite nicely. A kiseru pipe. 

He walked up to them, sucking on the kiseruðhis dainty face shameless. He held 

the pipe blatantlyðfor the entire white-trash world to see.  

He was the most riveting child Odys had ever seen. But that was, of course, 

because this child was not a child. The boy was so striking that Odys found himself 

staring, making sure it wasnôt a little girl. Or a wee elf. 

But he was none of the above.  

This Automaton was a god toting his customary symbolsðthe tea cup and pipe 

in his handsðhands that sported clean but too-long nails. They were clawsðsharp 

points just like the tips of his side-swept bangs. The fringe-hair grew to his eyes and 

would have annoyed a normal person. The rest of his hair framed his face, draped 

over his delicate shoulders, trailed down his lower back like a veil. 

Motherôs Automaton blew out his pipe smoke, a purposefully indiscreet and 

gauche exhalation reserved for the next. He put his teacup down and crossed his 

arms. His wrist and fingers supported his pipe like a branch for a bird. His every 

graceful action achieved a purposeðwhat purpose? 

Cestus nodded and greeted the other Automaton, ñAnselm.ò 

ANSELM : Automaton of Gwendolyn Gwendy. 

ANSELM : The youngest-looking Automaton. 

ANSELM : The Automaton with the oldest Master. 

ANSELM: Gwendolyn Gwendyôs Automaton. 

Chapter the twelfth, 

We all wear many faces: 

Do some need a face lift? 

Cestus, not stopping to chat (as if Anselm wouldnôt want to be bothered), led 

Odys to the door. Cestus was about to knock whenð 
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Anselm was next to them in an instant, an eerie smile on his face. His grin made 

his jaw-line protrude. It made him look like a man, only miniature. His oblong lids 

flashed those expressive eyesðeyes like newly-minted dimes. Without saying a 

word, the boy opened the door with a self-made finger-key. He opened it slightly. 

No need to knock; Motherôs Automaton welcomed them. 

He was wearing only a vest on topðeven in this cold!ðlike some sophisticated 

ragamuffin. He didnôt even shiver or hold himself for warmth. Poor Maud shivered 

as if naked and gripped her new shawl for warmth. Cestus even gave ñburrrò sounds 

here or there. 

ñThank you,ò Cestus said. The boy came just above his knee-cap and made no 

effort to push the door open fully. 

Cestus thought Anselmôs rude behavior was funnyðOdys somehow missed the 

joke. They were fucking with himðtrying to scare himðtest his fight or flight.  

Cestus entered after Odys. Anselm followed close behindðnot shutting the door. 

He gave Cestus a wide-eyed look that said more than words. Heôd take it from here. 

Cestus patted the little Automaton on his shoulder and left without words. 

Maud watched it all from afar. She leaned against the ice cream truck, arms 

crossed. She thought about smoking a cigarette. 

ñStay where we can see you,ò Bob grumbled at her as she walked over to the 

chairs under the canopy to sit. The tea was for her (Mother was always a good 

hostess). 

Maud nodded, not going to move an inch. She was going to stand here. And wait. 

And prove her Master was good.  

She looked up at the setting sun, then back down at Bob. She counted how many 

times Bob stirred her teaðoneðtwoðthreeðfouré 

Stanza: A Prioress that is best dressed. 

Odys was alone with the Automaton.  

He tried to distract himself.  
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The trailer was a gypsy hollowða cave, more like. The lackluster lamps cast 

entrancing shadows. Wooden beads hung as a door from the ceiling. Colorful-but-

faded drapery covered every available surface. Hypnotic incense and candles burned, 

creating a sweaty and exotic aroma. Odys loved any kind of smoke; it was fire he 

feared. 

The place was crampedðwith books upon booksða large collection of Catholic 

works and Spanish titles. He recognized one, and only one: Cien Años de Soledad. 

He had read it in English and had taken enough Spanish classes to understand the 

title. 

Funny, to see a book like that on a shelf owned by these people; hundreds of 

years had passed among the Automatons and their Masters. Perhaps only they could 

appreciate the repetitive nature and continual stream of isolation Marquez presented. 

Anselm watched him reading the titles, making Odys self-conscious. 

The sitting area brimmed with pillows bursting over their seats. Odys could see a 

welcoming, built-in bed at the butt of the trailer. Tiny potted plants decorated every 

crevice and surface: herbs, flowers, ferns, the like. It presented an earthy feel that 

contrasted with the cold weather heôd just retreated from. 

Anselm set down his pipe (its smoke was dwindling) on a special stand atop a 

nearby ledge and went straight to the pillows, nesting himself among them. Just 

sitting there. 

He stared at Odys like an alien examining an earthlingðan amoral interest on his 

little face. His homogenized eyes, with slight, attractive folds underneath, made the 

Automaton seem wiser. He was as slender as he was tiny. His jewel-head of 

platinum-white hair (that Odys would have called ñbleached,ò had he not known 

better) gave him a false sense of ageðan old elf. 

Whereas Q simply acted like a life-sized doll, Anselm was one. A creepy living 

doll.  

The boy didnôt blink. The boy didnôt say a word. The boy didnôt even breathe. 

(Odys noticed this because he would have counted).  
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Instead, he tried to ignore Anselm and wait six seconds between each one of his 

own breaths. When that got old, he pretended to be interested in the dying pipe 

smoke. It had the most delicious flavor and lingered in his lungs. The faint etching 

on the pipeôs tobacco-basin caught Odysôs eye. Before, Anselmôs long-nailed fingers 

had concealed it. Now, it danced behind the floating smoke. It was the symbol of the 

hanging snake. The snake on a pole. The bronze snake of Moses. 

Or, as it was later adopted: the cross of Flamel. 

The Automatonôs gaze widened with delight when he noticed Odys strip his eyes 

from the alchemic symbol. Odys recognized itðof course Odys recognized it! This 

symbol was everywhereéin certain circles. Including his fatherôs books. 

This very symbol was part of what made Odys realize his ñfatherò was infatuated 

with ancient myth. Myth was central to many alchemic conceptsðalchemy being the 

precursor to the sciences. His father was obsessed with that unholy trinityðmyth, 

alchemy, science. But nowðjust nowðOdys realized his fatherôs obsession had 

always been more. Odysôs heart raced, mind jumping to his fatherðand to Mr. 

Augury. More made sense now. Too much sense.  

Anselm could tell the image bothered him, so his fingertips reached out and 

brushed away the image, leaving a charred pipe basin behind. It was then that Odys 

understood Anselm had probably etched the symbol there to begin withðwith those 

long, thin nails. Are all Automatons obsessed? Odys thought. Do they make their 

Masters obsessed?  

Letôs answer that later.  

As the staffs of Asklepios and Hermesôs presaged the crucified Christ, this snake-

cross symbol predestined another divine shift: Mother, too, was a symbolðone for 

the Automaton Masters.53 

                                                      
53Fun fact: As the bronze serpent (see Numbers 21:4-9) is much like the rod of Hermes (the 
caduceus, with two entwined snakes) and the staff of Asclepius; the re-occurring image is 
further invoked by Jesus Christ (see John 3:14-15). The parallel to this story, however, would 
be that the cross of Nickolas Flamel, who has historical and legendary roots in alchemy, is 
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Because of her Automatonôs mystical quality and the loyal hype, Odys expected 

Mother to be some wise Galadriel54 or Matrix Oracle.55 

However, his fanboy expectations are about to be WAY OFF. 

A divider within the trailer pushed back. Odys looked to his left, into the now-

exposed kitchen. At last he saw her. His eyes widened in fear, then narrowed in 

confusion.  

Despite her attempt, she lacked a certain mystery.  

The venerable-looking woman didnôt give one glance to Odys. She walked to the 

window beside Anselm, her own teacup in hand. She peered through the blinds at 

Maud, Cestus, and Bob. One half of her lips pulled up. 

Her age was ripe, though her complexion bore only smile-lines. She looked 

certainly old enough to be a motherðbut not Bobôs or Dorianôs. She barely looked 

older than Bob. How did she get away with such reverenceðsuch a title as 

ñMotherò?  

But even with apparent youthfulness, she was worn down with age. She moved 

as if stiff and sore from some invisible chain restricting herðan age-old chain of 

secrets passed down to her from previous generations. Though she could almost pass 

for in her late thirties, her oddities gave her away. She was old despite her youth; she 

was young despite her age. 

She took a sip from her cup, slowly. Odys noticed her hands shakeða tremble. 

Odys could barely make out Bobôs figure through the blinds. Half of her body 

was cut off by the ledge. He did, however, notice she slipped a few jolts from a thin 

flask into her newly-poured tea. He smiled, though he didnôt mean to. He saw Maud 

studying her nails. But back to Mother. 

He wondered if he should say something first? Perhaps a hello? No, he didnôt 

want to seem in a hurry. 

                                                                                                                             
slightly connected to the god Vulcan, who was and is seen as an alchemic and/or 
metallurgical god.  
54 Character from Lord of the Rings.  
55 ²ŀǊƴŜǊ .ǊƻǎΦ tƛŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ мфффΦ tƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳŜ ǳǎΦ 
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ñI suppose,ò Gwen finally began, ñyouôd like to know where you are?ò 

ñYou donôt have to tell me, if it puts you in danger.ò 

Still looking out the window, she said, ñDear boy, what makes you think weôre in 

danger? Perhaps all thisòðshe waved her handðñwas to protect you more than 

me?ò Odys doubted that, and hated the ñmind gamesò implications. 

ñOh, of course it isnôt true. I tend to protect myself to protect my children.ò She 

sighed, wrapping both hands around her tea. 

Odys noticed a silver wedding band on her ring finger. It made him conscious of 

the one on his own. He stuffed that hand in his pocket. 

ñYetéò she said as she studied her tea. The steam rose to her face and she 

breathed it in like a priestess inhaling sacred smoke. ñI do want to protect you, 

Odys.ò She adjusted her sweater. Her draping, ruffled attire gave her the dearness of 

a Catholic nun, though the bright colors and Mesoamerican patterns gave her all the 

flair of a village bruja. 

She compressed her grape-colored lips into a thoughtful frown. Her dark lids 

blinked more than was natural, batting things away, keeping tears locked behind 

those feathery lashes. Odys wished those eyes would land. 

ñAnsi says you smell like smoke. Automatons have good noses.ò She tapped her 

nose. ñYou smoke?ò 

ñCigarettes, yes,ò Odys nodded, overly enthusiastic. 

ñAnsi also says you like to stare at him,ò a laugh behind her voiceða laugh at an 

inside joke. ñHe appreciates the attention, I assure you.ò She leaned to her 

Automaton. Anselm reached up and covered her hand with his. She continued staring 

out the window. ñHe is a very vain man, I tell you.ò 

Man? 

Dear little Ansi kept his gaze on Odys. The tiny freak still hadnôt blinked. Was he 

working hard at sending chills down Odysôs spine? For some reason, Odys got the 

impression Gwen wasnôt making him do it. It just came naturally. Gwen didnôt seem 
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the type to toy with people in such drawn-out ways. Even if a ghost smiles at you, 

itôs no less unnerving to know itôs a ghost.56 

ñAnselm likes to be admired. And I like it when people admire him,ò Gwen 

added, more for herself. Though she faced one direction, her starry eyes never rested. 

They darted around their focus, never giving whole attentionðas if parts of the foci 

were too bright and made her eyes water. 

ñAnd I am just as vain as he, if only in a different way. I am vain in the fact I 

flaunt my childrenðthe Masters and Automatons I love. They are, perhaps, the only 

reason I havenôt given up yet. Unlike Pepin. Iôm selfish to want to stay with them. To 

fix thisðthis problem.ò 

Which problem? 

ñI smoke a pipe,ò she confessedðher topic spurts didnôt seem out of character, 

her speech as fluttery as her eyes. ñAnsi introduced me to it. Our addictions used to 

be black tea with milk, warm baths, andéstew. Homemade, of course. Funny, how 

addictions can be replaced. I smoke only in the evenings, but I delight in it more than 

other habits now. My, Maud is covered more than usual. Itôs usually like trying to 

keep a hat on a cat with her and clothes. She just canôt do it. It takes too much. 

Thatôs how she was designed. But you like her modest, I hear?ò 

News got around too quicklyðanother reason Odys hated cell phones. 

ñI do hope Bob wasnôt too rough with you.ò A subtle wrinkle appeared between 

her thick eyebrows. She put a hand on her chest. Skinny and far from well-endowed, 

Motherôs flat chest made her appear younger.  

She would have looked more refined with salty flecks in her great mass of fine-

velvet hair; Odys suspected those lighter roots meant she dyed it. But despite her 

touch-ups, she was a dashing womanðgentle, reserved. Her thick hair lent the 

perfect equalizer to her prominent forehead and large eyes.  

Let me repeat myself: 

                                                      
56 Or, maybe an old woman in the body of a young child is just creepy in itself.  
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While her overall appearance screamed loud octaves of bright Frida-Kahlo 

colors, she was also in tune with a symphony of dull Virgin-of-Guadalupe simplicity. 

To be unoriginal: She was a woman who aged like wine. Yes, she could be summed 

up so easilyðso clichély. Itôs what made her so approachable. So adored.57  

 ñDorian called before you arrived. Said Bob may have scared you. Cestus, Iôm 

afraid, got all her tender spirit and she was left with the churning contempt. She 

wasnôt always this way. None of us were. Sheôs less spiteful when sheôs drunk, 

though.ò Motherôs eyes glistened with dewy tears, about to weep. She quickly 

changed the subject, ñDid Maud tell you how Automatons got their title? I ask 

because Dorian says you donôt seem to know much.ò 

ñNo,ò Odys answered, half curious and half reluctant. He put his hands deeper in 

his pockets. He still hadnôt sat down/she still hadnôt invited him to. 

Mother sighed, looking up at the ceiling. She gestured to nothing. Her prayer to 

Vulcan a whisper, ñYou want me to tell him everythingðthe back story? You want 

me to do the work for You? Making him sync with Maud would be easier and 

quicker for everyone!ò58  

She mumbled in Spanish before sighing and accepting her duty.  

ñWe gave them their name. Pepin and I. Calling them órobotsô or something else 

just didnôt fit. óAutomatonô is somehow more respectful. And the term óhumanoidô 

makes them seem likeðlike aliens or scientific experimentséò 

She paused to remember where she was going with this tangentðthis 

monologue. She was putting on a playðsomething sheôd often recited to herself. She 

had expected this moment. She knew exactly what she needed to sayðif only she 

could remember. 

ñHefestoðVulcan, excuse meðhad named them something else. óGuarders.ô 

Thatôs what he called themðat least, in English. Though, that word itself is archaic 

and would translate to óGuardians,ô I guess. Even the Automatons found that title too 

                                                      
57 L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜŀōƭŜΦ {ƘŜ ŎǊƛŜǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ 
Anselm/herself too much (ha, ha).  
58 But we, as readers, would be so left out!  
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silly for modern standards. Vulcan hasnôt complained about our name change, so he 

must understand languageôs evolution.ò To herself, ñAt least he understands that.ò 

She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. ñóAutomatonô proved suitable. These 

alloyed creatures cannot wield themselves, so Automaton just makes more sense. 

You only need to wind them up once for their gears to turn on their own.ò 

Anselm stood up, knocking over a few pillows. He didnôt care to pick them up. 

He stepped to the other side of Gwendolyn, eyes never leaving Odys. He brought her 

hand to his cheek, his lips almost brushing it. 

ñI do wish youôd stop, Anselm. Stop looking at him; it upsets me, you know,ò an 

instantaneous response to a provoked thought. ñStop staring at him, I donôt want to 

see his face, not yet.ò So hard to block Odys out. She patted Anselmôs face away, but 

he did not budge. ñStop tempting me.ò 

Anselm blinked and turned his head away, as if Gwen finally agreed with herself 

that she didnôt want to see Odys. The wall would now be Anselmôs focus. Motherôs 

soul would stifle her own bipolar curiosity.  

ñSometimes I canôt help myself,ò she choked out a laugh, eyes dancing at Odysôs 

feet. Though she laughed, she dabbed her eye. ñAs you may or may not know, Odys, 

the Automatons have an expansive memory. They knew each other from their 

creation. Thankfully, thatôs something no Master has forced any of them to forget. I 

assume Vulcan gave them a memory because he wanted them to recognize each 

other. Vulcan, who has been known to stick his nose in our affairs, created nine 

Automatons. Yet, nine is not the perfect number, is it?ò 

Though the number was odd, Odys actually had nothing against it. Nine divided 

by three equaled three. Nine minus three equaled six. Turn six over and it would be 

nine. Nine was just an upside-down six. It wasnôt the worst of the odd numbers. But 

yes, why nine? Why was that number important?59 

                                                      
59 L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǿƘȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴ number, unless our Narrator 
is just as OCD as Odys or assumes Vulcan is too. Or, maybe the point is really about the 
άƘƻƭƛƴŜǎǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƴƛƴŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ L ƭŜŀǾŜ ƛǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ όƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
reason to release this story upon the worldτto help me better understand BLA, if it can be 
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ñThatôs because there are actually tenðten creations. Except the first waséò 

ñA failure.ò Anselm finished the sentence for her. His voice as haunting as his 

looks. Odys wasnôt sure heôd really spoken. 

ñA god failed in their plans?ò Odys asked. It sounded illogical. Impossible. 

ñNo,ò Gwen corrected, ñVulcan himself didnôt fail. The first creation failed. The 

very first Automaton was no Automaton at all. Granted, there have been many 

creations much like Automatons in the pastðbeings also made by Vulcan. But these 

automaton-Automatons were created for a specific reason.ò She gestured to Anselm. 

ñAs the Automatons will tell you, their First needed no human soul to function. And, 

since it needed nothing, it had free will. Vulcan created it for a purpose and it chose 

not to do it. It failed. Thus, he made nine more creations. Automatons. Beings that 

lacked the wind-up key.ò 

Nine more problems, some might say. 

He felt the urge to ask, ñAnd what was the First creationôs purpose?ò 

ñTo protect mankind. To be good. Toéò Pause. ñWell, perhaps I should no 

answer for de godsòðher old accent slipped through in her distress. ñWe still donôt 

know whether or not Vulcan made them on his own volition or under higher orders. 

Either way, he did so willinglyðhe did it. The Firstôs origination had no true evil 

intention behind it. Vulcan has always appearedðto meðto be the type to do the 

will  of the Universeðto do ógood.ôò 

But she didnôt seem at peace with Vulcanôs harmonyé 

ñThe nine Automata were created to take down the First.ò Her eyes narrowed in 

thought exactly when Anselmôs did too. ñAnd the first re-castðthe first of the nine 

Automatons, not the Firstðwas Admundðthe creation you thought was your father, 

Odys. Vulcan designed him before the others. I want you to know this.ò She paused, 

biting her lip. ñHe was a first draftðthe one with the most convoluted ideas behind 

                                                                                                                             
done). However, I did find in my research that every year on the island of Lemnos fires were 
ŜȄǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ IŜǇƘŀŜǎǘǳǎΩǎ ƘƻƴƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜƛƎƴƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƴƛƴŜ ŘŀȅǎΦ Lǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƴƛƴŜ ǘƻ 
purify, I guess? But enough of my conspiracy theories.   
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him. Besides the First, of course. He was not yet simplified like the other Automata. 

Vulcanôs idea was grand. That is why Admund is grand.ò60 

She bowed her head, sickened to make excuses for Admund and his Master. ñAs 

El Herreroðthe Blacksmithðwent down the line, the Automata-idea became more 

practical. Practical as a paperclip or coin. Given to humans, they served their 

predestined purpose. The First was greater than a single Automaton, I hear. Thatôs 

why Vulcan needed nine.ò 

ñCould the god not take down his creation himself?ò 

Anselmôs head snapped in his direction. ñDid he not?ò 

ñWhat he means is,ò translated Gwen, ñdidnôt he solve the problem by creating 

the others?ò 

Maudôs voice ran through Odysôs head. Hand of God, Hand of God, Hand of 

God. 

Gwen went on, ñWho are you to question Vulcanôs methods? A man has sex with 

a woman and creates a child, yet when the child grows up and becomes evil, can the 

parent simply kill their offspring? No, there are laws that bind the parentðmoral and 

governmental. Who are we to even understand the laws that bind the gods?ò 

ñDo we trust Vulcan blindly, then?ò Odys laughed, to see how sheôd react. He 

instantly regretted being so bold. She didnôt deserve that.  

ñIf you think you are blind, Odys Odelyn, then youôre yet to open your eyes.ò 

She moved away from the window to sit down on the built-in furniture. Anselm 

stood beside her, leaning against the seat, hand on her leg. He conducted himself like 

a man. He caressed her knee in a protective and almost controlling way, as if she 

were his. 

ñSpeaking of opening eyes,ò Gwen went on. ñWhen will you open yourself to 

Maud? According to Dorianôs updates, youôre suicidal.ò 

ñIôm not,ò he said too quickly. He took in a deep breath. ñIôm not suicidal.ò 

                                                      
60 !ŘƳǳƴŘΩǎ ƛƴŀƴƛƳŀǘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛǊƻƴ ǎǘȅƭǳǎΦ /Ŝǎǘǳǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǇƛƴΦ !ƴǎŜƭƳΩǎΣ ŀ ōǊƻƪŜƴ 
ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘΦ vΩǎΣ ŀ Ƙŀǘ Ǉƛƴ όƻǊΣ άōƻōōȅέ ǇƛƴύΦ L ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ 
easily summed up here.  
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ñThatôs good, then.ò She took a sip of tea. ñDorian also said you were brown. Is 

that correct?ò She waited. ñAh, Iôve confused you. Dorian can see peopleôs favorite 

colors. I assumed he would have dropped that bomb by now. Dorian says my color is 

a red-purple. He wasnôt blind before he gained Fletcher, yes? Some say when you 

lose one body part the others take over or adapt. He can now see colorsðauras. We 

think Fletcher helped such an adaptation, but the fact remains heôs always right.ò 

Your color doesnôt mix well with others.  

ñHow did he go blind? Donôt Automatons protect us from harm?ò 

Mother flinched. ñDid you learn nothing from Pepinôs suicide, Odys?ò She 

waved it away. ñForget I said it. Let me finish with my other historiaðthe history of 

Automata. Youôve not heard it, correct?ò 

He shook his head. ñI donôt know any of this. Maud hasnôt told me.ò 

ñShe shouldnôt have to.ò 

So Mother was testing himðtesting his acceptance of Maudðas if he should 

know everything Maud knew by now.  

ñWhere was I? Ah, the nine. Yes, they took down the First. And that was that. 

Iôm sure Maud can present you with the full details if youôre still curious. Verbally, 

of course.ò She frowned in his direction. ñBut my point is, Odys, the Automatons 

served their purpose. It was up to humans to decide their new one. When the first 

Masters left with their Automatons, fate took its course. The Masters went on with 

their lives. The Automatons trickled down the timeline into the present era. The 

Automatons were scattered.ò 

She took in a breath, remembering. ñSo many lives and ages. Just because a 

Master can live longer does not mean life is certain. Not only have Masters killed 

each other beforeðfrom the beginningðbut Automatons can only protect your body 

from so much. You can still catch a cold, you know. Sometimes itôs nice to be sick. 

It reminds you that youôre still human. Many a Master has been killed by his own 

body. Cancer, obesity, disease, suicide. You are not immortal if you donôt want to 

be. Sometimes sickness is suicide.ò 
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She glanced at himðat his direction, not him. She wondered how he would react 

to her last comment. She wanted to know how suicidal he was. 

Iôm NOT suicidal, he thought at her.  

She adjusted Anselmôs clothingðhis skin. ñYouôd be surprised how many 

Masters Automatons have had. Long life should mean few Masters for an 

Automaton, yes? But no. Ah, enough of death. As I said, the Automatons were 

scattered. Not even they knew the whereabouts of their brothers and sisters. Itôs not 

like we could put out an ad in the paper. Weôve tracked down their history, of 

courseðwe know what Automaton has been where. If they ever forgetðif they are 

ever forced to forgetðthey can relearn it and put their history back together by 

talking to another. Fill in the blanks.ò 

She sipped her tea. Her eyes had been dancing around him, absorbing everything 

but his face. ñI wasnôt always the oldest Master, you know.ò 

ñPepin, yes,ò Odys stated, glad he finally related to this speech somehow. 

ñNo,ò Gwen killed his hope. ñNot Pepin, dear. He and I might have stumbled 

across each other in [some Victorian-era date year here], but that hardly made us the 

oldest. We were the ones to track down everyone. Or to begin to, at least. Once we 

started, we had the help of the others. And no, it wasnôt easy convincing everyone to 

rearrange their lifestyle. Automatons are hard enough to accommodateé 

ñYes, we found Masters older than ourselves. Of course, some died and we 

relocated the Automatons to suitable new Masters. Poor Cestus, when we first met 

him, his Master was two hundred and thirty nine years andðohðò (her eyes went 

up in thought) ñfour months, two weeks and six days old, I believeðthatôs what Ansi 

believes. If thatôs wrong, I have the date written down somewhere, of course, butéò 

She flashed her eyes in Odysôs direction, quizzing him, wondering if he was 

doing the math (and, if he was, was he comparing it to something he already knew?). 

How could he know? Why shouldnôt he know? Why wouldnôt he know? 

What do you know, Odys? 

Nothing, you idiot, because you havenôt synced with Maud. 
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ñBut you see, when that Master had touched Cestus, he was in his eighties. He 

was already so old. The age we look now depends on when we first touched our 

Automatons. That, and several other factors.ò She looked at Anselm for a brief 

second. ñThere was also one Master, God bless her soul; she tuckered out when the 

cancer struckðwell, we think the cancer was inside her before she touched her 

Automaton. She also caught a cold and it finished her off. We think she wanted it to. 

She wasnôt alive when the whole group finally organized. Such a shame,ò she 

dabbed her eyes as Anselm soothed her. ñArranging Masters is emotional work. And 

it asks much of the Masterðfor they cannot really agree to what theyôre getting into. 

Not until they have the Automaton is it obvious what kind of burden they are. 

Thankfully,òðher voice cracked a littleðñwe donôt have to do it often.ò 

Especially when Pepin does it for you. 

Gwen was staring at the floor now. ñAs you might have noticed, Odys, we have 

rules. And weôre a family. Like it or not, youôre figuratively married to Maud, now. 

And we donôt like the fact it was doneðhow do you say it?ðin Vegas.ò 

ñShotgun wedding,ò Anselm whispered to her, cutting eyes at Odys. 

ñYes, the worst kind of arrangements. The family wasnôt there. The family didnôt 

sanctify itðbless it.ò 

ñBut I was forced to marry,ò Odys pleadedðas if he agreed with the allusion. 

ñAn arranged marriage.ò Anselm nodded once in agreement. ñAnd yet, still so 

much like a raping of our daughter.ò 

Odys wondered if Anselm had ever talked so much. 

Gwen shifted her legs, a physical manifestation of her mental shift. ñI have 

decided an introduction to our founding ground-rules might be a good way to start 

off.ò So things hadnôt really started, huh? ñAlso, your reaction to said rules will be a 

perfect way to judge your character, I think. 

FIRST RULE ABOUT AUTOMATON CLUB.  

ñRules: number one,ò Gwen began, as if reading from a piece of paper floating in 

the air. ñOne and only one Automaton. If you get more than one, we even you out. 
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You see, weôd rather not learn what would happen if all Automatons were bonded to 

one soulðone Master. Two heads are better than one, they sayðbut more than that 

is reserved for the divine.ò 

A picture of a many-armed and many-headed Vishnu or Shiva or So-on shuffled 

through Odysôs mind like a deck of Hindu cards. Thatôs what Leeland will be if he 

keeps at it, he thought to himself with a gulp.61  

ñAs Iôm sure you know,ò Mother went on, ñLeeland broke this rule but is yet to 

be punished. Punishment is easier said than done, yes. But remember we do have 

leverage on you. You cannot become like Leeland. We wonôt let you. Weôve learned 

from our mistake. 

ñRule number two: Let no outsider know about us. If Odissa finds out, that is one 

thing. It is another for her to know too much and for that knowledge to pervade the 

world. If we can trust her, fine. But weôll only trust her with so much. If she slipsð

even onceðshe will have to be quieted. You understand?ò 

He didnôt delight in hearing those words, and she didnôt delight in speaking them. 

He could almost see the water-works forming; she wore her heart outwardly. 

He refused to answer her. 

Unable to look in his direction, she glanced at her lap. Anselm kept eye contact 

for her. ñJust think of what would happen, Odys, if the government found out. Weôve 

had to erase many things, in the past. We take no pleasure in it, and it gets harder 

each time.ò 

ñThen why not let the world know?ò Maybe if she had left Odissa off her list he 

wouldnôt be so defensive butéñWouldnôt it make this world better, if you did? 

People wouldðwould flock to you. Who couldðcould interfere with you? Wouldnôt 

it be easier? What do you risk, if youôre found out? You canôt die. You could do so 

muchéò 

                                                      
61 Personally, I thouƎƘǘ ƻŦ [ƻǊŘ ±ƻƭŘŜƳƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ IƻǊŎǊǳȄŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ [ŜŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎƻǳƭ ǎǇƭƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƻ 
many parts. #HarryPotterFan 
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Gwen helped herself to a momentôs breath; she was taking time to unburden 

herself. ñS², Iôve wondered if the world had the right to know. Perhaps it does. 

However, weôre not the only things hiding, are we? Ah, you donôt know what I 

mean. But someday, you will. You will learn that Vulcan himself hides.ò 

ñBut Vulcan has reason to.ò 

Anselm chuckled behind his Master. 

ñWhat reason?ò Gwen smiled a curious smile. 

ñThe same as Godôs?ò 

ñSo youôre saying He wants people to believe with faith? Where did you get that 

revelation, Odys?ò 

ñI only thoughtðò 

ñI can see why youôd think itðas if all the gods want us to believe without 

seeing? Ah, Odys. Thatôs not so. Even Iôve seen Vulcan and need no faith to believe 

in him. And he doesnôt want or need my faith. Some gods, I assume, donôt even want 

to be believed in. For sure, they conceal themselves for many reasons, but answer 

this. Odys, will youðright nowðstep into the light and show the world what you 

have? Would you really tell them you have an Automaton, even show them what 

Maud can do?ò 

ñProbably not.ò 

ñExactly. We donôt want that attention. We donôt know if itôs right to expose 

ourselves and therefore the others like us by default. Once itôs done, it canôt be 

undone. Thus, as a general rule, we wonôt overstep our bounds. Thatôs merely the 

first reason why. Number three,ò she held up three fingers. ñKill no one you donôt 

have to. Even if Odissa finds out, we may let her live. Weôll take great pains to keep 

people alive. But if it becomes more than pangs, we mustnôt die for them. The gods 

have entrusted us with these secrets. And we will keep them.ò 

She opened her mouth, about to explain those statements. ñWhenðwhen I first 

gained Anselm, itðit wasnôt easy. To hide him was easy, but to keep myself hidden 

wasnôt. I could run from my family, but they could always catch up. 
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Theyésuspected. You act differently when your soulôs outside youðwhen there is 

more to you. It is not simply a matter of pretending. Itôs a matter of remembering 

which lie goes where. And sometimes you say things others donôt understand. You 

know what your Automaton knowsðthings humans cannot comprehend.ò 

Odys understood. For one, he knew that Augury was Leeland. His sister didnôt 

know that. He understood how itôd be easy to slip up. 

ñThe fourth rule is: spend wisely. Use fake names, cover your tracks, be seen as 

little as possible. Remember your every step lest it cost you later. For certain, the 

world would loveðabsolutelyðyour Automatonôs ability to make gold, wouldnôt it? 

Ah, to be adored for your ability to create national riches! But what would riches be, 

if gold became so available? Whatôs gold, but one of the weakest metals? Even coal 

can be burned for warmth, but what can gold do?ò 

She pulled at her golden cross necklace, as if it cursed her for saying such things. 

ñRule number five: treat your Automaton fairly. Do not abuse them. However, I feel 

I neednôt stress this point with youðsomeone who refuses to use your Automaton in 

the first place. Number six.ò She paused, trying to remember. 

In part, these rules seemed arbitrary. This shocked Odysðand he wasnôt sure 

why. Were they not handed down on stone tablets? Not inscribed by Vulcan himself? 

ñYou must be ready to defend this family. We donôt just sit around, enjoying 

long life. We sometimes meddle, when we can. Gold can go a long way, but it 

cannot solve this worldôs problems.ò She paused, trying to give an example. ñDorian, 

God bless him, walked into a burning house onceðsaved two children and a dog. 

Needless to say, everyone watching saw his faceðand Fletcherôs. They wished to 

make them heroes. Not a scratch on them, of course. When things like that happen, 

we try to pass aséò She blushed, as if she had just thought something religiously 

irreverent. ñThe Automatons are better at it, at passing for angels. They are so 

beautiful, arenôt they?ò 

Angels? Hm. Anselm here was more like a creepy diablito. 
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ñAngels! That brings back memories, doesnôt it, Ansi?ò She asked him as if he 

might help her remember.62 

ñFor a time, I didnôt accept Ansi. Though he told me what he wasðproved his 

abilitiesðit was hard for me to believe he was also a part of me. He was like a genie 

to me. Just some slave and external facet bound to me, not my own soul. At first 

sight, I thought he was an angel, the way he reflected lightéò She smiled to herself, 

reminiscing. ñThatôs not to say I didnôtðas we say todayðsync with him. Oh, yes, I 

did that. I was much too young to realize I could choose not to.ò 

Again, it seemed like she was scolding Odys. 

She breathed in deeply, the fluttering gasp her prayer. ñIn Nueva EspañaðNew 

Spainðwhen I found Ansi, my family was fairly well off. For that time, we might be 

considered upper middle-class. We owned one of the largest ranchos in the area. My 

father had great plans and hoped I would help in reaching them. He wanted me to 

marry hisðyou might sayðbusiness partner, a man with large ties to those who 

would usher in the Mexican Empire. My mother just wanted me to marry period. 

Needless to say, I didnôt delight in the arranged planningðI even begged to become 

a nun. I stole one of my fatherôs horses and ran,ò she added with mirth. 

Anselm watched him, making sure Maud hadnôt told him any of this; Mother 

didnôt want to re-tell old news.  

ñI headed north with nothing but a bag of clothes and a gun. No money. I did not 

get too far that night. I couldnôt see a damn thingðexcept for an old well overrun 

with weeds. I found it from memory. I slept there that night. That morning, I had let 

down the bucket to try and draw my horse a drink and I noticed something at the 

bottomðunder the rocks of the wellôs crumbling wall. The sun hit it just right, 

otherwise I wouldnôt have seen it. There was barely any water in the well. Thatôs 

                                                      
62 tǊŜǇŀǊŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ǎǘƻǊȅ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
care how Gwen ended up with Anselm (because no one expects you to have a hard-on for 
DǿŜƴΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ .[!ύΣ Ǝƻ ŀƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴȊŀ ǘƛǘƭŜŘΥ .!/Y ¦t ¢I9 .!/Y {¢hw¸Φ 
Otherwise, my apologies for being unable to chop this obligatory info-ŘǳƳǇ ƻǳǘΧ.ǳǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 
ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŦǳŎƪƛƴƎ ŦƭŀǎƘōŀŎƪΦ  ²Ŝ ŘǊŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ somewhere.    
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why it had been abandoned. The rope was too shortðit wouldnôt let the bucket 

scrape the bottom. Someone had dropped the object there purposefullyð

purposefully out of reach.ò She was looking at it now. She was re-observing her own 

history. Anselm had recorded every antique detail in their brain. ñI knew I would 

need waterðfor me and my horse. But I also knew I needed money. Whatever was 

down there was precious metalðor worth a meal, at least. At first I thought it might 

be a pocket watch. I tore my dress and made the rope longer. It took me hours to fish 

him out of the murky bottom. 

ñLater, Ansi would tell me his previous Master had left him there, knowing he 

could come back for him. Heôd hidden Ansi there, away from his fellows. Ansiôs 

Masterôs friends had started to question the horse-breakerôs surprising vitality against 

the horsesô bucking and bruisingðand also the manôs astounding collection of 

golden-cast objects.ò 

ñThe man, of course, had refused to do rocks,ò Anselm chided. ñTo do so would 

make others think heôd struck gold somewhereðon someone elseôs land. Too much 

attention. If his objects had a shape, they were less likely to think heôd found it from 

the ground. Granted, people started thinking he had stolen the objects. He also had a 

terrible gambling problem. I was used to repay a hefty amount of debt.ò 

ñNeedless to say, he wasnôt the wisest Master Ansiôs ever had. Automatons can 

only enlighten so much. Sometimes sin clouds the light.ò 

ñHe rarely let me out of his pockets. Too drunk to remember where heôd even put 

me, sometimes.ò 

ñThatôs how heôd died, by the way,ò Gwen added. ñHeôd hidden Ansi from the 

eyes of others, only to swear off drinking and die of liver failure two days later. 

Thatôs what we assume he died of, anyway. His distance from Ansi likely worsened 

the impact of withdrawal. He killed himself, basically, in that way.ò 
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ñHe wanted to die, though,ò Anselm stated. ñHe knew he wasnôt smart enough to 

keep up his game with me.63 The other ranch hands had planned on killing him, in 

fact. Of course, that would not have worked. They couldnôt have killed him. But he 

was in love with one of the other men on the ranch. The fact that his friend actually 

hated him had caused much heartbreak. He didnôt have me long at all.ò 

Mother wished to distract Odys from Anselmôs too-detailed and emotionless 

explanation: ñAnsiôs Master before him wasðò 

Odys guessed sheôd say a bullfighter. He quickly told himself not to be a racist 

like Pepin. 

ñWell, perhaps I should start farther back.ò 

Anselm, she explained, had been brought over with los conquistadores, and 

sailed on the [name redacted]. 

A passenger had kept the pocket mirror a secret, but the secret hadnôt done him 

much good: He had struggled to keep Anselm in his inanimate form while with his 

comradesðnever really sleeping on the ship or on land. One night, natives attacked. 

Anselmôs conquistador-Master took it as an opportunity to abandon the others and 

create his ordained city of gold. He would use Anselm to not only record his name in 

history, but to raise it up: The natives would worship him as a god and the Spanish 

Empire would honor him with a title. He had no modest plans. 

But the man soon became lost. He had lost all possible contact with his fellow 

explorers. Glory would mean nothing if no one recognized him. The heat and 

loneliness drove him mad. He fell ill and died in the forest, assuming he alone 

survived the Nativeôs attack. He had let the fever take himðsuicide. 

Not even an Automaton is much good in a new world; Anselm hadnôt known 

where they were. Anselm was no help. An Automaton only knows what it has been 

taught, what it has observed.  

                                                      
63 And an Automaton is only as smart as the Master allows. If the Master is too stupid to 
realize what power they hold, of course there is not much hope for him.  
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Thus, Anselm, in his inanimate form, rested beside the skeleton of his former 

Master for many years, waiting to be touched again. The forest flora had consumed 

him and the decaying body. 

Anselm was inanimate until a native, who had been recently banished from his 

Aztec city for unmentionable reasons, tripped over the remains and landed on 

Anselm. The older Aztec had no real use for the gold Anselm could make, since it 

was the excrement of the gods. But nevertheless, he found a companion in him. 

Anselm had to calmly explain (in the manôs own tongue) that no, he was not a god, 

though one made him, and so on and so forth.64 

The man contemplated using Anselm as a weapon to re-enter his civilization by 

force, perhaps to even become king. However, on the long journey back to the manôs 

homestead, he fell ill. And died. 

ñMost likely from previous tooth decay, poor nutrition, and a newly-touched 

Automaton sucking most of his energy.ò Anselm could remember the pain, as well as 

the location of the death. ñHe was already so pitifulða reason he had been banished 

in the first place. Always complaining. Always begging. But at least he died with 

such new ideas and hope.ò  

ñThe corn got them every time,ò Gwen added, mournful for those who came 

before her. She pointed to her teeth. ñBut that brings us back to square one. The 

horse-breaker discovered Ansi when he was running from a town heôd just robbed 

with his band. They were trying to make their way to Brazilðrunning from the law. 

They had hidden in the cave the Aztec had crawled into to die. The others left him 

behind when the horse-breaker fell ill after touching Anselm. They left him beside 

the Aztecôs skeleton. He found his way to a Mexican rancho instead.ò 

Anselm had terrible luck in Masters apparently. 

ñI had slept in that well for almost a week,ò Anselm went on, sitting beside 

Mother in the open seat, ñas my Master had commanded. I waited for him to either 

                                                      
64 An Automaton, who knows the thoughts of his or her Master, also knows their language 
automatically, I would assume. This is how they collect languages.  
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return or call me to him. The strain of our distance promoted his unexpected death. 

Liver failure might not have been such an issue otherwise.ò He told his story with 

little sentiment. 

ñThus, Ansi was mine. But I did not get past the well that day. As you know well, 

Odys, I fell ill instantly, my consciousness becoming aware of my soulðaware of 

my necessary need for the thing taken out of me. The workers of the land I was on 

eventually saw my horse and discovered me. Ansi hid. My parents were soon 

contacted, for my family was well-known. I was taken back home. The doctor 

examined me. I was bedridden with óunknown sickness.ô Privately, I heard the doctor 

whisper to my father that it could be the stress he was putting upon me. I could hear 

my mother begging him to change his mindéò 

She paused, gathering her thoughts. ñIt was in the dead of night that I learned the 

truth of my illnessðthe first time I saw my Ansi. It had taken a lot out of us, for him 

to journey to me.ò 

Too weak to form clothes, I might add. 

ñHe had to be quietðunseen. I was fifteen then.65 Ansi told me of the others out 

there. He told me of things Iôd never been taught. He opened my mind, as Maud 

could do for you. His memoriesðwhat he had of themðwere given to me. I became 

changed, enlightened. My parents did not like me talking about my new dreamsðthe 

dreams Ansi had helped me acquire. Dreams of Spaniards and Aztecs and gods. 

When I was well again, they locked me in my roomðmy punishment for trying to 

running awayéBut, of course, Ansi could help me escape. Which is what 

happened.ò Her lips parted in merry smile. ñThey had kept me in there for over a 

month. They could hear me talking in my room, to Ansi. I wanted them to hearðto 

let them think I was talking to the divine. In a way, I was. He was my angel.ò 

Anselm reached out and put a hand upon Gwenôs. He didnôt care if Odys noticed. 

ñBut, once I was free from my family, I made a life of my ownðour own. We never 

                                                      
65 aŀǘƘ ǘƛǇΥ LΩǾŜ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ млл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ 
age them about 10 physically. It checks out.  
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needed anything. It was easier back then to do as you pleasedðto drift and wonder. 

You think I would have stood out, coming to the United States with Ansi. But things 

could be stranger back then. Ah, back then. It was so much easier to cheat and lie 

and be forgotten. Now we need papers, cards, licenses, codes, passwordsðso many 

things to dance around. Ay, just listen to me! I sound like a grandmother in her 

rocking chair.ò 

Pause. 

ñAnsi convinced me to attend university. I assumed a fake name here or there. 

Never got a degree, of course. I moved too many times. But, oh, I tell you! To learn 

for the sake of learning, thatôs a gift. School, of course, is easy, since your 

Automaton can remember everything you forget. Also, to observe the evolution of 

the university has been a showé 

Stanza: Origin stories are so unORIGINal. 

 ñFor a time, it was just Ansi and me, in America. We took many travels. We 

never stayed in the same place for long. It was upon one of our travels, sojourning in 

France, that we visited a circus. Ansi had learned the new French just so we could 

know our way around.ò66 

Or rather, you made him learn it so you didnôt have to? Lazy Mother! 

ñIt was a traveling circus. It was no grand thing, but it turned out to be a very 

special display. As we sat in the stands, Ansi noticed two Automatonsðtwo 

performers in the chaotic show. In the three rings were two Masters. Turns out, an 

óAmericanô owned the circus with his fellow French comrade. The American, of 

course, was not really American at all. It was Pepin. Granted, he had lived in 

Louisiana for a time before he moved back to Englandðlong enough to perfect an 

accent. See, when his wife had left him, heôd taken Maud and traveled the world. He 

eventually ended up in France. There, he had also watched a traveling circus, just 

like me. Except that circus he hadnôt co-owned. From that crowd, Maud and Pepin 

                                                      
66 New French. Opposed to, say, Norman French, Old French, What-have-you (which, 
perhaps, Anselm knew before coming to the Americas) (?).  
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had spotted Fletcher. And Pepin found his true calling. The circus was the perfect 

place for them.ò 

Odys pictured Maud in her tight suit, riding a horse, swinging from the trapeze, 

orðeven betterðas the bearded lady. If she could grow clothes then why not facial 

hair?  

ñPepin and Fletcherôs Master went into business togetherðbought out many 

circuses for a great sum, let the owners retire. Pepin took over magic tricks, and 

Maurice (the other Master), he dealt with, well, everything else. In a matter of years, 

though, Pepin got bored with it all, for a Master neednôt work. Hobbies should never 

be work, yes? Eventually Maurice left, too. They gave away their circus for free, to a 

trusted family. However, it didnôt have as much prestige when the Automatons and 

Masters left. No one could do their tricks or dare-devil stunts. The new owners hated 

that they didnôt share their ósecrets.ô Even our best intentions are spoiled, Odys.ò 

She looked down at her pretty feet. She had a dignified way of rearranging them 

periodically. ñThus, Pepin, Maurice, and I began our travels together, finding the 

others. That was un circo all on its own. As Maud herself will tell you, the 

Automatons did most of the work. They knew the signs. Theyôd finally been given 

the proper chance to find each other. Once everyone was tracked down, that was 

hardly the solution to our problems. The next step was to find inheritors of our 

legacy, to set up a systematic order to our chaos. We decided America would be 

where weôd base ourselves. After all, itôs easy for those who stand out to blend in 

here. The melting pot of the world, America!ò 

And what was Vulcan melting down?   

ñBut back to rule number sixòðstory time was overðñwe have to relocate, when 

we overstep, though overstepping is not always bad in itselfðas long as it does a 

good. Not even Jesus stayed in the world to heal all the sick. We all do what we 

came to do. Iôm sure there are more rules, but I canôt think of them now. We donôt 

need to address them all just yet.ò 
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She flipped her wrist to glance her watch. ñThe rules only seem to make me tell 

long stories, anyway.ò She reached out and Anselm clutched her hand. With that 

simple gesture, Odys realized that, at one time, there hadnôt been such a drastic 

physical age difference between them. 

Stanza: BACK UP THE BACK STORY.67 

ñYou said you had to find inheritorsðearlier.ò Odys wanted her to clarify. Is that 

what I was to Pepin?  

ñWe composed a list of worthy candidates, people we could trust.ò It sounded 

like an organ donor list. ñSome died before we could make them one of us. Others, 

well, theyôre still alive, but might not want an Automaton if offered one, since 

theyôre so old already. We have to make hard decisions, Odys. Sometimes we are not 

fair.ò She sighed. ñOthers are young and donôt know we have chosen them. And 

others, well, are like you. In by default.ò 

ñWhoôs on the list?ò 

She crossed herself, asking for forgiveness from those she could not save. ñAh, it 

doesnôt matter. Itôs best not to know. Most will never get an Automaton. We will 

lose them as friends. Plus, Leeland would love to know those names, so I canôt tell 

them to you.ò 

 ñHow does someone get on it?ò 

ñWe make them kill each other in a gladiator arena and drink the blood of 

virgins.ò  

JUST KIDDING MOTHER NEVER SAID THAT JUST SEEING IF YOU 

WERE PAYING ATTENTION AND YOU WERE GOOD FOR YOU.68  

ñWe vote on them, agree on them.ò She shrugged.  

ñAnd thatôs how Leeland got in?ò 

ñYes, yes. Democracy. Two wolves and a lamb deciding on whatôs for dinner.ò 

Odys was confused. Was Leeland the lamb? 

                                                      
67 άbƻ Ƴŀƴ ŎƘƻƻǎŜǎ ŜǾƛƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǾƛƭΣ ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƛŦ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ 
ǎŜŜƪǎΦέτMary Wollstonecraft.  
68 Mental eye-roll. See what I have to put up with? 
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ñéAt first, he was good.ò She had trouble admitting it; her eyes became glossy. 

ñYou see, Odys, he was kind, once. We all loved him. And he loved us. He loved us 

too much. I wished to become a nun in my frivolous youth. Ansi saved me from that 

choice. Leeland didnôt understand this until later.ò 

She noticed his quizzical stance. ñDonôt overthink it, Odys. You know exactly 

what I mean.ò She went on with her history.69 ñFor a time, there was little for us to 

worry about, though the First World War didnôt make things easy. We kept a low 

profile. Pepin, though, bless him, went to fightðin both. When the second war came 

around, I kept Anselm well hidden in case they thought he was Japanese. He looks 

very Asian, no? It was during those wars that Leeland appeared in our lives. Pepin 

wrote to me about a young, orphaned Jewish boy from France he had befriended. 

Leeland later fought with Pepin in the second war. Leeland worshiped Pepin. Such a 

bright boy. In a way, Leeland was Pepinôs son. He let the boy ripen a bit before 

proposing that we give Leeland the next available Automaton. Leeland was part of 

the familyéwe liked to keep Automatons in the family. We hated hiding the truth 

from him.ò 

She looked at Odysôs hands, trying to say more without words. 

He put those hands back in his pockets. ñWill Odissa be part of the family?ò 

ñOdys,ò she shook her head, ñYou arenôt even part yet. But I hope you will be. It 

only seems fair, that sheôd get an Automaton, doesnôt it?ò She smiled, hopeful. ñItôs 

not all up to me. I have to think of others. We donôt even know how sheôll react 

towards this.ò 

ñAnd you donôt want another Leeland.ò 

She bit her lip in response.  

                                                      
69 Yay. MORE back story. I told our Narrator that this so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴέ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
Mother and Odys was getting a little long (stale conversation may deserve a bread knife, but 
this one could use a butter knife to spread some topics AROUNDΦ LŦ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŦǊŜŀƪƛƴΩ 
ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΣ LΩŘ ǊŜŀŘ ŀ ōƻƻƪΧhƘΣ ǿŀƛǘΦ L ŀƳΦ  bŜǾŜǊ ƳƛƴŘύΦ hǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŘƛǘǎ ǿƛǘƘΥ ά²Ŝ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴ 9ǇƛŎΦ LΩƳ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊƛƴƎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ L ƭŜŦǘ 
ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǳǊǉǳƻƛ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŀ Ŧƻotnote was because it does, after all, fit 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ά9ǇƛŎέ ǘƘŜƳŜ όƭƻƴƎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΚ /ƘŜŎƪΣ ŎƘŜŎƪύΦ  
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Anselm was glaring at Odys now. STOP TALKING ABOUT LEELAND. Donôt 

make Mother/me cry. 

ñYou must understand, Odys. Leeland was like a son to me, too. I could have 

been his mother, though that is not why Iéò 

Refused his advances. 

ñLeeland hated them, after he found out.ò 

ñThem?ò 

ñThe Automatons,ò she snapped. ñBecause of me, he hates them. Part of me hates 

them, too. Just look at what theyôve done to your life, Odys. In a matter of days, 

everythingôs changed for you. For us all. 

ñLeeland plans to eliminate all Masters so Automata wonôt be a problem for 

himðor the worldðany longer. When we gave him Admund, he thought I wanted to 

live with him forever.ò From the corner of her eye, she noted Odysôs reaction. ñLike 

I said, donôt overthink it.ò  

She could see that he was, through Anselm. ñBecause of me, Leeland killed a 

Master named RhettðRhett Bernice Rouben. He was known as Bernice in our 

circles. Thatôs how Leeland gained Coraza.ò She calmed herself a little. ñLeeland 

threatened to kill Berniceôs last surviving daughter and her family if he didnôt give 

himself up. His daughter, middle aged at that time, already thought her father was 

dead. He had faked his own death to avoid explaining his agerasia. But Bernice was 

a good man. Of course he gave up willinglyðhis daughter had a family of her own. 

We had a mess to clean up afterwards, but it was otherwise a clean job. 

ñWe others had a choice to make. Either give up the last remaining lives that 

mattered to us, or give ourselves up and let Leeland win. He had something on all of 

us.ò Had.  

She closed her eyes and breathed in. She needed to get back on target. ñWhen 

this group was founded, we agreed to certain rulesðto make things fair. Even Pepin 

Pound agreed to them. Enforced them, also. But with you, Odys, he broke them.ò 

Her brown eyes flashed up at him. 
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Upon looking at himðfinally looking at himðher eyes welled up with tears. 

Oh, GAWD. Bob was gonna kill him. 

Whatôd he do? Whatôd he do?! 

Mother turned her dear face away, fingers on her mouth. Anselm retrieved a 

handy kerchief from his pant pocket, as if this were expected. He glared at Odys. 

Look what you did to me.  

ñOh, donôt keep looking at him, Ansi,ò Mother whimpered between hiccup 

sounds. ñYou see, I cry far too easily. Thatôs why I canôt look at you. Ay, mi dios! He 

is such a nice young man, Ansi! Do you not see his kind eyes, Ansi? Look at his 

fear! It makes me so angry!ò She pounded her knee with a fist. ñSo angry this 

happened to him!ò 

Anselm smoothed back her hair as she tried to collect herself. She seemed more 

upset at the fact she couldnôt control her emotions. ñYes, yes, Gwendolyn. I like him 

too.ò 

Huh? He did? An how did he treat the people he didnôt like? 

Anselm lifted her chin with his long-nailed fingers. ñHe must be going home 

now, Gwen. We donôt want to make him late for his sister.ò His face was inches 

from hers, too close for Odysôs comfort. ñBest get to it.ò  

She nodded, stood up, dabbed her nose again, and faced Odys. Though her eyes 

filled with new tears, she stood her ground: 

ñTo the final reason youôre here, Odys. You must understand the situation I am 

in. Pepin, though not a foe, was not the closest friend either. He wasnôt being a 

hermit for retirement. He didnôt just want privacy for privacyôs sake. You see, there 

was a vacant AutomatonéA great bout of evidence suggests Pepin did something 

with it. Before we could give it to the next person we all agreed upon, we realized it 

was out of our reach. Though Maud may know little about itðor perhaps nothing at 

allðPepin may have given the Automaton to someone elseðsomeone like you. Or, 

he has hidden it so well we cannot find himðit.ò 
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Pepin was so willing to give away Maud, how much easier would it be to give 

away an inanimate Automaton with no Master to kill off? 

ñMaudôs said nothing,ò he assured her. 

ñSo you see our situation.ò 

ñNo, not really. How could Pepin get away with something like that?ò 

Were they not more careful? 

Motherôs chest swelled. She hadnôt wanted to get into this. ñWhen we are 

deciding on our next choice for a Master, someone must guard the inactive 

Automaton. That someone was Pepin. Granted, he had it in his óprotectionô for many, 

many years. But, heôd always done it before. We trusted him. Also, letôs just say that 

the group takes its time in picking. We are very careful. Weôd only just agreed on 

our next choice and tried to contact Pepin whenéwe realized heôd cut off all contact 

with us. He avoided us. He hid from us. Years later, when we finally tracked him 

down éò 

Her eyes met his once more. 

Oh. 

ñThus, you can see why we donôt trust him. Though we have no precise proof 

heôs done anything bad with the missing Automaton, he never told us where it is. Itôs 

discomforting to think where our Automaton might end upðor has ended upéWhat 

if the Automaton is in the hands of someone who cannot handle itðwho might 

misuse it? And did they even agree to accept the burden? They would be like you, 

Odys. It is so unfair what we all must suffer through. I have always wished there 

were some way to end our endless cycle.ò 

She dabbed her nose and glanced at a small clock on the wall. Her eyes seemed 

hesitant to observe it. Time was no worry to their kind, but it also gave little comfort. 

She wanted him to leave now. 

ñGwen?ò 

ñCall me Mother, if you like. Everyone else does.ò 
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He fought to form the word. ñMother, then. Do you know who my real parents 

are? How did Leeland come to possess usðmy sister and Iðif we arenôt his? Raised 

by his Automaton or not, does that mean we canôt be his children?ò He already knew 

one of the answers. 

Gwen moved her eyes from him then closed them to hold back the tears. Hadnôt 

Bob told him not to bring up Leeland? Why couldnôt he control himself? 

Because he felt entitled to know. He had the right to his own past. 

ñThough there is quite a lot we do suspect, Odys, it wouldnôt be right to give you 

the information when it isnôt certain. Not from me. Besides, the fact you have 

Maudðwho can tell you just as much as we suspectðmakes us wonder if we should 

take away motivation for syncing with her. You are killing yourself, Odys Odelyn. 

Like rejecting food, you reject Maud.ò 

His face fellðhow dare she know so much about him. 

ñBut we will tell you, if things arenôt just part of Leelandôs tricks.ò  

Odys nodded. He noticed Anselm was playing with a cell phone now, the glow 

not helping his creepy face.  

ñIt is time for you to go, Odys,ò she said, like some Ms. Havisham around her 

stopped clocks. ñThis meeting went wellðbetter than expected. You will see me 

again. In the meantime, keep your sister uninformed of our secrets. For her 

protection as well as ours.ò 

She showed him to the door, opening it, letting the cold air attack. Before Odys 

was entirely out the door, he turned. ñWhy didnôt Dorian tell me about the missing 

Automaton?ò The question seemed to surprise her. ñDid you tell him not to tell me?ò 

ñNo.ò Her voice was soft yet coaxing. ñBut maybe if you stopped rejecting Maud 

and accepted her fully, you would have known without being told, Odys. If Dorian 

did not tell you, it was merely because it didnôt matter at the time. Why does this 

matter now?ò She narrowed her eyes, curious. 

ñBecauseéò He paused, waiting for the answer. ñI donôt think Maud knew 

aboutðrememberedðthe missing Automaton. She would have told me, had she 
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known. Andðand she is now upset about it.ò He looked to Maud at the Ice Cream 

truck. ñShe didnôt remember Pepin did this. I can almost feel it.ò  

ñSo youôre not reading her thoughts?ò Mother asked, disappointed.  

ñDid Pepin give you anðan alibi?ò he asked, as if trying to sort out the 

discomfort Maud made him feel. ñAny excuse or reason why he wouldnôt give it 

back?ò 

Motherôs eyes smiled as she spoke, proud of Odys and his cleverness. Her 

attention darted from Odys to Maud near the ice cream truck. ñNo, he did not. Thatôs 

why we have mixed feelings on the matter. We had hoped that if Pepin was innocent, 

he would have told us who had taken it, or why he was hording it. Either he kept 

silent because he was the criminal, or he could not tell us becauseðò 

ñHe knew something you didnôt?ò 

She nodded slowly. ñLeeland is always veryðhow should I say it?ðperceptive. 

If Pepinôs silence was so Leeland would not hear, then Pepin was wise. However, 

that means he remained silent for us as well. Why wouldnôt he give us the 

Automaton?ò 

ñWhy would he not, at the least, tell us that he couldnôt tell us?ò Anselm 

reminded them as he rubbed his eyes with the tips of his fingers. 

ñForgive us, Odys, but my Automaton is my skeptical nature. I am grateful he 

took it from me. It suits him better. He is also sleepy. He sneezes out easily when 

tiredðbecause he worries for me. And that is never safe for us. We also do not want 

you to be late. You want to beat your sister home, donôt you?ò  

ñI was surprised they found her.ò 

ñAh, well, Automatons are crafty things.ò She tapped her nose, as if he should 

know what the action meant. 

As he left, Gwendolyn Gwendy looked out her trailer window once more, parting 

the blinds with the hook of her finger. ñHeôs so ill, Ansi.ò 

ñHeôs not suicidal,ò Anselm said as he took up his pipe once more. ñDorian is 

wrong about that.ò  
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ñHeôs too kind to want Maud. Thatôs it.ò 

Anselm nodded. ñThatôs why he is refusing her.ò  

ñHe doesnôt understand that itôs actually wrong to fight against the inevitable.ò 

Lighting his newly-stuffed pipe with a match, Anselm sucked in. ñBut Maud isnôt 

the winter season that he can ignore until spring.ò 

ñHe has such a kind face. He must truly hate all of this.ò 

ñHeôll get used to it. Or else.ò He continued to scroll through their phone as he 

smoked. 

ñI donôt want to have to kill him, Ansi. I donôt.ò 

Anselm removed the pipe from his lips. ñBut I wonôt let him harm us, 

Gwendolyn. I wonôt let him disturb what must be done. I wonôt. Just pray he does 

whatôs right and we wonôt have to.ò 

ñI think Dorian wanted him to be suicidal for that very reason. So that we 

wouldnôt have to.ò  

Stanza: The immortal mortal. 

When Odys had left the trailer, heôd realized just how out of breath heôd been. 

Like an asthmatic, each step closer to Maud was a loosening of the intangible noose 

around his neck. Like a fish plopping back into his bowl, his lungs relished Maudôs 

relief. He didnôt even notice Bob bitching about not being able to tell if mother had 

cried.  

Odys couldnôt wait to be locked back up in the ice cream truck so he could touch 

Maud without shame. He grabbed and held her hand to his head, repeating ñFuck, 

fuck, fuck,ò to himself as the truck started.  

When he no longer felt like all the blood was rushing to his head, they sat back 

and had a little in-the-dark conversation I think youôll find interesting: 

[é]70 

                                                      
70Omitted to speed things along:  

Ψά!ǊŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ƳŜΚέ 
Odys kept his eyes closed and thumped the back of his head on the metal wall. 

ά!ǎƪ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŀǘΚέ 
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ά¢Ƙe questions. The questions you had about Gwen and Anselm. The ones you 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ aƻǘƘŜǊΦέ 
άLǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǳǇ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƳŜ ŀǎƪƛƴƎΚέ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΦ IŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘτthat she was Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ ά{ƻ ǎƘŜΩǎ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ !ƴǎŜƭƳΦέ IŜ 
ǎƘǊǳƎƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƘŀǊŘΦ ά.ǳǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎΧέ IŜ ŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘ ŀƴŘ 
ƻǇŜƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪΦ ά[ƛƪŜ ƭƻǾƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΦέ  

άLǘ ƛǎΦ .ǳǘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƴǳƴΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƘŜΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΣ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ 
image of GoŘΚέ aŀǳŘ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘΦ  

άIƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ƛǘΣ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜΦέ IŜ ŦǊƻǿƴŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ 
ƛƴ ƴƻ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƧǳŘƎŜΦ άL Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǎƻ ŦƻǊƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ [ŜŜƭŀƴŘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ 
talked about him, she teared up as if she felt sorry for him.έ  

ά¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōƭŀƳŜ ƘƛƳ ŦƻǊ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳέτMaud knew she was a 
problemτάL ƻƴƭȅ ǿƛǎƘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦέ  

άLǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ƛǘ ƛǎΚ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƘŜΩǎ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΚ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ DǿŜƴ ǿƻƴΩǘ 
ŦǳŎƪ ƘƛƳΚέ  

άaŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊ ŘǳƳōŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘΣ hŘȅǎΦέ  
Stoplight; the velocity made them shift in place. 
άWǳǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ±ǳƭŎŀƴ thinking ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴǎΚέ 
ά²ŜƭƭΣ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǿ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƘŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ ²Ŝ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ her Alpha. 

Well, she ǿŀǎƴΩǘ exactly ŦŜƳŀƭŜΦ !ƭƭ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅΣ ŀƴŘǊƻƎȅƴƻǳǎΦέ 
άL ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘȅ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ƘŜǊΦέ  
ά!ƭǇƘŀ ǿŀǎΧŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ {ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛƴŀƴƛƳŀǘŜ ŦƻǊƳΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ 

ƻōƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǎƘŀǇŜΦ {ƘŜ ǿŀǎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴτa rough draft so complex that 
ǎƘŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƘƛǎŜƭŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳŀǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ±ǳƭŎŀƴ ŘƛŘ ǿƘŜƴ IŜ 
created us. We were her editorsτŜŘƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ IŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΦέ 

άIƻǿ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ǎǘƻǇ ƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴΚέ 
άLƴ !ŘƳǳƴŘτyour fatherτVulcan instilled what you might call innate knowledge 

of Alchemic sciencesτwhich is where Leeland, perhaps, finds his prolific knowledge and skill 
ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŘƻǿƴƭƻŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  

Sounded like jacking into the Matrix. 
ά5ƻƴΩǘ get me wrong, we all brought something to the table. But Admund led us. 

²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ !ŘƳǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ aŀǎǘŜǊ ǎǘǊƛǇǇŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ !ƭǇƘŀΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ 
down. We took away the physical. Made her, in some ways, dependent on a human soul and 
ōƻŘȅΦέ  

She recounted this history as if she did not remember itτŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
anymoreτōǳǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻƭŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΦ  

ά! ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭτa young temple girlτaccepted the burden of housing Alpha 
inside her. We trapped Alpha in human form. In all actuality, you might say we turned Alpha 
from goddess-like entity to a ghost-ǎǇƛǊƛǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ Ǉǳǘ ƘŜǊ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΦ [ƛƪŜ ŀ ŘŜƳƻƴ 
possessing a body, she was withinΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŘŜƳƻƴΣ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƘŜǊ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ 
ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ {ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛŘƴΩt control the girl. The girl was still aware. She still was. We 
ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŀƴƪŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΦέ aŀǳŘ ǇŀǳǎŜŘΦ ά!ƭǇƘŀΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿŀǎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎτdependent upon 
it. There was nothing left of her when the girl died. Herτor their, ratherτgrave is in 
[somewhere in LǘŀƭȅϐΣ ŀǎ ±ǳƭŎŀƴ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘΦέ  
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Stanza: Chimeras of man and metal. 

Since Odys (and you) got a shit-ton of backstory from Mother just now, why not 

a little more? This next part shouldôve been at the very beginning of the novel (but 

we knew you wouldnôt notice it otherwise)/Book Intermission/This is the Prologue-

thing: 

Narratorôs (not the Editorôs) preface (Gabbler wants nothing to do with this 

part), 

Aztec gold: 

Whatôs the price of your soul?71 

The Muses can kiss my ass. Inspirationôs done too much damage alreadyð

Gabbler suspects Iôm insane. Yet Gabblerôs still so interested in my story. Gabbler 

hopes Iôm jokingðonly putting on a show (Gabbler has always liked my 

eccentricities). 

                                                                                                                             
άLŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ±ǳƭŎŀƴΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǿŀǎƘ Iƛǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴΦ L ƳŜŀƴΣ 

why do you still ŜȄƛǎǘΚ ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ !ƭǇƘŀΩǎ ƎƻƴŜΦ ²Ƙȅ Řƻ ǿŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ȅƻǳΚ 
²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ±ǳƭŎŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎΚέ  

ά²Ƙŀǘ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ ŜǾƛƭ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀƴΚ ¸Ŝǘ ƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΣ hŘȅǎΦ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ƴŀƴ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦτat least 
onceτcontemplate his own purpose? Yes, I wish I knew what Vulcan had in mind. This is far 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

She sighed. He sighed.  
ά[Ŝǘ ƳŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǿith something: Various cultures all have their 

flood mythsτthe one that wiped out humanity. Noah, Gilgamesh, the like. Yet the Universe, 
when it recreated the world after that flood, still saved parts from the previous to re-purpose 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ǊƛƎƘǘΚ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ uncommon for gods to use scraps. Even humans are scraps, Odys. Not 
Ƨǳǎǘ !ǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴǎΦέ  

Scrap metal.  
ά²ŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀōƭŜΦ ²Ŝ can be repurposed. But you take my point. I 

ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜƻŘƛŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǘƘŜƛǎƳ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƎƻŘΦέ  
Driving, driving, driving.  
They were silent for many miles.  
 άΧ!ƴŘ ƴƻΣ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣέ aŀǳŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŀ ƧƻƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƛŘŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǘƻƴŜΣ άL ǿŀǎƴΩǘ the Bearded 

[ŀŘȅΣ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘΦ L ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛŎƛŀƴΩǎ [ƻǾŜƭȅ !ǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜΦ L ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎƘƻǿ 
to draw them into the tent. I had many jobs in El CircoΦέΩ 
71 I tried to get our Narrator to not include this part. But they insisted. A compromise was 
putting it (inconveniently) here. Overall, I suppose it will give Automata (as characters) more 
context as well as formally introduce ourselves. 
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For sure, Iôll put on a show! Right after I get off my soapbox. This ñPrefaceò is 

all Gabbler allowed me in terms of my opinion. 

(This is what the epic has become, people). 

The subject Iôm writing about is typically captured in verse, not prose, so Iôm not 

so sure the Muses would even answer my call if I ñinvokedò Them (which is how my 

predecessors went about things). Their silenceðjust like the rest of the godsôðis all 

the inspiration I need. 

(Again, this is what the epic has become, people). 

Now, you have the right to stop reading. I canôt stop you from putting this book 

down. Even if I could, I wouldnôt try. You either read or you donôt. Itôs already been 

decided. 

I could go into a long tangent over fate and destinyðhow you were predestined 

to notice this book. But I wonôt. You wouldnôt take me seriously. Gabbler doesnôt 

take me seriously. Gabbler doesnôt see things like I do, yet Gabbler loves me. 

Am I being unclear? Let me start again: 

Freedom. The gods want you to think you have it. Freedom enslaves you to 

Them. The gods use our freedoms against us. They manipulate us into thinking we 

have choices, that freedom has intrinsic value. But you always end up picking what 

They wanted you to pick. They can always use your choices for Their will. Always. 

Thatôs what happened to me. And itôs happened to you. 

Now, Iôm sure I sound like some holier-than-thou psycho at this point, and Iôll 

not correct you. Even Gabbler cringes when I put things so frankly. Gabbler says I 

should just tell the story, not convince you of anything. But then I tell Gabbler, 

Shouldnôt they know what the gods are doing to them? 

Now, itôs not my objective to teach you lifeôs elementary paradoxes, but someone 

needs to break it down for you: out of so many options, Fateôs brought us together. 

You chose this book, yes. But why? 
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Your eyes follow each line accordingly. You might even turn the pageðif Iôm 

entertaining enough. Yes, yes, the gods took care of everything for me. I didnôt even 

have to try. 

And of course the gods would help. This storyôs too much fun for themðmy 

irreverent comments included. Of course theyôd let this story happen. They allowed 

you to notice this book and, for some reason, They allowed me to write it. This was 

Their plan all alongðeven the prose format and Gabblerôs footnotes and this 

brazenly-inserted preface. 

(This is what the epic has become, people). 

Now let me give some back storyðbest to get it over with. 

Cort®s and his kind shouldnôt have searched for El Dorado. It had been in Europe 

all alongða city of gold manifest in a beingða divine tool capable of creating more 

gold than a ship could carryðan alchemical slave who knows its creator-godôs 

metallurgical secrets. 

An Automaton. 

Of course, those Spaniards had no way of knowing what complex fortune hid on 

board their ship, tucked away. How could they know that Ponce de Le·nôs Fountain 

of Youth isnôt a fountain? They could not. And they would not. 

Not if the Automatonôs human Master had a say. 

It doesnôt matter what shipðor whereðor when. Itôs best for you not to know. 

Gabbler thinks itôd only cause trouble. Youôd start to really believe me, then. And 

then Iôd have your free will completelyðyouôd have no choice but to believe. 

Gabbler says that name-dropping would only hurt my purposes. Gabbler says I 

mustnôt frighten readers away. Gabbler says that even my lies are faithful to the spirit 

of truth. 

See, Gabbler wants them to be lies, and I understand. I must pretend this is just ña 

story.ò Otherwise, Gabbler becomes impatient and shifty-eyed. 

But as I was saying, a Spaniard brought the first Automaton over. 
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The rest of the smithy-godôs creations took their time in arriving to the Westôs 

west. They had nothing but timeðTICK TOCK! In this time they drew the attention 

of other gods. 

Not just the Greco-Roman ones, no. 

The Automata were in a new land. 

The humans, who use their free will, had started moving all over the world. To 

and fro. If humans move, then Automata move. The gods watched anxiously. The 

gods of one place counseled with the gods of another. The gods knew the 

Automataðbeings enslaved to humansðcould likely cause a lot of problems if not 

inhibited. Humans could misuse them. They did misuse them. 

But Hephaestus-Vulcan assured the Holy Ones They need not worryðdo not 

worry!ðworry not, Universe, for Automata will help mankind carry out Our will. 

Their will be done! 

And it was. 

That is how this story, in medias res, beginsðwhere I, your Narrator, fit in. 

As you might have guessed, Iôm omnipresent (which is good for Narrators to be, 

I see all sides). I wasnôt always so ubiquitous, though. Like Cort®s (unfortunately), I 

am a god created out of nothing and someone history will rightfully scornða 

metamorphosis! Yes, yes, this is my apotheosis.  

Really, this quasi-immortality is the least the gods could do, considering 

everything I suffered for them. 

éThis is why Gabbler thinks Iôm mad. 

Youôll find out soon enoughðsooner than Iôd likeðthat Iôm a character in this 

story. Iôve changed a lot since then, though. Divinity aside, I hardly recognize 

myself. Maybe thatôs a good thing. Itôs easier for Gabbler to doubt me, then. 

Oh, how Gabbler doubts. Gabbler loves me too much to believe entirely. Gabbler 

is free from the truth. It makes me hope Gabblerôs here willingly, despite knowing so 

muché 
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Dear Mortal-Gabbler didnôt exactly like my participation in this story. Gabbler 

said I couldôve been a better character. Gabblerôs right. Yet, Gabbler didnôt disown 

me. Gabblerôs my editor.72 

Gabbler says I should establish my intentðmy purposeðwith this story. As if I 

claim one! Should I claim one? Gabbler says Thatôs what prefaces are for. Iôm not 

so sure. But fine. Whatôs one more lie? It somehow proves my pointé 

Thus, my intent is to make you question blind men. 

Homer was blind. Milton was blind. I am mute. 

What good is poetry to me if I cannot recite it? It gives me no joy. I can scarcely 

eat, let alone speak. Prose is further punishment for my self-inflicted sins. Only 

Gabbler dulls the pain. 

Gabblerôs blind to it, my pain. 

Yet we make a poetic pair. 

Gabbler thinks I secretly wish to embellish pre-established myth. So be it. After 

all, an epic is the least pretentious effort a writer can attempt, right? Sure. But do 

notice: thereôs more than one reason I wanted two names tacked to this story (i.e. 

letôs move this secondary shitpile to a primary worth respecting!).73 

Ah, what else should I mention? Words, words, words! So many to choose from, 

yet you only need one: Freedom. Do we have it or not? 

Let that be prefatory for now, Reader. In the meantime, letôs get back to the story. 

The twinsô lives are about to change forever. And, more or less, so is mine.74 

                                                      
72!ƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ LΩƳ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜΣ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ όǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅ 
LΩƳ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ŀ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜύΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘȅǇŜŘ 
drafts. And yes, they are typed before I see them. The Narrator is a mute and cannot verbally 
ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘƛŎǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ L ǘƘŀƴƪ DƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣ LΩŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǎƻ 
little about our Narratorτgod complex and all.  
73 As in Primary vs. Secondary Epics.  
74 9ŘƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǿƻǊŘόǎύΣ  
Please use your free will to choose one of the following notes (but do read both, thanks):  
Which is for you?  
 
Dear Prone to Believe,  



         

Circo del Herrero   0 

 

 

 

Stanza: Enough introduction! 

Now then, that Prologue [Foreword(s) and Preface] wasnôt so bad was it? And 

besides, this story wouldnôt fit within its ñgenreò without it. Gabbler said we should 

sell this as an urban fantasy. Donôt most have them? Was ours just as vague and 

mysterious? Iôm nothing if not formulaic.  

Oh, and by the way, I forgot to mention above that if you do happen to notice any 

plot holes or typos or whateverthehellticksyouoff in this manuscript BLAME IT ON 

GABBLER, NOT ME. I can hardly be held responsible for mistakes Gabbler failed 

to notice.75  

Stanza: Automatons are a perfect excuse for soliloquy.  

Back at the apartment: 

Fletcher cleared his throat. ñMy legsôre sore.ò 

ñStand up, then.ò 

He did. He faced Dorian. ñIôm bored. I need something to do. And something to 

chew. Something new. Can I go to the gas station at the corner?ò 

                                                                                                                             
!ǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ LΩƳ ƻƴƭȅ ƛǘǎ 9ŘƛǘƻǊΦ aȅ ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜ 
the Narratorτsomeone very dear to ƳŜΦ LΩǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
ǘƘŜ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀ ǘǊŜŀǘƛǎŜτa parableτan allegoryτŀ ƳȅǘƘΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ 
me. The Narrator has (hesitantly) allowed me to do this. See, with my overt participation, this 
is a story within a storyτa lie within the truth. This way, no one expects you to believe itτ
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ tǊŜŦŀŎŜ όŀōƻǾŜύΦ .ǳǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜΦ CƻǊ ǎǳǊŜΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ 
IƻƳŜǊΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōǳǘ L Řƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ  
τG.B. Gabbler  
P.S. Someone needs to tell you not all Automata are wind-up toys. Even you are a machine.  
 
Dear Prone to Doubt,  
Like me, you may not take the Narrator seriously, but some parts you should admire. At the 
risk of sounding defensive: even Homer sang ŀƴ ǳǊōŀƴ Ŧŀƴǘŀǎȅ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǊƎƛƭΩǎ 
ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŦŀƴŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ L ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ 
Ƴȅ ƭƻǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƻ ƛŦ L Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƭƻƴƎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƧǳŘƎŜ ƳŜΦ L ƘŀǾŜ Ƴȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΤ L ƻǇŜƴƭȅ 
undermine my own authorityτall relationships need compromise. Besides, lies make truth 
ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎΧ !ƭǎƻΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ǎǳǎǇŜƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƛǎōŜƭƛŜŦΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘƛǎ 
book began at Chapter OneτƻǊƴŀǘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ 5ƻǳōǘŜǊǎ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ 
fantasy anyway (and I hate prologues just like the rest of you).  
τG.B. Gabbler 
P.S. A cyborg metaphor has more to do with changing the human soul than the human body. 
75 Sigh. You see my work is cut out for me.  
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ñWe shouldnôt leave.ò Though Dorian actually liked the idea. 

ñBut Iôm bored! And you feel too ugly for me to give you a BJ.ò 

ñI canôt help it if Iôm bloated from all that pizza. Besides. We already had enough 

outdoor fun when we put on the new door for this apartment.ò 

ñComôon! Youôll be fine on your own. Iôll be five minutes. You know how fast I 

can run.ò 

Dorian frowned, fighting with himself. ñGo make some coffee or something.ò 

Fletcher straddled Dorian and pet his hair. Dorianôs soul didnôt want more coffee. 

Not unless it was sugary and packed with calories. He begged again, ñYou know, if 

Leelandôs waiting for us, then why not present him with an opportunity? Itôs better 

than just sitting here. Me leaving isnôt something Leeland would expect.ò He leaned 

in to whisper, ñWhy would we do something so stupid?ò 

ñFine, then.ò Dorian gave into himselfðthat nagging Automaton. There was 

something recalcitrant inside Dorian. Fletcher manifested it. ñBut you better make 

this trip count.ò 

Fletcher kissed his Master, lips still touching when he said, ñAs you wish!ò And 

he flew out the door, forgetting to lock it behind him (not that the broken doorframe 

would do much to support a lock regardless). Heôd turned out the lights, though. 

Dorian didnôt need those. 

The television cast blue waves over him. 

(Cue uneasy silence). 

Just as Dorian was about to zone out and start listening to the TV again, his 

phone distracted him. 

Perfect timing. 

He wished Fletcher were here to see the number. He couldnôt see it. But 

something told him he already knew who it was. A smile spread across his lips as he 

answered it. It was no happy expression. 

ñYes?ò he said. 
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ñHello, Dorian,ò came that familiar Baroque voiceðthe voice that sent chills of 

irrational hate down Dorianôs spine. No other voice could cause his laid-back back to 

become so tense. ñI see the group is all astir. Something the matter?ò 

Dorian took a moment to formulate a rational response. ñThe gods have a way of 

letting you time things so precisely, Leeland.ò 

ñThey must be on my side, then. But answer my question. Your answer will be 

part of my transition. You know I donôt call unless thereôs a point. What has the 

family in such a fluster? Everyone movingðhere and there. I can hardly keep tabs 

on you all.ò 

ñI think you know, Leeland,ò Dorian growled. The hairs on the back of his neck 

stood up. Do you see his fingers balling into a fist? I do. 

ñI may or may not know,ò Leeland agreed, satisfaction ringing through his 

coyness. ñHowever, Coraza just told me Fletcher stepped outside. Her eyes are 

watching. You are a poor baby sitter, Dorian. Your soul canôt sit still for long.ò 

Dorian said nothing, his face composed as he listened, apprehensive. 

ñAnyway, howôs that old dog, Pepin? I havenôt heard from him in a while, you 

know. Have you? Ah, I guess heôs not talking to you lot either, then? He can be a 

pompous prick at times canôt he? Or, should I say, couldnôt he?ò Leeland chuckled, 

fond of his own joke; his French accent, which he had learned to suppress, often 

showed itself through such forced speeches. ñWhat? Too soon? Pepin wouldnôt want 

us to be so serious. Heôd want us toðto remember him fondly with laughter andðò 

ñHow did you find out?ò 

ñThe nose knows, Dorian. Vulcan let Admund smell it. Admundôs been watching 

the stars, Dorian. Donôt you know theyôre aligning? The gods are plotting us, dear 

boy. Weôre the stars of their production.ò 

ñWhatôs this call about then? If you want to kill me, come on in. Do it.ò 

ñYou know that wonôt be necessary. Coraza is fine in her place. But by the look 

of things, youôve practically invited her in. Iôm sorry to say that Iôll have to turn 

down the invitation. I canôt give you what you want, Dorian. I canôt.ò 
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ñThen why bother making your Automaton watch us?ò Keep him talking, keep 

him talking, Fletcher reminded Dorian.  

ñBecause I need to know what you are up to. I must make sure everything is 

falling into place.ò 

ñArenôt you afraid youôll spoil the fun by telling me youôre planning something, 

Leeland?ò  

ñWho said I was planning anything? Canôt I call to check up on things, Dori? 

Canôt I? After all, you are babysitting my children. Well, theyôre not my children. 

Theyôre my Automatonôs children.ò 

ñWhat do I have to do to get you to show your face, Leeland? Even if itôs your 

Coraza-face, Iôd still like to see it.ò 

ñFunny you would say that, Dorian. You canôt really see anything. Youôre blind. 

Donôt you remember I took your sight from you?ò 

ñYou didnôt take it from me. I gave it to you.ò 

ñIôm glad you put it that way. I did not enjoy accepting it, even if it did buy you 

more time.ò 

ñI know how you like to play fair.ò 

ñBut your eyes didnôt buy enough time, did they? They still died because you 

couldnôt figure out how to stop me. Well, thatôs not to say you didnôt know how to 

stop me. You could have given me what I really wanted. But I was kind enough to let 

you all try. Was it worth the price though? Do you still like livingðliving as a blind 

man?ò 

Dorian considered it for a moment, fighting to keep his calm. ñMaybe, if it 

caused you to save the twins.ò 

ñThat is not why I óadoptedô them. Just because you took out your eyes, like I 

asked, does not mean I felt indebted to you. Admittedly, I thought youôd demand to 

know who the twins really areðdemand proof. Yes, they are exactly who you think 

they are. I know youôre not stupid.ò 
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It was odd to see Dorianôs normally-stoic face so shadowed with emotion. His 

face cringed as if about to weep, but his voice didnôt mirror it. ñSo you really want 

me to believe theyôre those twins?ò He rubbed his mouth, trying to rub away his 

expression. ñIôll not fall for it.ò  

ñWell, I suppose you are right, Dorian. I need to clarify. So go on. Ask me. Donôt 

you want to be sure? Beg me for proof. I could find twins anywhere. You need to be 

sure.ò 

But Dorian didnôt beg.  

ñCome now, ask. You know you canôt do a DNA test on them. You werenôt 

related by blood.ò  

(And Leeland wasnôt stupid enough to leave their real familyôs bodies available 

for such things). 

Dorian remained silent. 

ñYou wonôt play along? But I thought thatôs what this was for you, Dorian. A 

game. You always had such a fun time playing with othersô livesðgambling your 

eyes away. But moving on.  

ñBut what I canôt make out is why Pepin gave Maud to my son. Or, excuse me, 

my semi-adopted son, on my Automatonôs side. Maybe you can help me, Dorian:  

ñDid Pepin give Maud to Odys because I wouldnôt harm him, my quasi-child, 

and therefore be unable to complete my so-called ógoalô at collecting every 

Automaton from you purposeless Masters? That would put a lot of faith on children I 

forced my Automaton to raise, though. AdmundðOdi Odelyn, that isðnever cared 

much for his duties. But that only comes with being my AutomatonðIôm not the 

fathering type. Yes, yes, that does make Pepin out to be stupid, doesnôt it? So, either 

Pepin was stupid oréhe was on my side. Could it be that my philosophies finally 

won him over? Did he become sympathetic with my plight? Pepin did, after all, love 

me as a son, didnôt he? Thatôs why they gave me Admund in the first place, isnôt it? 

ñMaybe Odys will be smarter than you were, Dorian. He wonôt give up 

everything just so he can keep his cursed Automaton.ò  
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His disappointment in Dorianôs choices could not be missed.  

ñNow, I do want you to notice that Odissa just left me and I had every 

opportunity to use her against Odysðagainst all of you, potentiallyðright then and 

there. But I didnôt. I let her go. She came so willingly to me, too. Odys might do 

something stupid if I donôt let her go next time.ò 

The line went dead. 

Dorian was too preoccupied in calming himself to turn off his phone. Once done 

with that, heôd think about calling Mother. Mother needed to know he had finally 

made contact. 

Just as he had opened his mouth to call Gwen (voice activated calling, you see), 

he heard something out in the apartment entry hall. He paused, listening, trying not 

to breathe. The doorknob twisted. 

The door swung open with a slow creakðits reaction to a cautious tap. The 

person on the other side wasnôt in a hurry to enter.  

But who was it?  

Well.  

I hate to ruin a surprise (yes, it was meant to be a surpriseðmeant to be dragged 

out and BOMB-DROPPED), but letôs be sure to side-step any plot holes here and 

instead remember we were recently introduced to Mecca and his truth-bending ways. 

Yes, yes. We can therefore safely assume this is Odissaðeven though weôre just as 

blind as Dorian at the moment. But Dorian, the poor dear, cannot assume. Thatôs 

dramatic irony for you, if you did not know.76  

If you didnôt, now you do. Youôre welcome.77  

But, THE POINT is donôt be fooled. Iôve shared some of my omnipotent power 

with you so you can just sit back and enjoy the shit about to hit Dorianôs fan:   

                                                      
76 bƻΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ aŜŎŎŀ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΦ  
77 BLA is very didactic. BLA loves to teach me ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻƻΦ .[! ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎƻŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 
makes for one huge, patronizing issue I struggle against on a daily basisτand LΩƳ the one 
with the graduate degree.   
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See, to Dorian it could not be Fletcher, no, because Fletcher, right then, was at 

the cash register, paying for his gum and worrying about what his Master had just 

sensed. That Dorian could see. It wasnôt Maud or Odys, no, because Bob would call 

when they had arrived. That was standard fucking procedure. It wasnôt a neighbor, 

either, because those people usually knocked. That was just common courtesy. And, 

of course, it couldnôt be Odissa, no, because Mecca had said she was still on her way 

in his last update. That left only one relevant option. 

He was about to see one of Leelandôs faces. 

Yet, part of him questioned such a conclusionðbut he brushed it aside. Who else 

could it be? The cat? Cats canôt open doors. Not even broken ones.  

The person on the other side no doubt found the unlocked door strange. Even 

Leeland understood the human habit of locking doors. 

Maybe Leeland was just toying with him. Leeland was fond of using 

psychological measures to prove his points. From the genesis, Leelandôs agenda 

didnôt include outright killing. In fact, they hadnôt seen pleasure in his eyes when he 

took his second Automaton. To be fair, Leeland hadnôt killed anyone. Ever. He got 

others to do it for himðhe got them to give up their own lives.  

Let me rephrase:  

Leeland didnôt enjoy killing people. He simply wanted them to kill themselves. 

This tactic had helped level the playing fieldða playing field for a holy war 

Leeland had discoveredða war that not only God would approve, but Vulcan too. 

After all, Vulcan had let things line up so perfectly for Leeland. Leeland was a finger 

on the Vulcan-hand of God. This was the will of the Universe. Otherwise, it would 

not be so.  

Now, since Iôve decided to go into a back-story during an edgy scene, I wonôt 

interrupt it much-much more. I will only say this: Leeland was miserable. Mother 

had made him that way. Motherôs unnatural love for her precious, disgusting Anselm 

had been the final proof needed to define Automatons as evil. If one Automaton 

made a single person unhappy (such as himself), they were not worth their price. Not 
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to Leeland. Without much more reasoning than that (for what more did he need?), 

Leeland decided to spare all humans of their unhappiness. He took it upon himself to 

cleanse the world. He would take on the burden of bearing all Automatons, for he 

was the most logical of them (clearly).  

Dorianôs mind raced forward, not to and fro. Though he doubted Coraza had 

come in to kill him, he wondered why Leeland would change his mind. Perhaps she 

thought she might not be heard coming in. Perhaps she was just coming to leave 

something for him. Perhaps she wanted to watch him beg for a death she would not 

give. 

The door fully opened and he heard a footstep. You would never expect a blind 

man to move so quicklyðjumping and pinning the enterer to the wall. It was a girl, 

yes. That much was certain. His crushing arm felt subtle breasts. It was Coraza. By 

God, it could be no other (else thereôs a major plot hole a-ripping, ha, ha).78 

Dorian had expected her to submit this easily. That was how Leeland toyed with 

him. 

ñWhyôre you here?ò Dorian demanded as he smashed ñCorazaò into the wall. 

A whimper. 

A pretending soundðno less! He knew Leelandôs games. The craven noise 

gripped his heart, which began his fury. He hated when Leeland fucked with himð

when Masters used their Automatons as emotional puppets. Thatôs why heôd acted so 

promptly. He didnôt have time to second-guess himself. Not now. ñAnswer me!ò 

A small, frightened cry. 

He didnôt believe the sound; it teased him. ñNot even going to fight me? Too 

much of a saint to kill me outright? Whatôs he going to take this time? Both hands? 

Both feet? Take them, then!ò Dorian shouted through his teeth. He practically 

foamed at the mouth, his hands like steal traps clutching her clothes. He could almost 

see Corazaôs steel-black skin, her glazed-over and Master-possessed eyes, her 

graceful frame, unfettered smile. 

                                                      
78 CƻǊ 5ƻǊƛŀƴΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƳŀȅōŜΦ  
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Any second now she would laugh in his face.  

ñWhy bother coming in if youôre not going to take whatôs yours?ò (As docile as 

Dorian normally is, itôs quite scary to see him like this. He was growling furiouslyð

making sure to cram his opinion in swiftly. If she was going to let him be angry, then 

heôd take the opportunity). 

ñThis reaction what you wanted? Wanted to make sure you can get under my 

skin? You win, Coraza! What do you want me to sayðto doðto make us even? You 

coward! Iôll never give you peaceðIôll never take my real anger out on you. Why do 

you think youôre still alive, you miserable prick? You think this is cathartic for me?ò 

Well, Dorian, thatôs hard to answer, since youôre choking heré 

He realized she tried to speak but failed. Normally, an Automaton wouldnôt have 

such troubleðeven if a human could have closed off their throat... 

Suddenly, the clothes he gripped felt too real. Her pain seemed too real. She was 

too real. 

ñPlease, IðI donôt know what youôre talking about! IðI live here! IômðIôm 

Odissa!ò 

ODISSA ODELYN: The girl coming through the plot hole (neatly re-

stitched). 

DISLIKES: Smudges on her glasses, because she has a hard enough time 

seeing as it is (thanks a lot, Dorian).  

SIGN: Gemini (go figure). 

WORD: Nympholepsy, because it sounds dirty. 

Chapter the thirteenth, 

Meccaôs trickery: 

Wasnôt that dramatic? Wasnôt that ironic?  

ñIôm Odissa Odelyn!ò Not this Coraza-person he was talking about. ñPlease! 

Please, youôreðyouôre hurting me.ò 

It certainly wasnôt Corazaôs voice. 
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She could see herself in his sunglasses and was left to imagine the gruesome 

revelation behind them. 

His body relaxed but not his grip. He didnôt want her to run away screaming. 

ñIf itôs money you want, Iôll give it to you,ò the girl pleaded, though he didnôt 

look like a robber. His confused countenance confirmed that she had no need to fear 

him. Much. 

To get him to speak through his muddle, she went on, ñI swear, I donôt know 

whatôs going onðIôm not trying to trick you! Iðò 

But he put a hand over her mouth. Well, it was more or less where he guessed her 

mouth to be. Close enough. She went a little cross-eyed, looking at his hand. 

He didnôt like that this girlðthe one who had the right to be affrontedðwas 

actually trying to sympathize with him. No need for intervention mode. 

ñShh!ò 

Her little heart was beating like a rabbitôs. 

ñIðIðI thought you were someone else.ò (Clearly). ñPlease donôt scream or call 

for someone orðor talk so loudly. Can you do that?ò He tried to reason with her, but 

he sounded more like a criminal trying to hide. It didnôt help his case. 

He felt her head try to nod under his hand. Sheôd do anything as long as you 

didnôt accuse her of being someone else again. It was scary to be so confusedðwas 

she being robbed or murdered or kidnapped or not? 

Dorian stepped back, hands raised for calm. ñAre you OK?ò 

ñI donôt know.ò 

He used his ears to detect her next movement. But she didnôt move. She was too 

afraid to. She kept herself pressed against the wall. 

As he continued to step back, he almost tripped over her stray bag. Heôd forced 

her to drop it when heôd pounced. He smoothed out his shirt as he closed the door, 

clearing his throat. ñWell, Iôm sure this all looks bad,ò he said, his voice shaking. 

She said nothing to reassure him. 
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Stupid! This is why heôs always so composed. Composed, composed, composed! 

In the heat of emotionðANY EMOTION!ðhe exploded. When void of sentiment 

or passion, heôd found it helped him never be so rash. Heôd worked hard at building 

up his flawless reputation; stripped himself of emotional expression; suppressed any 

feeling. 

ñHow badly did I hurt you?ò 

ñWhy the fuck are you in my apartment?ò 

Oh, that. 

She went on when he didnôt answer quickly enough. ñD-does this have to do 

withðò 

ñOdys, yes,ò he answered, trying to fill the silence. He pushed his fingers into his 

hair, other hand on his hip. 

Odissa paled. How did they know her brotherôs name?! 

ñYes, this involves your brother.ò 

Dorian flipped on the nearest light switch, so she could see him clearly (Fletcher, 

who was on his way, had reminded him to do it). Odissa became panicky at the sight 

of him; this man was being hesitant for a reason. He moved so slowly and 

deliberately. 

Her voice growing higher, ñWhat did Odys do? Does he owe you money? I have 

moneyðI canðò 

ñThis isnôt about money!ò He quickly quieted that. Jesus, youôd think her brother 

was a cheating drug dealer or something, the way she talks!  

ñThenðthen whatôs this about? Why are you in my apartment? God, I knew heôd 

do something. He always does.ò She was rambling to herself, no longer even looking 

at him, as if he werenôt thereðas if she hadnôt just been attacked.  

Dorian turned to the side, hand rubbing his lower face as if he might crush 

himself. 

Odissa noticed him once more. Was this man blushing? He didnôt seem the type. 

He seemed too repressed to express such silly emotions. Even his earlier-conveyed 
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fury far from befitted himéShe wondered why on earth he would jump her. One 

look was enough to tell she needed no more than verbal threat to make her cower. 

The lights might have been off before, but it wasnôt as if it had been too dark to see 

her mousiness. Was this man blind or something? No, he seemed to see well 

enoughédespite the fact he was wearing sunglasses in the dark. 

She rubbed the back of her head; it was sore to the touch. ñWhy is my apartment 

number wrong?ò 

Yes, about that. ñItôs a long story.ò Please donôt ask him. Please stop talking. 

ñDid Odys do it? Did he switch the apartment numbers to hide from you? The 

idiot!ò 

ñWhy do you think Odys would do something stupid like that?ò He put his hands 

on his hips, actually curious. 

Her hand dropped from her neck. She had no answer. There was no answer for 

the stupid things Odys did when upset. For example: the first time after ñseeingò her 

father and Mr. Augury, sheôd come home to a re-arranged apartment. Her room was 

then in the living room, his in the dining area, and the kitchen had held the couch. 

His excuse had been, ñI couldnôt stand it, being in the apartment alone and knowing 

you wouldnôt be back soon. The emptiness kept reminding me of it. So I changed it.ò 

Heôd consented that it didnôt make normal sense, yes. But if part of his life was 

irregular, then all of it should be too, so there. Every consecutive visit after that, 

sheôd come home to something just as weird, unfortunate, or bothersome. (Odys isnôt 

as normal as heôd like us to believe). 

Now, back to the present: 

Fletcher burst through the open door, saving them from each other.  

He no longer had the dreads and was wearing a snazzy cop uniform heôd just 

assumed on his way upðor, what he hoped looked very much like one.79 He 

pretended he was surprised to see Odissa. Fletcher took on a deep, respectable, and 

                                                      
79 Just to be clear: I do not think FleǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŘǊŜŀŘƭƻŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  
Just so you know.  
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official voice. ñOh! Odissa Odelyn. Youôre home earlier than expected. Hello, Iôm 

Officer Fletcher.ò Fletcher, Fletcher So-and-so. He extended a hand. 

ñSorry Iôm panting, those stairs wear me out.ò As well as running half a block. 

ñJust went for coffee. Nothing happened, did it?ò He looked between them as if he 

could tell (of course he could tell! He was practically THERE when it happenedð

listening through his Masterôs ears). He waited for no answer. ñSorry to surprise you, 

Ms. Odelyn. We, um, thought youôd be a little longeréWeôre from the police, sector 

69òðhe cleared his throat, regretting his number choiceðñDorian, here, is on duty. 

Your brother should be home shortly.ò 

Nice save, Fletcher. He even had a small cup of faux coffee in his hand. His 

outfit was complete with a large, quickly-formed badge on his breast. If only all 

uniforms looked so good. This outfit was going to cost Dorian in energy later. 

Odissa found it easier to interact with Fletcher (she knew what he was: a copð

versus whatever Dorian claimed to be), ñWhy are you here?ò  

ñDorian hasnôt said yet?ò Fletcher put on a frown (he was a very good thespian), 

ñMiss, your brother was unintentionally involved in one of our casesða suicide, two 

days ago. A man approached him and, well, threatened your brother before shooting 

himself. We have reason to believe Mr. Odelyn may be in further dangerðas well as 

you. Weôve been assigned to remain with you at all times.ò He took a fake sip from 

his fake coffee. 

He spun his lies with such dignity and grace Odissa wanted nothing more than to 

believe him. OK, so heôs done nothing wrong.  

ñYour brotherôs coming home as we speakðfrom the station. Donôt worry, heôs 

fine. Though, if you forgive me,ò he said, hiding one side of his mouth from Dorian, 

ñIôd say the stress has had its toll on him. He didnôt take the scene very well. Threw 

up a little. Well, a lot actually. I mean, everywhere. Heôll be a story we tell the 

newbies for the next decade, right Dorian? Blood and guts must upset him. Heôs not 

gotten much sleep these past few days. Clearly doesnôt deal with stress well.ò  
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He could tell Odissa was starting to think things through as he rambled so he 

stepped up his pace, ñHeôll be another thirty minutes or so. If youôll just sit down at 

the table, here,ò he directed her with authority, ñIôll show you the newspaper article 

and the file about the case. The article lists no names, for Odysôs protection, but itôll 

prove my point.ò He leaned over and whispered to Dorian as Odissa walked to the 

table, ñIôm going to kill him [Mecca].ò 

ñPlease. Allow me.ò Dorian slipped out. Fletcher closed the door behind him. His 

Master was going to make a very important phone call. (Once he stopped rage-

shaking, of course). 

Odissa picked up her glasses along her way to the table. Dorian had somehow 

managed to knock them off her little nose upon impact. 

Sitting down, she rubbed her shoulder. She was bound to bruise. Worse than a 

nectarine in a batting cage. 

ñSorry about Dorian.ò Fletcher was almost too apologetic, catching her curiosity. 

ñHe was expecting someone else. Did he say anything that frightened you?ò 

Yeah, everything. She didnôt want to overtly tattle on Dorian. She wasnôt sure he 

deserved it; and, if he was a cop like Fletcher, hadnôt he just been doing his job? ñI 

canôtðcanôt remember. I think I scared him.ò 

ñThis is a very serious situation, Ms. Odelyn. We all get a little antsy.ò He half-

winked at her. Working his magic, Fletcher pulled out an official-looking manila 

envelope from their duffle bag. From the sheaf of important-looking papers, he 

showed her the article in the local section. When Dorian and Fletcher had been 

spying on Odys, they had clipped it out for later ñscrapbooking.ò 

It was a small, unimportant paragraph. Public suicide. Body unidentified. Many 

witnesses. No one else injured. Police would not disclose further details. Yada, yada. 

In other words, the real police had no idea what was going on. And nor would they. 

ñThis is what the man looked like. You donôt happen to recognize him do you?ò 

He had pulled the picture from his ñpocket.ò When she tried to take it from him he 

shook his head. ñNo, no. Itôs our only copy.ò Donôt touch.  
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She shook her head, apologizing that she couldnôt help. 

Fletcher put the picture away. ñWould the name Pepin Pound ring any bells?ò 

ñOnly the alliterative ones,ò she smiled past her nerves, scolding herself for 

trying to be witty at a time like this. Maybe I have a concussion.  

ñThatôs quite all right. We didnôt expect you to recognize him, anyways.ò 

A little bit more chatting and: 

ñWhy, though,ò Odissa wondered, ñdo you have to stay with us, if it was a 

suicide? What did the man threaten?ò She cleaned her glasses on her shirt 

compulsively. She put them back on to read the article one more time. She was glad 

it didnôt mention names. She hated attention. 

ñMs. Odelyn, this is a highly classified case. Weôre not allowed to talk about it, 

and Odys isnôt necessarily allowed, either. In fact, he doesnôt even know how 

valuable his information may be. Not even I do. I just do what Iôm told,ò he said, 

trying to make it light. ñWeôll be staying here, until things are settled. Undercover, 

that sort of thing. For your safety. Weôll try not to impose.ò 

She narrowed her eyes. She disliked the thought of company. It was always a 

hassle to entertain or be civil. Though she had many questions (like who Dorian had 

thought she was) she thought it best not to ask. Her questions would likely sound 

stupid anyway. She didnôt know a thing about how these situations worked. She 

didnôt even watch cop shows, so all his bullcrap seemed believable. 

ñWhat aboutéò she began but stopped. 

ñYes?ò Fletcher said, acting concerned. Her timidity warmed his heart. 

ñMy school and work. I have to go to them this week. I can leave the apartment, 

right?ò 

ñLetôs just say you have to stay here, Ms. Odelyn.ò He braced himself for her 

reaction. 

With downcast eyes, a sound escaped her lips. At least she wouldnôt have to go to 

work and pretend to like people. ñThis seems like the witness protection program.ò 

Her eyes flickered up. It wasnôt was it? 
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He pursed his lips. ñYou will have to quit your job.ò 

ñYou mean I canôt go backðever? It will take that long to sort this out?ò Her 

voice teetered on shrill.  

ñWe can talk about it once your brother arrives.ò 

ñBut if I need to quit my job, shouldnôt I do so?ò 

ñActually, weôve arranged to have it done for you.ò 

Gooddeal! She hated confrontation. She realized her relief and felt strange for 

accepting it so easily. ñCan I make some coffee?ò 

She was asking to use her own stuff now? 

ñHow about I make you some myself? I hear youôve been driving all day.ò Plus, 

his Master still felt bad about assaulting her. 

éShe didnôt like how comfortable they already were in her home. 

Stanza: Mechanical syllogism is used. 

Dorian, his fingers moving swiftly, had called up his little friend Mecca. 

Dorian didnôt think Mecca had shirked his duties. Mecca was too loyal for that. 

Little Mecca broke rules just enough to evade scorn. No, this little ñmess upò was far 

from a breach in dependability; it was more targeted, most likely. And the target of 

his exploits? Dorian, of course, for he was easiest to hit.  

Mecca did not lie (often). This was not a lie (most likely). This was his 

masterpiece (as was everything). 

As Dorian expected, Mecca didnôt pick up. 

ñHello?ò Q answered. 

ñQ!ò Dorian greeted, a fake smile matching his too-merry voice, ñHand the 

phone to your Master there, now, please. I need to speak with the little tyke.ò 

ñDorian, heôséheôs busy at the moment.ò 

The falter in her voice meant sheôd covered for him. Not even his soul was a 

good liar after theyôd been caught. ñBusy? Doinô what exactly?ò 

Silence was the very answer heôd expected. 
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ñTell him to pick me out something to read, then, since youôre both at a fucking 

comic book store.ò 

He could hear Qôs moan-of-dreadðalmost hear her guts churn. Dorian always 

knew where he could find his unreliable little pygmy.80 

ñWeðwe havenôt been here all day. We just arrived.ò 

ñYes, because you are so very truthful all of the time.ò    

ñDorian, you know we get bored. We did follow her, I swear. We watched her 

walk into the apartment too. We just didnôt call. And weðwe didnôt lie. Not really. 

We just neglected to tell you everything. You see, after you tapped their phone line, 

Mother sent us as soon as Odissa left the message where she was.ò 

ñI know that.ò 

Q was stalling. ñAnd at first Mother told us to tell you to tell OdysòðDorian 

tried to keep upðñthat Odissa was actually going to be later, so Odys would come to 

Mother more willingly.ò 

ñWe all knew that, now get to the point.ò 

ñBut when Mecca actually gave his first real update, he lied to Mother about the 

time, because he hadnôt actually found Odissa yet and wanted to impress you all with 

the short time it took to find her. He was trying to do things on his own, you see. He 

needed the self-motivation.ò 

ñSo you did lie?ò 

ñOnly so he could impress you all! He gave Mother a time estimate that could 

have been true if weôd found her right then. But we did find her eventually, though. 

Itôs like Vulcan meant for it to happen!ò 

ñI seriously doubt He meant for you to lie.ò81 

                                                      
80 My Narrator has mentioned to me that Mecca also got his kicks out of going to the actual 
book store, finding a few hardbacks with sleeves, removing said sleeves, slipping them on 
upside down, and then squeezing the book back on the shelf. The simple satisfaction that the 
next browser would get upside down text was enough to fuel him for a few days. Q got the 
ones on the taller shelves. This was their purpose in life. Rather, one of them. 
81 ΧhǊ ŘƛŘ Ie?  
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She made excuses for her Master, ñHe canôt sit still long enough to read a real 

book, thatôs why weôre hereðin this comic book store. If he hadnôt made it fun for 

himself, we wouldnôt have done the job in the first place. Mecca knows when heôs 

nothing more than a plot device to move a main character along.ò82 

What. A. Clusterfuck. 

Dorian had to give the guy credit. Heôd managed to find a moving car all on his 

ownðwithout the use of a helicopter. (Thank God no one gave him a helicopter). 

ñBut you didnôt follow procedure. You let everyone believeðmultiple timesð

that she would be here later.ò All his updates were lies. LIES. 

ñYes, but,ò Q interrupted. ñIt was almost as if Vulcan meant for us to keep lying. 

Vulcan knew Mecca needed this to look good. Mec deserved it. You wonôt tell 

Mother, will you? Youôre good for it, Dori.ò 

ñI fucking jumped her, Q! Fletcher wasnôt there andðò 

ñWut?ò she giggled. This was better than expected. Vulcan could be so hilarious! 

ñSo youôre glad I scared the shit out of her?ò 

ñWhy the hell did you jump her?ò 

ñI swear to God, Mecca!ò He was talking to Mecca through her nowðshe was 

the phone. He cursed them out in Spanish. He was just grateful they didnôt do 

anything funny to Odissa. Like make her crash her car or something (oh-ho, what 

fun!). ñYou could have jeopardized everything, Mecca! Do you want her to find out 

about us?ò 

ñThe fuck did you jump her for? Why wasnôt Fletcher there? You should be glad 

weôll promise not to tell Mother you were playing with fire by letting Fletcher out. 

Weôre even now!ò 

Dorian held the phone down, swallowing rage. When he put the phone back to 

his ear Q was still talking. ñébut honestly, do you always attack people coming into 

their homes? Were you scared, wittle Dorian?ò 

                                                      
82 His real purpose in this story is to annoy other characters and he would rather not break 
away from that, my Narrator tells me.  
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He was silent. He didnôt want to tell Mecca about Leelandðhow Leeland had 

called. The little bastard didnôt have the right to know. So he changed the subject. 

Huffing, ñAre the employees giving him dirty looks?ò 

She whispered into the cell. ñOnly a little, but heôs already traded in a few and 

thereôs a life-size you-know-what for sale. Heôs bound to snatch it up. Weôve never 

been in this store before, so thereôs a whole new selection of collectables heôs 

debating over. Really, he might as well buy the whole store.ò Dorian could tell sheôd 

gone outside, by the sound of the cars zooming by. ñHe just doesnôt know if he has 

enough storage for everything he wants.ò 

ñAs long as he doesnôt make you take pictures with the life size you-know-what, 

like he did with the other you-know-whats.ò Dorian remembered the albums upon 

albums Mecca had of his Automaton in unreasonable situations with all his fanboy 

memorabilia. Mecca forced her to assume specific costumes to fit the unholy scenes. 

God only knows what he really took them for. Probably sold them at high school 

campuses after school, though he didnôt need the money. Likely passed them out for 

free. Maybe pasted them on telephone poles.  

ñHe says you didnôt have to look at the last ones, you know. Itôs not his fault 

youôre a pedophile.ò 

ñIôM FUCKING BLIND, ITôS NOT LIKE I WAS LOOKING!ò He shouted into 

the phone. Those pictures had scarred him through Fletcherðand had given Fletcher 

a nosebleed of liquid metal-blood as he tried to filter the images for Dorian, but 

failed. ñYou tell the little punk that heôs going to get a spanking next time I see him. 

I swear, the girlðsheôs traumatizedðI scared her senseless!ò 

As if she was embarrassed to say it out loud, ñMecca says that you can give me 

two spankings to make up for it, as long as he can take the pictures.ò 

ñAnd Iôll break that fucking camera. Jesus Christ, little pervert. Anyways, Q, Iôve 

got to go. Tell Mecca this isnôt over. Mother will  hear about this.ò 
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ñYeah, sure,ò Q mocked him, ñGo tell Mommy you let Fletcher leave the 

apartment. Mecca still managed to find a fucking moving car. Mecca is the 

greatest!ò83 

Still spewing muffled curses (in Spanish), Dorian hung up. 

It was most likely the groupôs fault for giving Mecca a virtually meaningless (and 

very dull) assignment. Mecca could smell a purposeless job a mile away. Might as 

well put a camera on a slug just to make sure it wouldnôt recite the alphabetðthatôs 

what this job had been to him. 

But then again, they had found her.  

ñVulcanôs paying attention again,ò he whispered to himself. He rubbed his 

forehead, trying to process his disbelief.  

He needed to call Mother. Somebody needed to update the rest of them. 

He waited for ten minutesðhe even countedðbefore calling her. He had to make 

sure he was calm enough to talk about Leeland. The cold air helped freeze his 

emotions. 

He listened to Fletcher and Odissaôs awkward conversation in his headða 

conversation Fletcher was managing well. At least one of me knows what heôs 

doingðeven on autopilot.  

Counting, counting, counting. Waiting, waiting, waiting. 

According to Meccaôs previous (and false) calculations, Odissa would have been 

arriving right abouténow. 

On the phone with mother: 

                                                      
83 L ǘƻƭŘ ƻǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ aŜŎŎŀ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǊǘƻƻƴƛǎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ όƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘΣ 
but, when compared, Mecca is somewhat unrealistic in my opinion). In one second, he will 
be carrying on an intelligent conversation with another adult and in the next demanding 
something like a bratty five-year-ƻƭŘΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŎǘ Ƙƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƎŜ or the age of his body. To 
ǘƘƛǎ ƻǳǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƻǊ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΥ άaŜŎŎŀ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ǳǇΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜΩǎ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ 
for. How could he? No one does. Yet he knows a little more than most, because he has an 
Automaton. However, it is that same Automaton that is slowing his brain development down 
ǘƻƻΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇƻƻǊ aŜŎŎŀ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŎǘΦέ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻƭŘ ƻǳǊ 
Narrator to cut him as a character, but I learned he had a bigger role to play in the second 
volume, so I let this slide. He is a necessary evil. Just take my word for it.  
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ñHe called me, Mother.ò Mecca was already in the back of his mind. 

ñéI suspected he wouldðthat heôd call at least one of you. Oh, Dorian, I wish 

heôd have called someone else. I know how it affects you. I can still hear the rage in 

your voice.ò 

They talked a little in Spanishðthey drug it out from each other.  

Mother would let him pause and she would listen to his silence. She knew he 

needed silence. 

ñBefore you go, I must say I donôt think Odys is suicidal. Youôre wrong about 

this one, Dorian.ò 

ñBut you know I can see these things, Mother.ò He ran a finger along the wood 

panel wall. Calling Gwen ñMotherò came so natural to him now. What started as a 

joke that they slowly let him in on now felt just as easy as calling to an Auntie or 

Grandma. What didnôt feel right was why he didnôt call her ñMadreò to put his own 

spin on things. Albeit, it was too late to change now. ñDid he make you cry?ò 

ñDo not be silly, Dorian. I cry even when happy. But Bob, now, sheôs stressed 

because of this. I need to find something to distract her. I think Iôll send her to the 

cabin. Should she prepare it? We need to be together. You know how these things 

get everyone worked up. We need a break.ò  

ñSì, sì, yes,ò he rambled on in Spanish to her. When they spoke Spanish, they 

were being private. Sharing a private matter. Iôll not intrude by jotting it down. ñAh, 

I have to let you go, Gwen. Iôm getting another call. I think it might be Bob with 

Odys.ò 

ñAll right. Goodnight. Keep me informed. I want texts every hour.ò  

As he answered the phone, he could hear the ice cream truckôs too-merry tune. 

ñHello?ò 

ñWeôre fucking here.ò 

That was all. 
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He continued to wait outside for them to come up, pacing. There were only two 

sets of footsteps. The tattooed tramp and Cestus had not come up with Odys and 

Maud. Theyôd done their job and that was it. 

Though Dorian couldnôt see it, Odys had allowed Maud to take his hand. Upon 

seeing Dorian outside his door, Odys drew it back. The anti-PDA was in his nature.  

ñUm, why do I have someone elseôs door?ò Odys asked. 

ñDonôt ask questions if you donôt want to know,ò Dorian said. He had wanted 

this moment to be funnier. 

Odys took off his hat Bob had given him and thrust it at Maud, tired of looking 

ridiculous. He made to open the door, but Dorian stopped him. ñI must warn you. 

Your sister, sheéshe came earlier than expected.ò 

ñYou lied to us, Dorian?ò Maud accused. She tried to peak through the window 

to see what was going on in the apartment. ñTo make us go willingly? You know we 

shouldôve been here when she arrived.ò 

ñYes, well, believe me, it wasnôt planned,ò he half-lied. 

Maud severed her eyes, studying him. ñWait. You sent Mecca, didnôt you?ò 

ñI didnôt. Mother did. Everyone else was tied up.ò 

ñSo you arenôt lying?ò Odys asked, trying to work this out. Who the hell is Mecca 

and why is he named after the most famous Islamic pilgrimage site?84 

ñNo. IðIôm not. In fact, when she came in IðI thought she was someone else, 

so IðIéò Dorian cringed. ñI frightened her.ò 

Thatôs one way to put it. 

Though Dorian seemed sorry, Odys was not in a forgiving mood and pushed past 

him. Dorian managed to grab hold of Maud and prep her. They needed to make sure 

their stories were straight. Maud took off her shawl and ñput onò her own version of 

an officer-esque uniform. Sadly, she looked more like a stripper about to ñarrestò 

someone whoôd been a naughty boy.85 

                                                      
84 Lǎ ƛǘ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ aŜŎŎŀ ƛǎ ŀ ōƻȅ ƴŀƳŜΚ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜΦ  
85 A potato sack on Maud would look good.  
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Odys walked in on Odissa sipping a cooling cup of coffee, awkwardly chatting 

with Fletcher about headlines in a newspaper they were sharing (Fletcher had 

numbed her further questions by saying things like, ñBut Iôll save those details for 

when your brother gets home.ò And she had taken it as a hint to start up the small 

talk). Her head lifted when Odys burst into the room. 

ñOdys, they told me what happenedéò she managed to get out before heôd knelt 

down beside her; sheôd tried to stand up to greet him, but heôd gotten to her fast. He 

held her head and kissed her hair, as if to make sure his hands werenôt deceiving 

him. She shied away from him. ñFletcher said you didnôt know the manðò 

His eyes landed on Fletcher. Theyôd get their lies straightened out later. Right 

now, let him inspect his sister. Odissaôs eyes flickered to Maud, who closed the door 

quietly behind her. That Dorian fellowðthe one out of uniformðstill hadnôt come 

back in. 

Maud walked up to them, extending a hand and comforting smile. ñHello, Iôm 

Maud. Good to meet you. Iôm Odysôs police escort for the time being.ò 

Short and simple of it. She put a hand to her hip, where her faux-gun rested. 

ñEscortò is one word for it. Odissa felt hideous with Maud in the room. She had 

worn her comfy traveling clothes and minimal makeup today. 

Odys pressed his sister. ñDorian said he frightened you? What happened? What 

did he say to you?ò 

She found a cigarette. ñIôm fine, Odys. But, God, you look like crap.ò She 

noticed he didnôt want to talk about it. She changed subjects. ñI almost wish I had a 

cell phone so I could have known what I was coming home to.ò She forced a laugh 

(she was the one who had always enforced the NO CELL PHONES rule).86 

ñWe wonôt be in the way,ò Fletcher assured her. ñOdissa and I were just getting 

to know each other, Odys. Sheôs been very cooperative. Where were you again, 

Odissa? I know Odys told us, but I canôt remember for the life of me.ò Fletcher 

                                                      
86 LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎŜƭƭ ǇƘƻƴŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ hŘȅǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀƭƪ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ 
on a trip, for one.  
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asked, now drinking out of a REAL coffee mug (earlier, he had pretended to throw 

away the adjunct paper-like one away, very smooth-like). 

Odissa shot Odys a look. ñI was with my lawyer,ò she exhaled the smoke from 

her trembling lips, praying that her alibi (if she could even call it that) didnôt drift off 

along with the exhalation. ñMy fatherôs will allots us sporadic checksðwhich is in 

my purse by the way, Odys. Donôt let me forget. Our lawyer, Mr. Augury, handles 

them. Writes in the numbers, even. I was gone to collect it.ò She could see Fletcher 

was about to ask more, so she saved him the trouble. ñMy fatherôs will states we 

must meet at his [letôs just say grave site]ðan aggressive rule, but,ò she shrugged, 

ñworth the money.ò She flicked her cigarette in the ashtray. 

ñYou were gone a long while just for a visit, though,ò Fletcher statedðnot caring 

if he was unceremonious. 

ñWell, Iôm not going to drive all the way out there and not get other stuff done,ò 

Odissa answered matter-of-factly. ñI mean, not only does Augury take his time, 

butéò She paused, noticing Fletcher watching her brother. Odys was glaring at the 

table. ñI also take mine.ò 

ñWe tried calling him,ò Fletcher continued the conversation, a cop once more. 

ñOdys didnôt seem to have any of hiséworking numbers.ò Fletcher let on a light air 

of suspicion. 

Odissa looked down at the floor beside her. She realized she was already telling 

them things they knew. But she would play along.  

ñWhere is Mr. Auguryôs firm?ò Fletcher helped her. He took out a ñpenò and 

writing ñpadò from his ñback pocket,ò ready to ñscribble downò her answers. 

ñWell, I donôt know where heôs based. In fact, he said heôd just finished with a 

bit of traveling.ò Of course he had. ñHeôs retired, if that clarifies the situation. He 

was one of our fatherôs closest friends, so Odys and I are his special case. Iôm not 

sure what number would be best to reach him. Most times, we either stick to 

previously arranged dates or heðhe calls me.ò She looked at Odys, who had taken 

up a chair diagonal to her. With her every word he cringed.  
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ñWhat did your father do for a living again, Odys?ò Fletcher asked, as if Odys 

mentioned it before and heôd only forgotten. 

ñWhat does our father have to do with this?ò Odissa asked, hoping to avoid a 

long conversation. Her eyes flicked to Odys and back. He, too, didnôt like where this 

was going. ñItôs not like our father was here when it happened. Neither was I.ò 

ñAll informationôs valuable,ò Fletcher stated, as if it had merely been a question. 

ñI know no one expects to talk about this sort of thing to strangers, but itôs routine.ò 

Aw, look at Fletcher, trying to sound all legit. ñLike I said, we arenôt allowed to talk 

about the finer details of this case. What you donôt say may be the very key we need. 

Might as well tell us what you know, so it can be cleared.ò He said that last part 

sweetly. 

Odissa sat still, averted her eyes. She gripped her coffee cup so tightly her 

knuckles whitened. Fletcherôs eyes darted from the girl to Odys to Maud. Maud, who 

knew what the twins were experiencing, had turned away. She pretended to listen to 

the quiet television. She was only here because of protocol, donôt mind her, 

tralalalala. 

Odysôs eyes flashed to Fletcher, jaw clenching. He glanced at the door, as if 

telling Fletcher to listen for Dorian, and listen well, because heôd only say this once. 

ñOur father wasnôt one for sharing details. We guessed that he was a doctor in 

another country, before he immigrated to Americaðand óimmigrantô may or may 

not be the proper term for him.ò 

Fletcherôs face pinched at Odys, reminding him to keep calm. ñWhere was your 

father from?ò Fletcher wanted to know what lies Leeland had woven. He wanted to 

watch Odissa react to them. Her reactions could prove Odysôs innocence. 

Odissa shook her head. ñHe kept that from us.ò 

Fletcher frowned. ñYou donôt have a guess?ò 

ñEuropean.ò 

She was playing this off as nothing. She believed it was nothing. 
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ñAnd Iôm sure,ò Odys went on for her, ñyou understand, Officer Fletcher, how 

licenses donôt always neatly cross borders, so if he were a doctor, there may be no 

record of it here. Thatôs what we always presumed. Even Mr. Augury handles most 

facts with that same undertone.ò 

Odissa looked at him funny, wondering why heôd stress that point. ñWeôve no 

way of proving what he was or wasnôt. But he was in the medical profession.ò 

ñAnd your relationship with him wasnôt on the best terms, yes?ò 

ñWhy does that matter?ò Odissa cut off her brotherôs hostile ñYes.ò 

Fletcher was taken aback. Odissa had said it so accusingly, as if it werenôt 

anybodyôs businessðeven if it could solve the case of the century. 

ñWhy bother us about that detail? Heôs tortured us enough beyond the grave. 

Please, let the dead rest, and let that say enough of how we feel about him.ò 

Her eyes begged Fletcher to not provoke Odys.  

Odys turned to his sister. ñIt wonôt make me mad to tell them. Besides, they may 

stop the questioning for now, in front of you, but when Iôm alone with them, theyôll 

push it.ò 

Her body tensed. Was this stranger not as polite as he put on? 

Fletcher stared at her, watching her wheels turn. 

Something clicked behind Odissaôs eyes. This isnôt some protection program. 

This is house arrest. Their father had really screwed up this time.  

The topic boiled up in Odysôs throat, ready to come out in heated, gurgling 

words: ñYou want to know why we hate him? Why I hate himòðfor Odys could not 

speak for Odissa, not entirely. ñMy father performed tests andéò Odys struggled for 

the right word. ñExperiments.ò 

Fletcher screwed up his face. Why was Odys starting with this point? Granted, 

that sounded like Admundðthe oldest of this AutomataÊ brand. 

ñWhen she was a child, well, our father diagnosed her with a condition. Whether 

or not he came to that conclusion on his own or with a second opinion, he was 

correct. Our current doctors verified it.ò 
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Odissa cut in, as if her brother werenôt explaining it right, ñBut itôs not any 

illness, so donôt look so concerned. Weôre dealing with a pre-existingða born-

withðissue. If you even want to call it an issue. My father was a bored rich man 

needing something to fix. Our lawyer, Augury, still swears by our fatherôs 

contribution to the medical field. Augury has done a lot of legal work for others in 

the medical profession, you seeéò 

Yeah, yeah. Sure he has. 

To his sister, ñAugury defended him only because heðò But Odys stopped 

himself. Gentler, ñYou and I both know Augury defends those others wouldnôt.ò He 

looked at Fletcher, ñApparently, as Mr. Augury has before implied, Odissaôs a 

perfect match for what one of our fatherôs studies needed and, well, she became his 

favorite guinea pig.ò Odysôs face twitched. He was staring at the table, as if he might 

explode if he made eye contact. 

Odissa felt the need to defend her brotherôs dramatics. ñMy father came very 

close to finding a cure. But he ultimately failed.ò 

ñBut if youôre twins, thenéò Fletcher pointed between them, wanting to be clear. 

This Dr. Frankenstein story was jumbled enough as it was. 

ñNo, itôs not like that,ò she answered. ñIôm what he needed only because I am, 

well, female. It hasðor hadðto do with myéinfertility. Itôs not life-threatening. It 

never was. And it probably shouldnôt have been explored to begin with. It wasnôt 

like I got to consent to such major decisions about my own body. How can a child 

consent?ò  

Odissa half-wished the female cop, there, would do the interrogation. It would be 

less embarrassing, and she had such a sympathetic face. She glanced at Maud, who 

was realigning the candles on the windowsill as she tried to blend in with the wallð

Odys isnôt the only one fidgeting, Odissa thought.  

Odys shook his head, anger still simmering, ñSheôs putting it too delicately.ò 
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Odissa tried to watch Odys balance out this conversation, but her eyes kept 

moving back to Maud and the expression on her faceðan expression so much like 

Odysôs. She agrees with Odys. She already knows. Do they all know?    

ñBefore she hit puberty, he began his tests. Overall, she was a case studyð

maybe one of many. Donôt ask about his research. He never let her ask.ò 

Doctors making house calls only because they live there.  

ñYour answerôs not telling me anything, Mr. Odelyn. What harm came from your 

fatherôs medical tests? Why does this cause you so much trouble?ò Tell me why you 

hate him so much. 

Odissa leaned forward. ñBecause eventually he tried to get me pregnant. Then he 

succeeded. All of them miscarried withinòðshe searched her brain for a 

measurementðñweeks of conception. This all happened before I was even eighteen. 

And like hell I got to choose who the father was.ò  

Fletcher didnôt breathe as he digested Odissaôs words. He could feel the 

goosebumps forming on his Masterôs arms outsideðsuch bumps werenôt there 

because of the winter cold. He didnôt realize Leeland would go to such great 

lengthsðor that his plans for the twins could expand so nefariously. ñBut why would 

your fatherðOdi Odelynðdo that?ò  

She clarified, ñThere was no sex involved, if thatôs why you look so shocked. It 

was all done by artificial means. Probably some castaway sperm from the sperm 

bank garbage.ò 

She forced a laugh, though her hand couldnôt hide her trembling lips.  

ñDid the man who killed himself know my father?ò  

ñYes,ò Fletcher answered.  

Odysôs nostrils flared, disagreeing with Fletcherôs choice to admit it. He could 

tell it got his sister to thinkðthink inside the boxðthink things like ñMaybe the man 

who killed himself had illegal research of his own and wanted his secrets to die with 

him?ò This has nothing to do with real life, Odissa!  
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Odys finally looked at Fletcher. His voice low, ñIf you think about it, Fletcher, 

childrenðgrandchildrenðare a lot of leverage, arenôt they? Theyôre investments.ò 

Odissaôs head turned, wondering what that meant. She was certain nowðcertain 

that Odys knew something he couldnôt tell herðsomething they wouldnôt let him 

tell. Everyone knows what this is but me.  

Fletcher relaxed a littleðhe had started to tense up. ñIf thatôs the case, then I can 

see why you have your reasons for hating him, Mr. Odelyn.ò 

ñAs if any of this was your business?ò Odissa said. ñSince our father obviously 

has something to do with the suicide, why not ask direct questions about him?ò 

Fletcher offered her the edge of his smile, liking her bitterness. ñWell, your 

perspective on things has given me much to think about. But all right. The catôs out 

of the bag, I guess. Your father has a little something to do with this case.ò He 

crossed his legs, his arms. ñIf you hated your father so much, why didnôt you report 

him? Why didnôt you let the authoritiesðeven, say, a nanny or random adultðknow 

what heôd done to you? It clearly bothered youðeven as a child. Itôs stuck with 

Odys all these years.ò  

ñThereôs the fact we have, in the past, feared our income would cease if we spoke 

too loudly about him. Weôre dealing with a great deal of money, here. Money we 

donôt know the root source of. We justéò She stopped herself, waning. 

ñWhat?ò Fletcher asked, coaxing. But the question was directed to Odys, as if he 

might allow his sister to speak moreðmight tell her it was alright. Was there 

something more to this? 

ñIs that not enough?ò she asked Fletcher. Her expression seemed to both beg and 

scold him. ñDonôt get me wrong, Iôm not ashamed of telling you the basic factsð

even spurting off my medical history. But there are some things doctors simply 

shouldnôt do. Most of all, there are things fathers shouldnôt do.ò 

Odys wanted to yell, HE WASNôT OUR FATHER. But he wouldnôt jeopardize 

everythingðincluding this innocence-test. 
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Fletcher bowed his head. ñYour father seems just as mysterious to you as he still 

is to us, Odissa Odelyn.ò 

ñBut heôs not mysterious,ò Odissa said. ñItôs like we said before. He was a bored 

rich man.ò  

ñAnd now his lawyer is a bored rich man, isnôt that right, Ms. Odelyn?ò He 

pulled a picture of ñAudell Auguryò from his ñpocketò and watched her reaction.  

ñIs this about him or my father?ò  

Fletcher sighed. ñBoth, really.ò And he put the picture away.  

(Dorian had always suspected it was the knower in Admund that had helped turn 

Leeland rogue. When you give a child a dangerous toy, you put yourself at risk. 

Yada, yada Automatons change their Masters just as much as Masters change their 

Automatons).  

Dorian walked through the door. He didnôt say a word. 

Odys could tell these guys hadnôt dealt with an outsiderða ñregularò humanðin 

a long while, at least not in this fashion. They werenôt sure how to act around 

Odissaða human girl theyôd have to pretend around. Pretending took its toll. 

Maudôs ñoutfitò was already weighing on Odysé 

 ñCan you,ò Fletcher called back their attention, ñpossibly let us see the check 

you mentioned, then? For the account number.ò 

Looking to Odys for permission, Odissa gave it to them. ñItôs not his name, you 

know. Augury doesnôt put his name on them. I donôt know who really signs them, 

though he said it goes through our fatherôs account managersðwhatever that 

means.ò 

Fletcher, after studying it, passed it to Maud, who handed it to Dorian. After 

pretending to look at it, he stepped back outside to make a phone call about the 

numbers. 

ñIs this necessary?ò Odissa asked, eyes searching Fletcher and Odys. Sheôd 

worked hard for that check, nothing better happen to it. ñWhy must you contact him? 

Tell me what youôre looking for so I can help.ò 
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There was something too eager in that statement. 

ñIf we knew that ourselves, we would ask, Ms. Odelyn. For the time being, 

thereôs no way to hurry this along.ò 

ñCan I have a word with Odissa, Fletcher?ò Odys asked. 

Odissa didnôt like he had to ask. 

ñWhat about?ò 

ñIs that a no?ò 

ñIt wouldnôt be appropriate, Odys.ò He saw Odissaôs stare. ñThis case is very 

important. We cannot let you endanger others by spreading what you know.ò 

ñYou make it seem like Iôm someone suspicious,ò Odissa said. ñAs if Iôm a 

suspect that might have killed the man who shot himself. We have nothing valuable 

to hide.ò 

ñThen letôs not hide, shall we?ò 

As they continued to wait for Dorian, Odissa grew restless. Someone needed to 

say something, to interrupt the clanging silence. ñWhereôs Bulfinch?ò 

ñCheck your room,ò Odys suggested. The cat was always in her room. It was 

basically his. 

Fletcher didnôt protest her getting up from the table alone, so she smothered her 

latest cigarette and went. Flipping on the light, she noticed Bulfinchôs tail sticking 

out from under the bed. He was never really good at hiding. ñI see youôve kept the 

room in orderéò She glanced at the cluttered bed, her dresser, her shelves, her desk. 

The only reason she ever used this room was for the sleek computer sitting atop it 

and to be alone sometimes. Odys had the laptop. 

Since she was going to be stuck in here tonight, she could lock herself in and 

catch up on her web browsing. Yes, yes, she would have to entertain herself tonight. 

The computer would put her to sleep. 

Staring at the computer, she noticed the modem. 

Gasp! 

It had beenécrushed. 
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Smashed. Battered. Murdered. 

ñWhat the hell?ò she whispered to herself as she rushed to examine it. Then, she 

saw the actual computer. It was bleeding frayed cablesðgorged of circuitsðdrawn 

and quartered of all internet possibility. 

She traced the cable to the landline. It looked like someone had taken scissors to 

it. Her outside-world connection was gone.87 

She wasnôt stupid. She knew her brother wouldnôt destroy his own connection. 

This was something more. This had to do with the ñpolice.ò But why would police 

destroy a computer? Internet connection was one thing. It was another to kill the 

computer. 

It could all be replaced, yes. But until then, Odissa would be trapped in this room. 

Just as they had wanted. 

She looked about. She could tell things had been touchedðmoved slightly. She 

set a picture frame back up. Someone had been snooping. They had been snooping. 

Not only had they destroyed her computer but they had invaded her privacy. That 

was worst of all. 

After calming herself and reasoning out what this meant, she set the modem 

down. As normal as could be, she waltzed toward the kitchen, passing Maud, who 

seemed concerned about her reaction to the room. 

ñAnyone want more coffee?ò Odissa asked. 

Fletcher watched her as she moved about the kitchen. Even Odys could tell she 

was acting strangely. As she fumbled in the cabinet for a new mug (though she 

hadnôt finished her last one) she intentionally dropped it, letting it fall onto the 

counter. As if she had been trying to catch it, she knocked over the phone and a 

paper stack. The mug cracked on the counter and smashed to a million pieces on the 

floor. 

ñMy God,ò she said, nervously apologizing. She bent down to pick up the 

disjointed phone, listening carefully. No dial tone. 

                                                      
87 Fletcher: Helping Odissa avoid carpel tunnel, if only for one more day.  
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She set the phone back in its place. Odys had rushed over to clean up the broken 

pieces of the mug. He sensed the fear radiating off her.  

ñIôll clean it, Odys,ò she tried to shoo him away. Act natural, Odys! 

ñOdissa, you already have a mug over there,ò he told her quietly. 

ñOh, yes. Iôm just so tired.ò 

ñIt is getting late,ò Fletcher said, leaning back in his chair so he could better see 

what they were doing. ñMaybe we should all get to bed.ò  

He was sending them to bed.  

ñShould I make up the couch?ò Odissa asked, taking the garbage basket from 

Odys and brushing the last of the mugôs fragments into it. 

ñWonôt be necessary,ò Fletcher said, standing. ñWe donôt sleep on the job.ò 

Dorian walked in, as if he had noticed some cue. He put the check back on the 

table.  

To keep with their act, Maud said, ñIôm calling it a night. Fletcher, show me out, 

please.ò 

ñWill do.ò 

The Automatons stepped out. Dorian ñwatchedò the twins finish cleaning up the 

mug. ñWill the television bother you if we watch it tonight?ò he asked them. 

ñNo,ò Odissa answered for the both of them, studying the area theyôd just 

cleaned. ñWell, Iôll go to bed then.ò She nodded to Odys. 

The awkwardness of the ñgoodnightò was astounding. They never told each other 

goodnight. Never needed to. 

She took her luggage and shut her door. The two human men in the apartment 

stood there. They could hear her clearing her bed. There were so many piles stacked 

atop it. It took her a great deal of time to tidyðmaybe because she was taking her 

time. She had too much time. She wasnôt going to sleep tonight. Not with strangers 

in her home. 
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ñSheôs too accepting of this situation,ò Dorian noted, his voice hushed. Odys 

stared at her door. ñI thought sheôd have more resistance to this whole thing.ò Even 

Dorian didnôt know what to call it. 

ñShe suspects something,ò Odys told him quietly. He hoped she couldnôt hear 

them talking. ñBut, since she knows this has something to do with our father, sheôs 

too defensive to break her cover. She thinks sheôs protecting us. She was always 

paranoid people would find out about him.ò 

ñFind out about him?ò 

ñWe always knew he didnôt accomplish things in the most legal ways possible.ò 

ñShe probably noticed what we did to her computer,ò Dorian noted. Even he 

thought the mug incident was weirdðyet clever. 

Odys guessed what he meant and picked up the phone. Listened. ñDid you have 

to cut the wires?ò He realized Fletcher had probably done it when he ñsearched the 

place.ò 

Dorian stepped closer, to make sure his whisper got to him. ñWe canôt have her 

doing anything rash, Odys.ò 

ñNow she will do something rash because sheôll feel caged here,ò he hissed back 

at him. ñShe wonôt understand.ò 

ñShe doesnôt have to understand, Odys. Thatôs the point.ò 

ñSo you want her to find out, then? Mother would be thrilled if you lost control 

of this situation.ò 

Dorian sunk back from the statement, considering a new thought. ñDespite all the 

questions you both answered for us tonight, Odys, thereôs one that goes 

unanswered.ò Which is? ñWhy does your hate for your unnatural father lead you to 

love your sister so unnaturally? The whole Byblis thing, sure. But the other 

strangeness in this room is so thick I could cut it with a knife.ò88 

ñWhat does that have to do with any ofðof this?ò He eyed the door, waiting for 

Fletcher to come back in with Maud so he could take her and go to bed, but Dorian 

                                                      
88 Byblis, in myth, loved her twin brother.  
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clearly wanted a wordðor two or three. He could see Fletcherôs shadow underneath 

the door, waiting for Odys to answer his Master. 

ñDoes Leeland know you fuck your sister?ò He wasnôt judging. He was simply 

wondering if Leeland ever cared to notice the two children his Automaton had raised 

were so symbiotic. ñI mean, how could he have missed it?ò 

ñYou think he really cared enough to notice?ò Odysôs voice was low and 

sizzling. ñAnd what if I had gotten her pregnant? Wouldnôt more kids be like having 

more Bulfinches around? More leverage? Not that he doesnôt control our lives 

enough already.ò He paused, looking back to Odissaôs door. ñWe were finally going 

to be free of him, but then all of this happened.ò 

ñBut he was hardly in your life. In fact, he had killed himself to be out of it. What 

more freedom do you mean?ò 

ñOdiðI mean LeelandðLeelandôs always been hereðlooming over. And Iôve 

watched what heôs done to my sister for far too long.ò 

ñHe still manipulates her. So what? Sheôs the one that still lets him in her life. Or 

is that not what you mean? Tell me what all this horror-suspense about experiments 

and such actually means. Weôve let you build it up long enough.ò89 

ñThere are some things more vile than two twins fucking, Dorian.ò Odys 

wondered if he really didnôt know. Dorian seemed to know everything about him 

already. 

ñI never said you were vile.ò Dorian tried to keep Odys calm. ñBut I know thereôs 

something youôre not telling meða reason you hate Leeland more than she ever 

will.ò 

ñBecause itôs not my place to tell,ò Odys hissed. 

Odys saw the pity in Dorianôs expression. It unnerved him. Why would Dorianð

out of so many emotionsðchoose pity? Odys didnôt want his pity. 

Fletcher walked back in, penny in hand. He looked left and right to make sure the 

coast was clear. 

                                                      
89 Indeed.  
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Odys went to retrieve Maud, but Fletcher held her over Odysôs head. Leaning 

down, he commanded, ñYou best sleep with her tonight.ò 

Odys cringed, not liking the way that sounded and praying to God Odissa hadnôt 

heard it. ñWould. You. Shut. Up?ò 

No, not yet. 

ñHey, hey, now,ò he said. He raised his hand, too high for Odys to grab at. He 

rolled Maud over his supple fingertipsðbump, bump, bump. Maud was bound to be 

dizzy. ñShe might have your soul, but you still have our property. Keep that in mind. 

We donôt want any more of her sneezing-fits because of your self-sabotaging 

tendencies, môkay? It not only puts you in danger, but all of us. Leeland called, while 

you were away. Your sister needs toôve all the protection she can get, right? Weôll all 

be handicapped if Maud sneezes out.ò 

Fletcher, with the back of his thumb, tossed Maud in the air; Odys fumbled for 

her. 

ñNow off to bed with you.ò Fletcher shooed him away, nodding to his room like 

a dad. 

When they heard his door lock, Fletcher turned to Dorian. ñShould we tell him 

not to lock it? So petulant.ò 

ñWe have his sister, donôt we?ò Dorian answered, as if it were nothing to 

celebrate. ñHeôll behave.ò He sat down at the table and picked up Fletcherôs used 

coffee. He gripped it for comfort. He still felt bad about what heôd just put the girl 

through. 

ñDonôt beat yourself up about it,ò Fletcher told, so softly Dorian could barely 

hear. Fletcher studied himself in a nearby wall mirror. He looked sofuckinggood in a 

uniform. ñYou canôt avoid her from here on out and also do your job.ò 

ñYes, yes, I know.ò Dorian was already past that. 

Now his major worries were how heôd maneuver their glib charade to keep 

Odissa unaware of his blindness. As Fletcher had observed her, he could tellðas her 

eyes had followed Dorian for fleeting secondsðshe didnôt think Dorian fit the role 
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of a cop. Not even an undercover cop/hired agent of some sort. And he certainly 

wasnôt as aware of his surroundings as other people. 

Dorian didnôt ñseeò as clearly when Fletcher was away. Though the 

surroundingôs blueprint remained logged in the Automatonôs mind like a file Dorian 

could retrieve for later use, it was much safer for him to move if the file was 

constantly updated.  

ñI donôt think sheôs stupid,ò Fletcher admitted. He watched her door, as if it 

might open. ñBut I donôt think sheôs brave enough to question authority.ò 

ñTo question authority, no. But to question what is and is not authority? She fits 

the type.ò 

ñSheôs an odd little thing, you bet.ò 

ñShe is interesting, isnôt she? How she can control her brother.ò Dorian placed a 

stick of gum in his mouth. ñYet sheôs so gentle.ò 

ñYou should stop trying to see things in them, Dorian. It only hurts you.ò 

ñYes, but thereôs not much left to hurt, now, is there?ò 

ñI wonder what her favorite color is?ò 

ñShe looks brown, like her brother,ò Dorian stated. ñBut I donôt think sheôs 

brown.ò 

ñMaybe taupe?ò Fletcherôs lip pulled up at his guess. 

ñOr just grey.ò 

ñOh. I see,ò Fletcher sated, his face becoming serious. ñI get it.ò 

ñAnd what exactly do you get? What am I allowing you to get?ò Dorian needed 

his soul to help him face the facts. 

Fletcher sighed. Dorian could almost hear Fletcherôs tall shoulders hunch over, 

feel his Automaton shove his long hands in his self-fabricated pockets. ñThe girl 

reminds me of her too, Dorian, but so have many other girls.ò 

ñBut even Odys reminds me of her. Itôs not something they could fakeðò 
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Fletcher reached out and put a hand on the back of his Masterôs neck, his manner 

shifting. Crouching over Dorian he kissed his forehead, his lips lingering to mouth, 

ñThen maybe it really is them.ò  

ñThatôs exactly what Leeland would want me to think,ò Dorian mumbled, putting 

a hand on Fletcherôs arm. 

A few minutes later, they would go to bedðon the couch, of course. They would 

sleep, despite what they told Odissa. They always slept lightly anyway. Wakefulness 

was what was heavy. 

Stanza: No man is an island, but a woman is her own continent. 

Odys, after placing Maud upon his dresser, sat upon his bed, head in hands. 

ñAt least she arrived home in one piece,ò Maud stated, folding her thin arms after 

reforming. She sat, shapely legs crossed, upon the dresserðas if still a weightless 

penny. 

ñI donôt like how sheôs involved in thisðher private life examined.ò 

ñIôm surprised they didnôt press further. Take it as a sign they believe what 

youôre telling them. Theyôre sympathetic.ò 

 ñI donôt even know how Iôm going to tell her that our father wasnôt our father 

and that Mr. Augury is actuallyéò He squeezed his hands.  

ñOdys, your sister can stick up for herself. Vengeance isnôt yours to take. If 

anyoneôs, itôs hers. Any evil committed has been upon her.ò 

ñAnything done to her is done to me,ò Odys hissed. ñShouldnôt you know that, by 

now? Shouldnôt you, my Automaton,òðhe mockedðñknow that by now? Donôt you 

know what that man has done to us? What hell our lives have been? And now it turns 

out it didnôt have to be that wayðit was all anðan act.ò 

Odys stood up, his catharsis over. Walking over to the dresser, he pulled open the 

drawer below her bare toes. Rummaging for a second, he pulled out two articles. 

 ñHere,ò he extended one of his shirts and shorts to her. ñTheyôre too big for you, 

yes, but itôll save youðor usðthe trouble of óconcentrationô tonight. No accidents.ò 

Taking the outfit, she commented, ñYou make it sound like Iôm a bed wetter.ò 
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She slipped on the clothes, bunching up the shortôs slack with one hand. 

ñYou take the bed,ò Odys pointed. 

ñTake the bed? You arenôtð?ò 

ñNo, Iôm sleeping on the floor.ò 

ñBut Odys! Weôre both tired. Weôll be ill tomorrow, if we donôtéyou know.ò 

Touch. 

ñWhatever. Now go to bed.ò He couldnôt stand knowing she was right. Even now 

he wanted to snuggle up to her like a cold pillow. The thought made him feel like a 

pervert. 

Sticking to his original plan, he took a blanket from the bed, one of the pillows, 

turned off the lights, and flopped on the floor. 

Maud breathed in deep. No good could come of this. 

A few seconds passed as they tried to fall asleep, but Odys still had something on 

his mind. ñMother said Leeland has something on all of them. I want to know what 

their weaknesses were. They know mine.ò  

ñYours is still alive though. Theirs was taken from them. Itôs no good to know 

them now.ò  

ñI still want to know who Iôm dealing with.ò  

Her voice almost too quiet, ñFor Bob heðLeeland took her husband.90 And when 

that didnôt workéò She paused. ñHe marked her bodyðwith marks worse than 

scars.ò 

ñHer spots?ò 

ñNo,ò Maud whispered. ñThose spots cover up his marksðthe words he wrote on 

herðthe words he engraved upon her skin to remind her of what heôd taken. Small 

words, big words. Even a few sentences.ò  

When Odys didnôt respond she went on: ñSilly, isnôt it? The extremes he goes to, 

to avoid killing people. Itôs almost comical. He wants them to agree with himðagree 

                                                      
90 L ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŜǊŀǎŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ .ƻōΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ȅŜŀǊΦ {ƘŜ ƳŜǘ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǿŀŀŀȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ 
gaining her Automaton. Born around the start of the Philippine-American war.    
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Automata should not exist. He wants Masters to kill themselves and surrender. He 

doesnôt just take, he wants to feel right. Now each time Bob looks in the mirror, she 

remembers what he took from her.ò 

She waited until his thoughts were ready to process more information.  

ñHe hopes to continue to remind her, until she gives up hope. Until she canôt bear 

herself any longer. But she didnôt remove the marks he put. She only covered them. 

If she removed them then he would win. She owns her marks now. She hated 

tattoosðher old self is nothing like she is now. She gave her past to Cestus. That is 

the only way she remains strong against Leelandðshe gave up her own self to fight 

him.ò 

ñNo, she gave up her husband. She let him die.ò  

Maud sighed, agreeing with him. ñBut not just that, Odys. It was Gwenôs fault it 

happened to herðher óbranding.ô Cestus was away on business for Gwen when Bob 

got her first round of marks. Leelandôs done it to her more than once. Gwen feels 

guilty because she had sent Cestus to do the businessðboth times. They wouldnôt 

have been able to get to Bob if Cestus had been there.ò She rolled over on her other 

side. ñLeeland sent his Automatons to do it. She could not fight them on her own. 

She had no choice but to let themðlet them go on with their inquisition. They beat 

her up pretty bad and she woke up with the words. Apparently, she had let it slip 

once that long ago she hated tattoos. For religious reasons. That is one of the few 

religious sentiments Leeland actually thinks more modernly about.ò91  

Not wanting to talk about his father and his ñsentimentsò Odys moved on, ñAnd 

Dorian? How did Leeland hurt him? What did his eyes have to do with his 

weakness?ò  

She didnôt answer immediately. ñDo you trust me enough by now to know I have 

your best interests at hand? You donôt want to know why Dorian gave up his eyes. 

                                                      
91 L ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ .ƻō ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜǊ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΦ DǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ŀ aŀǎǘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ άƘŀǊƳέ 
her. It might have just been easier to blot out the words.  
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Every fiber of your soul is keeping me from telling you, Odys. Itôs part of the reason 

why we havenôt synced yet.ò   

Odys stared into the darkness, fists clenching. ñThatôs what Iôm afraid of. I donôt 

want to know but theyôll find a way to force it on me, wonôt they?ò  

Stanza: Adam ate the apple so he could rule Eve. 

Odissa, semi-regretting the phone-stunt sheôd just pulled, had finished moving all 

the objects from her bed. The last item was a box full of school files. She plopped it 

next to the basket of dirty laundry sheôd just put down. 

She peeled off the first layer of covers and, a few pats here and there, the dust 

was off. 

She hadnôt seen this surface iné 

Months? A year? More or less. 

Falling back on the bed, Bulfinch accompanied her (he happened to like the new, 

comfy space). ñAh, Bulfinch,ò she said while rubbing his side, ñI am too nervous to 

get ready for bed. Perhaps in a few hours Iôll peek out.ò 

She stared at her door. 

In a faint voice, ñIôll tell you what I think, Bulfinch. Hey, donôt move. Itôs rude. 

Iôm still talking. Thereôs something strange about this. Why did that one think I 

waséCoraza?òðshe said it with a Spanish flair, the same flair Dorian had given it. 

ñI think my father might have had some unfinished business before he died. I donôt 

think these are clean cops.ò 

They arenôt cops at all, Bulfinch tried to correct her. 

She propped herself on her elbows. ñAnd tell me, dear, did Odys feed you well 

while I was away?ò 

The cat rubbed against her. 

ñAh, I thought not. In all this chaos, though, I canôt blame him. If you had seen 

someone blow their head off, youôd forget about things too, I bet.ò 

The cat was not forgiving. 
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She plopped back down. The cat curled up beside her, under her arm. ñThis is all 

inconvenient, isnôt it, Bul?ò 

He threw his head back and meowed, No more inconvenient than when you 

forget to clean the litter box, Odissa. 

ñAnd by the way, my trip went fine, thanks for askingéò She trailed off in 

thought. She snuggled closer to him. ñItôs just you and me now.ò 

Bulfinch didnôt think she knew how to count. 

Over his loud purring, she listened through the paper-thin walls. She could hear 

the TV. 

Stanza: Eve offered Adam knowledge. 

A few more hours passed, and, as Odys rolled over to straighten out his stiff back 

(the floor was unkind) he rolled atop something other than spacious floor. 

His body pressed against his Automaton, who, during the night, had rolled off the 

bed to be near him. She didnôt even stir when heôd squished her.  

ñWell, that worked well,ò he grumbled to himself. He partially understood she 

wasnôt to blameðthough neither was he. It was some magnetic attraction (literally). 

Odys gave in, waking her up. ñCome on, weôll share the fucking bed.ò 

Letting her tuck in, he crawled under the covers. ñBack to back,ò Odys added, for 

clarification. Maud smiled as she rolled over. It was a relief. 

Stanza: Adam went down with Eve. 

Dorian found himself half-asleep and half-aware of what was going on. That is 

why, when Odissa finally got up in the middle of the night to espy the premises, she 

not only saw Dorian lounged awkwardly across the couch, but a Fletcher lounged 

awkwardly atop his Master. 

And by ñawkwardlyò I mean ñnakedly.ò 

In Dorianôs momentary drowse, heôd allowed Fletcher to function on his 

ownéresulting in the automatic form-shift as the Automaton, too, snoozed. 
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Very stiffly, very quietly, and very uncomfortably, Odissa closed the door and 

locked it. Upon hearing the door close, Dorian started. Assuming what had 

happened, he punched his Automaton awake andð 

Her back still pressed against the door, Odissa found her bearings and looked 

down at Bulfinch. ñI donôt think cops wear their birthday suit to work, do you, 

Bulfinch?ò 

Bulfinch, being a cat, had little problems with that attire. After all, itôs what he 

wore most often. God knows heôd be pissed if you tried to dress him in anything 

else. 

Stanza: Adam didnôt try to stop Eve. 

That morning: 

Odys woke up to utter beatitudeðfinally, he didnôt feel like he was on the verge 

of up-chucking his innards or fainting like a woman in a corset. 

That sickness, if only for this moment, had been dulled. No, not dulled, taken 

away. He knew it would come back, yes, if he moved away from Maud. But right 

now he was whole again. On the plus side, he was much more at ease knowing that, 

even though he slept next to an unsought woman (or something very much like a 

woman), he wouldnôt open his heavy eyelids to see her naked. 

No. More. Surprises. 

He even hoped Maud wouldnôt notice if he snuggled in a little closer, pretending 

to still be asleep. Even if she did notice, though, he wouldnôt be too embarrassed. 

Why should he feel embarrassed? Just like someone hugging their arms around 

themselves for warmth, your arms never tattled, and neither would Maud. He was 

starting to understand this. 

ñWake-y, wake-y. Eggs and bakey,ò came a soft whisper above them. The gentle 

sound was just enough to echo through Odysôs eternal Zen-space. 

Maud and Odys quickly sat upright, scooting back as far as possibleðback away 

from the MOTHERFUCKING gun invading their bubble. 
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ñGeezus!ò Odys huff-gasped, putting his hands up. The weapon Q held looked 

more like a metal N3RF gun.  

Odys glanced at Maud, who, to his surprise, held a pair of her own weapons, 

ready to shootðsheôd formed them so quickly, hair in her face. 

ñGood morning, Maudy!ò Mecca said, his head peaking around Qôs. He was 

dangling off her back like a giant monkey, his limbs making Q look like she had six 

arms. He whipped out a camera, shooting away. 

ñMecca shot some really great photos of you both sleeping. This shot is also 

fantastic.ò 

Clickclickclick. 

Maud shot the camera out of his hand; the poor thing exploded and caught fire 

(Automaton bullets arenôt so much bullets as they are metal bits hot with energy).92 

Q created a second gun as her poor Master mourned his camera. ñThose photos 

were on the other one!ò she said, as if she had bested Maud. Mecca tucked his 

second camera under his arm like a football. Q shielded him like a mother. 

It seemed someone as petite as Q might snap from Meccaôs weight, but weôre 

talking Automatons here, so this girl was just fine. She carried him around all the 

time. Mecca hated floors (his feet were too sacred for such things). 

ñMind telling me what the hellôs going on here?ò Odys asked Maud, as if she 

should know. 

ñOdys, meet Mecca and Q. Master and Automaton.ò 

ñMecca is here!ò he proclaimed. Odys was finally getting to meet him! 

ñThey let a child be a Master?ò Odys said. 

ñMecca is not a child! Mecca will use dirt on you if you donôt mind your 

manners! Your whole graduating class will have these pictures of you and Maud in 

bed if you cross me again. You must obey Mecca!ò 

                                                      
92 A type of booger, you might even say. [Correction: my Narrator tells me to make a lava 
analogy here. Fine, hot-ore analogy made]. 
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ñIf you put those online,ò Maud growled, ñIôll break every single one of your 

little action figure dolls. The ones you had to steal from that museum in New 

Mexico. You hear me? The ones in the Colorado bunker. I know about them!ò 

Mecca stuck out his tongue, unafraid. 

ñPut down your guns, Q!ò Maud said, growling. 

ñNo. Youôre our captive now, act like one.ò 

Play along, Maud, play along! 

ñAnd how does Dorian feel about that?ò she asked, trying to see out the open 

door, as if they might have had to fight Dorian over ñwarden rights.ò 

ñDorian has no authority over this,ò Mecca said. ñMother sent us!ò 

ñWe received a call this morning,ò Q said. ñEr, well, a call and a text and another 

call. Long story short, Mother wants you for brunch.ò 

Mecca, the saggy backpack on his Automatonôs shoulders, exclaimed, ñOh my 

God, Q, do you see what Maudôs wearing? Sheôs got on real clothes! Look, theyôre 

too big.ò 

Maud made her guns disappear as she pulled the covers up. She saw Mecca 

itching to start up his camera to record the proof.  

Dorian poked his head through the door, a sinister look upon his usually-

composed face. ñWhatôd I tell you? I told you to keep it down. Thereôs a normal 

person in this apartment.ò The reprimand was muted as much as could be. ñI donôt 

want to clean up more messes.ò 

Mecca cowered into Q, burrowing the camera further. When heôd arrived this 

morning, Dorian had confiscated his first one before heôd let him even come through 

the apartment door (good thing heôd brought his backups). 

 ñWhy the hell are there little kids in here?ò Odys demanded, remembering to 

keep his voice down mid-sentence. 

ñWhatôd I just say? Meccaôs not a little kid!ò Mecca pointed at the camera. Q 

guarded him like a shepherdess, he her faun. 

éMore like rotten satyr. 
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Q covered Meccaôs mouth with a hand, reminding him to keep it down. Pushing 

her hand away, ñMeccaðwho is older than you!ðhas come to collect youðfor your 

next appointment with Mother. She has big news. Big news you wonôt hear if you 

keep forgetting your place, little boy.ò He narrowed his donôt-fuck-with-me eyes. Q 

raised her gun higher. 

Chewing some of the gum Mecca had brought him (a peace offering), Dorian 

said, ñOdys, meet the reason I scared the shit out of your sister last night.ò 

ñMeccaôs not the one that made Dorian jump her, or why Fletcher wasnôt there to 

see things straight!ò He laughed. ñStraight! Get it?ò 

Q shook her head; letôs not bring that up. There wasnôt enough gum in the world. 

ñYou said you scared her last night, not jumped her!ò Odys hissed. He was 

almost glad theyôd done it. Maybe Odissa would stay afraid of them. 

ñSheôs fine, though, isnôt she?ò Dorian shrugged it off, smacking his gum, trying 

to pretend he didnôt care. 

ñYou shouldnôt let Fletcher leave the apartment,ò Maud admonished, taking off 

Odysôs shorts. Odys noticed Mecca tilt his head as he watched her. As she stripped, 

she only revealed another layer of clothes (even so, Odys didnôt like how sheôd 

simply change in front of them!). ñWhy would you let him leave?ò She tossed 

Odysôs clothes at Dorianôs face. 

ñHeôs sorta handsome, though, ainôt he, Q?ò Mecca asked Q about Odys. ñYou 

think our top girl followers will fancy him?ò 

ñSince when do you cater to girls?ò Maud asked. 

ñSince forever,ò Q said, ñYou should see the numbers Fletcher and Dorian have.ò 

ñThe ones of them in bed get quite a few hits. Granted, they might be queer-hits, 

not girls.ò 

ñAll right, Mec,ò Dorian finished this conversation. ñYouôve done your damage.ò 

Just as he had wanted. ñGet out,ò he ordered. ñLet Odys get dressed.ò 
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ñDressed?ò Odys asked as the party trickled out (Mecca glowering at Dorian). 

ñDonôt I have a say in this? Why do I have to go this early?ò Doesnôt Gwen know 

brunch is between breakfast and lunchtime?  

ñWhyôs the sky blue? Whyôs the grass green?ò 

ñWhy am I going?ò 

Tired of his questions, ñHave you forgotten, Odys, we have you outnumbered? 

Right now, Fletcherôs outside Odissaôs door, gun ready. I have to obey Motherôs 

orders, just as you do. By all means, Iôd rather be at home letting Fletcher tickle my 

balls, but you and I both know this is some serious shit. No time for sleeping. Look 

at these bags under my eyes!ò 

ñYouôre an old bag!ò Q shout-whispered to his back.  

Dorian took in a deep breath and closed the door. 

Odys turned to Maud, eyebrows raised. 

ñMother probably just wants to see how much youôll tolerate her. I just canôt 

believe sheôd send Mecca. Why not Bob again? Bob must be busy. Busy doing 

something else. Something more important. But whatôs more important than us right 

now? Makes me wonder. Meccaôs actually older than Dorian, if you can believe it.ò 

She was like some personal narrator for Odys. Too bad he canôt hear me. Iôd do a 

better job. I KNOW EVERYTHING.  

ñThatôs fucked up,ò he said, rubbing the back of his neck. ñBut if heôs older than 

Dorian, shouldnôt he look older than, what, a nine year old?ò He hunted for clean 

clothes, miserably tired. ñI mean, immortality or not, weôre not fucking vampires, 

right?ò 

He paused and waited until she shook her head. She laughed. ñIf anyoneôs most 

like vampires, itôs the Automatons, not the Masters.ò She redirected, ñAutomatons 

affect each Master differently, depending on what stage of human the Automaton 

enters into. From the very inception of the Automaton bond, the humanôs aging is 

slowed. Gravity cannot pull to form wrinkles so easily; the human cells cannot die so 

easily. The human state is somewhat suspended from decomposition, left less 
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damaged by time. Age is a form of death, in a way. Entropy. We shield from even 

that, though we canôt stop it completely. We canôt go against nature.ò 

 Yes, yes, it all makes sense, thanks for the early morning lesson. He half-listened 

while checking himself in the mirrorðhe needed to make sure he looked sloppy 

enough. He didnôt have to try hard.  

ñI assume Dorian likes the fact Mecca will take some of your hatred. Dorian 

doesnôt like being hated.ò 

Not hearing her, ñWill it be the ice cream truck again?ò 

ñDefinitely not,ò she sighed. ñNot if Meccaôs driving.ò 

Once Odys was ready, he stuck his head out the door. The coast was clear. Well, 

clear of any twin sister. Fletcher really was at her door, holding up a bazooka-sized 

gunðhis arm never grew tired. 

Mecca was still in his Automatonôs arms, tongue out as he went through the 

pictures saved on his camera. They were in the doorway, letting in the cold morning 

air. Q had her huge gun resting on her shoulder.  

ñMecca needs to get a new camera, Q,ò Mecca quietly told his Automaton. ñTo 

replace the one Maud blew up.ò  

ñYou better not steal one like last time,ò Dorian warned, voice a whisper. ñIôm 

not on cleaning duty. Itôs one thing to steal a camera, but another to take all the 

lighting equipment as well. Those store clerks from Radio Shack will never be the 

same.ò 

ñBut Mecca needed to take professional-looking pics of Q. We had a big buyer. 

Big buyer means big production.ò 

ñYou donôt need money if you have a bleeping Automaton,ò Fletcher grumbled. 

He was talking too loud, voice just above a whisper. But heôd wanted Mecca to hear 

him. 

ñBut everyone has hobbies, you know,ò Q scolded, defending her Master. 

ñThank you, Q,ò Mecca said as he deleted some pics. ñAt least you understand 

your fansô needs.ò 
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Odys was about to ask if he could tell Odissa heôd be back soon, but Fletcher 

shook his head as he pointed for them to go on. Maud gave him the finger as they 

redirected to the door. This wasnôt fair. 

As Q started out, she nodded her farewell, ñFletcher, Dorian.ò Her last gun 

disappeared back into her skin. 

They walked through the parking lot (to God only knew what kind of vehicle). 

Mecca bobbed up and down between Qôs every step. He said, ñMecca wants to tell 

you that your sisterôs in good hands. Excellent hands. Mecca knows youôre worried, 

yes. Mecca knows all about you. Mecca thinks he might like you a lot because 

Mecca got Big Mama to tell Mecca everything.ò 

ñBy Big Mama, does he mean Mother?ò Odys asked Maud. 

ñNo,ò Q answered for her. ñThatôs Cestus.ò 

ñMecca names things whatever he wants to,ò Maud added, clarifying what Q had 

just clarified. ñAnd changes them to suit his mood.ò 

ñYeah, Big Mama said he liked you,ò Mecca went on, sticking out his scrawny 

legs and arms behind his Automaton like a double pair of wings. ñBig Mama said 

youôre a real nice boy, even though you look like a street beggar. And if Big Mama 

thinks so, that means Bobmation thinks so too.ò 

Odys assumed: Bob + Dalmation - Dal = Bobmation.93 

He figured it was nicer that the B-word. 

Mecca continued his logic, ñAnd if Bobmation thinks so, then youôve passed 

level one. And if you pass level one, that means level two must be cleared. Level two 

would be Mecca and Q, here. Mecca and Q will let you know your score by the dayôs 

end. If you pass, then youôll move on to level three. That should be the final level. 

Thatôs Motherôs level, that is.ò 

Odys looked around for the car. ñWhich one are we getting into?ò 

                                                      
93 .ƻō ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀ .ƻōƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ǊƻŀƳ όL ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƘǳǘ ǳǇΤ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
hŀǾŜ 5ƛǎƴŜȅ ƳƻƴŜȅύΦ .ǳǘ ŘŜŀǊƎƻŘ ƛŦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōǳŦŦŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎǳǘŜǎȅ aŜŎŎŀ ǉǳƛǊƪΣ LΩƳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ 
barf.  
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As if Odys should already know, ñMecca will let you pick.ò Mecca grinned 

wickedly. ñMecca never drives the same car twice.ò 

Ohdeargod. 

ñAre you joking?ò 

ñMecca does joke sometimes, but Meccaôs not joking right now, because 

Meccaôs not smiling or giggling.ò 

ñHeôs telling the truth,ò Q stated, as if her word was Mecca-law. 

ñTheyôre not joking,ò Maud confirmed. ñHowever,ò she said to them, a bit 

crossly, ñto keep with your record, Mecca, how about you drive Odissaôs car down 

there, and we drive it back? After all, if weôre driving it back, that means Motherôs 

let us come back, right?ò 

Mecca and Q looked at each other. Odys could almost see the inner conversation 

shooting out their eyes like laser beams. Sticking out his tongue in thought, Mecca 

made Q answer them, ñMecca says that, for you, Maud, weôll make the exception. 

But only if you let us take a picture of you in your cop uniform.ò 

Rolling her eyes, she agreed. 

Mecca whipped out his camera, and Maud, like some natural pin-up, struck a 

pose. 

ñFucking hell, can we go now?ò she barked after the flash.  

Stanza: Eve knew God was hiding something. 

From the window, Fletcher had watched them leaving the apartment parking lot. 

Until they were out of sight, he and his Master waited patiently. 

ñAll clear.ò 

They sprang into action. 

Dorian started pacing, hand upon chin (to help his thinking). 

ñYou know we need to get this over with,ò Fletcher reasoned with him. ñWe have 

to or weôll go mad.ò 
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ñDo it,ò Dorian nodded to her door. Fletcher had Odissaôs door knob off in an 

instant. He dropped it as he turned into a paperclip. Dorian scooped him up and 

clipped him to his coat pocket. His eyes on his chest. 

He swam into the room. ñGood morning, Ms. Odelyn. Rise and shine.ò 

But she was already awake, eyes wide. ñYouðyou broke my door!ò 

ñYou and I suffer a lot of broken doors, donôt we? Yes, I should have knocked. I 

should do a lot of things society tells me to do. But I donôt. Now, whatôre you 

reading?ò 

ñCanôt you fucking see? What if I had been dressing? Jesus Christ, you canôt just 

barge in here andðò 

ñNo, actually, I canôt see.ò 

She jerked back. ñWhat? You have eye problems or something?ò She hoped he 

couldnôt see, indeed; see her ratty hair, smudged face, wrinkled clothes. She pulled 

the blanket toward her chin.  

She was usually very clean and proper. She never showed her bed-face to anyone 

except Odys. Never. 

ñBingo,ò Dorian said. ñI canôt see as well as most.ò 

ñThen why do you have this job, if you canôt see?ò Is that why heôd attacked her 

last night? But he had seemed quite coordinatedðeven now, heé 

ñI see well enough.ò He knew that wasnôt satisfying. ñIôll not pretend otherwise, 

Iôm not an official cop. But I do my work for themða liaison. A freelancer. 

Auxiliary. Whatever. Fletcherôs official, though, isnôt he?òðas if he wanted her 

opinion. ñSo, what are you reading?ò 

ñThe dictionary,ò Odissa said, aghast. She tossed her book down. It wasnôt really 

the dictionary, but she felt the need to lieðto test his sight. 

He nodded and stuffed his hands in his pockets. Then, he pretended to glance 

around. Odissa wished she could see behind his reflective lenses. For a while, they 

both said nothing. 

ñYou realize itôs rude to be in here, donôt you?ò 
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ñOh, yes, no doubt about that.ò He sat in her desk chair. He nudged a box that 

had once cluttered her bed. ñBut I also think itôs rude youôre being such a bad 

hostess.ò 

ñDo you know how early it is?ò 

ñI was hoping that, since your brotherôs gone, we might have a little chat.ò 

ñHeôs gone?ò there was slight panic in her voice. He knew she heard him talking 

out thereðbut she never thought heôd leave her. 

ñGone back to the station.ò 

ñStation 69?ò she mocked. 

ñThe very one.ò 

ñYou realize youôre making me uncomfortable in my own home, donôt you?ò 

ñAnd I attacked you in your own home as well, donôt forget that. How are you by 

the way? Bruises?ò He gestured to his own neck area. 

She ignored his question. ñWhat was your name again?ò Though she 

remembered. She remembered because sheôd liked his name. She just wanted to 

make sure it hadnôt changed overnight. 

ñDorian.ò 

ñLike Dorian Gray,ò she mused. On top of it, he was the perfect manifestation of 

Oscar Wildean ideals. That was his historical parallel. Odissa liked historical 

context. Odissa had decided it befit him. Odissa was never wrong in her decisions. It 

was her natural ability. Yet she couldnôt historically place Fletcher or Maudðthose 

other two. She found it impossible. It bothered her. 

He chuckled at the irony. ñYes. Though, if my last name were his, Iôd spell it 

with an óeô instead of an óa.ô Sounds more achromatic.ò 

ñéI donôt think the color spectrum depends on spelling.ò 

ñYouôd be surprised. Grey happens to be my favorite color.ò He paused, waiting 

for her to say ñI never would have guessed!ò as most people did (based on his gay 

rainbow appearance). But she didnôt. ñIf I had to guess, Iôd say you had a particular 
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fondness for that color?ò94 He lifted a lone shoe out of one of her many boxes. He 

loved shoes. 

Narrowing her eyes, ñWhyôd you say that?ò 

Did she have a diary she didnôt know aboutða diary heôd read? 

She watched him shrug. ñFate has a way of being clever, doesnôt it?ò 

She ignored her goose bumps and said, ñItôs silver, actually.ò She swallowed. 

ñHowôd you know?ò 

ñWell, I didnôt, obviously. You like silver. Not grey.ò 

ñWhatôs your last name then?ò She needed it for future reference. 

ñDandor. Dorian Dandorôs the name. Baby sittingôs the game.ò 

ñDador? As in, means ógiverô?ò  

ñNo, no, Dandor. But how wonderful! You know Spanish.ò 

ñNot enough to know what you and that other cop were talking about late last 

night.ò 

He grinned at her standoffishness. ñWould you like some breakfast? Cup of tea? 

Coffee? To come out of the bedroom?ò 

ñIôd rather take a shower, please.ò 

ñAnd close another door?ò He gestured to the one heôd just broken. 

ñI have a feeling you arenôt supposed to be breaking doors, Mr. Dandor.ò 

ñDorian, please. What are you going to do, tattle on me?ò 

ñWhy are you really talking to me?ò 

ñI need some company.ò 

She moved her feet off the bed. ñNo one should have company this early. 

Whereôs your other halfðFletcherðif youôre so bored?ò 

ñHeôs out at the car, checking the grounds.ò Lie. ñThatôs his job for now. Just you 

and me in here. All alone. No one to stop me from breaking doors. Tell, Odissa, are 

you always this reclusive? Donôt you want something to eat?ò 

ñItôs too early for breakfast. I just woke up.ò 

                                                      
94 Is grey even a real color?  
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ñDonôt lie, Odissa. Youôve been awake. Trying to eavesdrop. Havenôt you?ò 

She wanted control of the conversation. ñYou have a paperclip on your pocket.ò 

ñMy lucky charm.ò He patted it. He tried to smileðsuch a half-assed action. 

She reached across the bed to the floor, for her purse. She pulled out a cigarette. 

Maybe it would make him leave her alone. SMOKE HIM OUT. 

ñSo early?ò he asked, frowning. 

ñWant one?ò 

ñNot unless itôs a bubble gum one.ò 

Her lips half-smiled around the cigarette as she lit it. ñThis whole thing isnôt for 

our protection is it?ò she asked, blowing out a lung full of air-ash. ñYouôre not really 

copsðnone of you. Maybe youôre dirty cops?ò  

He said nothing, merely smiled. This was exactly what he wanted. She could see 

it. ñYour friends donôt act like copsðor anything in between. Youôre all pretending 

in front of me. But you almost donôt care if I notice or not.ò 

ñPeople notice things all the time. Doesnôt mean they really know whatôs going 

on.ò 

ñWas someone else over this morningða little kid? I heard a knock at the door.ò 

ñNo need to worry about that.ò 

ñWho said I was worried? I was just curious.ò She was trying to sound confident. 

ñSometimes curiosity can kill. Just ask the cat.ò 

Deciding she wanted to test his limits, ñCan I take a shower now?ò 

ñI wasnôt aware you had to ask.ò 

ñI wasnôt aware I didnôt have to.ò 

ñWell, if thatôs the case then, no. You may not take a shower.ò His smile was 

wider than weôve ever seen it. She amused him. 

He pushed up his incognito glasses. She pushed up her own. Mimicry. 

Wanting to throw her off guard, ñDid you ever want children?ò He crossed his 

arms, as if her reply might take a while.  
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His partner Fletcher must have explained ñitò clearly to him, so she quickly un-

furrowed her brows. ñYou donôt have to ask so politely. Itôs not a touchy subject for 

me. And the answer is no. Not really.ò 

He itched his nose. ñAnd do you have a boyfriend we should consider? No one 

poking their nose in to check up on you?ò 

ñWhy? Would you attack them too?ò 

ñProbably. We need a clear coast, thatôs all. But seriously, is there anything 

youôd like to inform me aboutðwhen your brother isnôt around?ò 

ñAnd what about you? That Fletcher, last night. You two were working on the 

job. Real professional.ò 

He didnôt even blush. In fact, his grin grew wider. Wider and wilder. Wilde. 

What an Oscar! 

She wondered if she could cash in on this glee. ñOdys knows what this is really 

about, doesnôt he?ò she pressed. ñDid he try to find something out about my father? 

Did he get into trouble because of it?ò 

ñLetôs say that Odys didnôt have to try to find information on your father. It 

found him.ò  

ñAre they dirty cops, then? Maud and Fletcher?ò 

ñVery. Very dirty. Very naughty.ò 

ñWas it really a suicide? Or did Odys see something he wasnôt supposed to see?ò 

ñYes and yes.ò 

ñDid Odys also do something he shouldnôt have? Does he owe you something?ò 

ñYes and yes.ò 

Stanza: Adam didnôt have the balls to bite first.  

Driving. 

In the back of Odissaôs car, Maud and Odys sat stiffly. Mecca and Q occupied the 

front seats. They didnôt wear their seat belts. 

Odys prayed Mecca knew what he was doing. Maud seemed at ease with his 

drivingðeven though he could hardly see over the wheel or reach the pedalsðbut 
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Odys couldnôt shake the fact a cop might see a little kid zooming past. Odys looked 

like the only adult in the car. 

As Mecca sped down the highway, tongue sticking out, Odys asked, ñJust 

wondering: why are you letting me have windows to see where weôre going?ò 

ñMother has selected a meeting spot for brunch. A public place,ò Q responded 

over her shoulder. ñOf course sheôs already moved from the last location. Mother 

canôt be too cautious, since you couldôve calculated the turns and speed. Maudôs very 

smart, we know. Itôs not even because we donôt trust you. But someone could get the 

info out of you. No doubt weôre being watched.ò She turned to Maud, ñLeeland 

called Dorian. Just thought you should know. We just found out about it.ò 

Maud asked, ñSo where are we meeting Mother?ò 

ñItôs a surprise.ò 

To fill the silence, Q and Mecca rolled down their windows and proceeded to 

scream at anyone jogging, walking, sitting, jaywalking and so on in the chill morning 

air. The onlookerôs faces were priceless, trying to find the screamôs source as they 

whizzed by. 

DOPPLER EFFECT. 

Maud rolled her eyes. They always did this. 

But soonðvery soon, thankfullyðtheir throats could not take the cold, and they 

found the radio a warmer entertainment. 

Odys gazed out his window, not seeing. 

ñYou think Odissa will be all right?ò he asked Maud. 

ñWhy wouldnôt she be?ò Maud replied. 

He looked at her. She was already turned to face him, expecting him to turn his 

head. Her eyes widened, like a flash bulb going off. Her expression seemed to say: 

But I do think she has the right to knowðeventuallyðthat Odi Odelyn wasnôt your 

real fatherðwhether or not they want you to mention it. 

Scratch that. It didnôt seem like she was saying it. It wasðWAS!ðMaud saying 

it. 
























































































































































































































































