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Acknowledgments(more like admissions):

I, the author of this story (who prefersthei t | e A The Narratoro
thank my AEditor 6 f oms asdocated with thisacadins and
even though said Editor took the liberty of chopping up my work and was quite
insistent on making thingids mé shanefulemb ar r
many level§ especially when | claim this story is true). Though sometimes
overzeal ous, thereds no oneGabbleste | 6d | et

1. §&as L QY the foBth WaRkbkedkrNYou ngiht even call me another character in

GKA&a adG2NB® 'G GKS @SNB tSFradz LQR tA1S8S G2 @
unimportant). The footnotes are all minemiention it onlybecause the Narrator thinks it

necessary to constantly remin@ydz ¢ K2 &S & (i 2 NB editedh & ®A & QIIPER OKK I &
various names, locations, and facts within this stofgr more than one reason.
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Chapter the first,
Too many freaks, too few circuses:
Please share my umbrella?

Gabbler told me to start my story@&more interesting place (wherdad started
it wasndét fAent e mnmediasiresimere yorihavaitgh o) . So,

As Odys walked dwn the sidewalk he saw the ndathe man standing at the
crossroad. The man justetl t her e, even though he d
green and he was free to walk across.
flowing past him. He even waved on the car waiting for [@mme along, motorcar.

I 6imno hurry.Have a good day.

Odys noticed the man carried the absolatgestblack umbrella, the fascinating
kind that adapts into a perfectly fine
today. Not even sprinkles. Mildly overcast, perhaps, but nothingldserve
somethinghatdrastic.

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

As far as Odys could tell -duitedgantléentare m
had timetravelled from the 180@sgive or take a hundred years (Odys was no good
at history). Nottha Odys judged people by their
though he wasnature enough (as a twentysomethingd know t hat el ¢
go about playing dress up. Not on days other than Hallowleend even t hen

Odys avoided eye contact when leentually 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 brokendowncar had not only forced him to walk but his runaway sister had

forced him to walkalone Okayd fined s he hadnot real hag ru

21y 20t AAFG2NE SLIAINI LK F2N) 82dzY a¢KSNB 4SSN
and were like real youngamen, 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
RNBE g yidI2NOGMM@®IBad . 221 - +LLL o{} YdzSt . dziift SNID3
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abandoned hirthis morning Now Odyswas forced to broodnd sulkand not know
what to do with himself.

The ol der fellow didn?otOdyswholareived justass gl an
the Iight turned red. -fTihwee oirtaénsg ea shkainndg fT
Dondt talk.

As he waited for the next green light, Odys stared straight aheatthedhis
wakeful downtown settle to its afternoon place refusedto gawk at the mbably
charming old chap. Gawking was rude anyway, right? Right.

Odys was much too depressed to spark a civil greeting. Or smile. Or even
acknowl edge the fell owbdls o Gdysehoagstia Ifioy
himself.

Yes, just stand stl | Odys. You canodét see hi m, h e

Hedd just i gnore the m&nenwrednjgreerurima t I
greenalready, damn it.

iYou |l ook | ike youdve | ost somet hing, (

Odys made eye contact.

The old man adjusteldis whiteg | oved hands on ®Abwanky mbr el
circus ringmaster, this mamlo, scratch that. Odys had always pictured a ringmaster
with elaborate facial hadr a curled handiar mustache and devilish beard. This
man was toccleantshaven to be aingmaster, though he reminded Odys of one
nonetheless.

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, BOYS AND GIRLS, CHILDREN OF ALL
AGESE

APardon?06 Odys said with a frown (he r
interaction). And had he heard his name? What had the old saia® In his
resentfulness, Odys had already forgottenvih avendét , have we, R e

The man smiled a warm and sophisticated grin. His jaunt@ggled top hat
half-amused Odys, who tried to hat€hie would enjoy nothing today

é Was he s ommaculat®hutter? o f
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il s mnoilodgebefdi ng Odys his eyes), fiyou
éWas he on his way to a steampunk cor
Odys realized he should respond. i Do
name? Hadndt he? Hadnét he?

AAfraid nidert fellbw cfabked mather knowings mi | e . The
confidence made Odysb6s eyes shift.

Odys gave himself a shake. Maybe hedo

The light turned green. Walk. Walk faster.

As they walked, tb old man swung his umbrellaapped iton the groud
betweerhis pacesThese two characters fell into step, neither one walking too fast or
too slow. Odys kept his hands in his pockets (defensively) while he tried-tweadut
t he man. But the man kept up wit hindOdy s
him. The tap, tap, tap of t he umbrel |l ab
reverberated in Odysods feet.

The soundannoyed Ody& so much hece oul dndt hel p bhitt CC
theground el even, twelve, thirteené

The tapping stopped and Odyststd with relief. They both stepped up onto the
si dewal k. A few mor aeypdwepbeaddant hiRsSSor
man turned to Odys at last.

Blue eyes.Tiny little dots of sky. They peered at Odags if looking at an old
f r i ean adériem hehad dirt on.

AJust wal king. o0 Odys shrugged off the

AAh, me too. 0 The man nodded. He t uck

Odys didnét know how to respond, so h

The traffic |ight turned red. Dondt w

AHave repasowboya? For wal king, that is?0

Odys wanted to yelly ES , MY STUPI D CAR BUWOtULDNG® S

story full of curse words and violence

3 Can | sugest jaywalking at this point, Odys?

5
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iAwel |, itds not r eal | yfelthadynstantly, sgtacked b u s
on a nervous laugh.

A suppose youbre right, yes! o The m é
grounddt oo jovially. AForgive me for prying

Odys cut his eyes at the man. Had this man escaped from some loony bin, and
did Odys need to ale someone? He seemed harmless enough, yet there was a
mischievous purposefulness behind his every action.

fél see youbdbre admiring my outfit?bo

No, actually. Odys had just blotted it from memory, looked ahead, prepared to
forget everything so he could meentrate on # important matter: his traitorous
sister.

AfYes,aredlawkessed up,o0 Odys forced a smil
monkey on his shoulder or a few pins to juggle.

Al dd Ii ke to tell you | donbéc¢enodomadt yl

That statementels er ved a ¢ hu ok ICd.y sii eosn,s eynd e dd o
at his own laughter.

éWas this some candid camera prank?

A me t my wi f e, you see, wearing a su
promise that when | met her aga |, | 6d be wearinigefram f ancy
Odys this time. Had the mamet his wife at some historical reenactment? Had he
expected to die for a while now if loeessed like this all the time?

AAs they say, 0 the man ittberightturnecgteen, r o c k
Afyou never know when youdre going to go.
you commit suicide. Thenydinowt o dr ess for the worst. o

Wait. What?

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

WALK QUICKLY, 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:
madeahat r umpet with one hand, AYou dropp
This?

Odys pause@nd tuned intheal | eywayés t hreshol d, r

waste binand aloadingdock Another chill ran down his spén That was definitely
hisnameHe wasndét mi sthadkeayr dwas shhe?a mde had

Oh,hadét he!

Like a magician perforing slightof-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 sanmsze as a quarter, anyway. It refledtea
spectacular amount of lidp amber light. The showy presentation enchanted Odys.
He had tdorceh i ms el f savy, i No, itds not mine.

(Once agai n, hedédd already forgotten t

i Oh, but IGilys Odelym @ tihe imgagn i nsisted wi
a twirkle in his blueblue eyes.

Third timebés a charm. Odys Odelyn. N

AHow6d you know my name?060 Odys deman
harasdim like this’He di dndét have BHBhe energy or t

AAre you yawnasme 20 itt e, walkinh formard and seizing
Odysdés hand from his pocket. He insert
bound to be more thaosneOdy s ar ound. thHahoeiginal.aAftee @lls n ¢
every time someone s apasofyolryame8 @ us, t hey

AMy nameds ot Odysseus

ANo one said it was. o0 The man gestur e
Odys coul dnot hel p but l ook at it F
from shining.
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Ailtds a penny,.0 ftkennoyl df oma nytappad tde h o u g |
ground with the umbrellagain. Hetucked in his chin andtared at the cemeas if
wishing he had kept his findings.

Odys examined the coin to appease him (Odys was iealdurry this morning
and perhaps this would lead somewhere

AThaet e, there, says 1793,0 the man poir
AThey only minted them t hGnly seyea known inA c o |
existence, andthats mdae of t hem. Y o ey Away onselt hérwa nt  t
no matterthepcie! 6 Hi s poli shed voice was unexp
advice.

Odysrotatd t he si de t hathe sidewitd theiifdritae wezatim t o
He turned it over to the heatthe profile of a beautiful woman wiffowing hair.

Odys looked up. Téa man removedis hat. Odys felt like Frodo taking on the
burden of Bilbobés ring, t hough he had no
Odys. Who said youbre the hero of this s

AWhyo6re you giving this tothmeords. Hi s col

AGi ving it? My bSilyyoungamanfi Br dpyed knhbdo,
Odelyn, that many would like to do away withe penny altogether? They say they
costt he government more to make than what
us roundto the neeest nickel and be done with A disappointing thought, for sure.
| alwaysdidl i ke picking homeless ones wup fron
discovered that one, there. People drop th&mtliash and simply let them das if
it costs nore to bend down than to leave it. But for me, | liked to save money. |
vaued | ittl e notmddded,srying yoomake himself ldelievd his
me mor y. He smoothed back his hair one m
say, OFindita ppnnandpatk yourd daoymnsd ty ofucdrl
that, Odys Odelyn. Todayds your lucky da

Before Ody could question that statemént
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AiMany would say that the gir/l on tha
right. But that specific ig, there, isnot the lovely lady Libertas! Not really. You
may call her that, but i r free iNot@nlylisysbe h a 1
trappedin that metal, buboundto be spent. That woman, there, is just the right sum
for the ferryman. o

Whatthe 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

didnét mind, but the woman gl ared.
ALet 6s | usetyn thah the pendy is myddbtmy obligationd paid in
full. I 611 owe nothing el seThe restiygopuo s i
you. o0

Enough with the money puns, man.

Odys put up ohll rsi ghhatn,d st. hefinErdo Anyt hing
People we staring as they tried to make
entranceslsthismanpt ti ng on a street show? Why
production? Are wen camera?

The man lowered his umbrella, fixed the hat on his head, smoothed tdewn
breast. A Wil | you hold this, Odel yn?b9o
handle.

fiHowdo you know my name?0o0

iTake the umbrella and maybe 1061l t el

Tomove thisshom | ong, fAFine. 0

Hands free, the old man reachetbihis suit pocket. Odys froze in place when he
head the click and saw the bardethe barrel pointedirectly at his face.

Holyshit.

ASorry to do this, here and now, bu
sl owly, Ody s . 0 oicklwas smaied itmehispersdl Odys 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.

il édm being foll owed, you see. I 611 ne
Quickly, now, boy! Broed 66 ves ppadd mgnough, de

Thatds it. Put it away. Dondt you drop
through that drain, there. Or even an un
Now, open the umbrella. o

AWhat ?0

Al seai d hepaambrell al o

Obediently, Odys fumbled with the bindi

The black webbing popped out like a monstrous bat wing.

fiHold i t up. That dés it yes. 0 The mands e
were clearing out, duckingnd 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.

ANow, Odys Odelyn, thatdés my Iltadsst ucpe nttc
to buy more time. Spend wisely.o

The man drew back the gun and held the nose upward, as if finished with his
prestigious show. But no. That wasndét th

The man shoved the gun in his ftoand gave an encouragingnkd a wink!d
right before Odys heard the echoing BANG.

The pigeons flapped up.

As the blood, hat, and brains showered from the sky, Odysbttfed the shiny
name carved on thepinluPobndel | ads handl e:

PEPIN: Willing to share his umbrella.

WALKING: Because he knew Odys would be walking.

HOW DI D HE KNOW?: Because heds the rea:
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CHARM : 100%*
Chapter the second
A penny for a pound:
Is this story just a Trojan horse?

Bang/ boom/ spl at . Odys ilcadmrdt Hewdt wwi
obliteration of unearthly proportions.

Pellets of warm fluid and gooey chunks fell from the hea¥e@dys stooped
and shielded himself with the umbrella.

é C o uthatllittle gun have causetthat much damage?

When the bloodain finaly stopped (not that it wasxcessivelgoryd PG-13, |
would say. NothingKill Bill), Odys straightened from his cowering stance and
lowered the umbrella. The decapitated corpse was rostkless. The (practically)

t oy gun hhattonhis corpsk blall,ao.

é Ha do hadthe headl exploded?

Odys covered his mouth with the back of his sleeve. His eyes darted @around
Maybe someone else had actually shot him widha@a freaking bazooka or
something?

When the cops arrived Odys was still standing thereysQliopped 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 thosedeméhsuisd the poncho

4 Our chapters will always end in lists. Why@what do lists have to do with this story? | asked
GKFEG alyYS [[dzSadA2yd hdz2NJ bl NNI 462N NBLX ASR
Poetry (supposedly), these B i & + NB + GKNRBgol O1 G2 GKS da9lL
excuse, so | 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

Bpic to appear in this novel, actual poetry excluded. Invocation of the Muse to appear
momentarily.

51 oAU 2F F YSaae FAYNIRYI|Odeh OXG OSNIiF Ayt e
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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 ot loele scenetHee s s e ¢
looked to his right where they were bagging the headless body and scraping off the
remains from brick walls.

AA bulthised d@hd question full of doubt.

AYep, we found it. Therebds no other wes:

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

AHe never met the man before?o
iSaid he didndt. o

AWheredd he get the wumbrell a?o
AHavendt asked, sir.o

AWhere did youkdgkd? ot he umbrel l a,

Odys felt eyes on him from above. He hadked u@ up at the sky as if
expecting to see God pointing and laughihgstead, B noticed a man watching
from the rooftop on the building across the str@stys touched his pocket to make
sur e he wa 9rydstthe goiniwasgtill therel

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

And he was tossing somethidlipping it up in the air with his thumb and
catching it. Maybe a rock? No. It was a dbian omen. Each time was a perfect
catch, even Iodkioguagthe cdineandvhia syesavienest definitelyon
Odys.

The man was mocking him. Flip, flip. A coin for a coin. He kahtedOdys to
see him. He dashed off before the officer tried to see what Odys saw.

ASir? Sir, can you hear me?0

The question rdagtered. 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 t he c¢ o mmuebseletrthat b& &laNo dnsre & thik, . (
please
ils this ohis umbrell a?

Another nod.

=t

Why do you have it?0

AfiHe gave it to me, o0 Odys answered.

ADo you know his name?0o0

Odys shook his head.

They examined the umbrella, asked someone on the othef énelir copradio
to punch i n # Pseapch undedaliasd®.dNoihjd ,cda nteo u p . f
the brand, 06 t heOr hisasthge nanrfé? i Tcheery saaild . c hfiu
t h o u ¢shhere anfithing else you should tell us? Did he give you anything else,
Mr. Odelyn?5o

How did they know his name? Is there no such thingaasnymousanymore?

Oh, thadtheddrigghten them his driverobs |
answered. He reached into his pocket, dug for the coin, watched their expectant
faces.

He hadndédt had his hands i n hlleds numb.c k e
He felt the coid but 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.cbie cold. Everything
felt like a bite or a sting when cold.

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

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

catatonic drunkard. Thepinwas drawng him down.

13
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Falling out of the open car, an office
his feetorhandswas he having a heart ashdpaank ? Ha
good | ooking to be killed off just yet.

AThe hell 6s the matter with him?o0

AThe sight must be getting to him. Put

But blood hardly bothered Odysh e wasndt squeamish! He
episodes of documentary surgical procedures and never have to look lHevay
wasnot s!dlenevedwgordnipiood and gutd!

AGoddamni t, the bastard threw up on me
too late, a look of pity upon his ugly face.

Odys mumbled a sincere apology, resting on his knees.

A lady officer bent down, examingnhim. A concerned interest haunted her

expression. i Mr . Odel yn, you all/l right?0o
No, actually. Heds just about to bl ack
him onto the parked ambul ance that, aft e
takinganyonealivet o t he hospital. So |l etbés get th

An agonizing pain pulsated t4webwgns Odys
push to their pale surface. He crumpled to the grey pavement. Over and out.
Stanza: Even afi P r 0 s e ne&dp & lwredk evey now and then.

He woke up in a hospital bed.

He touched the blanket, |l ooked ad& his
no IV, no heart monitor. So why was he here? There were smears of brown on his
am®d pl aces the nur ses hnindgoffahe blapd. Heetouchedh e i r
his nose, realizing he didndt have his g
down his bare face. It was times like this when it would suit to have a beard to
strokéd something for his long fingers to do.

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

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

someone wanted to talk with him, so just sit tight.
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More like sleep tightie wasndét sure he could stay

A few minutes ticked by. The other person was taking their time. As Odys waited
for the doctor or officer owhoeverwho needed to talk with him, he replayed the
morning through his mimdhe r epl ayed every second t
mad:

Why did he meet PepinBecausel was walking.But why was he walking?
Becausanyc ar d i dButdwheresnasshe goindgzuck.

Thatds something he couldndét tell the
Stanza: We interupt your normal programming to €

éDefl ate the tensi on ahdileodyowwith lkaekdtorg. o N

And what this means is this next pattould have been Chapter One. But,
because Gabbler said | hadkitt someoe first to get your attention, waoved it.
Beware the lengths Gabbler goesttokeep you interested.

Stanza: On the same morning Pepin offed himself.

The cat was heaveiccupping 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
metapho®

Though you may cringe now, do remembigre cad the stupid cdt is 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! | may be the one who cut and pasted this here, but
the Narratordid approve it. But, to justify my action: this coming section is no flashback. |
know we all hate them in novalsso tedious to break from the structural narrative! No, no,
AGQa y2a | idsert Th&kNaira®i wbuldward e td byry clear about this.

. SGz Ay RSTSyasS 2F FtlakolOlax Ittt y2@Sta
9LIA O R2SayQi Saodors GKS ary$sS GNBFGYSyidGo
7 In other words:

Chapter the first,

A mad alchemist:

Not a mad scientist?

(As cut by me)

8Vomit of the Epic genre, that is. Wewmit, on the other hand, is why B.L.A. needed an
Editor.

15
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AOdi ssa! 0 he shouted. fiCandt you cl ean

Ailtds not crap. ltds vomit! o she shout e

Hemumib ed under his bknowiaths Héde@?0fiSo yol

No response.

AYour stupbdd the haeakiobDonbal jway, | ©d¢

Al f you dondt wand hits tdhiesteer thmrapprxdck a
c a had started a new dietcently; he was having some trouble adjusting.

AYoubre di©®duystgnguched.

AYoubre the one who wonoét clean it!o

(Evenif shedidc | ean it it wouldno6t be good e
method for cleaning such things).

Odys rolled his eyeshen rubbed them. Where were his glasses? Everything in
the apartment was a blur. Speaking of their apartment:

Though they could have afforded something bidgemuch bigged the
guaintness suited their tastes. (tbofille bi gc
it. And they already haénoughstuff. They wanted to escapé iescape thestuff
they could so easily acquire.

They had money. Theydéd al ways had mone)

In rejection of their privileged back
though it could never minimize their past. That was something they could not escape.
Even i f they gave away all their savings

T h ey 6 vwrittelm dogvmin ink. Not pencil. (@e serious music).

He put his stilldirty foot onthe carpet reluctantly. When he reached the kitchen
counter, he took out a clean mug. Al &dm
the hairball eventually. They both knew
cl ean up aft eydeepdean(the entire gpartmenbbecauseé df ip. |

It had always beeherc at . Never his. The very sec
apartment, sheodd dpi ctkheadt uwpa st haeeedshtd(dsey . a g
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he called it). Now he was in his tnies ad had a youngld face. The smoking
didnét 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 heade
straight for the arts section (wleethe book reviews are$uch a pretentious nerd she
is.

He poured his own cup of instalife, watching her. Her brown eyes rolled over
the words behind her glasses, thosesaldool frames.

Odys thought the style suited her, but that they were ridisulBhe was often
outrageous to scare people away. They needed no oge else

BUT SO ANYWAY.

Done staring at her glasses, he soon realized she was aireadgd ready for
the day. Bui t wa s noor yet.She avas never dressfdt 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
proped makeup 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 h@abbing his face, he pretended it

didnét faze him. He put down his mug ¢
concentra i o n . AYoubre dressed early. o

AYep, 0O she replied, wal king over to
down with a soft smack. She didnét 1| oo

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 th&easclissors.

S¢KAaX 58I N wSIFIRSNE A& ¢KIFIG S OFtt | aFdz0]
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Chop, chop!He removed the cigarette from his Ifpsvhich he hardlyever did
unl ess t he 0 dbua@dissa awas thd exeepgtigre tde, placed it between
her slender fingers. #fAThanks, 0 ¢deddly sai d,

should consider using matches only. o

He raised an eyebrow. iYeah?o
AYes. Itdd not only fagirlaidadt € oat ur e x
more stylish. o (Therebds probably a more

Al tol d yeeki Thodeewattwd raccs . owv

Pl agiarism! And what next? Would she s
become so snooty.

i But now | agree with you. 0 bhadkakyed he |
tangent never happened.

She was actual | yd t gadooknikecalprofessiona smibkgro
But dondét |l et wppeaBhaecesulddwd,iskegoudar der
drag, anyway. Not hing more than that. Sh

After lighting a cigarette for himself, Odys couldwhaveh i krealfast 6 as he
called it.

He drummed the tablaith his restless fingerslis 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 egesdading.

She was so austeMYas 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 woytéak through the sides of his mouth
rather than wave it between his willowy
much anyway. Not when he was smoldnghich usually meant he was alone or
with others who didndt tssterk much either

Only when he was eating or drinking or

he occasionallyremove it. Most times, however, he cared very little. His smoking
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habit wasnot for |l ooks, M@. mea@s gfar e
shortening/enlivenig hi s dul | exi stence. So no, h

His fingers drummed faster on the wooden table. He snapped the metal lighter
shut. Aha! There were his glassé$e reached across the table, past the fancy
ashtray. Ah, he could see

But sight was his fe.

The apartment overwhelmed him. Now that he could speojterly, he felt the
n e e dtidytupo Biit 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
smoothout hat rug when Odi ssa wasndét | ooki

(I bet you thought they were slobs, right, because of the remaining cat hairball?
No, no. Donét jump to conclusions!)

Odissa was lucky to live with Odys. That meant the only place she had to clean
was her ownroom (whih s he still didndét clean r ec
a point to give her brother more waérkike the time she bought that hideous silver
lamp with five bendable fixtures for the living rooide had to drive all the way
back into town, return itand pick out a style with an even number of biudtiders.
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 ay those eyes, fairly sunken in their molds, were too detédchad

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

not be his favorite color; his prefere
black, red, opinkj ust so he would shut you wup. I
Better still, just dondt talk to-him

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

And why was she dressed, again?
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His sister had brown eyes, too. Her brown eyes, however, were nearly black
black like that cup of nofroufroued coffee she was just about to finish. Though so
dark, they made her ordinary face yieldingly simpler.

And since wedr e c osrfgeeis boldeg Everiitdng about lust i ¢ e
sister is nothing more than a softer and more ordinary version of himself. Softer
eyes, softer complexion, softer smile, s

Identical twins look alike, but fraternal can be yin and yang. Contgastin
similarities. Distorted effigies of each othdBut by now you get the picture
MOVING ON.

He brushed sterile ash off fAtYloau tl @owlke vte
nice in that outfit.o (He wasndédt going t
She exhaled before answen g , iAWhy, t hank vyounder Odys.
their lids. W&it for iteéewait for it

AiBut you only have three rings. You nee

fi | know, Odys. Di d it pduup &t hit,doldipg hers vy o u
paper She rested her hands atop eatiter, that cigarette burning in the right. Her
spare fingers fiddled with the ring on her left hantte ringf i nge B &silver i ng
banda wedding ring to those who didnét kn
AiYou know what Tr avlibsariahscshodld dewur pis,aidter d ay

smokes® She marveled at her burning | eaves

He took the bait. H ldorar@msy justdiliraryeasbistémedr i We
iSame thing, 0 she shrugged, waving him
picky.

That s that.

I't was pleasurably hard to breathe (wh
the time being). The room was full of tantalizing smdkeonderful, 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 realizedsi#l had a cup of coffee. Ah, it was nice and cool,

t oo. He woul dndédt have to nurse it. Yes
His squareframed glasses slid down hi® s e . He didnot pus
gl asses are deceptive, they make him
real |l y. He doesndét hide behind them as

either of them hid behind spectacles, it was his disbert 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, unlikedhihoughnoton purpose. He liked
to watch hesmoke; it comforted him. He enjoyed her tapering hand bringing it up to
those lacehin lips. Every interval between intakes was unique, and he observed
each with revived curiosity.

Shedd pretend not to notice histheover
whirling smoke to (two) white cigarette to (three) gdhce to (four) curved neck
t o@ne, 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.

€ Thdr mutually parasitic nature was (for lack of a better explanation) the reason
I wanted to start my story here. Donét
convict them just yet. Yes, you might already suspect an unorthodox sibling

relationship, b donot | et me prick your conse.|
power yet. Just ignore this erotic nee
hurt. Much

Honestl vy, youbre just I i ke deguessing,o0n e

predicting, ad 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 an

sly questionsJust who washat girl he brought with him, ard@dmore importantl9
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what was she to himDear Odissa would play along buoyantly, bless her heart, and
together theyd6d make a grand time of it.

Thus, at parties (Odys was unusually popular desjstefforts; Odissa usually
came off as the reclusive sort who scared away inviters), they would say things like,
ALet me introduce you to my wife,o0 or, f
about each other.

Odd phrasingof that nature.

It not only keptthings (such as their clinginess) smooth and simple, but it also
keptthemfron, as t hey say n oAndthapam ringdbtheyboty 0 hi
wore on their fingers added to the effective repelling. Their regkieve marriage
proved they needed rame else. Thewantedno 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. fBem
historical parallels aside:

He <coul dndt imgtwhanhtde special ocdasiom vdathe reason she

was dressed. Awhat would you I|like to do
her . He hoped she would fess upé
AHave you, dear brother, 0 she said in

accent , wihfaotr gootdtaeyn i s ? 0

His eyes narrowed.

She rested her head in her pal m. i Wel |
see him today. Ouather. 0

AOh. 0 Odys mout thatdi mbeotsoyedr. al tods

AHM, 06 she answered, no emotion in her

He evened at her newspagr, putting the pages in a nistack parallel to the
tablebs dul l edge. He | i ked even | ines.
his next step. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight:

ADondt . o

fiDonodt ?20
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AfDondét go.® htcomsmaadmosPl ease. 0
She laughed, a feigned noise, and put out her unfinished cigarette. He counted the
number of times she smashed the tip into the tray. Gnétla r e e f our éf i ve
oddnumbers!
She saw him cringe. She knewactlywhat he counted.
fil have to, Odys. We need the money.
in her chair, waiting for his unavoidable reaction. She always used tender
unpleasantness to control him.
AYou dondét have to go anymor éiim gou Kkr
fes, we do. If | didnoét go, we woul di
price tag. o0 She attempted a smile at h
He put out his own cigaretieonetwothreefourfivesix (see, Odiss@™h a hodv s
i t 6 s0 ahd pracgeded to space out the buiita symmetrical arrangement. Just
as he liked it. There was nothing etse the tabldéo 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 mepeessing with the topic of
their fatheron the table.
AThis wild.l be the last of it I prom
He wondt mind. Webre al mosmhkmigdtbmme wi t h
il f you ask for mor edysimeruptdd. ask mor e

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

di dnot Il i ke ot hed attenson that lvas inig. She eamsweeed hine, n t
AThen 1 6l1 do more. o

He didnot Il i ke that ans wamnds.ticked bhylike at wo
clock in -bas migd. widiCh you?060 He falter
go, but he wished to express his will:i@
faced 0

AYou know he wanoddhotmm h iotasksAndpifpeticumdd

outd o
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AThen how [ ong will you be this time? °
ATuesday, actually. Youbve got Monday
back by Monday. Thatés his estimate. 0
Odysés jaw clenched. amtsaatt was too | ong.
Al dm al so going to ask him about iit. o ¢
Al t?0

AWell , 0 her voice | oweilisedwha@twédwerourl|l mbo
willing to tell me now. No w sbnmethingrome 6 r e ¢
him.o

Al donét care to knowdoAny woman i nsanece
AMaybe webre adopted, then, 0 she admoni
AThatds | ikely, o he | aughed. 't was t oc¢
ifiMaybe we killed her at birth, o Odissc¢

conversaybenwhph @Mb6 s

That shut Odys up. He never thought sh
shedbd speak that theory aloud&d. Sure, eve

ANever mind, 06 Odissa said, waving her |

Truth be told, t h esgtidordbefore Mat like thig dnywayh i s ¢
Odi ssa wonder d@atetoiask her uesdiah. Thoegh hdr woice sounded
cool and at ease, she was far from unruffled.

Odi ssa stood up. il dm already packed. $

He walked her to her car. He shook #ifé coldand his thought about dragging
herback to their apartment and tyihgr 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 didndét meescather e
and jacket and mittens. Her petiteijped nose was pink. Her breath turned to fog.
ADon6t do anything stupid, Odys, okay?bo

He nodded, | ying. As soon as he retur ne

AAnd dondt 6fborget to feed
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il wonoétd, he wgoomébl ed. il wondt forget

She put on a prepared smile and reached up to pat his cheek with her mitten.
Good boy, OdysHe leaned away from her, a scowl on his poignant face. She
expected this reaction. She could deal withsh mel anchol i a now,
with hers upon her return. She was alwaffecteda f t er fiseei @dys t he
always had to fix her afterwards.

Sighing, she entered her silvear, closed the door and drove out of the
apartment lot. When he aldl 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
wi shed he h aoff hed touchsShe hamllg evdr offered affection. And
when she did, it was only to hirklow dare he deny her that?

Blowing through his nose like a provoked bull, he aatkis head. He debated
something:

See, he might have gotten dressed in a rush to walk her down here, but he was
stlldr essed. He shoul dnot wapped his pdtkétsyupr e a s
wal l et and keys. I'n a solid beeline,
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 wondt start. Won¢

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

As he hit the steering wheéelkeaching it a less@nhe threatened to set it on fire.

He settled for a dent in the car door, comgints of his foot.
He wasnot normally a violent person.
Not about to pop the hood and let some ksiball, carsavvy guy tell him he

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

052y Qi RSTFSYR KAYZ bl NNIG2Ndonl SQa | OGdz £ @
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Just walk. Walk it off. Besigls, he deserved this badkdcto 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 backpocket.

He smoked the fuck out of that cigarette.

His glasses glinted as he looked left and right before crossing. January was cold
in these parst hough it viieeb @ 61 smati gat now, S 0
place. Locations are unsubstantial (asEditor tells me). Just focus on the storyline.
Hedl | not be staying here much | onger an

His feet made shufflsounds that helped him feel pathelicwas a relatively
dull walk, sparse traffic and people. A few morning joggers here and there,iplugs
their ears. The genial cigarette smoke blew back in his bare face, thawing his sharp
nose. He usually had those dark circles under hiss@rling eyes, though today
they were especially dark. Shady circles came with the swarthy complexion, you see.
Oh, and that reminds r@el meant to mention thatomplexion.

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

something.
Something.
But Odys didnét <care. Rumors concernin
often more entertaii ng t han the man hi msel f. Odys

them both. Rumorandthe man.

His fathed a mbbinicallooking man in memorybut not in persod had
sometimes spoken with a deliberately veiled burr that, at times, sounded like a sick
blending ofall Indo-European language brancBethe 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 neakhe twinsfiexoticd for this whitewashed
genre, in sum we have two white rich kids. Trite upon tBigt who said Odys and
Odissa were even the main characters? Nbt I!

el f anything, Odys often | ooked in t
American.Mi x e d , of course, but t hsruffledditn h e
to wonder é

And thiswasIndianTerritoryy, after al | . I't wasnodét in

Actually, forget | mentioned that.

€ The light had turned gen. The pixilatednan appeareth the lightbox-thing.

Wal k. Wal k. Wal k. Dondét wal k. Run befo
asshole! A human can only walk so fast.

In his rwsh, his hair fell in his face. He tucked it back. He wordoitvh to his
shoulders and éd in a linp taikknot creature. His tangled mane was always pulled
back, though wawgcribble 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 frénhis shabby and somewh#ireadbarestyle
was his onlyoutwardmeansof conveying hisaforementionedaninimalism (minimal
use of the hairbrush, wasigf machine, and fashion sens)s unkempt air made
him proud. He was good at being hygienically slovefijobo-grunge might be the
proper ter m, t hough | 6 m nmwayshald Heotongue y ¢
on this issue. He chuckled at the thought, smoke wafting from his lips. (He caught
this sudden outburst and corrected the impropriety. He was, dftsuposed to be
brooding).

As Odys walked up the sidewalk steps, not grabbing the frosty rail, he realized he
was near his favorite used bookstbre h , SO that 6s wher e

Subconsciously, of course. He rounded the corner, planning to pasHedfhew it

11 Qur Narrator tries very hard to be P@vith the best of intentions. But it seems the story
theyneedi 2 G St f therd. (What andekcsé, &m | right?).

12Narrator, YOU RUIN EVERYTHING!!! (I was hoping to keep the location as vague as
possibla for reasons yowvill later discover).
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wasnot right to soléelyyioturas . plOadé¢éesstbhat absea
downé

He blew sm&e out his nose, a deprived dragon.

All his depression might seem uncalled&aa very silly reaction to his sister
visiting their father. Buper haps you dondt know the ha
even told yout h e mamébmmt that names tell you much about a person,
really 3

When Odys and Odissa were children, they imagined what their father must be
doing all those days, weeks, months weuld disappear. They wished he would
never reappear. fABusiness trips,o0 hedd c

As slightly older children, they envisaged the man as possibly a con artist,
mercenary, or gangsteris blackmarket 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 toggomewherd or t heir medi cal ai d;
check into a hospital every time theygoein gun fi ght . Thatoés th
look. There had to be a doctor on hdndr special cases and such.

That 6s where their f abelbvebelelgoul d f it i nt

He did notmakethem believe otherwise.

All they knew for sure was that higudy was packed with medical textbodks
some in different languages. They doubted their father could read them all, but they
took up slack on the shelf.

Many of their father 6s arsoanmse weplheg [fosceke
t heydd ma nraTdie Was (most likely) ecause there were few secrets in
that dusty room a child could understand. Theleyel volumes were the ones you

were supposedo noticé the ones distracting you from the plain, more important

130h, they tell you enough all right. Especially if the person chooses their owrtnatrieh
is what their father did.
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books high up. Their little eyesoacu | d n 6 t see into the to
good stuff (no doubt) was tucked away
staircase or use the rolling ladder; if they had, not only would it have been riskier,
but they might haveprdfessonnned t heir fath

And they already knew too many secrets.

Their father, when at home, would | o
for days and leave the children to their aloof narthipkiral. Yes, they had several
over the years.

Odys wondered why ther f at her even bothered co
twins wanted to see hisfatehi s f ace with that scraggi
hair added to his sophistic undercurrent, and Odys hated it. If he ceeldy®w
such a monstrosity h e W blaifeaded Be might actually look like his father,

t hen. One ti me, he took his sisterds |
face in a mirror. It was no real comparison). But why are we talking about beards?
Let6s get back¥to their upbringing

They were very well off, and it seemed likely their father acquired the wealth
from somewher& or, possibly,someone Little did they know how close their
guesses Ccame. A pomegranate i draddtMr.a c
Odelyn Sr enjoyeal the company of manydgelectablecharacter.

Perhaps the yummiest of his contemporaries was Mr. Augury, a man who had
made frequent visit’!As t he familyods | awyer and ol
shoe stepped through their childhood thresholeiy tlather would drop what he was
doing and leave his cffmit rooms. No one could delight their father quite like Mr.

Augury.

“agwSOSADBS &2 dzNJ 3 dz8 @hilamBalainMay&nlbotR & R a saghysed

prophecy and rkates to Cortés and his welcoming. The beard, in my opinion, eerily
foreshadows something about Odys. The beard (or lack thereof) is most important. The

bl NN} G2NJ gl yiia @2dz G2 y2G0A0S (GKAaX!yR GKSy
Bl yR 28843 L 00GKS $9ramelas Ndave Chirgeti@didt othetghtdzNE Q
OBVIOUSLY represent someone of ominous importance. Our Narrator had a laugh at the
name | picked. An approving laugh.
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And no one consumed more of his time.

Mr . Augury had a much ol der air and fr
ancient Orly distinguished. Odissa called him Guglielmo Marconi. Her father, on
the other hand, was Grigori RasputfinThough | think thatods o
us, 0 sdded. Sheacduld be so forgiving.

Odys didndét know why s h eically] butashesisualyo mp ar
got it right. Like Hegel with his spiritual manifestations in history, Odissa pursued
this timeless principal in her ownédif She was a sibyl who knete past foretold the
future.

But back toMarconiandRasputin

The t wi knew how thentviothad meind never cared to leat/hy learn
about a subject you hate? Such knowledge was useless to them even if they knew it.

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

was still alive. Thrivig . Doing their fatherdés wildl be
Thatdéds right, kldadiYdoous , d itdhnedi tr rfeaat dh etrh aits w
he was alive, did I ? Go back and check,
Editor, called thiswi st fi mi n dlitagree.d roy .1 6 ald mi t I me an

you a little, but | 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 eei of his own.

Augury was that voice.

Though Odi ssa theiafdh egro,hde $ boMies emonument
was hardly the worst part of her ritual reverence. Mr. Augury was sure to stick to the
will and its multifariousrules for their inheritance He di d contr ol it
why Odys coul dnot go with Oditstsar. Hadmb
wanted i® andstildi dndét . Thatoés what Mr. Augury s

their fat her 6s. Hi s word was | aw.
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Even though theirdther was nothing but a skeleton in the cloeigury could
still hear him. Mr. Augury, in more ways than one, @i Odelyn

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

SEASON: Winterd perfect for brooding.

ADDICTIONS: Cigarettes, coffee, and maintaining even number$ not in
t hat order . Heds actually on the 1|1 o0k
number even.

TYPE: Byronic hero, theoretically.

Chapter the third ,*¢
Alchemic principals:
Wh at 0 matterh e

Oodi Odel yn. Y e s, s narheaQdi, shatdor @dgsseus. A Hemmit h ¢
name

Odys hated that nadeh e coul dndét read Homer beca
suspected it wa s n 0t bedatse if it was @né thiegrtlteld b i |
know about their father, it was his profoundbgation of pagan myths. And if there
was another, they knew people rarely liked their pabestowed birtthames. They
were evidence of this (teachers al ways
Odessa)

éNot that Odys cared about his stupid

Odys flicked his finished cigarette at the pavement and stepped on it. When he
looked back up, he noticed someone stopped at thaffarosswall® the crosswalk
he was headed towards.

It was a blurred silhouette in the morningwldr he figure just stootl h e everé
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, motorcakle was in no hurryHave a good day.

Stanza: And tbheagtadns, wdhiedrnebd twewe ?

16 Or, Chapter the secondif our Narrator had theiway.
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Yes. Yes, it is. Webve come full circl e
AFucking shit, i tmutteedo himgelfih Bigphpspialdald, 06 Od )
Stanza: Chapter One insertisDONB letb s get back to the rea
The officers asked him more questidnguestins 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 cefrredl| wase
Coffee was the only thing his nauseated body desired, though it was hard to take in.
The doctor had tol d hiexractlyamissywitndhimdbutbt k n
his heart rate was Iavbelow averag@ probably just nerves here, take some of
this.
The doctor had told the officers (who
should be find nothing in his systeth shock manifests in different ways.
A cop who had just arrived wanted to know why the suicide had beeressy
The doctor (who had overhebother doctors and nursigem the morgugexplained
that if the bullet hits the right veinthe right anglé anything is possibke case
closed.
The cops told Odys an officer would drive him h@rthanks for cooperating.
AWhwhaat ti me i s sonie@ne helpatl yis inta bikcead. 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.
AJust now ten. o
AA. M. 20
AP. M. You were out quite a while. o
Tharks, Pepin, for ruining my day and making me look like a gussfy Pepi n 6 ¢
who you really wereHe 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 offiaseke him up.
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fi | think wedre here, kid. o Pause. iy

if you need anything, right? Not that

every day. You just got lucky enough to be part of their attergtgmking. @ n 6t | €
it get to you.o

Morelikeedondét be swuwch a |ittle girl

A Wedl | send someone tomorrow to checl

car door c | osyadleptthrdughsthe ndwe cregteyahad a fucking
field day. o
Stanza: Lady Libert y i s n 6 tRomsan. Gr eco

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 amubied for the right key. He
noticed his hands in the hall light. They bore a sickly, lavended s8hades away
from a bruisecolored plum. It waslike his body knew he was alone now and,
without the eyes of others, was willing to turn on him. His desperadaverous
fingers managed to turn the cold knob.

He found his bedHis face hit the inviting pillow

A few hours |l ater, he heabddrawertclosingl f |
perhaps? A sriie? A hum? Was Odissa home?!

He rallied himself out obed, looking for his glasses. Where had he put them?
They were probably in the covers. He realized he still wore his Hptadtered
jacket. He was too unwell to bother removing it. Besides, it had nice pockets to rest
his limp hands in. He always did appiate pockesnever mi nd Pepin

He shuffled onward, hands nice and cozy. Wait, where was the coin, that
ominous penny®usthave fallen out astbssed in beche assumedsood riddance.

May you be lost under the bed forever

€ On hi s -waydobgteét Ydissa (andeg her to care for him), he noticed

the cat 6s -shemd frofldATIMORNINGm@ been cleansed of evidence.
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Odissa must have done it. But, uncharacteristically, it seemed eteargh(which

was a rare feat for anyoteDdys hadhi gh st andar ds) . Was h
cleaned it?
He |l eaned on his sister6s bedroom door

smile gpread across his teshite face

But the sides of his expression quickly fell.

Shewasdt t her e. Mu s thdveea olw@ édn Tthlee cadat 4 i f t
eyes from miefloor.

Thanks, cat, for waking him. Hedd gott e

The cat looked back down and continued his operatioatting at something
between his fuzzy mittens. Odys, about to swoop down and stapp(the cat was
notorious for eating random artifacts from the carpet), drew back. It was the coin.
Howthefucldid it get in here?

No doubt, it mu st have been the cat. i
traveled. The pesky creatur@asvalways heipg himself to their stuff. Little thief.

Odys would have been angry if he hadnbd
bl ood rushing through his shriveling vei
to feed it dinner, but the beast was fat anyway @ndd miss a meal or two. Odys
hi mself hadnét eaten all day . cddld sufier now
with him. So there.

éNever mind. That was mean. Hedd go f ec

He turned from the cat and coivith a glare leaving it and heading to éhcat
food in the kitchen. Butsniff, sniff =~ Wa s coffé®aHe &eard the pot begin to
squrt out newlyhot contents. Driglrip drip.

Walking to the counter to inspect the pot, a burned coffee scent flooded his
shallow senses. He leaned down, watchihg tnurkybrown 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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€ Thi s wragsammable machirget toa clock(they were still shopping for
a fancier one), show was it making coffee for him? He must be dreaming. Sleep
walking. Yes, that was it.

He feltlike a stranger in his own hom@ealone He couldh 6 t even truc¢
anymore.all alone The cat wag her e, yes, but the <cat
thumbs.

Perhaps he should take a stroll out8ide 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 abib anyway. If he was going insane, better to be
outside where someone might stop him. He wanted to escape this unusual
happenstanéethis place where nothing was quite righhis place where he was
alone

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

He coul dnot change his mind now (as i
coul dnot st and sshiHs moaned) holdiegs llatketlses rip@ing,
undulating soreness. He wanted to crumple over. But he stood for atyeterni

Stanza: The genie skulking in the bottle.

Eventually (thank God) that eternity ended. His unsteady hand was already
turning the knoB twisting and wringing out his dubious fate. Odys was just about to
pull when:

iDonbét | eave, Odys, 0 a voice pleaded.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The voice was quakingebron
gong® a song calling his bodyThough his senses were dulled and fatigued, this
metallic sound was sharp and clear. Had he died? Was this a heavenly undertake
sent to collect him?

Heaven or hell, hedéd be saved from tfF
see a gi r | 6 sdadhingpalisheddglineatiort. Hei gave a sigh of relief; it
was jus a girl. Just a girl. A girl?

Not what he expected.
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She was like syncopatiénsoter than predicted. Just from her few words, he had
almostoeen sure she was anything but human.

She stood paces awhagshtjusleititDdi ssabds r ool

The dress she was wearh@dy s knew t hat dBuethisgrl |t w.

wasndt Odi ssa. filt 1 snbdt safe, Odys Ode
bell s now. ANot until wedre both fully s
AHdWMI owdd you get in here?d 0Odys manag

l'i ke sl ime | eavi ngimhaheavyjolg higsansgalvaBired 6 d gi Vv
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 smil&da smile likethe glint of copper, quickly gone.

AHowo6d | get in? Well, now. You | et me
child.

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

in placé she was a sinuous cobra halbving to the sakec har mer 6 s t une

head. AYou |l et me in, 0 she insisted. Shi
response.
ADid I 206 He al most didndét doubt it at
Shenodded.

Clearing the clot in hidmyhsioates@ihg :
She strode up to him. Her every footstamsecrated he f |l oor . i So
canot wear the same dress?0 She stretch

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

serpenne handt he action exact, |ike a templ e ¢
The simple fixture above them illuminated her osc@pressed face. Odys sunk

back. She wamoat t r act i ve. Li ke a human knows a

wassomet hi ng unnadalrmbe sathdo bar felhie docilé goil

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

compelled his barelppen eyes to squint.
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Her complexion was bronzinged. Her heavikhoodedeyes crowded her face

If he hadt 0 guess, h e GodMiddle Eakterdhrea, |lnedtidasn c o1
Pakistantt’
In the light, she was a living sculptdrecopperc a st e d . Any momer

sprout multiple arms and assume a godd

AYou should be i n ed atease iDabaxiag him. Helwished u
he could obey. But it wouldndét be that

AYou know my name too? How comewhever
are you wearing my sisterbés clothes?0

ASi mpl e, O deg with a forseld almastemalévole@® g r i n , | n
somet hing to wear.o At | east she was
Odi ssabs oversized sundress.

His questions were getting him nowhere. He leaned against the door, closing her
offfromescpe and hel ping support his draine
this apartment?o0

She straightened her postur edambse 6d
angriyd bi t her | i p. Yobllett orhed iyro.ug Odys.

His brow furrowed.?@®@Why donét | remer

She stared at him with those huge éyeyes with irises like tiny, glinting
pennies at the bottom of two widénotcl e
to you. Thereds a di f f einvieedicand beiggetun. Ik n o v
was ket in, buthotnecessarily invited. Do | isten

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

gim-woman filled in Odissabds dress.
AHOWMIow did | o6l etd you in?o

Awell, pl sihel pautsatded ,id was i n your |
He | aughed. fAWhat now?o

Dl YyRKA ¢ 2dzA Ry OnfprothiseA y 1 Al o1 a | O2
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fiThe @thename that Pepin gave you.btmhe penny. 0 She g
herself with her delicate hahdu p and down. Ah, itds not
you theydre coi nagrme.bacitfeseulsik gat i ttl edt hon
knowt o it play <cool . I swear , | 6ve not hi
swal |l ow. | 6 ve b ééyadsgnwsad Nob awerg prdityeviap to pass
the time, ItellyouCandét t ur n h unmaot anless yau wanathe diamg
animal to explode. o

Odys shook his head, trying to underst@rad cold sweat formed upon his
wrinkled browd his hair stuck to his faéehe coul dndt k®ehp up
decided to slow her dowfi: Whdovh o 6 s Pepi n?90

AOh, eltoknow youdr e Oslysdle madeit véryhoavioustfoh a t ,
you. Pepin! Pepi® the man with the umbrella. Pepithe man whose head
exploded. Pepiit he man wh & she gestureal tolOdys dnd lee@eff u p .
| suppose he arranged it very niceywery detail perfect. $houldknow. He made
me enact parts of it, no doubt. It ds al w
used to you. I 6m t oo Dbdifsl gan temembee ina allb e r m
Godsonly know what Pepin made me do.ddn what he made me f or g

She rubbed her forehead.er gaze di dnodt me et hi s, t
noted his reaction.

Odys slouched lower on the door, legs about to give way. This yourdg girl

probablysomewheréetween seventeen and twehtywas rambliig on about things

hedd rather not hear. The sad part was t
Odys | ooked wup t hrWhuygdlid hdadesplod®rWasviha hai r
bomb? It wasdadft mwmeers owas oift ? 0

AoOh, that 6s s i mpff. 8he diotickchtee cat Mown gt dex feet.i t
APepi nds head hekiMep himsdlfe@d because

AWhat ar e yo Ofcausehe killedhymseif,gv@ndan!

She snapped her fingérshe had perfect nadsthe kind of nails he saw on

Asian salon windows, roposters with sumwashed color and feminine hands posing
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in awkward positions around hideous flowers or retro orbs. Everything about her was
perfec® proportionate, symmetrical, idealiz&d.

APepi nds he a tecalisedbulléttwenetkrgughohid Bra A normal
shot woul dn6t.Thedulet onbworkédbeeadisdbviasthe one that
shot it.o She bent down to pcejustlkehhs c a
owner s. A Wi t ho amamwith nol soukte hol® np hailanythinghe
does to himself is amplified and injec

fiwhatd |t was seriously hard to foll ow.

iNever mind, 06 she sighed. il 6m over wt
It ol |l make us both feel better. o

AExcuse me?0

She didndét eQ@KeReachirgiinthis pooket fot his pack and lighter,
she was smoking away before Odys coul d
do, even if he could spare the energy).

She sucked on the paper so deeply that the tip transformed to ash in one robus
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.
AExact | y whgotwithimy cofdeeSbraedsaytthat your addictions stem
from what your soul craves, 0 she muse
fiChocol at e, I hear, can produce the fe
chocol ate ther ef alketl overrandvsenotherathinethe ocoff&h e
tablebés ashtray. Now there were an odd

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 opethgust
subtle enough to make you disbelieve.

She had a second cigarette going wh

cigarettes, andven numbers ay about your soul, Odys?

18|dealized 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 listetdphysical traits
Odys <carried: AYou | i ke paperback books
making the book easier to hold with one
any desire to. You also hate the idea of alcéhmhything that can make yourimd
less guarded and allow someone to discover your inner secrets. And boy, you have a
few, dondt you? d'though oa toleratdhchess. You dressriikesa
slob to counteract your regal upbringing. You hated gym class. In high school, most
of the guys thought you were a homosexual, but you actuallg ver mi nd | |
go there. You also have a thing for Asi
yourself with one. 0

She gestured to herself as if the situation were somehow #onic.

Odys slid @wn the dood ass hitting the floorHe watched her brandish the
smoketrailing cigarette. The ashir smothered him as it swirled around her, a sacred
aura. He couldno6t swallow his spit. His
this lookingglass eflection of his innate self.

AWho t he f udldidRapiekngwoalitRis?Didldedi d he tel |

Taking out another cigarette, she silently snickered. It reminded Odys of his own
smugness at things he knew better than others.

iNo, P e p illme. d>racted 6Repintkeew a lot about you, but he could
neverknowy ou | i ke | do. Ohl,d nd ocnrdat z yl. 0 oYko ua td ina
copsabout me. You realized | was more than justapeRilyg ht after Pepi
scatter, when you touched meyiour pocket, knowyou felt itt 0

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

VLAY QG AlY GK2dAKK
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She wal ked badckhkowyoterf glot hmen.dridi ni ng
in front of him, balancing on her tagder heels gracefully in the air! 8iplaced the
cigarette effects next to her. Al st

Still sucking the life out of him.

Cigarette smoke glided into his face
Eventuallyd She pointed at hicnm awsiptihn gh eforrynpgreer!t
|l 6m taking so much of your energy al
She frowned. #fAYou do |l ook Ilike shit.o

With unhurried approach, she reached out and touched his chin. Herhahite
touch agitated his tessellated brain. The worléeread into negative. He closed his
eyed drifting in and out.

He melted into her palm.

I f you <could see through the girl ds
colord healthy once more.

He realized her action and drew back, eyes sinking into his palldy alshadow
overtaking his attenuated body. iWhat o6

She smiledt eet h so perfect. She withdrew
di stance between us. 0 She blew smoke

touch. She cradled his chand mantrac h a n tNeptesh, riephesh, nephehe

soul i s breath. Your bodydés having a h
donot think | 6ve wever seen a Master I
havendét eaten ihbdéa WwbcrheseOwopérbapsgh

AMy soul ? MWham dodgowdét have a soul ?0
She shook her head.onfieltwe dne&.s Inohaueh:
shell that encasesditthe lock and door that keeps the world from it. Your soul
manfest, perhaps. Bmy o u , Odys. An extension of

person Your soul 6s my windup key. 0
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She put a hand on his knee and leaned into him, looking him straight in his eyes.
There it was agafh that nervousness surfacing to her face. Amdelit went, tucked
away. Her seltontrol scared Odys.

AForgive me, 0 &rheev esrmi H leidn khirmga.d Iyl t 6 s U
has more control of theirbodi@sn ever as equal as this. Yo
itself. How strange. How scary. o

She smoothed his hair. The caress belied his independence; it seemed
inappropriatd s omeone so beauti ful couldndt be
Thatdés all . Hedd wake up and find Odiss
He never would have trietb start his car. He never would have met the suicidal
stranger. And he certainly wouldndt have

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

AWhat ever youoésrte pRevartsatgMakedt allettér. And then
go away.

AYou have every right to be angry. But

Alt?o

He saw through his hatfhut eyes that she struggled.

AThereds a name for wha't I am, Odys.
Master. When Pepimy old Master, killed himself, he canceled the bond | shared
with him. | became functionledsstagnard i nani mat e. I coul dnét
objectform until you touched n@ until | took your soul. | need a soul to fuel éne
to wind me up. AMNedure ddkle inmacthhewnersecharg
far from wires, gears, and bolts. o

Her expression became sull en. She tore
why Pepin planned f od shefinahedtabheréomwre woedt i v at
choicd ABut |e klnadv thi s reasons. o0 She paused
great unrest and would hardly let me see his thodglatisalone remember them

after his death. All his pladsall of them® were clandestine. He hid his true self
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from our shared brains. He waggaod Masted one of my favorited you already
l'i ke him, you just dondt know it. o She
itdéds unsettling that we dondét know his

With one free hand, she reached behind her, as if digging in a pant.pdbket
retrieved somet hing. Al dm as cluel ess
t hat 6s wh edrbet whereedid she gull ¢hem from? She was wearing a
dress! ). iSt at i s thappgeatlol ys osnpeecankei.n gB u tl thhae
since Pepinchoseyou. He meant for you to touch me before anyone else could. He
cheated. o

She placed his glasses on his nose and tucked them in. Her hands lingered. The
frames were warm, as well as the gladseyfogged up, making the moment more
awkward.

Odys blushed.

She cupped his cheeks like one doesapupgyd mi t i t, you pru
when webre close. 0

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.

iADotn 6wor r vy, it wondt al ways feel t hi
hoursjffyou get some rest. Now, promise me
open this door. o0 She pointed behind hi

AWhy not?0 He forced hi ms eVeh though hea c k

wanted nothing more than to evaporate through her hand.

ATheyodll know youdre well again, and
AThey?0

ANo one to fear, Odys, 0 she soothed,
unt il he cl osed lougs weemust be cautioase Thenoareeother i

humans with Automata out thérébut only a few. They are a group. A family. Pepin

wasndét part of it. But that doesnét m ¢
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l eft t hem, but | d o nhém like hie diéh dh, whyowaitlthlat h a v e
he I eft them? | candt remember! o She was
She remembered Odys and | ooked down at

She continued to brush his spectral face. Her touch became unnoticeable as he
drifted farther away.

It was almost like she was Odissk he stared at the hem of the d@dke
dressb yes, of course the dressHis eyes shot opénthe girl felt the sudden
tensionHe wi shed she didnét wear it.

As i f reading his ft hduwgltdtss ,whtahe ygiur Ilwag
this.o She forced her cigarette between
intake of smoke, the dress glided to the ground.

But she hadnoét wi t h drharvhands hwvere thddeaghtd s f r
there! Sheh a d n 0 tofftihealdes8 8 h e haucheddet dress

And that glint in her eyés that proud glint.

The girl was clearly not intangibléhough the dress had fallen through her like a
coin in water. Even Odys, in his sickened state, could tell she avagletely solid.

Solid as something neair could be. It had been her bddyer limbs, torso, le@s

that had reshaped itself around the falling dress. Like quicksilver, she had reformed
around it as it reached the ground. It took Odys a madnanibng momerd to

realize she was crouching before hinde The dress wrinkled around her feet. Her
bare |l egs pushed together. Herd arms di dn

Because she had no navel. No nipples. |
Stanza: Faux skin of the golem of metals.

He quickly $wut his eyes

Careful what you ask for, Odys.

Ailtds okay, you can open them now. | d&m

What what whatNo longer naked?Vell, if she could take the dress off that

quickly, she might be able to putiack onin the same amount of time.
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Odys openedone eye and lowered his defensive hand. He swallowed hard,
though nothing but mortification went down.

She smoothedut a tubelike dress ashe stood antlgged at the heéna snake
pulling at her second layer ofkin. The dress was a metallic material that
complimented her complexion. It glintetké a newlyremoved cicada husk.

ATook me | onger than anticipated. Li k

A Took y o uOdysquesiianed?hés voice a little higher than usual.

iltds a part of me; 0oi Bhe mytekmpnedi f
down t o herd tokarpand shift mi $kin areund a bit. It makes rase a
lot of our energy, thoughoh, forgetitd She gave one | ast i
heml Amg wafy, di dndt wanygou oseva.sdG e mor e

She bent back down and tried to keep her legs close together; the hem was rolling
up despite her efforts. it takes a |
scanty. Later on, once you get more sleep, | can create something moré, mbdes
cour se. Not that you should care about
his 1ips, j ust for one more good suck

jostled the butt back between his lips.

A But I thought I Wi Bds dampep dosveTch | tso wals e
happening, this wasnét happening, this
She patted his cheek. iDecaf f, babe. ¢

When she took a step back, he could feel an airy yank starting from the pit of his
chest. Part of him departed with hele knewit like a compass knows north.

i Come, up you go. On the couch. o0 She
blind man pleading to Christ. I f it wo
said® would believe anything she told him. Her arms lifted tike 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 longeared if theravere an even number of budts

how many fad she smoked again?
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She crossed her legs. Her foot bohb®8He toasted the air with her own mug.
AiYour addictions are now mine.o

Stanza: Pinocchio wants to be a real puppet.

Odys hadnot started drinking vyet, he
exposed.
AYou stild]l dondt believe your eyes, od

touch has swayed you to belief? Noteven mydrk s 2?0 She pinched he
youbre stildl praying this is just a dreal
More like nightmare, but whatevs.

Awel It, eMhsae can | do?0 She placed her n
you that | have only two for mgealshdper ry t
shifter. | 6 riweakerr eF orf eax asrhplpee. 0

She elevated her left hand and, with her riglkegan to pull at each left finger as
if removing a snhug, veneer gl ove. fil ha\
when | need to be hidden fr om,something Yyoul
of f her h & have myfhlinhaesgue form, to makeou feel more
comfortable when talking to your soul .0
Comfortable? Ha! It was much easier to
She gave one last tug on her middle finger and withdrew a diaphanous skin in the
shape of her hand. As it left the handuithed to a golden gauzgove. Between two
fingers, she dangled the limp matediatlever letting go.
iThose are my only two forms, 2hough t
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.
ANotice, I didnét | et go of the glove

still a part of me, Odys. Just as you can add melted metal to melted metal, | can

20,8 AYlFyALdz FGA2y>é aKS R2Sa yz2a4 YSIy &aKS OF
F LIISE N yOSa o60AdSd 221 fA1S Y2NB (KFy 2yS LIS
hair and haing 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 parssolongas t heydre al ways attachec
limits, as does hylomorphism. What els

Her candor made him hiden anxious smileHe supposedif hi s di dnoét

tobeaghal l uci nati onegaptlegypd owe her som
AYou should drink your coffee, itds ¢
Al i ke it a bit cold. o

She surveyed him with a sidelong glance,-aef s ur e d . Khoerthalv a |l r
he took his coffee. She wmake himderltmore r et

comfortablé

He took an obligatory sip and observed her satisfied grin. Trying to swallow the
hot Il iquid, AWhatés your name??o0

AThought youodddo nSehvee rp uasshke d Wamggtsk glossy r f
fringe grew longer as it left her fingers.

Freak Odysthoughtt 6 m i n a freak show.

ilf you dondét know my name, Il &m not |
sighed. AiNeverthel ess, if you want to
body pMaud 0 it ds

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?*

g, S 6KAOK 2F 2dz2NJ 326y SR YIFalGSNR gAff IAD
26y a0OKz22fa gK2 ONARSaE 2dzi YR aleéeay We¢KSas$s
2 G0KS 32Rad® L O2dd R KIFS ¢gA&AKSR GKId KS ¢
0SSy Y2NB (GNHz2S AT KS al ARX awibukesdivie ditthizes A y R
to sinful men, that crimes, and that whoever committed such crimes might appear to imitate

GKS OStSadalf 32 Ra 1ISanRAugustiieThe GdnfgsBignFedvite of Sy ® Q
the traits gods givgou.
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AMaud, 0 Odys repeadas.i Hehéododkeknbiwmti n
l ast name?0o

AYou really t hmehds akmst mme?tBien g meiské donot
first.o She helped herself to yet anot he
pack, no less).

He shook his head.

She ensconced herself in the seat. i Ma
default name. Yowan change it.Though Masters never really do. Not entirely.
Theydre afraid of offending The One who

Shepointed up andlew the smoke through her nose like a divine duallbull
mi splaced in a matadoro6s arena.

AMaudds a strange name nfeors amyes, OiMsanuddt, 6i

pictures, wel | t his. o0 Shlendmatni gsoeeldfd t of
made me, you woul dekoticmamg.®ntke cawipletd opmoditeno r e

somet hing simple and clever. L it khea t GGPse nt nhy
point. Il 6m not supposed to make sense ¢
Americancoin after ad y e t I wasndt crafted here. My
were toHis fancyd n o t anyone el seds. But 0 dvenl | st

thouh it 6s t heshauldd e/ ttahli migngveabout because,
know everything aboutou. 0

fél get the feeling I 6m supposed to asl

i Wel | , bebettewtban m&lmonologuen g al |l the ti me. 0
Stanza: The dialoguds quite the monologué in more ways than ONE.

He said the first thing that came to n
exist?o

She raised an eyebréwas if she could ashimt he same questi on.
me. The blacksmith odethe god of metallurgy sonetimes associated with

volcanoe8 yes,thatone. Ah, | see that light bulb going off. | make more sense now,
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donodt | 20 She gending arehnm hHeheyebrows asippes her
coffee.

AVul can?® asifeto e slkweshek was gegiris mytholog right. He

wa s about to sayHephaestusbecausehea s hn 6t sure how to pr
She nodded.

iSee, Thebiadli mggr ade school wasnodt a t
it?0

Before thinking, heodblurted, Als ther
AUndo this@&ndbob.t ¥loea it back, Odys. Tt
I coul d, believe me, | 6d give you bac!
me, eitherl feel what you feelWwWh at 6 s done i s done. The
rid of me was to die by hiswn hand. The only way to break it is fgouto die. |
candt. o

iThen put me out of my fucking miser
But i tHe pressed kis eges under his glasses.

il dm in pain too. You juotn.dandét tell
They observed each other for some time. Odys may have even dozed off. He
wasndt sure.

The cat jumped upon the armrest beside her with a sweet, rufflirgoisst
starling him

AfHeds too comfortable with you, o Ody
notice.

AAh, ,Iwedlild feed him these past few da
cat a good chiscratch.

APast few what?0 He was alert once mc
ADays, Odys, 60 Maud r e pcédftaeddo® fofi dagsu 6 v €
Even on the floor, there, waise span of hours

Ailt was? What day is it, then?0 He tr

eyes.
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i T o mod whizhwis in a few minutegswi | | be Monday. But d
one but your boss has called, asking if you could come in. Andfoquit you. O
iwhat ? What do you mean?06 Odys would h

shock), but that little outburst cost him. He dabbed at the new coffee stain on his

pants.

A had t o, Odys. l'tds noow.l i Net ywiut tt o
going on. O

Awhat 6re you saying? | need t hdrying j ob! o
actions.

ANo, dganBeted it. Besi des, whyots Odi ssa ¢

you reallyneeda job? Yes. | know what you fought about that morning. | know
wheres e went . 0O

All he could do was glare at her in shock.

ALi sten, Odys, i f I say you donot need
Letmeshowyowhyy ou dondét need a job. o

She retracted her hand and raised an inveigling forefinger. Her eyes searched
aound the room, pinpointing his hall owe
to the somewhdfilthy 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 vgadédan

astray.
ASolid as can be, o she added, handing
hand falling from the unexpected weight.

the bultts falling to his lap.

She shrugged it off as if to sayieh, it pays theibs. A Ev ed moleal®o m
whateverthehelld e qui val ently changed. Donét ask
donodt e X mlwaysbe abke totdo it. | have to use energy for this sort of
thingd like forming clothes. Just look at me, pantiddso, whenwe pan it t hey (
ask where you got it I f they dondét the

things into any metal you | ike, but sell
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we 061l | find ways. Wel ders | ove ybackwmor k.
the coffee table, as if it was an expl
couch solid gold, Odys. Woulddéve falle
Odys | eaned back in his seat and hel

now? What am | supposéo do with you? You havetolea¥ey ou canédt st «

il f I don6t stay near you, youol | di
body will shut down. Yoa®ll feel worse

Ailf thatdés what b6t takes to get rid c

AYoubd Issalaevree ,Odwi t hout you?o

He pouted no, glowered at her.

Speaking of Hhdiske weuldbd baak on MoiRides slkae di d n
call ?0
ANo, she didndét call. o Magdl pguasitter a:
only other actsvihe pobbdcermssopgding b
pretended to be fifteen and without ID, just so | could convince him | was a family
friend come to care for you. They mostly bought the lie, especially since | can flatten
my chest i fexamandtdatbboes.oom.S hfeHowever , whi | ¢
ofMonday you have school, yes? | dono6t t
longer. Just as work would be unsafe, so will school. You have little reason to rush
l earning. Whi | e [|imniuaevaeso muzhuas a gapeurduinlessy o u 6
of course, you wanted one. You have a few hundred years ahead of you, most
likelyd give or take theanternalf or ces. 6 She frowned at
aging process, but from the looks of things, lung canéegnht 6 ve set i n.

The cat curled himself in her lap. As she stroked its back, Odys felt eptheuns
ashamed.

i Buawadl | I explain this to my sister?

Maud shrugged. That was t lieeling Qelyssthat o f
your si stsegyrmbd ojtuist t@s you as | am. She

your cards right. Hehowddt et ] hém @mabbusaw
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planning on it. AFor the time being,
Literally. o

Odys leaned forwardate in his palms. He was feeling much more assured, yes.
Assured that this was madness.

When would this hallucination end? And just whathat!d would his sister
think? Sheéd probably be excited. She wa

And speaking of hissister he wondered why his sister
was hoping for an arrival sooner than Monday. Why was it taking her so long?

i would say you should call her, but
thinking of Odissa. fi Neither dooyeus Yod hoth hatev e  a
them. You don6t want them, because you d

AWedbre never apart, o0 he defended hi msel

i Save fvisilsshdagloeese on. 0

As if it justified his anticell phone behavipii She sai d this woul
tmeshéd go to him.o

ASpeakhimdag oo fcel | phones meanshinmtafind al so
youd and to find OdissaL et 6 s not pretend your 6no
simplicity. As t hey say, the nose knows all .o SI

Did they say that# so, who waghey?

fiStoptalking abouthim, 6 Odys sai d.

il f Odi ssabs not home tomorrow, wWe mus |

her. o With her eyes averted in thought,
their heads off, you can be suresmmet hi ng bad is going on.
youbve been involved. Your sisterés uns
have | iabilities. o

AWhat does my sister have to do with t|
A dondt know, Odys, 0 shBButespbededs ¢
possibility. Ot her Masters might feel t |

know you have a sister. Remember that yo
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making her life much more precious, correct? No doubt offilersus will realize
this. o

He didndét I|ike the connotations. i Shc
iNo, Odys. Thatdéds not what | meant . 0
Al dm not going to pretend wedre enaire
say in Pepinds plans. They didndétoke hoo
the rules for youé

She talked as if Odys now held some position or title in a council of dther

coin collectorsd if you will.

These oddwhateger yau ateh

Aut omatons, ®$bheweOer Ayvbomwant to plu

1 S 14

=13

They werdefrowte crhd nfg. Wer enodt they?

=t

Yes. And they al ways wil/l be. They
per sonal safety and s o forth. mitens. ar €
Precautions are necessary.o

APrecautions?0 Odys repeated.

ADono6t worry. | f they didnodt want A
Theyol | want to know why Pepin killed
Oh, donodt | oadk baes hiifdiweg $mowll oset s, (

Theydre only making sure theydve nothi
He glowered again.

ATomor redw. Wal k twmorrew abhetb6sthes some
already looking better than you didon Fridagmit . 0 She took away
He wanted to offer her Odissads bed,

ANo, thank you,d she said, grasping I
AYou dondét sl eep?0

AThat 6s not wh a't I suaréadaplé as $hé graightenpd. i e

ifAut omatons eat and drink and sl eep.
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healthy, tooNot as much as Master senthesobloeedsdo Sh
a sojourn from the physical world. o
AThen where weldi gnét sbedgeo H

AWhy, with you, Odys. Ah, | hope that
Hope? But she knew it did! It was clear by her expression.

She snapped to obdurate. Altds not as
days. You wanted it. How else doyouthinlo u6r e al i ve, i oo hao
youbre apart frodm me for too |l ong, you

ADi e?0

AYou might. But | etbés not test it.o Sh

experienced this type of slow recuperat:
medyoubr ewisltlrech,g Master. 0 Her eyes snappe

Master, Master, Master. She sounded like the actressIfidreaam of Jeannie.

She certainly looked more like a genie/jinn than the palb&aEden.

Maud patted I armwith patroniz ng f or ce, hdtDowé®tcdmdth kmad
nightmaree asi er on us bot h, Odys. Donét vyou
She took his hand in hérscold yet burning. Then, as if his owrere a black hole
sucking her entirety, her body was drawn itite crevice of his sweaty palm. In the
blink of an eye, the woman was gone and the penny was there, inert.

Observirg the tarnished coirhe wondeed if it had all been a visiotWhat if
hedd only dr elemydal spgokentshini?ady Li

Al 6m gameagoins

Al think you should go to bed, Odys. Y

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-bomigry veins.

Stanza: L e t ddtlwroudhalsepytichiepshall wa?
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So,because | hate dream sequencesraggect you enough as a reader NOT to
force you through someone el seb6s incot
straight.

Odys got pretty comfy that night.

Well, eventully anyway. Mostly, he was too sickto bother with being
anxious/worried about the implications of owning a MOTHER. FUCKING.
AUTOMATON.

Let 6s just say t hdike statdhypwunteng to forgat whatimade a
you so comatose.

Thus, @ainst his \ll, he let himself carry out hish or ma | bedti me
under those flannel sheets all the way to morning. Which means he tossed and he
turned and he reached and

Wait a second.

His eyes shot open. He realized what he clutéhaad what clutched hirnack

Releasing a spew of unrepeatable words, mepad out of his rickety bed,
mattress wobbling and making the girl stir with its quaking. fi&lkedgirl, | should
add

Shielding his ey&s while continuing to cursie Odys dashed from his room. The
girl raised her head. What was wrong? She looked downT@hawl® &t 6 s wr o |

AShit,,dhshe bBhsskndformeds a second

Opening the previousiglammed door, she followed him out, repentance
consuming her.

Odysstopped his pacing and mumbling atauched over the kitchen counter.

fi O doyos
AWhat . Fucking. Happened?0 He didndt
AoOh, come on! |l ¥owaspde mh e dStop wishing fora s t

that | i 6 sMauweYpur Automaton. Your pennfNot hi ng happened

do anythngin there. Trust yourself 0

21 NB I RS Miis adRskd (Gighiicough).
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She leaned against thkigchendoorframe She was a guardian pillatatue before
some grand temple, supporting its structure withcedgstialweight

AfAre yoyuy ¢tbeerPedhe snapped.

ifYes, |  oemyd wé Automadns dream too, you see. Sometimes |
dream myself into my humanoid forie all do it.1 d imdantd.tClothes take
concentrationAnd how el se would you get better,

His hands formed bridling fistéi My | i f @& sornesdivisgopomeanow? That
what this is?0

(I agree with Odys, here, that the forced sexual tension is a bit elichéaters
to the standard male fantasy b ut dondt b | canerleat nmée.Maudésn n ot
she is)?®

A didnoét mean t o dddfeeltherdakesahstep flom the i n u e
t hr esYoodiddn&éit mean t omakkme ido iYtow Idti @sndno
tried to stay a coin, | promiéed

AYou shoul ddahateouldzappereHs pomid to his room.

AThen you woul ¢sldepyY ochuadvde bgeo td eeand !'adn

Thatds right, Maud. Compl etely ignore
against him, your bare leg wrapped around him, your hand tangled in hieeadd
hair (that was still standing up, btw).

iHey, now, you wertehagnuk tyouw Ivergy mwoh,
thoughts.

AStop it!o he snSmpgetingommeheadhi s shoul det

She walked past him. She now wore a -ssrchaste mellic tanktop and
shortshorsdt he best icl ot hel dames itk tle vaduptlods ma n a

territory.
AYoubd betteyr Qe&ys .ud ebda duded raekuohcihareitesh a | f
inadraweri No need f or mod e geallyattradted fosne, though | i k e

B dzZNB @2 dzQNB y2i o



The Blacksmith s Circus

lknowl 6 m attrsaknawli 6ed. nGod odatt r atdgodiddmnado
same person, Odys. Get that through yo

He stepped toward heii.1 f you know so much about
dondét Ilike this conversation! o

He huffed, putting down his handg¢previously lurching to her facg. But he
quickly picked them back up

fAndy ou should know itds not abfockamlyou
going to hide a naked woman every night from Odissaf®?H Youdr e no
coi n! 0 Hdoseyand dlosger te ltkr fadeystera pulling his lipsi Wh at 6 s t
fucking point of being able to turn in

She didnét bot her to respond, becau:
counter becoming dizzy and out of bréaHe took a seat at the table, barely making

it there before his legs started to shake.

Triumphant,tbke | it the cigarette. AiYou shou
AHow can vy deakfastalt k aatioute | i ke this?0o

i uUm, may b e bfackirgihengry? Eat something.

ANo. | might throw it up. oo

ABut yowu eat, Odys. Just because yolu

happening. o

She went to feed the cat first.

iGi ve me coffee, if you must give me
needing a pillow

iMake your own damn c olféfveee .b eSehno w askoi me
fordaysnowYoudr e better than you were.0 You:
é

Moani ng, Ailf something |ike yownddos p

you? To free you from me?29o

57



Circo del Herrero

AThis i s f at etimtdtoreerwsymnaaoth@rant btreplatitudes
likethab bl ahbl ahbl ah. 0 She picked off tobac
the cat eat.

fiThi s wasndt the POmpiiwdrxee &se afl @ wletd. hlet ows
his hand and grimaced. He wdisgusting. But he was too lazy to wipe it off.

AThis coulddébve happened to someone el s
foryout o deal with Pepinds plans. Ot her wi s
they havendt. They sobingiAodispeakng dfestine 0 whle e e
said as she put the cat food back up, di

Maud pointed to the answering machine. She kndecause Odys knéwthat it
shoul dnét have that RED. BLI NKI NG. LI GHT

Odys forgot his sickness. Heished over to the machine and hit the tiny play
button. I n its robotic voice it spoke, f

He 6d n ahkeardthephameringle gl anced at the cl ock
Hedéd been out col d. He narr ehadignoredtlse ey e s
ringing. But something told him she was just asflhe and had needed her sleep
too.

AOdy s, babe, I 6 m d usirgg\theinpdpond. Rrebably ovill stdp n o w
for food soon. Sorry |Blah dlahkblah. ©dsg would t h a n
see him soon and they could talk abdbuvh at happened. 0

Odys drooped. fi | hate when it takes | or
, Odys. S
AFine isndt graondbled, mbbioguhis iaced HeHoeked around the

His rising panicmade Maud shift her footingf She 6 s f i ne

apartment. He hated the emptiness.

A need to get out. o He paced a few st
stor e, or have breakfast out. | dchotndt w
withyou. | must get out. 0

(I applaud you myself, Reader, for being cooped up with him this long. You

deserve an outing!)
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AAl I right, then, 0 Maud sai d,Theywilo ugh
see us leave. When we get back, things may not be the sanaetive Master is
scariest of all to them. Activity al wa

AWhat would you have me do, odtthheant?d ST hhe

you make it seem

Al dm just telling you i tTheonhareasantheyt o
havenot come in yet is because theyor
what 6s going on, either. T h e yThatl muchd It k

remember. That was his whole fucking poBtt, certainly, leave if you nedfdesh
air.o

AfCdonan you make yourself a penny?0 H
thingslessc ompl i cated. 06 He didnodt want t he
perambulating with him. They might get the wrong idea. They might tell Odissa.

Shespped a smile. i oOf course. 0 Hem bo
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 remember edworking$ car wasnot

He cursed under his breath and | ooke
me?06 As if it was her job.

iYou were so excited, even | forgot.
Youdre a |l ot to keep up with. And | wa
He spoked void, fi | guess webol | stay inside. I
happened to me last time | tried that.

my car ?0
Do Automatons fix cars?
A do know, actually. Let 6s prigsforthersay

And they could take weeks to getin. Pepemntedy ou t o wal k, Odys.

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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AfHome it is then. oo

Mrs. Firth-from-Down-the-Hall was coming out of her apartment, curlers in her
hair, about to toss out a few herc@nsirh bag:
his palm. She did a double take.

Odys retrieved his keys, pretending he was sane, mumbling a song to make it
seem |li ke hedd been singing
Stanza: No man is an island.

Closing the door behind him, he went to flip on the kght

But they were alrady on.

Two unfamiliar heads peaked out from the kitchen.

Odys goggled. Maud fell from his hand and reshaped herself to stand in front of
hi m. She placed a hand upon him, telling
hissed.

One of the two strangemsas leaning against the kitchen counter. His head had
rotated in their direction, unworried. His eyes were indiscernible behind his dark
sunglasses the kind so dark you can see your own reflection; a reflection that
distracts you with your own warped ineagHe 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 note d ; he was carrying Odys:¢
wiping his chin clean of newlglurped dribble.

Odysdés heart Itwdsthatond the dné relpimgadimsélfthe one
with redred haid the one with the scraggly beérdhe one with the cavalier
gawkd that looked familiar.

The man from the roof.

How the hell had they gotten in here? And so quicklytd@a d n 6t Odys | ©

thedoorbehnd hi m? It wasndét even damaged.



The Blacksmith s Circus

Though Odys froze, it wasn6t out of f

Od vy s 6 s lickergdets Malud. Her posture was defensive, aomssed but

unafradi They wait for wus to | eave before
we, boys?o0
The redheaded one al most smiled. i Wh

He raised a single fingeit;turned into a key until it he tucked it back into his palm.

He twisted the cap back on teeymilk unhurriedly. He snapped the carton down
upon the counter beside his friend, the man with shagédygek hair.

That black hair was too long and too g¢hdroo inbetween. The blachkaired
man had an aloof and remote bearing, his jaw clgpasmay at the bubble gum, arms
across his chestt was hard to tell his expression, or the direction of his gaze,
because those huge sunglasses covered a great pafrtiig drawrout face. His
blanketed eyes might as well be clodadking a nap.

Both men looked about the same age. No more than thirty. Probably.

The redheaded one was in a 8uitn abnormally closétting and flattering white
suit.

I f Odys hreetaihabouttheieimentions, he would have found time to
feel bland compared to these dandified hoodlums.

AiWe thoughgtoiynogu owetr.ed The redhead ges
the drill, Maud. We were just going to do a quick rtimough beforeve came over
for anofficial vi si t . Getting to know the terri
reasonable excuse in the world.

The man with glasses turned his head away, staring off into the kitchen as if
Odysboredhim. Like a cow, he kept chewingway on that todright, tocfruity
gum.

Chomp, chomp, chomp.

Familiarlooking Gnger, however, walked forward. A teside smile pulled his
lips like an exaggerated Greek theatre mask. His scragglystiaip beard helped

embellish the lunatic expressioththe more.
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With each shovoffy 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

di sapproval, ASo. This is him, tdhenk ot her
back down to their eye e v e | as he scrutinized Odys.
no?ao

He had asked the questionMéud, pointing at Odys as if Odygs her new pet
fishd uninteresting and, well, a fish.

But she didnot a n s weewas respanse erowgh. Her lips | | e «
stiffened. She didndét | hekees hiofw here Maudtoa
there.

When Maud di dche duhglassemanp(stith ith the kitchen) finally
began to emerge from mere apathetic ennui and act dlhare was a histrionic
quality to his movement. Something told Odys the man hadnbellishevery
action. Otherwise there was no point in movivigth a wave of his hand and a tilt of
hisbodyi What 6 s hEeticheoddo k | i ke,

FLETCHER: someenething very tall.

MASTER: Likes fruity stuff.

GLI TCH: He someti mes blacks out/ passes
But | wouldndét <calll it narcolepsy. 't 6s
up. He knows how to tune out the world. He was designed that wayind his
Master finds use of it.

SEEING EYE DOG: For Crunkcore-Dor i an (whodés here to
keep bitches in line).

Chapter the fifth,
Metempsychosis:
A pair of eyes for a pair of twins?

The sedatsouled man (still in the kitchen) had not turned hiach& inspect
Odys himself when he had asked his question. His disinterested, drowsy speech was

almostfree of any accefta Spanistcadenceflamencedanced behind those teeth
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(somet hing | dlult jwosntdtp ofiorficoant@dls the 1 e
Fl et chebadaskted.t echoed through Odyso6s sku
Fletcher as we can now call himpdked back at his Master. His thick, knotted
dreadocks clung about his shoulders as he didTdwe red haib hair such a deep
bloodred it sparkled like the paijob of a flashy red cér was tied off with a lock

somewhere between his neck and lower back. They looked more like limp spikes

than actual hair. Hi-bsownfPade Maudods hair
FIl etcher rubbed his fuzzy chi mklke? he
Wel | Dorian, dar | Venyqveradge 6 s aver age, I
AWonder f ul colo®idoatt & sairbdilnmgarc(éstensibly called Dorian)

askedHe adjusted his sunglassésT e | | him so he knows we
ABrown, 0 FIl et cher himselifdfe dgbeohaegatueceBrowy Wi
hair, brown eyes. Just %ike we guessed

Fletcher cut his pinprick eyes at Odys, letting him know they alrkadwhim.
The Automaton chuckled at O3pegaking of those n f U
shouldersFletcher had a purposeful slouch. His slim body bent forward and back,
slumped against an invisible wall. He was ladkwather, willowyd reaching at least
a head taller than the rest of them.
ACharming. And how is he taking to Ms
Coul dndét he see for himself?

fiHe e ms

25| cut this bit from the actual text, but thought some of you might actually enjoy the

Nard G 2 NDa T dzNJ RiSshgwRrStanttdd (ASiDay8 yad assumed because of its

bare feet; not even Maud thought to wear shaetoo much effort) was far from freckled

fair. His complexion was one smooth surface of light olive, like some muted tinacayan

who should have owned black hair. For example, if this were a black and white noir film, that
red hair wouldtranslateas black. Yes, yes, under the right circumstances, Automata can look
completely natural. Completely normal. Completely no causedeesBut the world is not
Ffglrea o0flF O] FYR 6KAGST YR hRea O2dzZ RyQi
%61 § FANBOG L GK2daAKG GKA&G tAGGES aO2t2NE OA
buildup for once.
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But Maud cut him off. AStop pretending
blind bastard. o

AFantastic alliteration, Ma u dhabsmilel et c h
showed off one hell of a jaw line.

fi Yo can ask me these questions abowt Master. Better yet, talk to him
yoursel f. o

RazzleDaz z | e Dori an rai sed his brows in
Straightening up, he was taller than he first appéatbdugh not so tall as his
Automaton (no one was). eH would have looked better with heighless
platitudinou® t h o u g h  hexactiwshartn Bldatcher was just freakishly tall,
which made everyone else wiittle afterthoughts.

Despite his height, Dorian was quite egagching in his worn jean jacket, the
deeve cuffs pulled back like stiff wings on his forearms, hands in the pockets of his
tight, brightpurple pants. Underneath that jacket was a bright turquoise shirt,
blinding Odysodés feeble eydsayageaming contr
pants.He lodked 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 himseadhirundetected objects. His tstraight
hair waved forward as he movditte dangling black blades of grass.

fiCanl ask you, Maud? Can lael | y ? | me an, o [hohrei acna ne xnpe
the puppet talk but can he make her tell the triNb?se Y o u 6 Vnérerebfer e n
days.Days Pepinds dead, and you dondt even
why he fucking killed himse§ why he gave you to someone
If you knews o met hi ng, t hRonqudnolhuddenéetl lyaws .t ol d
sho dé6ve told your new Master the rul es.
things. o

Awhy, so you could just barge in anywa

ti me, Dorian. o
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iSi and he knew it too, didndt he? He
our good side if he wanted to be treec
Maud. o

AYou werendét going to treat him nicel

AiThat 6s kiSemeéd,ofevemuef Pepin erased tl
knowd which we all know he did that dee s n 6 t necessarily m
What Odys doesuosolth ak mosw wthayn whewdrrte her e,

i But does that automatically make us
eyesdarting from Dorian to Fletcher.

Dorian shook his head, hair rufit). A No , Maud. 0 He h a
inconspicuous way of talking from the side of his mouth, probably because of all the
gum stuffed in it. ABut you certainly
| am? Recognize me? Think long and hard. If Maud refmee r s me , so do

Odys didndét understand.

APl aying stupid, are we?0 Dorian shru

iHe doesnot know who you are!o Maud
attention.

Fletcher stepped closer to her, lowering fdce to meet hers. He took her chin
like a doctor examininga patiéenc | i ni cal ly. She didnodt f

Though he was perfectly <c¢clean, ther e
fingernails. In fact, anything worth outlining on his person had a darkiskeuh
discoloration. It reminded Odys of a corroded antique, nob a relic or artifacd
somet hing youéd find in the bottom of
and scred, something with character

Odys noticed several silvike rings on Fle c her 6 s f i n g dntos . i
Maudo6s skin. Whadixd maybecsaveh earriags Famind his ear.
God only knows how many were on the ot

was too tired to create thémmo ornamentation.
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Fletcher leanedlose closer than Odys likeédl and took a sniff of herA long

sniff. His upper lip lifted as his nostrils widenade closedhis eyes as if ihelped

mull overthescenE | et cher concluded, ASheds not w
AAs i f she ©o Dlodn & tftopimseld@Grades, Fletchevas

his self).

iShebs conser vi sugposedir@vningyHe opened he eyethlefr

I didndét know any better, | 6d say theybor
for Odysobs WwamtadOdystolar. Dor i an

AConserving energy, Maud, 6 Dorian tske
waste so much of it? Why must you conser
AHerassymced with me, act ual $hg waited ide ud a
Fletcher to release hemot about to make any quickovement.

Dorian snorted. Al mpossi bl e. Hedd be de¢
AiMaybe hedl |l do our job for mespPp Fhench
flashed hicappedeeth down at Maud.

Odyslicked his lips,building up courage to speak

AHeds afr ainglstedf me, 0 she i

Fl etcher opined, Alf you wanted wus to
her e f dlerelehsed ser fiom his examination.

i We wehidiagn 8t Maud corrected. AiYou knew w
very illd until today. Whatwashesuppsed t o do? Just | ook at
ioh, noisioubo MWerian put up a hwhyd. He

is he illI? Each human reacts differently to an Automaton. Every human has their

personal weaknesses. 0 Henwathkati ouser st ey
this is just Odysbés weakness. ltds good
sefdeprecating smirk, ndabllydeasytyoutd would
He sat down on the couch with a lavgh g h . As i f heuthiser end:

scufff r ee ki cks on &diyksed shecbod flermowm btl ee t a

alondasbéén a while. o Dorian stared off
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screen in front of him. Ailédm sorry for
everything heds put wus through. o
APepin wans, 06a Fslheuttcher grumbl ed, expre
Dorian smiled at t he TV. The bl ank TYV. AiNo h
planning something too upsetting for us. And just wiasPepinplani n g, Ma u d
Fletcher stared at Maud when his Master asked it, tongue in his cheek.

AiShe candét remember, 0 Odys finally sg
iYes, yes, Mr . Messyhair. | 6m smuy e s
convenient to wipe a hard drive. But what about y®ffat doyou know about
Pepin?o

AYou were there, 0 Odys pointed to FI

him.o

AiNo need for nervousness, Odpyesr, adt eD,o rw
not kil you. 0 He f r oNesasdin killmg yowhefargwew i t
assess your wusefulness. But i f youbdre
out of this shit pile.o

Alf you taducthkihilm)y dlal,sérioushess.d sai d
Dorianés head til tceedpysmibe Mandbbss df aee!t

Pretty face, tiny frame, metallic aura. Automatons never change. Neither does their

col or. I t 6 s t he thaWsilsgroe ol&Elixir hitaet Yow km@avnvbad
that means, Mr. Odelyn?o

He didnot turn T aaddr eOxdsy sOd yisO.f Thoeu |
knows what itis. Maudknows he 6 s t he el i xi r . But me,
poi son. I 61 1 put you out of your miser
threats, there. But | digress. 0

AHe camyt trhowmadghts. d Maud was begging
know what é6s goiWaénotwelber e, Dori an.
AfHeb6s well enough to be a bother, M:

beenéd He sl apped his knoidea.howibdmg d wag,0 u 6
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waiting for you two to come out. Wedve |
here safely. But that tdfelers waBI|l ébcheds éas
apartment. WeoOve wasted enough time. 0

Aiwhat 20 Odys burnsdt, dadd.dMadMe itturanesde caond

on his forearm, drawing his attention.

=t

Just | et them. They need to know they

=t

Trust me? Theydre the ones who broke i
Hey, n o w,break anytdngdd nBltet c her r efromrhis e d . H

=t

movement toward Odysdéds bedr oom.

Odys ignored Maud and moved to defend his territéryy o u 6 | | sear clt
fucking apartment over my dead bady

€ Perhaps that trite phragea s hbe s martest thing say (
hundred percent, soweo n 6t j udge R bavaude &letchdr faced hirh y ) ,
in an instant, one hand in his pocket, the other pointing twp dimr s a't Ody s 6 s
like agun.

AGl adl y, acceptddslduchingimto the wordHis sicklesmile widened
as his fingers morphd into a darker, more metallic matter. Right before his eyes,
Odys saw FIl et c héemadifestd b aleeld hapdgua drant iss own
fractions.

Handy, to have a body that could grow weapfasser than a human could grow
hair.

Odys went croseyed just loking at it.

Fl etcher stepped even closer. fiHave sor

But Fletcherés eyes darted away drom O
crumpled over. He saw Maud standing over Ddsidnrer eyes met his with a flint
like spark.

éDorian sat back up as if Maud hadnoét

knocked the lights off of San Francisco. He drew out a new pair of glasses to replace

ZhKE LQff 2dzRIS KAY FE{NAIKID 522Fdzad
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the ones shedd just cracked on his fa
knocked Doriarsilly.

ADon6t you dar @&l @oni mtota pgpumtamnghiome
Dorian?®

Dorian smoothed his hair, smiling. I
pain unless another Master/Automaton gave it.

Awel |, I canot aby 6thatés btbhkenrd,id st
bothering to pick up the previous pai
been so disheveled from the impact. Maybe he would have seen the rest of his
mysterious face.

A di dn 6 td foatkidd fOadryes hpenting at the ground. Appently
the ground represented fithis. o

It was the only defensive thing he could come up with. His eyes were still
watching Fletcher 6s han dandgihanads bim assuen@ c t
it wouldwork.

Odysbdmestasteemed to upset HehediAdun dotmaa
this?Does he thinlanyo f  t hem di d?0

OdyssawF| et cher 6s dreadl ocks stiffen |
between them. Fletcher was so close to Maud it looked as if he might bite her.
ADi srespeéat f ul littl e

But Maud pushed Fletcher back. Thouglwias nothing but a blockad@dys
sensed a rumbling in his chest when she shoved Elétdalt the two souls
colliding.

Odys noticed Doriands head perlarplup.
Maud had meant tehockhim.

Fletcher took a fewguardedpaces backout of respect for the other Automaton.

The gun sunk back into his palm, leaving only five dangerous fingers. His hand

wiggled its fingeflimbs, itching an invisible irritanat Hs side

2BGun=Fla OKSNDa FAy3aSNE
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AWebdre innocent unt i |l proven guilty.o
Master told you. Search the place. You w
Fl etcher wal ked of f, entering Odysds r

closing the doodefiantly.

Odys found it odd Fletcher would | eave
Odys, why would Dorian leave himself unprotected? Something HioldDorian
liked to play with fire to test its warmth

inPl ease, Odys, Maud, sit down, o6 Dori an

Afdys wants to stand, 6 Maud said,s cros
noticed what s h e 6:dbasicaflyo lgtle moret tban dindeswear. o n 0
Conserving their energy didndét <conserve
with these intruders to carOdys rubbed the back of his neck, trying to keep himself

calm.
Dori an chuckled to himself, as i f he w
Odys. Donoét act Sso scared. ltés not ik

shown you her gildedfaans se. 6 He pointed to the gol de

How did he know it was there? How did he see it? Because Fletcher had noticed

it some time ago. AfBe caref ul not to b
youbre tired. Al so, i t Ynoaukderse ysouupspllocscekd
after all .o

He crossed his legs and leaned forward on his eldavghysical representation

of his shift: ANow down to business, Od
no fashion sense, butdtyowédne soitluia. pke
the trouble of giving Maud thappesedoyeu, ot her
so webll try to deal with it.o

He steepled his fingers under his sligl
arendét unreadoHaebl augpkredl| &s i f that wasn

sofa, spreading his arms wide. His wingspan almost reached the tips of the couch,
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just short of where Odysés fingers col
you so long to stabilize, Ody. When, exactly, did you t

ANear the alleyway, l'ike he told you
They heard a squeaky cabinet door aiobea d n 6 t he been in Od
never seen him pass!

Dorian laughed, proud of the distractibe had beefor his AutomatonThis kid
really is sicld too sick to pay attentiorHle pulled out another pair of glasses from
his pocket (this pair aviatothinkgoy!| 8 w.
Dorian put the extra pair on his head, makihgeem like he had two sets of eyes.
Li ke a headband, it pushed back his st
you spotted Odys, Fletcher. And Madil stay in his pocket the entire timélow
good of an actor are you, Odys?0

Odys di dni$duestibn with a résponde.

AJust so you know, we 0 thee eveniny leefbre the c a
i ncident . Thatds how we were able to |
had no fuckingdea what the bastard was updto, Dor i an | ahegyoe d .

get a strange message from someone yo

expectsomethingo happen. Especially from Pepin. But as | was saying. Wait, what

was | saying? Oh, yes. Od yretendingoow, da o n 6
you?o
Dori an reached into the same pocket h e

out a pack of guid the waytoo-fruity kind with the flavor that lasts maybe five
good chews. I't was the | ast pi ece. Bef
guess: no, thanké?

Odysgot them back otopic,i Youbéve already made it
or anything | might say. Perhap$ | touched her just now, before | left the
apartment? Maybe thatdéds why |1 &dm stildl

Geez, Odys, dondét try temknpwtlaeyulesni nd ga
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AiLi kely, o Dorian replied, putting the
remaining wrapper for the old piece. He needed a goodtgitme et h r at i o.
were so, youodd still be out <col dakedl| us,
by that kitchen window S h e & s b éoesomedimd nova it does take weeks
tofulyadapt, though most Masters donét hav
not every day youbre f oomgrendéed3d o i nteract

He continuedwt h c onv er s atncemadabbut yeu, OdysHavingd m
an Automaton is drainingSome might say havingneis like being pregnant for
et er & Dotian giggled to himsef it hough i tds hard to kn
few Masters who evagive birth, dven our lifestylé o

AYoubd | i ke to have a baby woul dnodt y
peering around the kitchen wall. He flicked his tongue at Dorian.

Maud roll ed her eyes. AStop flirting wi

il only bring t himabeuasmal elue asutswho you reatlyi n k
are. o Chew, chew, chew. He waited for a

iéWho | am? But I thought you already
Where was he now? He couldndt hear himr

i We | lknowyeeare Odys Odelyn,ub that hardly tells us anything. We need
to know why of allpeopld Pepi n chose you. o

Ails he the evil twin or the good twin?c¢

Odys jolted. Howdarethey know Odys was a twifi. | dondt see what
sicknesshastodowihepi n randomly picking me. o
i dondt think it was random at all. Y
want Maud. And | think | see that reaso
man . ket ,.helr e6d be a day when 6we 6wda nhta vteh e
own soul. The masochistic sort. Though you know the key to your full recovery, you
retain a considerable degree of detachment from your Autotdtom yourself |
find this odd on two accounts, Mr. Sickypoo. The first would be that, welk &o

her . Why woul dnét youdaspgeialsluyx hi fa y eun
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man? Second, Ody s, t he pad Helpanted at Madth r e
fand you refuse to swall ow. You 1li ke
suicidal ?0

AThads hardly your business, 0 Odys r e
sprayed some of his sisterds perf ume
himself a squirtMust they touch everything?

AFair enough, t hen. 6 D o@dysannticed hif thueld h
ring. Odys would never wear a thumb r|
have picked you because hed akscapegoatyoo hisdé d
bigger plans. Tell me Odys, do you haveaaaiset o di e f or ?0

Odys wassure there was a clear difference between not wanting Maud and not

wanting to |ive. Al donét want to die,
ABut do Jiwwdo want to

Al snét that what | just said?0o
iWhatever you say, b 0 ;assesaip Hsayradiemtrnose. u s
iYou donodt want to die? Sure, sur e.
Singapore. They ban gum there. d He fl a

I dondét want. 0O

ASo your sister sl eeps Iihrhie thamb Blthet c h
room he left behind. He was a quick little bugger.

AfYes, 0 Odys answered through clenchec
AiThen whyodés there stuff pil edi tobns htet

biggestshelfi n t her e. Wher e todhasifsheewerk a rdessy slob,s h e

which was slightly wuntrue. AfDoes she n
knows he | ives here. o

AJust what exactly are you | ookihg f
would |Iike to know what youdd find the
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i Oh, ewearéhed his place all rightore likeplaces 6 FI|l et cher ch
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, imaginingwhatets s es hedd made in the ot

FIl etcher dropped the bin. AWe found ex:

Odys shifted his footing. AJust |l eave
anything and shes o nkéaw anything. Your secrets are safe 8 mt hobeat t o y
iOh, now, itds not so simple, o Fletchei
jumped up | ike a wei ght & sgeatted Bkp somddmy ont o

orangutan. The Klurtgdtormimasdhe dalancethfreatbningod®
re-absorbed into his welculpted frame.

AYou candt just shoo us away that weasi
hook. 0 He removed Doriands ona.Xé¢aockedmhisai r o
head and stared at Odys, a cregshionmannequi n t oo r eal to o
one of Uus now. We wonot | et you ruin e\

secret. o

AThat és right, Fletcher. He athMasd. Weo met h
have to make sureheon 6t mi suse her . 0

Al altdaggput b wondt . o

ifiEasier said than done, Mr . Browneyes.
though it was too short to stay tucked f

out about Maud, but humans are too curious for their own good. Andisgeak
your sister, wedd rather |ike to skenow w

hasnét beeni haickenst ncWethmow you two don

checked up on it. Ot her wi se we would he
someond hi s day and age without a cell phon
AYes, Dori an, it is,0 Fletcher nodded.

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 hanéjetcher peeled off the tacky blob and popped it in

his own mouth.

Dorian tucked his hair behind his ear aneccre o s sed hi s | egs.
fishy. o He itched -shaven, tobgh rihe faiktest shadow c
threatened to darken hisshymhi A You see, Odys, we hap

sister have lived together for some time now. She usimlgre. Right here. Can
youtelluswhyshe se e here?bdo

AwWhy do | get t hken ofwe eMlhierrge ysohue awl ernet a?doy

AédKnowd i s demtg Bdysa Wepanlg baivesgaess You going to
confirm my guess or no?o0

AOdi ssa | eft on Friday. For a busines
father and/or his lawyewa s j us't busi ness. Family [
come home today 0

fi Bouldd shouldwe send someone to | ook for hi

Ody s 6 s &asif she weeemekuesting

Dorian to Maud, iYou s oceasordo send someoaed .
out ?0

AWhen common humdans are involved

Al 611 tal k itto, oMoDtohreirana broatitsed a few f
at the tel eavnibigientn. | éi8Bruni,ng fabout Odi ss

zipUnles 0 Hi s eyebrow shdtLewep amderk nleiws atb
seup already?bd9

i Who t he lLedland; land wlsy do you have to ask your mother for
permi ssion to protect my sister?o0
Fletcher rolled hiseyest Maud A So heds going to pre:
who Mot her and Leeland are?9

Dorian huffed. mMayscomeuwtogethehoughdo n a me s
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Fletcher glared at the other Automataweiting for her to sajyjow muchOdys
might know about them. But she only pursed her lips, allowing them to do the
damage.

Al 6l 1 take Motvhed, d fFlyetuc teark emuwmiclked t o

ASur e.e nea with the hard part! o

AYou know | ctreatrpartt It souamds koo silly ooming from me. |
neverdoitjusticek & m not sedri ous enough.

Dorian prompted Fletcher to get on with it.

Fletchersnarledat Ody s. Al f youdr eétgdkinmgy twh oa ¢t
ar e, Mr . Il nnocence, t h e ntory lésson. .Takd rioled! gi v
Mot h er 6 swhasknt usdonvatch yodndthe reasodor i an6s accent
slipping to Spanish. He gl anced fAdoo aan telahow rBuchr théavne.
talked by the times he reverts. o

A Anmdy,Godl 6ve been sl ippigrunbled. | ot | ately,

iIShebs theAnBli,g sBomsxse. Pepin blew himself

Aut omaton Masters now. Runner up thes Lee
most. o
AAnd ttlheeemost, 06 Dorian said in aside.

AiCan you not wait your turn?d Fletcher

fi | think thatos enough about Mot her . o
uncomfortablefiThis boy is suppressing things forareason.dd i t 6s not be
Mother. Leeland, thougibDor i an c¢r os s ed ishanald Masted s . fiLe
Master of Coraza. HisecondAut omat on. 0

Fletcher tilted his head back, looking at the ceiliagd pretending to be
inconspicuousln asing-song voicefiSomeone had toieee for him to gairherrré o

AThis is why he doesn6t talk about Lece
exhibit A. Dorian tucked away a bittdooking smile behind his lips artdssed aside
a pillow. iWe Ma s t e re veryceasity5Qdys,dut Leeland wants to change all

that . Heds succeleedeilnagn diors rhamys t waAyug .o mat o
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first-made of Automatordist he one who @& kha Autosaion tvHo déas mo <
lived a little longer than the rest. Maybe byewfseconds, maybe by a few years.
Who fucking caresThe pointis,B s aw things PFis sibling

Dorianwas offt o pi ¢ bseem tathie.dHe Wats trying to get comfortable on
their damn couch once md@rehis topic made his sweetness sddade hm squirm.
Fletcher frowned at Dorian, knowing his Master was stallBmhe intervened.

AThe fact of -db ekdomahotleelandis, we lostNtack of that
Mastermu r d e he said ,aghis Masterfinally nestledhimself among the piows

and cushions, lazy once more.

APepin i sonnbet wehecoounlldyn 6t fareaedpd. t abs on
ABut what ddbavelLé¢eo®l @m with mOPO MOPdgSs
AfLeel and, Leeland Lafayette, 0 Daasi an

hefought against melting into the couch.

fiMonsieurLafayette 6 F 1 etftName srpian g Heashoya dpamatit s ?
glanceatMa u d . yod@eDem remember, Maud? Or is that something Pepin erased
too?0

iHe 6 s ntoknow wha tegland reallis,0 shesaid. She stred Fletcher
down, warning him.

Odys mi ght not be ready, but you ar
(informally) introduced to him before.
Stanza: Allow me this moment to set up the Dramatic Irony.

Leeland Lafayett® double L$ such alliterative flow!Gabbler chose it, as
Gabbler choosesll names to replace the real ones.

OdysOdelyn. OdissaOdelyn. Odi Odelyn.

I can telll ayotu MDaomd asdParts with a D

guessed?

29 Admund the Automaton saw his siblings being made, for one.
30 Such like a comic book.
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Do not e, A d mu mstdAutqmiateng, haal mal aliteratibni to his name.
Automatons have no last names. They need no last names.

Need them? No. Have them? Sometimes.

And what ifwe gaw himd Admund a last name? Whatould it be?H mmé

How much more can | prompt you?

The alliteratim gives thenanonymousnes¥et it also gives thendentity. What
AAO | ast ndinteorhawr inyt e€n ismeéen given Comad énpl na m
know you havenét forgotten! Who, besi des

*Taps chin in thought*

Hmmé Do e s n 6 tn dii AAdunthave & riceing to it? Indeed it doesThe
first created of all Automata would certainly make for ayviine lawyer, | assume.

For noreason in particular.
Stanza: Now that we knav what Dorian and Fletcher knowe

Dorian stretchedl stretchedaway t he tensi on this topic
not ready to know who Leeland is? But, dear Maud, he already kinows

Al do?d Odys asked Maud.

AFl etcher, show him that he knows. 0

Fletcherwhipped out his hand, fingeforming a shedike film. An image upon
his paperskin slowly formed. Like a photographa thin computer screénFletcher
created an imagketween his fingertipsEasy as designs on fabric, Odys supposed.
2D not 3D. Like a tattoo to a human.

AYou recognize him?20 Fletcher asked.

Odys took a stepdzk. Yes. Yes, in fact, he did recognizend that image on the
sheet.

AThi s, Mr . Odel yn, 0 FI et c tsister might letine d f |
danger if he isinvolved e el and has more than one Aut
mi st aken, Isadwueld whethendr noyyyowhaarrangementsvith him.
Understand? Best to confess right now if you made a deal witlahihor Pepirso

we can help yoo
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iDefine help!odo Maud spat.

Fl etcher iYouddéd bremotmi ng buts.aDoav
pl ay dumb, boy. No, donodt l ook to her
she?0

Maud waned, chin lowering.

Dorian grew i mpatient with Odysds si
photo as if still confused. But how much simpler cailley make it fortm? Al s t
Master your father?o
AMy father is dead. o

AAre you so sure about that? Because
and quite frankly, prettydamnnear immortal. Think about iDi dndét your
hang around anothemard a strangeman like Fletcher and Maddc o ul d n 6t
separated from him? That soundgs pocolike a MasterAutomaton bond, noRlo?

Maud, why is he not answering me? Odyst say it.Is Leeland the man you knew
as Odi dahgriedyftsthiSsmanyourdt her ? 0

fiNo. 0

The tension snapped.

€ Ah, Reader, I bet vy ge® OftctuseygphwouldOlded s v
you to it. But dondt expect |letdGadblereditu c k
the namestmbscurity doesnét chknwith my plad tvistd. e t
Never3!

Fl etcher déds f ace ofuelrle.c ofgthe @€ rmaotm?2 0But
Al know him. 0 He shot a nervous gl anc
hadn étidssohme t hdIngt?hifink my sisterds in da

iOf <cour s efuckknpiedii st,! ydaw who i s he, o)
AWhobés Leeland to you?o

AThat B aMr.@Asgury 0

DORIAN: In-betweenstagnant and transitioning.

31Geez, Narrator. Lesson learned.
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FACT: He thought Leeland would turn out to be Odi Odelyn. Guess not?
BITTERNESS: Not caused by coffee.
SEXUAL ORIENATION?: About to be straightened out.

Chapter the sixth,

A curious case:

l snét that wh%t killed the cat?

AMr. Augury?0 Dorian repeated, screwing
AfYes, 0 Odys answered.

AAnNnd whati?o

i So dyoorkkintow about my father ?0

Y gustsaidthivaspwéur father, Odys. Seriously
Altds not. Thadtbetnwhamydbaybar knBwt abc

A k n o w drsapposedld &nd tthat his name is Odyssdu®@di, for short.
Other than that, ourevddn c e suggests you didndt care
sister handled everything with the lawyer, Mr. Augling h o dse just as hard to
match a face to. o6 He frownedi&rabhhedpi w
had a50/50guess 0

iSo dploww who he i s?0 Odys was exasperat

A6Knowd i s 8&eforedaltyinv.ed tlzarmi,an enjoyed ¢

32Talk about a red herring! Yeah, so the Narrator misled you on that one. And, to a point, so
did I (sorry). Butthisg2 6 F 6 f @ A Ay Qi AdzZNIINAAAY ISP 1¢KS Dbl NNI
1y26H .dzi 6S OFyQil tSG Y& aGaSRAGAYy3IE 3ISG Ay
bl NNI G2NJ NBYAYRa YS gK2Qa o02aad {2 LSGGeod

LY AdQa Fye Ozyazt | baryhore Hatefdl Bviks liketiss R S NE
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.

LS80 sKEG I RA & O D@ SdEnHhen tFat nje&n§ ©dys/ard Olligsy Q i
gSNBE NIAasSR oé y ldzi2zYl G2y®d b20 [SStFYR KAY
2dzald GAAAGSR [SStlyRX 2dz2NJ aii2NRQa ljdAayiGSaasSy

(Dun, dun, dun!).

BLOQEPS F2dzy R Fy2iKSNIaNB fy3 @Sy ik alj da2(0P RIe2NJ ad2 dY\ i
FNASYRAZ SOSNE 2y Gdysddud td the Cychps pHbraEReROzydge0ook
IX.
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AfDoes this have something to do with

AYou already &mout eme,r ydchnaitg you? Ever)

Doi an shrugged. AfWe clearly donot k nc
that Leelandvas your daddy dearest. But yeah | 6 afraichooft y o u . I pit
not just Pepin who involved you in our

hadplansfory ou, Odys. 0

fiOdys has a part i n t vedied Odysfer hi® MaBtér.e t c
APepindés and Leelandds. 0

fAiSi, si, youbve got Pepinds destiny writdHt
handwriting. But Leel and 6ysneat Mech Imore hi
readabl e. o

Fl etcher hisfauphatwayot he i mage heddad co
unflattering image, at that. He crumpled it into his hand, the paper wad disappearing
Il i ke a ma gealssorlzedidtshistoady. ¢ k ,
fi | mu s trians thisisunDeox pect ed, 6 the Automat
hands on his hips. il f Leeland isnot I
jumped up and down, inviting Odys to guess the secret.

Dorian frowned at hdithe saine kidbofifeawnoyoulgise e a
when di sappointed with your reflection
the grave and n% body was there ¢é0o

iYou deatdhismogn t o hi s ,shgbty gppaliedOdy s asked

ANo! o FIl etcher snapped.waishn 6dtn 64 lyody

something to. Stupid @ li st en! Besi dé&per isge.washHeét
bet ween himself and his Master. AWe we
Dorian sat back down. He thought al o

Automaton to fake adeath. | mean, depending on how long the Master and

Automaton stayed apart for their whalet, it might puta strain on the MastérBut

3punfromepigrapif 220y 23S AYyiSyRSRd® 6L R2yQil OF NB |
have to make this editing job {UBOMEHOW).
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once the casket was closed, no problamm Aut omat on ne&ednadlts ob
nothing for an Automaton to break freer the ground di r t, wood, ceme
nothing.Nada y nadieYour fathed wh o  wa s n 6 t0 egsilydaked hisadedthe r

at his Ma&itrerwlsatbevmerstway. Obviously. o

This all made perfect sense to Dorian.

The only wunner vi ng ceéptance gas thit et seemBdoto i a n
welcome i® as 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 handegetherthe mysterysolved.n Al so, t hough you
on a good show, the fact Maud woul dnot
childhood memorigsa nd t h e r eclue yoe inkefore wed rhentioned at
makes this all seersuspicious 0 e skrunched his nose and madeular motiors
with those same hands hadclapped

Odys coul dnét help but agree.

Maud huffed. iBfit cbookeal winimako sayéet. di dn
He didndét kenawnQanrde tywmu see he doesndt \
understand what alt hi s real |l y means .allowsme.@b §ou s p e 3
think |1 6ve been given the chance to tel
everything | know? You think this is how he wanted to break it to himself? No. He
wanted me to do igently Now | canot . Fuck you both for
hi m! o

She stepped in front of Odys, as if defending him instead of herself.

Fletcher and Dorian sharecselemoment.i Do we bel i eve her ?0
a |l ogical excuse. 0 Ahidoh. Supbraess!l dndtt ow
orphan, eithedt o st art from scratch. o

AYou know we can hear every word youodr ¢
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Dorian shushed her. AiDondt i ntde rAr U petw
more mumbledword with Fletcher, thenii F n e , Odys, 0 Dorian
pretend you didndét know your oOfatherd

ABut | saw his body. He wa$ diddsbal. 0 ( C

Maud looked at Odys, as if she wished she could have told him oomer
differentwa y . She made him feel |l i ke heotd I
di dmadntt to know all this. He didnoét wal

AHe coul dndt di,euningdbchiyns , A WMia d o adie.Gdusl
only viewed the body once, didint  y o u ? dydeughaaif the funerkl home
the cemetet o make things run smoothly. L
everything. For about eighteen years he had to pretend as you grew up. With his
Automaton no longemeeding to stay away with yotwins it could be less
stressfud less stressful on his body. And, less complicated in terms of keeping up
the act. At | e alpfetending adittheethowghsdn.6 oH ehdes? st i

Odysdés mind dartegitiit o dOaids swiyrhal walld h a n
fake hisowndeath! Odys shout ed, deni al oozing
filt makes no sens&Ve were about to move out anyway when it happened. We
woul dndt haveéeobeen in his way

AHe didndt want to gi v ehinyandfortelhe actoma n
againAndhe knew you heastresséed hi m, 6 Maud

iSo you think he was doing me some s

She stepped closer to him, as if about to comfort him. But thought better of it.
fiMasters and Alne ompaonsfemanbbng. That o
ther® Leelandwas always there. Always visiting your father; your father always
visiting him. He wanted tansurethe act was ovelOdysBut he al so di
ruin ever yt h Hakgptieseo§ad and @diskatfor airpason.

Dorian noddedraising a finger A Af ter his fake deat h,

He could pull the strings from afar as
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Odys shook his head, panic rising. Not only was his fathethooman but was

worse stilld alive.iNo. No, 0 was all he could say.
AiMy God, iBeghneald| with Maud, 0 Fletcher
throatiJust | ook at his face. o

Odyst ri ed not toDo@esnd hatdd @nimndd Plod H.m 0
AAut omaton?06 F.lIWdrchredt syowgleir ¥addeni ng t |
hi m, Dori ? He thinks heds half Automaton
An unnaturalmi r acl e. Aut omatons can no more n
can6tou must have notilcedydMaukidhewudm alde awn
pointedbetween his nipple areas.

fiEveryonehas noti ced, from time to time, O
stance. He rubbed his chin roughly.

AWedbre not reproductive beings, o0 Fletcl

still very sexual .o He gave a soft thrus

Dorian ignored his Automatonds |joke, f
make any sense. Whatobés Pepinds motive?o0
AFuck Pepinds motive,d Maud said, A

Aut omaton paiesdéd hidslesd ahdhrey ears when sh
AThis means | &m an orphan?06 Odys said t
AfLook at Mr . Fle®masndpped and pantgddNot hi ng get s

you, huh?2?o

AYou knowpodo@dgs. yfevad u zlkerdow who | am! o
fid,youknow who you ar eMaldsayyouFwendhed es
hi m. He realized his excitement and too
one. o0

Dorian leaned ot he couchds astye is theTgerect fitifor h | i
avoiding common fianily roles. No wonder this seemed ordinary at first glance. Even

themiddlec | ass families hardly give a damn a
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so uninvolved No wonder the twins didnodt not
el se. 0

iBuherevinthewr | d did Leel and f i nrdaidahisp ai
voice growing soft and remorseful.

AYoubre saying thereds no way he adc¢

conversation.

Fl etcher chuckled. fe@ualy dead. dWadgti é dc
ifLegal or not, you hated him anyway,
Awhat makes you say that?o0

=13

As | 6ve alQdgsavd ravei manpy Isaureadlost proved what kind
ofrel ationship you had with your father
AAnd those sources would be?0
Fletcher teked his hands into his armpi&.Your school record
had a father, but the little box you checked said never to contact him. Always a
nanny or agguardiandAnd the angsty blog you dabbled with for less than two weeks

when you were sixte@ that clued us irtoo. You do know howto leave a trail,

Odys Odelyn.Bt donét worry, we can clean it
ANow, Odys. 0 Dorian put a finger to
the bush any |l onger. We need ttogo dfel p
somet hing hedéds invested so much idto,

investments. Big investments. He has a lot of stock in all oHasputs us on the

shelf like a piggy bank until he needs sothange 0

He scratched his chin, itchipa st hi s anal ogi es Nand t
this Mr. Augury. He 6 showdoes @dissakrow where amd n |,
when to meet him?0

Knowing it would sound clich®, fAHe cc
AOfourse he doesfidan®doshen,bedifigltedr se
retred So thatés why he has no offices a

he doesndét have a cell phone of his ow
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Guat emal a, itods no u geal wérlong numbembecause g i Vv ¢
international calls are a bitch. Am | ge
Odysés silence told him he was.

i swear to the gods, 0 Dorian chuckl ec
And hebs played them so well. Noowbhder

bl ame you. o

ADond6t patronize me. 0O

A wasnot . I sincerely pity you. I pit
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 yarrwfor him, Maud? Poor

boy di dnvhyher emdd z®0o worried. But it al |
Odys?0
AShebébs on her way home. 0 ledergdEvengoni nde d
know that by now. I saw you teapoiptedoig t he
the window.

AfLeel and probably doesndt know Pepinb

doesndt know he shouldndt have |l et her g
AMaybe he forced her to call and give
That sent a chill down Odysdéds spine.

iOr, 0i @& mus ed,doeskinfo wL etenlaatn dPepi n6s dea
AMaybe | etting Odissabiggeop |lvainl?lo just be pa
Aioh my God! Eoongpi waecyh ttheories, 0 Mau
case, Odi ssa needs to be found. 0O

Dorian straighteed and wal ked to the door. Al d

heels when he finds out Pep is dead. Leeland has had his plans for the twins all

al ong. Leebds never been chokmgwi n@l tads thaeat
simple ashelpingyou, Od/ s . Youbdbve always needed hel
hel ped you a |l ong time ago had we known

ADondét try to flatter him!lo Maud bar kec¢
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iSpeaking of helping yourself, o FIl et
ofit already. o He pointed to her. f@ATouc
Maud glared up at himhody mimicking his crossed armBletcher towered over
her, twice her size. He seemed to delight in her attedtaren though so negative.
Dorian didndét mo tworehavehienomantiyoli $ eAll g ma

dressed, Maud. 0 Eyes mowlothegbodyp and dow
AYour-strgphiis hi d@dbus, 0 she

ABut you do |like the dreads?0 FIl etche
Al can t ol e rdatetehert heréonght eéyessnarewirig.o |

Al ol l have to change t-dtrgpnbeardttheedreads K

disappeared, his hair morphed into a spiky mohawk with spikes reaathliegstsix
inches. Maud scoffed, turning away; she had known prgcigeat he was going to
do.
...0dysgrimaced at theplayful tension andwondered if Dorian was trying to
lighten the mood through Fletcher. Dorian needed Odys compliant, not defensive.
iPut it back, Fl etcher. 60 Dori anButopen
Maudbés right, youbre tooDpeehdyosWitby
toopleasd s mOdges, Aour souls critigue each
comfortable. Come, Fletcher, |l etbs go.
Spikes falling and twisting back intther previously freakishlylong dreads,
Fletcher put his sunglasses on his heke & tiara and followed Doriarputting a

gentl e hand on his Masterds back.

AYoudl I hear from us again soon, Ody
the door knob excesi vel y. AVery soon. Donodt | e
observing. I 61 I tell you what Mot her |
andhow weol | haAdbt ® your sister.

Aildandled my si ster ?0
Dorian ignored the question, about to step out. lBuremembered something.

ABy the way, what is the catds name?0
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AThe cat?0 Odys repeated.
AfYes, the cat.o Dorian turned around
noticed him in Odissabdés room. The brown

ANot t o s tMaw migrenedsher vaice piqued.

Odys raised a hand, telling hauiet

Flt cher 6s eyes inhedt imteractiop astifhOdys Ihdd gudt told
himself to shut up.

Odys asked, fiwhat does the cat have to

It was ludicrous to includéne cat as some sort of problem to their operation.

AfHe&ds anot hed and, patebtially, totuss Wé need yodhave inventory
ofourvaluables Any | ife can be worth something,
to pay for it. Leeland picks only thehoicestliabilities, to save time and effort. He
knows youdl | care nothing for the bum o
youbve invested in. o

There was that word agaimvested.

AYour sister has a fucking phostaed, o f hi
creating a baggy sweater to make it look Iiewas ready to brace toatside air
(barely-clothed people tend to stand out in winter). Imagine what metallic sheen the

sweater hadl be creative’®

AHeds a | iability by doofopaniwith is b, et c h
waiting for Odys to tell them the catds
ButDori an would wai't no mor e. ANo matt e
proper name in order for us to take ac

attached. Aho u gdhadsmile came to his lippetween gusthews A we al r ead
have a good guess from the vet records that his naBdfiach 0
BULFINCH: Named by Odissa (it was either that or Lancelyn Green).

FOOD: Canned food, dummy. Whatoés with t

35The Narrator seems to already tire of describing the eslenging 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. | do.
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BATH: W hat are tongues for?

PETS: Are a major plot device, so dor
stupid human. And stop wiping your mud
throws up. And sleeps in the afternoon.

Chapter the seventh
The immortal Hand or Eye:
In what furnace was thy brain?

Fletcher bowed Adieu

As the door shut behind the unwelcome visitors, Odys turned on Maud.

AMy catds vet records? Seriously? Wh:
(As if the cat needed such privacy).

Maud huffsighed fiDondt underdtasrkioimahterewenw mare t
afraid of us before we found them in o

fiMy kitchen. Not ours. | may need you like some sort of godued 1V, but
youbr e noguvweesltc,oneeidt her ! o

She ignored hi haveobti rmqt emYaon t hree
I candt eat for the two of herdhaddeft@bis pu
sidesmoist with condensatiorddyshoped it was still good after being left out for so

long.

ADonb6t chgage the sub

AWhat s ub jShepickedpdnrag ? 0

AThey came into my home! 0

ALook, wunder their O0rul edettifgybd mot et f
Youbre a storage wunit for them. I hav

Neitherdoyou The gods give, but Mother <can

AThey seriously take orde®?3 Theyndrsem
freaks, Maud
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AAnd what does t ha tipambstogpedyherdyifgd tidgrnge bi t
for Odys. Like Master, like soul @ Mdtalsert o protect what s |
candét blame her for that.o

fi6 Biltup, 6 ?ios it

Another huffsigh.i She and Pepi nd theegroupuspfewdacadesn et wo
later, Pepin wanted ouMother took overHe left and we (more or less) retired.

Untilno w. 0

AThat the abridged version?o
AAny ti me | haveaotuddo st ahhle abrmggkldswver s
iYeah, | i k eyourthowghtst Who rkeadvs whlaveds i n

yours? Viruses? Spywaré? He noti ced his antragofl fzi
Mother and Leeland are the oldest Masters now, how old does that make Dorian?
Howoldishe® He | o oiwe,do rmovedhartthirty.

iDor i an 6 sd mapbe sixtyfivedii ft yne di dnot | e to wu

She saw he wanted mérenore dit on this Dorian fellow. Finally! He was
interestedDorian was the bridge Odys needed to bring himself across.

AfHeds the newest Mbagert teer baby. aHe twafsround o u . )
twentyF’when Fl etcher came into thé picture.

But he s ekedandve | Hemgdibunny ears around the name

f
as ifLeelandwere somehow a phonier name tiargury.

=t

They could say the same about you. o

=11

And they hate him because he wants to
I s that nmatgha r@g@acd n@But y&hThat dnd thegfdciehd . f

doesndt pl ayd bShet hseaw heuldeisdnét wundersta

=11

each other so if a Master dies they can get the Autontetfmmean innocent civilian

accidentally picks thempy also, that way they can choose who gets to reactivate the

36 Newer ask a lady her age.

371 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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Automator® someone they all like, of course. After all, they have to live with each
othe® for alongtime, right?

fof f and on, Leel andds created agtiey t e
would callidwas on Dorian a few years after
say Leeland found some of Dorianbds oIl
guiet. Thatdéds scariest of all .o

AWhy does Leeland do itakMlal | mear, Maby e
She woul dnot |l ook at hi m. She knew |
Masters, Odys, justiother. If you want the simplest answer, you might just say that
al |l the other Masters are Mot heeldoves | i :

them. Thatés why itds important they f

Youdl | need to | ove her, too. 6 Maud fo
wanted to eat. fEveryone needs a mot he
AWhat 6s her real name?o

AYou ahyvyake really knows t hateXdwsMa ud

Pepi n wa s ndéahd he knewnherghe lorege¥tou and Dorian here are the
only two Masterslive with real name$® names thatcanbefacthec ked. You
get the opportunity to hide yoyrand Dor i an, wel | he di
such str aSige ddulndg st. eltd stat @lling Mahef™othe b o u t
though. AWhen wéotherowe ot ec alGwénd§ ghber
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:

w»

BECKSY Byt 0KSYMNI {ySSas yR K2t RAy3a 2dzi GK
Y2HKSNWPQ WYhdAKG LKQ 2S8yRé &alFARXI Fif aKAYAY
FY 2ytfte | fAGGES 3A ND.M. BarrieRete@PAr(ngval).| NS fuite S E LIS
LINPdzR 2F GKS FF1S yIFIYS L LAO]TSR T2NJ az2iiKSN.

91



Circo del Herrero

Is it easier than Occult Mathematics?
AirThat 6s as real a .noa n&h ea sg awee kan obwi tftoerr h
fewnanes of hi s own. O tteSdiswpsnilimgked her cigar «
fi éYouwanttoknowwhaF | et cher 6s i nani mate form i
Als it notosomki keryoofo
ANo. Ared paperclip. The kind you see in college parking lots. You know
they could have beersue f u | at one point, but you wa

already rained and the rddown will look unattractive on your crisp homework

papers, so theydére not worth picking up.
AWhy would a god make him a paperclip?
i Wpamla U. S. coin? | certainly wasnodot m

modern onceVulcan knew our forms would eventually fit into a time frame. He
plannedf or it. 06 Maud tapped her nose.

ABut your timeframe has passed. 0

She shook her bmadayiniNg. i 3Whathel Aut oma
starting to catch up with the present. All our forms have proper contextNmmwis
the time Vulcan planned for us to be relevant most éf all

Before she could properly punctuate her sentence, the apartmentpdo@do
Waltzing in, Fletcher threw down a large duffle bag near the couch. Dorian floated in
behind him.

fiYoubre back sooner than expected, 0 Ma

iMot her does have a phone, you know. A
update, o0 Fletcher said

Awell, then, I retract my statement. Y

AHad to col from¢thecapuMaud, dwgBorian said,
back of the couch. fBesides, we werenot
first wvisit.fluygage dad towddo | pktnt® mecessary. Plus, we
hadto get a fresh pack of gum, séd®e held it up.

AExcuse me?0 Odys questioned.
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AnWwel |, we do | i ked hs take,gin re@ahing tleerbottonr af n n
his glasseand exposing his wad

AfHe dacegmrebdtabout your gum! 6 Maud sna
youdre doing?o

ASorry, chap, 06 Dorian sai d¢adoutesyfomg
Odys, fAbut wedre moving in.o
Stanza: Are they at least paying rent?

AHouse arrest, 0 Dboipnotaeapobuadedi nter

Fletcher waltzed into the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he took out the milk Maud

had just put back. He gri maced, noti c
back your spoilables?b9d
A have a wiét®©Odysystakad, wondering

from her. How would he hide Maud, let alone two more strangers?

AYour sister is all the more reason
AWithout wus, this placeo6ll be a hotspo
iSo you eAdupgeury to pull somet hing?ao
AfLeel and, you mean. And eventually, 'y

AfAnd what about Odi ssa? What are Mot l

have left Leeland, but Leeland still knows her whereabouts. Send someone to her

area. Then if somethingbadlppens, someone wil |l be ab
Dorian raised a hand. iYes, yes, I t
out for your sister, t h o beg She drives ta sildeo e s

Hondga right ?0

No answer from Odys. He n e w  h daveta adswér.t

So Dorian went on: Alf you can informn
t hem. o

fi F r o mentetergmausoleunpark in [redacted] o

AWell, ydmsinddbuyolhhossuppose?0d0 Dorian | e
to a lttle child.
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Odys guesstimated her location.

AVery well, then. Fl etcher, pl ease mak
attack. o

AWhy do | have to do it?0 He said, st
picked up a log of cheese and sniffed it. i ip back and checked out their yogurt
sel ection. I f theydéd had whipped cream,
wide mouthBlah! These people eat too healthy.

iYou must make the call because you ha

=13

That s no g oo dgumbied asde closed Fhe &idge tioerrand
pulled out a phone fromhs bpackétdofitan | al so order a pi
nothiné. o

Al f you must. o

AAnd Chinese for dinner?06 Fletcher tur
interested in takeout.

fi Wheaver gets you to make thegaddhned phone ca.dl , 0 Odys

Fletcher glared at him, his fingers punching away at the cell phonegdisiéxtto
the bathroom for quiet.

i suppose, 0 Dorian stated, standing u
sist&¢4 arrives, we 61 | need to get our stori
not teldl her anything. Understood?bo

Of course that was understodlt did Dorianunderstan®@ fAl1 wonder hov
do that, since you probabl y orwarmfdthe | et
apartment ?0 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 beild see it. Fletcher not only saw for him
but reminded him where everything was, d

the whereabouts of things to be clear, if he tried.
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iYoubve giogrn,enOcysa.nk Dorian saidhis tuc
ear. He seemed genuinely concerned. AS

Yes, being a prisoner in his own homeeisactlyhow Odys wanted this day to
play out, Dori an. i dondt see what go
safer. o

ASorry, carmay®w rDeopdaatn put a hand to
concentrate on two conversatic goi ng at once F(kochéae
current ondn the bathroora s we | | as his own) . Dori a
so walked over to the table $& with them.

Odys saw his hand reach dufor the first timé to guard against unexpected
collision with its edge. With Fletcheway, it was more dangerous for him.

AfHe said get the fuck out, Dorian, 0 N\

Dorian crossed his arms and lege sgheddespite pushing a smiléSo, Maud,
what G his new Mas? eAndyst haidndgi cwei osnh,o uhimd w

He flooked at Maud when he asked it. Well, in her direcfianyway. Dorian
rememilered facial cues were important, even if they landed lixadgjoke.
Why do you care?0 Odys adikaddictiona bi t

Well, you may notddealize it, but ad

=13

=13

Al kinokwnow. Shebsabreadytbhat speech

Maud glanced at@y s . iHeés coffee and cigaret

fiAh, tthhea tt wool acken you from t hecheésmsi d
ABut, spea&d nide omotciod i @@ Beoagaothtwost,Odyp.t y

Maudés lip twitched. Al 611 put a fres

Odys found nothing to resent there.

Dorian remained quiefor a time, probably retreating to his own thoughts that
Fl etcher ds current phone conversation

stardglareat him (since Dorian would never know the difference).
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Dorian raised a finger.ydwMdltlhebe j meset
tomorrold and t hat sheds sent oattyamtraek ddbwnt o mat
Odissa 0

(Because Odissa is the damsel in disessmething every story need$).

ATel | her thank you for wus, Dorian, 0 Mz

ADonb6t t haeh¥olhrersijutsdr Os s kind of make thilgse r e a b |
pointless. But,fiLeelanddoesma ke a mov e, we 61 | have so

clean up the mess. 0

AThatds a nice way of putting it, o Mauc
Awel |, MaudydedDo i iwa e aldhg fimree in itha woeldyou
can waste it by looking for little girls

but wedbre not omnipresent. o

AiBut you and | both know that if fate
smellte gods on this one. Every domino fal/l
Fl etcher came out of the bathroodoimd wad
worry mor e ab ogwmble® aslhé lboked loverdhis Bheulder, dabbing

his nose with theuti bagesl Bwkahel peésm
violin strings. o

Bulfinch was sniffing the unfamiliar bag cautiously, whiskers rowing with every

new smell. He noticed their attention and becamecsgifcious, darting away when

Fletcher blew his nose.

iMustblyoow so hard?0 Maud growled, annoy
iGol d?0 Dorian asked him, curious.
ANo. More coppery than anything, o6 FI et

examining thegoods. It hardened in the tissue.
Maud rolled her eyes.
AJust be glad Aetbmatoest neendhndt Dasi an

corner of his mouth, AFlushing metals. I

391 wonder how Odissa would feel about that.



The Blacksmith s Circus

AuUnl es s, of cour se, we want to, o0 FIe

copperystuff clung from his nostril to tissue.

iHe e e dlowbhisrose, either, 0 Maud stated,
fiBut i.Thtei claltedchair got up myexisteotsa . O
(l'ikely inno@d.i sismmsAutommat on mugt keep

Maud took out some muggave Dorian a haridl of sugar packets (just as he
liked it).

And they waited on the coffee.

Fletcher, who realizethe sudden Iull in this pldf strutted into the living room
and turned on the television, plopping himself on the couch.

AYou dondt mind dlikeaparantfora€hidr i an aske

ANo, 06 Odys answered, glad to be rid c

€

They listened to the hum of the televisiand drank their coffeeEvery so often
Fletcher would laugh, and so would Dorian. Maud and Odys exchanged
uncomfortable glances, fideg trappedandin a dreamA bad dream.

Though Fletcher sat in the other ro
television, Dorian enjoyed the same scenes as Fletcher, laughing aloud as if his eye:
were watching.

Fletcher began sniffing louddy snortingas if he had something else stuck in his
nose. He was doing everything but picking it.

iFl etcher, dear , you stildl remember
He could tolerate his own sounds no longer.

AfYes, boss, o FI| et chleke d eipn.i elo raisa nhi dsi
behind him. Merely needed a tissue. He delivered it to Fletcher.

ACoul dnot have gotten ishe ptllednabes $hbrts. h u

Shewas having trouble keeping halivaysmetallicclothes at a suitablerigth.

40 Fletcher seems to be comparing his nose to a bellow, which is quite interesting since
blacksmiths and smelters use bellawghich fall undetthe reign of Vulcan himself.
4] SQa y2i GKS 2yfteée 2yS gK2 y20A0SR®
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AHeds watching my show for me, i snot f
making sencanmerdial b6s not a
They heard Fletcher blowt $ounded like a faltering foghorn.
fGeezus, I tol the yeuif toldipom &difar!put thapet
tracker inside me when we were sleegirttgack in June &letcher shouted at the
tissue,fi | told you she was experimenting wi
corroded too! o He tossed the wad away fr
The pet ID tag had made its waydhgh his bod§ rejected it through one of the
few available AutomatapeningsFletcher shiveredi Y ohaveto tell Mother about
t his! It 5swetieatcepbhhbt ed! o
AWhootés Caffar?o0Maodlys whi spered to
AAnot her At dTnad OHEVMastdr kkestdryt hi ngs . o

Dorian sighed. iwho knows, Mot her | i ke
know your body got rid of it.o
il d&dm not some <cell phone MotdceF!| etamh ebr

turned back to his a@aVvVfsmowfl mé&nfdoryosunadi

Speaking of nosé&sMaud had a tickle of her own, though it had nothing to do
with cat hair. ATal kjoagshéeoubadaugbedsf omak®e

Odysnoti ced Dori anés dhsralkofinoses wermoywa d her
fateful.

With the same hand she had scratched with, Maud covered a gapping yawn. Her
body seemed relaxddt oo r el axed. Come to think of
slept all night. Odys, however, felt betiebetter than last night, anyway. Magy this
was the stahilzi ng bal anc ed thebyadhrdnizingeHe tnoticed that
they were starting to look alike. (Like shit, in other words).

He realized she was wearing an even scantier dutfitd her shirt stunk and her
short shor Wal breecvoente émMi nd, he didnét want
properly check.

Al wi sh oynoeutdhdi nega,t &dys.. oo 6m getting wea
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AOh, yes, forgot to tell you that the
here in twenty minutes, 0 Dorian said.

iPias? Amoriemét han one?0

iHe can eat a |l ot, o0 Dorian el aborated
ADoesndt mean he needs to, 0 Maud adde
She rolled her e Heamost emiledQdysyobsersed tse n e f
two intruders with curiosity and tragationd to the point he forgot Maud was an

intruder herself. She was his only ally now, and he found himself leaning toward her.

Fl etcher flipped through the channel
me , boring, 6 he mumbl epilessedothe huttons el ohly e &
stopped when his (Dorianés, actually)

fipocketd Froze in place.

Dorian frowned as his Automaton r ea
Odys. o

AWhat 20 Maud saiaghin. itching her nose

AYoubr e s etedaydgitinglontmiore infa

Maud was about to screarfi, B uOdissa could be here sdortbut her words
were interrupted by a spastic series of stretsted nose twitches.

Like someone gripping thethest during a heart attadMaud coveredher nose
with great passianHer face scrunchédher head shook and made her copper curls
quake.(Odys became aware that nassues were as contagious as yawning). Before
she could clothespin ib a stop:

AAchoo! 0o

Maudbés isswas owewermore severe tha
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.

AWhat happenedadgngbuyblindn asked

99



Circo del Herrero

Fl etcherés head shot up . Leaping over
matter of secona@s. fAiShe sneezed out

They heard Maud release a soft mdansound 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 |l ook 1|ik
ordered Odys.

Odys obeyed. fdWh adti dhnadptp ermaekde? hler do t hi

AOf cour se uyaoowexiccEurdym &itn,gi vd 06 Fl et cher sn

fingers sending (what |l ooked 1like) spar

ASheo6s d&ttihraeteldvondhvehy to put it. Whetired, Automatons can sleep,

but this is more along tHaes d poopingoutEx hausti on, stress, t
it happens, s 0 me t mone @Iimly thdd chis iAwtamaton.l ar i f

AwWan a Master doesnod6t properly take care

iHe t uc k e.rMade hérevork toouharovlade her hardirive ca s h'! 0
Fletcher threw his hands in the air, as if Odys had just broken his new Christmas toy.
Why we canét have nice things!

AShebs unwillingdyo come e nven to kapd tpnhea gy
clothesa ¢ tDorian reported fiYou haveno6s. s § hheatepshege t , (
her over the edgé) too many programs running atondeSneezing out m
the equivalent of a catatonic fit. They vary in size and style, but thegleaysbe
prevented. 0

AThe nose always warns ydat, was BayiegP c her
Nobody ever |listens to me. 0

Odys glared at hi m. Hedl | check the n
Automaton in the face.

AHow can we not | isten to you?06 Dorian

sometimes hated himself, yoeey.
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AThis woul dnodt have happ,endd estoidédero u
Speaking of eating, Doriamas hungry. His eyes darted to the fridge.

i But you told me toheQdkyswagotpitzlzea fcena
playing good cop/bad cop with him alf the same time.

ABoys, boys! o6 Dorian raised two hand:
bigofadeadt hi s ti me. Shedl | be fine. o

Fletcherscoffedand went into the kitchen.

Odys cradled Maudyoo bkaypal Mo wiioMh a d

it, she was acting fatifferent than the scandaloustgnfident Maud from last night.

=13

Yes, Odys. Was just a tickle. o

=13

Can you turn back?o

fBest. mot to

iDumb q,ute sRliemtncher said, coming out o
licking a spoon il of coffee ice cream, the tub in his left hand. He made a face as if
it tasted better than expected.

AJust hol dnova Notsure hom ell f carr keep clothes ai

—

Dorian | aughed. fAHedd best get uwed
seen Fletcher naked more times than o
somethingsi?®

ABut not tr babied. thie ic& treancmMEhi s i s mine. o
muffled, because of the spoon.

Odys was about to obey but he remembered the cafise Ma u d éoatd then e e z
tipping pointof her/their stress:

fiwWait, 0 iYeus giucd.t sai d TodawBuswheng ewami® Mo
be here when Odissaretulns dondét want you two messi

ARel ax, dear, 0 Doriadwssapiadt waviwhy M
you now. Your-andswdheradsplagac d]suttcahvi ng | ui

AThere?me&a@n youbve f oun dHeHooke®a Fleitey s

who was going through the phone agdgiikely deleting any evidence of a text
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message n case Odys demanéedat theusaway flioh . i Bu
her e. I thought she |l eft sooner than t ha

t ol d Od ylanned to sppo lds sister since the beginning.You 6r e sur e

her ?0

iPekaps she made more stops along the w
mi ght be shopping. You hate shopping. o
AiShe usually daol ldo itfhashe&bdshegamiangl t o t
in his hand.

AUsually is not allckihmgthime, gudoriiAmd
phone, it6éd be hard to find a payphone t
Odys ignored thecondescendingc 0 mme n t . iwWedve gdot a
maybéd f our hours ahead of wus, depending on

shebds coneirneg. f rom t h

AJust enough time for ao Dateawi swpwie
sitting down on the couch beside Fletche

But Dorian woul dnodt g e Theré was avlnock dt thdn i s s
door . ! @dPFEketcher e xcil laoket thibugh theepedmle.Hb e d t o
gasped, dropping the ice cream tub. Ood
darling, is it just me or did Motheeallyc hange her pl ans?o0

AWhooés t her ed?adearihadhefmuffladsténe. d

ANot the pizza deldi vDeorryi amie pstihgFoettdad ng h
in his hand, cursing something in Spanish ateiadre.

Another forceful knoc

Fletcher put his back to the doais if to barricade.iifo Odys,i She eseldgnt t h
dogs. Fucking Mother planned on changinger plansa | | along! o He di
seem surprised so much as entertained.

Another knock; Fletcher jumped.

His phone buzzed. Hehipped it out.
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Aln factMother ai dscdirt &evenbeohertexg ot
t o pr ep usdndbittbamailgréading His ales danced.

The door shook again. It rattled the walls.

AWho is it?0 FIoetoo highranddos kiiscllievou$ as e puto i
away the phone.

AYou should efpemetMet orods bdogd agsaft s
he had no control over Fletchehatsoever

AOpen up! o6 the commandibaggbanghange s hout

AJust a mi nu tback still cRdwieag oo hignails s @b d hidms e |
have to thik of something gogdDori. I wasnébét prepared fo
back around, peeking through the peep hole again (he had to stoop low to use it).

AOpen the ldamohemod ,t Fe wo again dhe voice i c ¢
sounded likea thousandmarchingsoldiers compressed into one bddgll ready to
invade fi | swear I 61 1 fucking kil you i
Mumbl i ng, fi Fiudcnkddts dsiaek ei,nd0 IVidet nam f or t#F

Odys felt his hand being forced open. Maud fell from i asformed though
she probably shouldnodt have. She wobb
herself.

She had formed because she wanted whoever was on the other side of that doo

to see her when they came in. iDonét b
Odys raisd a brow.Should he be?
iPrepare yoursel f, Odys, 0 Dorian sai

caution of his worBadbo AYoudre going to
BOB: More like BYOB.
DOG: More | ike Motherods b*tch.
LAP DOG?: After she has a few beers.
ESCORT: More like SWAT raid .
Chapter the ninth,
Oh, did | say pizza? Because ineantkidnapping:
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Whooés fibbing the most?

il dve got i t! o FI edtacsherf ehxecdldaijnuesdt tcoo nD
necessary solution. He had therfect trick up his sleeve. (Fletchera d n 6 Bobs e e n
in quite a while, and he needed to make up for lost)time

APassword?0 FIl etcher woratthinggasayd, knowi ng

A muffledhissa n d tYhoeurd,r Efdde ad

The knob twisted to no avail.

Fletcher jumped back from the door. Crouching lowtie corner, he tensed with
anticipation. Hismickhappodune funéneveeksgi ven t

Most likely, there was no password. And Fletcher was about to(Qidys
certainly wouldno6t miss him).

That wicked grin on FI| efryekpectatios. f ace me't

Pew, pew.

A silenced gun blew off the knob. The metal parts fell onto the floor, smoking
from the heat.

Dorian seemedlasé (as usual) with the commotioand went to top off his
coffee (which he did not actually likepdys was nervous theeighbors were going
to head or worsesed the hubbub.

AThat s my fucking door!o Odys cried.

Maud pressed her lips together, telling him to shut up about it.

Assuming a butler outfit, Fletcheshooed them away with two hardddg o n 6 t
mess this up for m&laud pulled Odys back.

There was one more sidot shot to takeut the bolt. Peeeew. The déame
was busted, woadplinters springing to the air. Someone tapped the door open.

The woman who owned the rough voice stepped forth, her hunky army boots
thudding @ainst the floorShe looked behind hérleft and righd to make sure no
one had seen hefhe curvy female tucked the huge, smakigun back into her
holster and paused in the door way. $hessed her arms, squishing a-toose

camouflage jacket againstihchest.
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Had she not been some type of Asian, she would have been quiteeShoka
She had the hardore makeup: the outlined lips, ov&lladowed eyes, cakey skin.
All that was missing were the dravam eyebrowsAy caramba

Her icy-black hair was sliokd back in a loose, low bun. That bun unintentionally
exposed the tattoos trailing up Har n
hardcore tats. Not some cheesy dragon, Asian symbol, pinup girl, cameo, or girly
rose. Nope. She was more interestimant that.

They wer e bl oblabs Blobshliet spats om & ¢pw,tdog, or-oil
stained driveway. Misshapen, tiny spots with waves, cumeying sized green
black dots like whiteout covering up mistakes.

fiBob 6s odstheylwsrealledinote r s whi spered conve

Though this drils e r g e a nt &edd dowawith a bardana, a large portion
of her fringe fell over her right eye and trailed down to her full, prodigious Hps.
tiny, uncovered eye darted to Fletahestill in his butkr suit.

fi Y ofucking coward. You makdhimd o a |l | your chil di sh
Dorian.

Doriansipped his coffe@ as deaf as he was blind.

Al only open doors for | adies, sir,o
Without giving so muchassecond gl ance, she said,
Raggedy Anne dol I, FIl etcher, with that

In the blink of an eye, he had assumed bféicing uniform (foil and aJl just so

he might use them as props wiMadame MGy i n

my , my ! Il s that another spot? | canot
God knows you should kea covered the hideous thiages ag®. Swi sh, s wi
his sword.

ASpeaking of faces, might brlakrow yoc
AYour Filipino ass? Or -hathave yolAdesded te a n

wear today?o

fi'Y omantto talk aboutadsat s? Let déds go back to th
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=13

I 611 p ut -d o hlig, tyouerapb my pHectood at attention.
i A's ou even know how to write tmakelists. You damndweeby, snetoving

idiot!o
AAt |l east | donét keep Iists of all the
AThat 6s dambass al t st a tally sheettheir Li ke

iSave tylkey boeane wants to smell it. o
AYour rsetdu phiad r wi | | @topid vee blood wientl dpit. Do r i an
He roll ed hi salliagyeus bitcivdwadreers insultyo, all female

dogsb He bit his lip to keep from laughing.

She caughhis momentary weakiss and began to circle her prdyé So your
butl er and fencing suits aosemethiogrmorme ? W
comfortable,il ke a freaking coma?bd

fiSeriously | can al ways tell when youbre bitec

iYou khowntlletdamn meaning of bitathyo ut t hen agai n, y o
the meaning of most words. o

AThere was s o matsteidn ¢ uathHea yktecémeothroudh the
door . O

Al &m searching fdad a damn fuck to give

AAHEM! 6 1t was a vtentraned af polite ibut regrimanding a r t me
sound that brought an unexpected end to the flying stichomythia.

This was when Odys realizdBlob and FIl et c hleebadlasedh gr o s ¢
only a matter of nanoseconds.

The woman bowed her head, abashed smile onihprd . Shedd | et F
this round though she still had few more feckless insults at the readlyittle did

she know Fl etcher was on his | ast Il i mbs,

2hdzNJ bl NNJ 62N aF AR GKIFG Adoa ftaz alr¥s G2 I+ a
inactiveduty.
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you are butwhatam?d i nsul t s. S h e hroogh).uShedcratkedvher p L
neck.

Her Automatodt he one whoo6d | usdfolevedhepied t
Ducking to make sure he missed the door frameglanced down at Fletcher.

FIl etcher frowned, AHeds a Ilittlalytal
the tallest one in the room).

AFirst Iimpressioin&jrBtei mperssdi Babk. 8¢

AYou canodt | et him stomp @rodawdodid e k
enough as it i.

And so the other Automatofwith a heavy sighbeganto shrinl® shrink like
someone loweng a car they had just jack&dintil he stood just under Fletcher.

ifBetter?0 Bob growl ed.

iMore natural, o Fletcher r e pybu twodare e x
usually so full of hotaii t 6s hard to tell . o

What this ®w Automatonnow lacked in height he made up for in weigHis
vest halfcovered nothing but pure, ripped MANbod. That weled core had pecs
the size of dinner platdsdinner plates for giants.

Fletcher madénis shirt disappear into his skin and his roles swellto slightly
unnatural proportions, mockirthe newcomer.

Bob and Maud rolled their eyes (well, Bob rolled bg& singular. Who knows
what the other one was doingderneath all that hair

[ Want to read this new Hsudotoolei®o ndsen &t

I'tds your di me. ]

BhdzNJ bl NNJ 2NRa RSAONRLIIAZ2Y 27F .cAtdadpam ! dzi2 Y
odzi RARY QO RStSGS Aldd 6L &dza LIS-Oascriglidh®nbdd)Qa |
GThis Automaton held his head high, his back very straight, feet solid on the
INRBdzyR® .20 KIFIR RNB&AASR KAY AyYAnEKRndwamRea O
by biker gangs for an extra notch of badassery. Like all Automatons, he had a chameleonic

appearance, though it stayed within the range of hisfgot framework and thuggish casing.
.dzi R2y Qi €S0 Y& RSAONALIIAZ2Y RSOSAQ@S @&2dz
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Bobwal t zed up to Odys. AiSo youbre the r
Il i ke asshol es now, sinrgerthabldghdught yoawouldbbee . Y O
Grungi er, too. Thought P e supposedhta lok, somer e ¢

See, if ya 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 smille 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, hafnigmey hair (thoughthe do2 NJ RA Ry Qi | 3
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
underbite. It made his moutine waver between German Cyborg and Kfang. 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, wellessattractive of their physical traits. (His qualities would be accepted
as ordinary among the weathdreaten and difexposed faces in Hellenistic lands and
barbaric society, but he had sadly surpassed such bygone eras).

Oh, and had you not been so preoccupigith looking up (and feeling small), you
g2dz R KI @S y2iA 0S8R -barkféet. Hedzinlkerdthar AyfaPhatordslyiays 2 & G
K2dzaKG G2 WgSI NQ dldpetlasilooked Bdreflike hdavy §edas, BUE NBE Tt A
K S stilRthought to make themHe did, after all, have manners).

Speaking of manners, he was quite the clkéaen, you see. He usually did all of his
al aG6SNRa fFdzyRNEX &a¢SSLIMAYy3IT RdzaGAy3azr 0221Ay13

And in a frilly apron most times.

l'a AT GKAA RimhBnuli heSnd like@idstting{tiough 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) creatie for any poor soul willing to lookor, even better,

KSQR 3IA@S KAa ONITda G2 &2dzo
The only thing he was positively excellent at (and therefore proud ofaking.

¢KS YIYy KIR I ¢glé& ¢gAGK adaAlI N FyR oNBIFRazI LQf
powers of the oven.
Yum!

X.dzi AG 6l a .20 6K2 O2YLX SGSR / Saidzaqa O
Bob, who looked maybe thit§] A @S (2 6FyR R2y Qi GStf KSNJ
seemed like the perfect, agappropriatewife HUSBAND for Cestus. That was their IRL1 ploy
what they used in social situations as their excuse for being together.
X.dzi Sy2dzaAK 2F YS GStfAy3 yR y2i aK2gAY
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damn urban suhi pster ? At | e a s tprisgy@sl DBoriam. Mauwl,t a
slutty as ever, | see. 0

This woman was a cup full of sunshine. Damn fucking good sunshine. Odys tried
to hide behind Maud.

Bob turned away to take in theom with her single eye, hands on her
curvaceous hips. She didndét even bot he
properly. One eye showed too much anyway.

ASheébs in a good mood, 06 Maud whS8heper
rested herarmm Odysdés shoul der to r elslkakySkend
coul dndét fetter a toothy smile, AGood

ABull shit, o the prehistoric rockabil!l
cordi al greeti ngs) . ngflYala pdolgante | was goimgetd n
wi n. Everything | ast mi nut e! Mot her us
isnotmy i dea of fun. Beli eve me, youor e
Odys; her leather gloves made a stretching sound.

iAot her night of no drinking, Bob?o0
candt drown those voices out tonight. o

iAAt | eadblstentlo dohnedbtvoi ces | i ke you, y 0L
peeked into the kitchen. She peeled off her leather glageif they restrained her
hands (they certainly make it harder to give someone the finger; she was an expert a
it) . She sl apped the gloves in her har
do you? No. God knows | fucking get out. The only reasomdyole n o't f u
Ohefmigtd ri ght n o madeyoudormechareds e Gwe n

Her curseword collection wagantasticallyarranged. Odys was in awe

She took two sniffs of the air. i Ho |
day ar e you utpg inthis’smdkeésmop.sYauf ahdoyoua sister must be
on respirators by now. 0

il thought you were about to | eave, E
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She turned away from Odys, her fringe waving to expose her second eye. That
slight little thing dared at the world with continual bitterness and disapproval.

iBel i eve me, |l canét wait to |leave, 0 B
rules forthis newbie here before we head ouRu mor has it he hasn
Maud, so hedl medabeut kdow t do thingd iSrhfeorgl anced ¢

Odys.fil thought not syncing was impossible, but his fuckedup face is proof enough.

Donét l ook at Dor i an You wast ushte téust yoh, gight?a y e d
Then there c¢ adnptulditeWhemiywhgyeucbettertlisten to my

ruesb She paced to andl 6flrldingaigdaahoriestatien! | ra
Dorian becauseh e | | I 61 Ihimaegwad rmn sagfdaek tthis. God

Fl et c herNosysteny beevden yoid thatill keep you coming back for
more. o0

iThe most intelligent thing youbve sai
iNow, t he gr o u nthe fourth loldest Autothdtgn Mastet id this crap

pile and plan to stay that way. If Pepin were still glii@éd be numbee fi
moved up in the I|ine, t hoyauhtavtehatt odoedn:
for the newbies to know their status in
clicked her heels.

ASure is, Bob. o

iSo that me alsay Whealsaydto Nwh agtuesti ons. 0

SIR YES SIR!

Ailn fact, itds better i f you just dond
into her action of zipping up her mouth
jacket | 6m wear i nugtty.BYe¢ s d o datestaskiyne ebdut myh i s ¢
preAut omat on hi st ory. Do nduse thasnkakemme souhd | 6 m
old. Veterans are over and done with their shit, and | still wake up to it every fucking

day. | wake up to shit) u st | i ke@oingwiowdtc | E&mi ng up Mot h
Youbre the shitd, Odys. Under stood?

Odys nodded.
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fANnd yes, thesare tattoo® n o t birth marks. o0 Shte p
dondt you dare | et nBecawsastadngis fuakiog risle aadli n
will blind you. You want to be like Dorian over there? Keep stabing.

Odys quickly looked at her lone eye, avoilitne spotsShe huffed at his fearful
face turning away in disgust.

Odysthoughtt s t hat how Doriané?

ANo! 6 Maud whi s perhewoulththitkko. di sappoi nt

fiOh, andnumber three,ml ess you want your ©balls
of my name. Yes, goddamn it,ig my real naméas r eal a Beedytm u 0 |
know. I'tds Bob. Just Bob. Not Bobbie,
me Robyn. o

Odys hadndt pl anned on it, but okay.
never be another instance when hedéd ne
ifiShe | ikes | ong walks on the beach,
blaclkd justlike herheat , 6 Dori an said, putting in

his goofy face.

AOh, just dlhmewakewmr ggod and shut the I
AThatds an insult to faggots everywhe
AiCan we not wuse t hgaumbledeor d, pl ease?d N
i Why, i s your Master her e one?0o0 Bo

conflagrated curiositywilling to seize on itA D anrhoys and their damlong hair.
Ridicul ous! o

fDoes that mean this colossus here i
her Automaton with the bikeboraid nearly reaching the flodfletcher leaned over to
Dorian, whisperingh Sheés turning him into a gir

seen. o0
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Bobds Automaton gl @&mscppal headvhad beentdartifRd et c
everywhichway as the group exchanged rude discourse. Name calling was standard
procedure with this lot, and he recorded every minute®sf it.

AOh! 0 Bob cried, remembering she had a
she apologized to the Automaton (so swedtlyas shocking) and beckoned to him.
Grabbing him by an arm like a gémhan displaying his ammandy , AiHe d
deserve a formal introductian. Her head s n.apfFlde ttcoh eFrl?e tWh
your fuckingmanner s ?0

Fletcher rolled his eyes as he reatinen the back of the couch, knowing what
she wanted (introduct i pWihawave ef hif kahdandar
iodys, meet Bob, her rCesua®® bitchiness, a

CESTUS: Not Aphy oditebds girdle.

HOBBIES: What Bob usedto do.

FAVORITE HARRY POTTER CHARACTER: Ha grid.

BAKES: A really mean cookie. Seriously. Dey da bomb.

Chapter the tenth,
Screams = curses:
We all curse for ice cream?

AfCestus and Bob, meet Mr. | Ne eMoAn®,h ower .
wait. Our own Mr.SNAFU Tshad 6bet eersaavn e Bodb 6d | i p tw
roll, the closest he could get to hepenetrableapproval

fAnd beside him bewent on,fis hisdversioroof Maud.Maud 2.0 if you will .0

He put his hand wupon Dor i an 6tee Abtemratdn Dor

“LOY FaadzrAyad KS aNBO2NR&¢ AG F2NIEFGSNI FyF
45 Can | just applaud hisold? Finally! An Automaton that fitthe notorious hype, right?

PFOESNI Lty akKz2dZ RyQid (dKAa ad2NBRQa !fmjeYl GF ¢
and mighty? Maud (a fraiémme fatalg and Fletcher (a skinny telephone pole) do nothing at

first glarce to live up to any menacing bequelstvas getting worried this book was about sex

i2ed NIYGKSNI GKFY 41N YIFEOKAySax hy aS02yR (K2
46 She had a girdle named Cestus that had the power to inspire love. This Cestus, on the other

hh YRS AYALIANBA dza (2 ljdSadArizy 6Kz .20 NBLIffe
RSTAYAGAZY 2F Go0ALREINEOOD
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messed up his hair. Fl etcherdéds |1 ong f|
was ateady bored with this commotion, his fun already had.

fGood to meet you, Cestus, 0 Odys sai
being. In the middlef his action, he started to regret it.

The Hercul ean Aut omat, duat fravhed hiket some a k e
towering, sluggish, topiary creature, he held up a beefy finger (one moment, Odys)
and retrieved something from his back pocket.

ASomet hi ng her smnabling wiceiltriookaa lot of work for his
big mouth to form that simple phras¢he sounds more like malapropisms of actual
words. He handed Odys a knitted beaniedceapn e wi t h a gi ant |
wel coming gi ft,sd aCdas tusss oaudd eoch, tfhteo ri gh

Rat her, to makewrongfootf or hi s Master ds

Wit hout asking, he slipped it on Ody:
clothes looked right. A finger to his lips, he nodded to himself. That would do.

iAnd Mahadompedover to hed fi | thought we shoul
the holidaysve 6 ve ®mhsseds f or you.-baggkshdw dver p |
her headarranging it on her tiny shoulders iMade t hem mysel f,

Bob:Ai We as s welkadl forypddad keep your cl ot hes

AThank you ver y shitingimthedianvidanket nevardstdcting
arm movement.

AAt | east youdre decent now, 0O Bob gr

Cestus twirled the end of his mustache, pleased.

A Thanko y@amgrsbered his thankseHvassure he looked like an idiot
with his poof.

AO0Odys is particularly fond of hats, 0
AfGood. But doonéerbenawbdbo®ob cleared
AANnd wdueprreebssent s? 0 Fl etcher whitned hted

just formed. This one was bigger and more Victorignly i | | ed (hedd pt

suit once more). As he tugged on hisesiee r uf f | e s, ivefphesentst@ a n |
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total strangers and neglect the people you know, Cestus!kiow Dorian needs

socks 0

Bob pursed her outlined |lips. ADondt vy«
il é6d rather have a scarf, 0 Dorian corr
ADonb6t greagomstotctaé¢ m you a fag, 0 Fletcher

onesHe turned to Odys. efaDsesdnta hereebergs ysup e c i

presents. He does not hi engugtbpedple toigeithem a | | d
t o. |l tds obhedombpmpotwagxpBl ode. 0

Bob changed the subjeciL et 6 s get a move on. It Wi
thirty six minuteso get to Mot her dés | ocation, and
spent trying to open the damn door. Oh,

Her eye narrowed at Odys as she put on h

pul I s 0 me t hnomnaffaiddorpullyau dowh @ittn ndeif you know what |

mean? Mother mayhink we know enough about you to
i nnocent little victim, but. 0 She pausec
started out as inngoéntnamwmd.lbook where t

Bob started out the door, beckoning theith 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,foe@ bi d Dori an and FI
evening, boys. Behaveyaue | ves . 0

AfYessir, Mr s . Bob! 0 Fletcher saluted.
went to assess the dooré6s damage. To Dor
He examined the blowaff knob. Not much hope for the little thing.

Al 6d shOoy iss;m, modded. AAs well as your ¢
much when she insulted you. o
A di dnodtFlgeitgcghleer sai d, tossing yolhe Kknc
couldnét control me wel | enough. Braybe |
yourself | wouldndét have to. 0

Stanza: Youdre a soul with a body; Maste



The Blacksmith s Circus

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. Rairotried t

form. It made it seem | i ke evening.
remaining ice melt from their wi ndows
health.

He kept glancing at Maud.

Odysdi dnoét so much mind the f adcashellid we
being seen with an overly attractive female, some tattooed freak, and a conspicuous
monster. At | east Maud was wearing sor
abductedstreetcrackwhore

Thoseshoes looked more like bare feet with daogsty tall spikes sprouting
from the heals. The lasep t hreads made them appear
how she walked in them. So poised. Looking sexy was only natural to Maud.

He counted the times her hetdpped on the pavement.

Odissa never worb e a |l s . She ¢ oduok standintthens. The pabr t h
girl could only wear pretty flats, which Odys liked anyway. Hlister was already
tall enouglé

Walking, walking, walking. Jusvherehad t hey parked? The
farout. Onlysomedrvyr | ess i ce creamétruck.

Odys looked at MaudAre you kidding me?

AiThat 6s it there. Thatds right, t he
seeing Odysds expression. Her voice tu

Odys thought they would haveigen something, well, lesgbvious fi St and

procedur e, boy, so donot give any 1lip
hands on her hips she mumbl ed, fi swe.
life. Go on. Get in. o
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AThe back o gesmsssaid, swinging she hi@ahd open with ease.

The 1l atch had an opedhil®cksmda@angloiumg ffin
transportatonWe wusually drive our motorcycle, o
AWe?d0 Bob said. iYou mean me,therwrogght ? 0

impression. She wanted it perfectly clear who tiesmanaround 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 serdntndows bolted downrbm the

insided not like Odys actually expected it to be full of frozen delights, but it was a

bitéhow shall | put it?

Like a cell.

AwWhat 6d you expect, first class armore
need a damn cage to kegpuin anddirectionsou t . Not that you col

i f you wanted t o. IloBeud shootfsomgthing todag. Andwe | | ,
candét have you knowing where wedre heade
bolted. Standard f ucki ngruckagairt eliihg theentcd She
get on in. Donét make her repeat herself
With a sigh, Maud went wup, taking Cest.
Odysclimbed on in and watched Cestus roll down the door. In the darkness, he
heard the latch shut and the lock clickpart of him wanted someone to have seen
those two stuff him in here. Someone cal
ADoné6t be silly, Odys, 0 Maud said, put
not like you were struggling, rightBesides, if aything bad happens, | can easily
break wus out of her e. Dondt freak out S
worse than her éwdlulst mo,t idtodwvn.mot but é
Shefelt her way tothe corner of the trucknd sat downnext to the builin (but
empy) icebox.He followed her.He could just make out her outline because of a

crack emerging from the bolted window.
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I 't 8s dJpon thiaking that, Maud snuggled in closer to him, just as the
modified ice cream truck started.

fils it always an ice creatmr uc k ? O

fiCould bel 6ve never had to be kept from

though. Mot her never hid from Pepin.
hiding from Leeland nodas al ways. 0

Awell, at | east they found my sister.
AYes. 0 Sonaeutdhdisngv oiinceM was doubt ful

fi Mst have hawk eyes if they colddothewwhi | e dri ving. o
fitThator t heydre |l ying to get you to coo
Al wish you hadndédt said that.o

Al édm sorry, o0 she said. ABut you were
you. o

Odys breathed uncomfortably as Maud took his hand. They were alone now, so
he didndét complain about wanthertdsneazeaotd e d
again(l ke an owner embarrassed by an untr
up).

The rickey ice cream truck turned. Was that a melody? Oh God, what would
theydoifa chil d shout ed Wouldttheyfréally Etop€ ReEphayed o
not. One look at Bob and any parent would call the cops.

Oh, wait, thatés what he wanted, wasHn

Maud changedhe subjectii | put some <cigarettes in
us up. o

The lighter illuminated their faces.

AiMaud?o0

AYes?0
The truck hit a bump. i Of al | peopl
somet hing that | dondét wamavea™oad t hat o
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Cigarette bobbing between her 1ips, iy
to Vulcanés game since childhood

Ailtds not fair. | 6m part of Pepinds g
gamé 0

She |l aughed at hi e pdiganiga t V iclsc a nid\Wh ag ®ivre
with it. You dondt see him here, taking
made too much chaos for the gods by havi
you think. o

Al donét want to be i mportant. o

AEveryone cand seoltdeat hd mMetimportant. § ou br e
you were samportantt hen youdéd fi x everything with
startacting like a messiah justyeét,tu st because you have a r(
mean yours is the biggest partod 6 t | et this go to your |
hand that makes up Vul danués bodke. eNerlyas

AWhat 6re you t asighed.ng about ?0 Odys

Stanza: Not that youdll have no other g
before me.

Her eyebrows came together. ATherebdve
hands. Hands always hasdandi n doi ng what s meant to b
make up the body of the Univetsé&s 0 d . 0

He pursed his 1|ips. tdnstruct nhy iredigiows toeliefsp a r t
and bl ow hewasnwiling @ det her talk him into it, at the very least.
Partly to keep himself from falling asleep.

She blew out some smoke. AExactly. You(
you didndéat wotuthdnobétyohave me. P egomptete wo u | d
idiot.o

AéeDid | just insult myself?0

AYou knew this was coming. You were |j

yourself. Not that youdll find itdonecess
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=13

Vul can is a god. Thereds more to it

=13

Be patient! | 60 hgiest tiisnga t o imyt pyd in@v
Odys.A point most humans nevergBton 6t ruin the buil dup

Hands. Body parts. The Universeiseverytng, al |l that jazz.o

[ eT

47 This part was omitted because it probably only makes sense to certain pseudo
intellectuals. Pseudos like Odys with too much reading timeheir hands like someone
StasS L 1y2s 002dzaKs O2dAKL® . SaaARSasz fSidQa
F22iy208a lyesglés IyR AlQa Yeé 2206 G2 SRAG
daldzR 61 OSR I KFIYyR® Wel 1S t-KeRsigSficaitS dza =
NRB f S doyeatisi si6 begins with clayno matter if it was the Banderthal,
Denisovan, or Homa'SLJA Sy ONBIF A2y ® 2 KI § SOSNIPt achd 4 KI LJ
of dirt, as the myth goes. Long story short, from dirt man was made and to dirt he shall
return. Thegod that created man was part of the capitalGod. The gods make up Goall
that crap?
YW¢KS KFEYyR 2F D2R Yleé 2N YILe y2i4 oS I f
GKS . A0fAOQOFEf ''RIY YI& 2N Yleée y2i K&yWSi oSSR
have a merely nominal body anyways?
Wb2id S@Sy G(KS adatAiyvya 2N WSga madef RSLI
OKI NI Ol SNRaiGAOaY YR D2R aK2dzZ RyQi 68 NBai
you think they ever gotitrightt KSNE gSNBX y2 OF YSNIaxz ol 01
GKFEy GKS OKd2NDKH WSga ¢gSNByQi of2yRSZIQ &aks$s
RFed0 ¢2df R 0SS t20Ay3a (KAa O2y@BSNAEIGAZ2Yy D WI
aA OKSt | y#giingeQGrandph2tHell, no. But | digress. Prometheus and the like are
the hand of the Universe2 ¥ D2 R® ! yez2yS OFy 0S8 (KS KIyR
'S YINNRPGoSR KAAd SeSaod w{2 &2dz2aNB OFffA
{KS KdZFFSRI NHzo oSSR #&l§uys plagthel pad, 08y WD2 2 R
Prometheus wagunishedfor giving man fire for 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
FANRG LI FOST AT Al thinkafye poorver pédked 612 evenSdayR 2 v S
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 mandzNIDA @S o 2 S OFy Qi NBIFffe& (y2¢
wanting to keep fire from man, but whatevbappenedwvas 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 Her. Even when Hitler was alive, the world kept on spinning. The
Universeallowedhim to be born in the first place, right? And It allowed poor Prometheus to
0S8 LlddzyAaKSR® ¢KS ! yADGSNES Aa ySOSNI Tl AN
* For aninteresting Western hanaf-God reference, see Exodus 3343.
FF[221H ! F22Gy2GS8 Ay | F22iGy20SH LGQa
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Aln short, o Maud said, ino matter who
gods donoét give a fuck who you are, as
understand? Messiah or Hitl &@adevce Yaurdbr e u
plot in this storg thisgamé&i s al |l arranged. You might ¢
What a rounebbout way of belittling a person.

He blinked past her, taking in her gusty spesaking. What was he trying to

tell himself? He looked back at her las lit another cigarette. The light showed her

well enough.
AThadt bat ds why Leelandds stildl al-i ve, |
rough voice hiccupped the question. He

ranted becauseVhlecareldetds hlekirmtml. ayi the 0
using him; Vulcan let my fathdrno, | mean Augury or Leeland avhoeved

ki dnap me and my sister as children. But
She shrugged, no i ner trieadtdknowwarVugmar | an

wantso

A But | 6m bei ngd oulkeebamd, WhatéverHeAandgl are yn the
same fucking playing field. ldoét | i ke bei ndgd ocnobnmp alriekde ttoh
life is being used against me. That 6s w

supposed to be some good guy versus bad guy shit? But how can that be when
Vul candés notdwhheomo shienbgs saind eass shol e? He | e
and now hebs | et Pepin
Therewere too many Hnds everywhere.
She reached out to him, offering her hate la cold press to soothe his head. He
was so exhausted that he tried to ignore
free is to accept your cage. If your cage becomes your home, then the gods have no
power, do They? Not i%owoa |ike where Th
He mumbl ed, Al o611 never | ike where The)
They rode in silence for a minute or two or twenty.

ADid Pepin have a family?2o
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ADi dndét he tell you about hi sessedilikee ,
that, you know. Vl s n 6t an adt , 0 He hd ged, buawhianel tame
a | o nhggsgot weird She I eft hi m, in the end.
stayed in the guesthouse. Because of me, they became very rich. At first Mrs. Pound
knew nothing about me. Pepin kept me hidden. n_atdbecame harder to hide me.
Within two years of my bond with Pepi!
affair. Pepin tried pretending he was having trouble sleeping so he could lounge in
the study with me. But of course | would dream and wake kpend b esi de h
only natural. The first the Mr s . Pound Wepin kated himself. Gf n
course you know what it looked like. Andalg it s only a mat:t
Odissafnds us Di ke thaté

She took in a shaky breath as the truck matiege turn, pushing them against
t he vA#ier $he leftiPepin, sheemarried 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 exMr s . Pound a few times. o

AAndtw you?o

fi N d?epin did not love me like that. He was éomcist to. At best | think | he
thought of me as his daughter. Wantedto, anyway. That was the mibelegant way
to think of me. 0o

AMaybe it itds good he di dhdsgusthave ct

Maud just sucked on her paper.

iEvwint h al | those affairs, he had no

i see what youbre getting at. But h
and Mrs. Pound had been trying for, oh, say, a year before | came into thre.pictu
Nothing happened, if you get my meaning. | think that was probably a good thing. A
bl es®ing. o

fil see. 0

48 And very convenient narratively, | might add.
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AfBesi des, being a Master makes it hard
something you want painted in. Everyone in your life becomésbditly. In fact, |

woul dndét be surprisevtdhliifabydudnrnest mo wo ol y

AWi thout Iliabilities, though, whatodés tI
for each other. Dorian and Fl etclerate donc¢
their own, then whatdés the point?o

AThestttkwé t h each ot her. You also donodt

you are judging before you understand. They tolerate one another enough to reach
their goals. o

ifGoal s?0

AYes. Theyodvet goltosnen.t hienggl dredf tt ook ever
to tolerate each otherstilbe f ami |l y. They have no choi ¢

Enjoying their cigarettes, Odys chuckled.| 6 m sur pr i stedurt hey

hands. They must not be too afraid of wus
AYoul $tl ook I1ike shit, that s why. And
the smile in her voice. ANo doubt Dori ar
for your innocence, trying to disown me

top of it, they petty much have your sistbostagé s o of cour se wedl |
yeah, | have to give it to them. They amdrtg nicé nicer than | expected o
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 multitaskéis was how Bob survived.

AHe seems | ike -lai mhé cebbtoyki MNeer&doQsstus
yarn.

Al bd nervous too, i foo di dndét know whe
nor mal Masters got prepped beforehand.

grumbl ed. She turned her blinker on. i G
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on my ass? DBEOWOO Cé#Hhé point e dplebrever nd
caring for anything 0

AwWell, | think hebés a nice boy, o0 Cest
AYou would, wouldndét you?o

AYes, I woul d, Robyn. o

ASorry. I just have a | ot on my mind,
AYes, I do. o0 He knew best of all
Silence.

Driving, driving, driving.

AFl etcherb6s getting pretty good at p
tiny Master.

AYeah, but Doriands stildl not react
Fl etcher . o

AAt |l east he still ledkrhewl.e dHee diyndtt
iltés not heal thy for Dorian to hold
emotion. That stoic bastard isndt goin
AHedl |l come around with time. o

ATi me, h a !-10 a B biedmAall avie have is time. How long has it
been though? Twerdglusyearst hat bast ard Doriands bee
should be happier. o

And youdre such a ray of sunshine you

Cestus sighedi Ma y b e tprowokeh g mt ios n 6t brirtg i ouvefy t
it.o

AYou al ways say that, but itds not |
him and he just keeps growing more and more distant. Pepin, for a while there, tried
to be a father figure. What ethéor méer|
she grumbl ed, honking her horn at a |
green! o Bob shouted at the windshield.

é
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ABut you have to admit, Dorian was qui c
iNo, Mot her was quick to offer it to hi
AYes, but Gwen knows what shebds doing,

Bob turned her head away from him to smile. She was attractive when she
smiled. Even when she showed no teeth, the smallest upwaactlipmade all the
difference. She only smiled for Cesttisough.

ABut yes, 0 s he waspissingtme effiHe andi Botiam ire dnasty
combination for me. 0

Too many bitches in one room.

=13

He knows just holw waos paubschu tmyt oo uptltaoyn sd i

=13

And W ykonue di dn6t want to do that. o
Nd, di dndt . o
Becaus@&anbDEFetcheawoul d never play dirty. o

jm - 1]

=t

Theyodre t oot okibnrdi nfgori tt huapt, t he asshol e
me. Though theydid mention my spot6. She squeezed the whe
forward.

Road rage wathe leastoCe st usés worries. AHave we
though? Made them our own? Dondt they Kk
fun of things they respect. o
f know! 0 BBobtgt dhaltedvas a first. It wa
his point, butd She cracked her neck.

Cestus said nothing, knowing that she needed té tallget things off her chest:

Al tds not | i ke mhspatsl jusbfeelaso somyofav the kdilgoe

Dori an. He has it worse than me, you kno
AMore or | ess. 0

ANNot more or | ess! o She snapped at hi

get off withthes8t hese tattooed O6scarsdé and what

Bob didndét cry. She just got angry. At
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AfWe | ost loo v etdh oaurgens, 0t cCe st us ecaumhis d e c
loops after watching the road for her.

AYes, 0 she huffed, fibuténot in the sae¢

Driving, Driving, Driving. SPEEDING. Honk! Honk! Get out of her way,
motherfucker.

AféCan you hear t hat ? oHe pointed with hissthumbl ,
behind their torn | eather seats. Al th
AWhy does that make you so happy?o0
(Happiness? NO! Theredl | be no happir
He chuckl ed. Altés onremovetromahe .Ady s s e e
Bob rolled herthmydsk.e Maubetembameass
equivalent of having a porn magazine under your arm all the time. The world knows
what youbve been doing. o WHAT YOU SHOU

Stanza: All around the mulberry bush the monley chased the weasel.
fi F | enustiiou eat them out of house and home? We just ordered,pizza
Dorian said, reluctantly opening his mouth so Fletcher could sfeszhhim.

AfBut i tflaveredoo f f e e

=13

As i f |1 dve never had choifsf elei pisc,e fcNoete

Despite you dropping it on the floor earlier.

Al know, right?0o

AfiYoubre going to feel bad for abusing
ANoot Nreally. o

ilt s so strange, 0 Dori arm Laiyd, rdea lo

excited for news of his sister. o

AYou donodt g ehythiegaoymed e abo &t et cher n
breath as he gathered the |l ast bit of
butter next.

AThis j ob®&shaw oexbcoirtiennge ntto. sl 6 m sur pr i

fromthe boredody ou usually put your screensav
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AYou make me seem |Iike 1 6&m narcoleptic.
AArendédt you? | swear, i f you were a co
seconds of no activity. Not her Masters have that probl
iAot her Masters have |ives, that s why,
|l egs over Dorianédés | ap.

ADondét put.Thhewtub BWwaywe This isndt yol

AFi ne, | 6lyl. tBunowaitterawd 6 m too tired t
and snuggled i n.myhddsnedes , | idobhdi shasaodt
iSee what | me a n ? Tybueselfrpaumsiekrike théTitahice © y o u

His soul could be so lazy.
Al mst doing what you wondét | et vyourse
shoulder, an awkward giraffe.
Dorian nudged hi m.l GrKewvpt yloiumg etyleiss oplea
Al candt help it i f gffortiniorhelping meé walkew@ n g o

Just because the juke box is on, dondét m
iSo youdbre a juke box now?d
ABetterTitanbhanNottheas tragic. o
Awel | |, how much more do you want me to

turning you into a mingtontrolled z ombi e . 0

=t

Ew, bad analogy. I hate brains. o

=t

Funny you should say that, since you

=11

Bur n. However, doesnoét hurt as mu ¢ h
yourself and already know the punch 1| ine

Di,t ttohen. 6 Dor isehm. He wantdd,to shavec hi ng hi

=13

How lwewed i f we have to keep talking t

=13

| donot know. What 6s sadder: the fact

=13

fact conversations with myself always tu
AMegdt ant amount . O

AWant to stop, then?0o0
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Al think thatéd save time, since we «k
They both gently nodded to themselves.

é

Fl etcher whispered in his ear, i C ol
be fun. o

Dorian cracked a hamile.iMaybpeacnce t he show i s over.
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 el seds. He was a very clever w
AArendingotogohange the apartment nur
Afidd | i ke to see if Odys notices, o0 FI
Duct tape stolen from the kitchendés mi

doorframe pieces in place.

fi T ma&ghborsaresue t o notice. 0o
Fletcherhai gnor ed hi m. il 6d say theydd ne
be here much | onger. o

And anAutomaton needed no keys. Thegrekeys.

Fl etcher spotted Bulfinch sticking h
pizza apma. Fletcher hissed him, scaring him back into his hiding spot.

ifiHe hasndét had [ unch, has he?d Doriar

iNope. But speaking of pest s, do-you
knowwhos to track down Odissa? When Odys firmlg¢ who we let Bar his
si sWet &, |l et 6do¢ "yintc pway hhdaud anytim
need to know whagheknows abouthem. 0

Avdis thinking that myself. 0

Of course you were, silly Dorian.

i You r e alhefoynd ©Odissanok

i d o n 0 th e di@deespegiblly aboutsomethingMother told him to do.

Besides, the stars are aligning gimightlyf or me t o doubt f ate
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Dorianputhisfeet own from t hMotlmérf elendwadl whati s
Besides, she had to givem somethingto do You know howhec a n 6 t sit s
T h at 6you amdlgot the babysitting joBt leasth e 6o$ buggingusfor onced

Fl etcher cringed. AEven so, l &dm not go
sentoutour lecherous littldMecca Makepeacs.

MECCA MAKEPEACE: A feral stray.

MUSLIM?: He doesidentify 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 wholdnterview with the Vanpiret hi ng goi ng on, d

Mecca Makepeace and his Automat@n(short for Quarrel)had been sent on a
mission. They were watching for a silMdondain the opposite lane. Cal@ swung
her tiny feet. She couldangle 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 wereactually helping. Why did their information on Odissa have
to be so vague? Alwhoon thisgodf or saken pl anet didndt h
days? It was the twentyrst century, for crying out loud! They couliavetracked
her i f sheod!Thaywere varnagbodat trackirgg.nTeey were the best
at it.

Jesus Christmas hey 6d never find her!

AUm, 06 Qammi |l d and pusillani mous voice f
mat ched what she was wearing, as al ways
number, Mecca?06 Of course she knew the

thoughté t hough not the ones hedd accidentall
AYeah, 0 Med Ofzourge shembuldeask that.
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AThen, um, what was it? | 6mwantnmyyihnedg pt?
She put a tiny hand up t o é&ndhim Hérpace hc
was a highpitched whispad the 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 surpriskdtthis feet reached the pedals. Perhaps he had
grown recently.

ADonowantmeut o help you?0 she asked agse

AfMeccaéo he started (yepsrsodma@fdemnioi ngtt
babyt al k), fAécandét remember the plate nu

AHuh? ©ba, Mawaysboregetti ng, 0 she cried.

told me, so | could have remembered for you. Or written it down. Why did you keep

me from knowing? Now wedl | never Kknow
this poor |l ight.o
The cbuds wanted to rain/sleet.
iWel |, webve got her picture, donot
l ooks | i ke and what her car | ooks 1|i ke
iOoh, I wi sh you werendét so pr Qthaf and

heartedy abnegated, smoothing out the wrinkles of her frilly Rococo dress. She
looked even younger in that Alise-Wonderland gad complete with sefformed
lace, stockings, and bonnet.
Though it was nothing to brag abo@wasat leasta head taller than her &ster,
and looke® maybé five years olderBut looking older than Mecca meant an iota.
Mecca Makepeace, you should know, had ayesro | d 6 s body. But
carriage.For example, eery time he sen@ into a liquor store fothe goods it
backfired they always had to steal their gplies. This made them very practicad
thievery.

iMoot her coul d r epedaotr tnhaey bneu nyboeur cfoourl du
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i Comb6o M Heodbwd, makuseWé unanédét screw this up
her,the doubtiy voi ce in his head mani fest. i Me
Meccacando thisnhisown 6 No need for even an Autom

ioh, dear, 0 she sighed, her voice <crac
began to beat the ainrd. uNmuwan dveoru tchaenyd tr
a license plate number. You should have let me help you remember. You usually do.
Theyexpectedf ou t o. 0

Mecca rolled his eyes as his Automaton fretted. She worried too much
sometimes. She knew darn well that he was rtgstiimself. HE WAS THE
GREASTEST. He would prove it.

To himself, at the very least.

Hi s Automaton went on, AAnd it doesnodt
found her, back t habsobedberf@he snapped and

iMecca has to goadlQe®hi mself | ook

He turned up the radio. Its volume would have disrupted any normal {ender
hearted girl 6s Q@ didinotnmindGorillaz blasting thtoygh theu t
speakers. She folded her hands in her lap, ssitife doll. She would match any in a
d splay case. Today, anyway. Only today.

Mecca thought about rolling his window down, but rememb&yetier lengthy,
straight hair threatened to lash out at you if the wind ever took it; it could coil round
youlikeawhip.Ris, the air woul d nedlyweariigelotheg ol d .
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 mistakéimat second bodyQ, for a Japanese

Lolita abducted straight from the sehltures at Harajuku. A second glance would

¥ 2y3 A0G2NE aK2NIsZ GbaStabbabyl it Léf AGSYa@RTRORY f &
given enlightenment. So much knowledge shoved into an underdeveloped brain manifests

itself in different ways, including his speech. You could say hispgbigbn references show

how a child would conceptualize being more than one petsArNJ v (i S BtExadhd Qa Y

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 vanadilack haired girl was really
Japanese at all.

Her nickelkissed skin ga her a suspiciously indigenoAsnerican appearance.
Had our allegeddutomatonCreator molded that flawless face to exhibit that flat
nose, full brow, brisk eyes, high cheeks, thick lips, Brahd chin to fit within such
an ethnicity?

Of course. Why woul dndt ¥specially sincddis n t
designs would end up in temericasone dayWhy not?

She sighed the absolute most adorable soérkhowing it was no use arguing
with her compatriot about these issues. She was only helping him test himself.

Mecca Makepeace had a igéitful and amusing faéea round orb balancing on
his toaskinny body. He had alert little eyes, always narrowed (to help him think of
something naughty).

His wide grin always seemed more like a gnashifigshing those baby teeth.
Once you got used to ithough, you could hear the boyish gigglingttheanaged to
escape the fangs. Anflhe smiled enough, you would see he was missing a tooth,
the spot unfilled (for almost ten years now).

Meccads s ki n ouwhe kindaf skinihis motherl waudkhavéhled
as he squir meldopebrh atabts |whaastt hhies mot her
had lived long enough to meet hithSh e 6 d d i e Hestarfedilising. Buthhe n
di dnot mi ss her. How could he? He neve
had a motherHe had little proofand was more apt to think hast appearedone

day. Who needs a mother, anyway’h at 6 s what hedd been gi

0L R2Yy QiU 1y26 AF GKS bFENNIG2NI A& 6SAy3 NI O
F22R O04aNAROKE | YR &y Ao avhaSMeoca @itg of imsalfk RO & (0 N.
glexr AlQa y20 DFo6o6f SNJ FLILINRBBSRD . dzi &G €SI
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Little Makepeace, you see, was thaiggest person to evget one Most times,

Mother andlhe ot her s wo ul d hiéssingfdr someoneghisvagenin t h e i
fact, he hadnot gotten an®fiOK. o Hedéd got

These pastgenerab n's h a v e rg@w mucheQtsloviée itdoven.

Q was a mother to him. A mother, a sister, a frieniya

S o me d adylgok dider&han her, he wouldthen she coul dnodt I
him anymore. Theh then®d he could findly be the one others first noticetie
hated how everyone address€dover him, thinking her more mature or his
babysitte® which was tre, but stil). Shewas t he one who coul dr
could grow. He kept track.

Now, you might get the idea to compare little Mecca to, say, Peter Pan. Very
wel | | t hen, I wonoét estapnlypyut h@8he, hlo mwg
Muses do knowhow to recycle aconcept d o n 6 ¥ Just lase Peke) 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, oftrse).

However,unlike Peter, Mecca felt no desire n@ver grow upln fact, he wished
he might somehow speed it along (but not too much, mind you). Ah, age is wasted
on the ol d. But dondt He kmewlnorread chitdnen hladb r t F
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 giveproperparents. Had he real parents, he would have hadcalsed
time and missed out on all those crifileed rumpuses.

What a miserable life to imagihe

5] SSfFyR asSSvya G2 KIF@S YIRS GKAy3a Y2NB 27F |
YSyliAazyd aSOO0F Qa OKAf RHfasiyIR long baioreiné gdtneiiMuchi K S !
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 g bl ack shirt t h
borrowed, if you were to ask him) from Dorian. Poor Dorian often found hiscsgifa
missing or gently abused upondei scovery. Dori an was Me
steal from because Dorian had excellent tasthiings In fact, this car was one of
Dorianbés. He had aHgawagédhot!l mossf ane

AAre you donét ywant me to drive, Me ¢
chose this monster. o

He didndét respond, because he didnodt

The streetlights turned on; it was judbudy enough for them to be necessary.
Under each passing light, the fair coloring@ds | ace and ruffl es
in sparkling flashes. Mecca scratched his head. His hair was naught but an
afterthoughd a mere darker shade than the rest of his {salftyskin. Or, at least, it
would have bee i f we <coul d seeasddwhiahnsdwhere hi
Dori anés s hThe shirt camm evih thie camhose toebig sleevesl
mentioned earlier, well, they werenodt

I't wasndét really a Ni nj a-shimaraftdy.foldédtto wa s
LOOK like a ninja mals. An assassin must make do.

The shirt tag was sticking up on his forehead like some unshaven curl, begause h
forgot to fold it under. td still gets points for trying.

But as | was saying, Mecca didnot h e
interferedwith his cosplay (he had a vast collection of wigs and hats, yGu rseee
of which he had time)to grab before th

ALOOK! o Mecc a excl ai med, p Q ilifted iher g t
submissive eyes, just as Odissa drove@yould tell Odisa was (embarrassingly
enough) singing and wigpltQmwge wouhenbobtc
numbersMeccaisthegredE ST ! o

Qds mouth hung wide. A T h ineantfosus wfifd t o
her . I can smel | i tbbed fieh mosenkeepiag hérregesvaen. o
Odissa.
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Mecca grumbl ed. He didnét wabs hoséehha
led him to OdissaQ mentally assured him that she wjast nowsmelling such
things and that he reallyasTHE GREATEST.

And of courseshe was riglit there 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 catch the silvecar.

ILLEGAL U TURN.

Qs nose was ticklednhg bwafyol Thbewynwet Bi s

You may find it hard to believe that t
because of their raging recklessness, be pulled over. Not ty.wdrese 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
handgungQ could create would get our friends out of most situatidhg. guns were
for intimidatioré mostly. Mother would positively hate it if thegctually killed
someone. And besides, Meccawould-sypeed a cop beforee hedc
Because he was tlggeatest.

They bobbed between cars and lanes.

ADo you realQhgkeadetdi mhat Ao0r kwaaslighiag t o hi
off his head.

Adjusting it as he steered with one hand, he looked ov@ at i Hu mp h ! Loo
what vy ou b iYau shewdachagenygur outfit to fit the assignment. Mother
never gives us work, so you should have

i B yautold me to wear thig

Al t&ssimng Me c ¢ a 0 s e laxkedc pountling aoh ithe steedng h

whe &w.i I A not ruin this fun for Meccal!o
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Rolling her eyes at his pout, her frilly dress sunk back into her sksyrfacing
to be a tight caburglarlike costumeShe | ooked at miaistkh. D h Ha

voice muffled by her own outer skin, i
AfMeccads satisfied, thlgoumgph edadc g awant
AYou do k nsalkingaskignmenti right?aNot arssassination 0
AiMecca is ninjal! When we get up to t

become a spy. That 6s Helpantedtb theedashhoardsth a s s
apar of Doriands).
AJust drive, Mecca, 06 she sighed, adj

up, like some doll or rokplaying partner.

ALooks | i ke hQesaid, gsisletglancesl at the eriver beside them.
They slowed down to tail her.
Afew minutes | at e-c o n fhisgpgtiryw@disdd @ wduld e

personally make the phone c&lottah give those updates.
fiéWhat di d QMWhert rmakirtg @ lpHone caf) should wear a head
set! o
Al dm not a tel emar ket ewayof thenrehl phohes yoln e a
asso
Now that she was out of the Lolita costume, she could act with less propriety.
ATh@must think of a better costume fo
(There was a costume feveryoccasiof.
Al f you canét think o6f sopposkedntlo@w ¢
She thought about it and turned herself into a Beverly Jddgue preéeen: too
much bling and too much sass. Asshelreal ed t he phone numb
believe we, like, actually found her. But, like, thenagainl candét, | i ke
the other things wedve done either. o
LIKE.
Ailt doesndt maiQtTehre idireeyomme o etl h a&tvehauve
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They were very good at making people believe what they wanted them to
believe.
AOh, they wilglhtbenhitéeéeve Ods ssR wal ks t hr
ADoriands probably so bored he wonét mi
AUnl ess we walk in on him defiling yet
They both giggled
Stanza: Orphans and the pathetic fallacy.
Meanwhi |l eé
The ice crem truckscreeched to a stoMaybe at a red light? No. Bob killed the
engine.
The door opened. The dim | ight made M
waved a hand in front of his nose. Their cigarette smoke wafted out with them.
i Di dhayetorsmokeinmg truck?0 Bob -mthehpddightOdy s 6 ¢

| ook . tldoloab medlikel 6 m about to dump your body

going to kill youunless you deserve.it Besi des, I donodt I i K e
Automatons once their Mastersaredébdh o r i sky. Youod+foort not w
of killing for no damn reason No w, rule number one, don
will make her cryTwo, 6 Bob held up two fingers, f

somewhere to béAnd so do yowd

Odys stood up, Ut Bob held her hand higher, telling himgot ay put , s he
done.t inad, Maud has to stay out here. o
AWhy canot she come with niass@rted; ber t he
wanted her more than anything.

Ailtds just standafdcbrongepgduoeed&tandar
You say 6éstandardd | i ke tohwhaddveappens
twentyyear s since something | NTERESTI NG hap

=13

hopped out of the truck.
Bob huffed, fAShe just can6ét go in.o

Al n wher e ?eil ouOd thestruck, tglanpimg around.
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They were in a park. An RV parut in the middle af

Jesus Christ, where was this place?
never knew there was an RV park this close to them. Granted, all these trees kept the
outside world pretty much invisible. Yup, thiswasama nés | and. An
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 wassty, pilFshaped RV
with popout sides and an extended canopy. A wicker table and chair set were neatly
arranged underneath the thouge canopy. Somet hing tol
originally come with all those bells and whistethat it had been nalified.

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 Automatonsauld afford, um, something moeecommodating.

There were mgbe twenty or so filled spots scattered about the gravel. A few
children had poked their heads out, s p
Even little kids could tell this rundown hwdf-j unk di dnét have th

=13

Cestus, 0 B8obosclkhed wp tshe truck up, 0
AThis way. 0 Cestus yplaceaked Odys from
Odys turned and gave Maud a weary look through hitéway hair. As they

approached the titar, Odys spotted a dainty tea set on the wicker &ablaet ore

saucer was missing its splendid tea cup. He heard someone take a nearby sip

Beyond the table was a boy wal king fro

obviously wished to go unnoticed until that very moment. He stepped away from the

tangled brushrad ungroomed treést r ees t hat conver gasil wi
it had been purposefully pushed agaitis greeneryto somehow make it blend in
bettetThe trail erds oneness with the flor

notbeseen.Hed been waiting underneath the n
The boy held the cup in one hand, elfish fingers looped trough the tiny handle.

An adul t 6 sontoeablyfit twoo Helhad threg@ and could have squeezed
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in four. In his other hand, he grasped sthirgy worthy of hiding. Had it not been for

the boyds relaxed face and attitude, Ood
l urking was to conceadb butnotgust@iypipe. Aipgpéd b e
that suited him quite nicely. A kiseru pipe.

He wadked up to them, sucking on the kisérhis daintyface shamelessie held
the pipe blatantly for the entire whitdrash world to see.

He wasthe most riveting child Odys had ever seen. But that was, of course,
beause this child was not a child. They was so striking that Odys found himself
staring, making sure it wasno6t a I|little

But he was none of the above.

This Automaton was @od toting his customary symbaddsthe tea cup and pipe
in his handd hands thasported clean but telong nails. Theywere clawsd sharp
points just like the tips of his siemvept bangs. The fringeair grew to hisyesand
would have annoyed a normal persdine rest of his haiframed his face, draped
over his delicate shoulders, trailed down his lower bikekd veil.

Mot her 6s Automaton blew out his pipe
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
gracefliaction achieved a purpadaevhat purpose

Cestusnoddednd greeted thénselmmber Automaton,

ANSELM : Automaton of Gwendolyn Gwendy.

ANSELM : The youngestlooking Automaton.

ANSELM : The Automaton with the oldest Master.

ANSELM: Gwendol yn Guwemdyds Autom
Chapter the twelfth,

We all wear many faces:
Do some need a face lift?
Cestus, not stopping to chat (asAifiselmwo ul d n 6t want to be

Odys to the door. Cestus was about to knock When
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Anselmwas next to them in an instant, an eerielsmn his face. His grin made
his jawline protrude. It made him look like a man, only miniature. His oblong lids
flashed those expressive e§esyes like newlyminted dimes. Without saying a
word, the boy opened the door with a gatide fingetkey. He opeed it slightly.

No need to knock; Mot her &8s Aut omaton

He was wearing onla vest on top even in this cold like some sophisticated
ragamuf fin. He di dndt evenPosriMaud shiveredr h
as if nakedand gripped herew shawl for warmth. Cestus evengdvb ur rr 0 s O
here or there.

AThanko yGestus said. T h &knedcapyandcnadeero j u
effort to push the door open fully.

Cestus thoughfnselnd sude behavior was funny Odys somehow missed the
joke. They were fucking with hi trying to scare hir@ test his fight or flight.

Cestus entered after Odymselmfollowed close behind not shutting the door.
He gave Cestusawigtey ed | ook that said more tha
Cestus patted thédtle Automaton orhis 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.

iStay where we can see you, 0 Bob gru
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 Bebc@unted how many
times Bob stirred her téaoned twod threéd f o ur é
Stanza: APrioress that is best dressed.

Odys was alone with the Automaton.

He tried to distract himself.
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The trailer was a gypsy holldwa cave, more like. The lackluster lamps cast
entrarting shadowsWoodenbeads hung aa doorfrom the ceiling. Colorfubut
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 placewas cramped with books upon booKs a large collection of Catholic
works and Spanish titles. He recognized one, and only @iee: Afios de Soledad
He had read it in English and haakén enough Spanish classes to understiaad
title.

Funny, to see a boolike that on a shelf owned byhesepeople; hundreds of
years had passed among the Automatons and their Masters. Perhathewodyld
appreciate the repetitive nature and continual stream of isolation Marquez presented.

Anselmwatched him reading theléts, making Odysedf-conscious.

The sitting area brimmed with pillows bursting over their seats. Odys could see a
welcoming, builtin bed at the butt of the trailer. Tiny potted plants decorated every
crevice and wrface: herbs, flowers, fernthe like. It presented an earthy feel that
contrasted with the cold weather heéd ju

Anselm setdown his pipe (its smoke was dwindling)n a speial stand atop a
nearby ledge and went straight to the pillows, nestimyself among them. Just
sitting there.

He stared at Odys like an alien examining an eartéliag amoral interest on his
little face. His homogenized eyes, with slight, attractive folds underneath, made the
Automaton seem wiser. He wass slender as he was tinHis jewethead of
platinum-white hair (that Odys would have calléblleached) had he not known
better) gave him a false sense ofé@age old elf

WhereadQ simply actedlike a life-sized doll,Anselmwasone. A creepy living
doll.

The boy didnét blinkTh&d&hkopodgi dma@mndever

(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 olde Ipretended to be interested in the dying pipe
smoke. It hadhe most delicious flavor and lingered in his lungs. The faint etching
on the pi-paésntobdaghkbb Qihselsds IwieefingeBe f o
had concealed it. Now, it danced behind the floating smoke. It was the symbol of the
hanging snake. Thsnake on a pole. The bronze snake of Moses.

Or, as it was later adopted: the cross of Flamel.

The Automatondés gaze widened with del
from the alchemic symboDdys recognized dt of course Odys recognized it! This
symbol was ever ydirtlesar e énicn ucdeirntgaihn s f at he

This very symbol wagpart of whatmade Odysealize hisifatheid wasinfatuated
with ancient myth. Myth was céal to many alchemic conceptsichemy being the
precursor to the scienceslis father was obsessed with that unholy tridityyth,
alchemy, scienceBut nowd just nowd Ody s r eal i z elbesdiorhad f a |
always been moreOdy s és heart raced, Oomandta Mr.j u mp
Augury. More made sense now. Too much sense.

Anselm caild tell the image bothered him, $os fingertipsreached out and
brushed away the image, leaving a charred pipe basin behind. It was then that Odyzs
understood Anselm had probably etched the symbol toebegin wit® with those
long, thin nails.Are al Automatonsobsesse® Odys thoughtDo they make their
Masters obsessed?

Letds answer that | ater.

As the staffs of Asklepiosatder mes 6 s pr es age,dhissnake cr
cross symbol predestined another divine siMftther, too, was a sgbold one for
the Automaton Mastefs.

53Fun fact: As the bronze serpent (see Numbers-8):# much like the rod of Hermes (the
caduceus, with twentwined snakes) and the staff odepius; the reoccurring image is
further invoked by Jesus Christ (see John-38) The parallel to this story, however, would
be that the cross of Nickolas Flamel, who has historical and legendary roots in alchemy, i
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Because of her Automatonds mys pecteda l
Mother to be some wise Galidel** or Matrix Oracle >

However, his fanboy expectations are about to be VIO&F.

A divider within the trailer pshed back. Odys looked to his left, into the now
exposed kitchen. At last he saw hklis eyes widened in feathen narrowed in
confusion.

Despite heattempt, she lacked a certamystery

The venerablé o o ki ng wgiveaone gldrcalt@dyd. Sk walked to the
window besideAnselm 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 shmés. She looked

qu

certainly old enough to bemothe® b ut no't Bobdéds or Doriant

older than Bob How did $e get away with such reveredceuch a title as
iMoot her 0°?

But even with apparent youthfulngsshe was worn down i age.She moved
as if stiff and sore from somiavisible chain estricting hed an ageold chain of
secrets passed down to liemm previous generation$hough she couldimostpass
for in herlatethirties, her oddities gave her aw&he was old despite her youth; she
was young despite her age.

She took a sip from heup, slowly. Odys noticed her hands shaketremble.

Odys could barely make out Bobdés figur

was cut off by the ledge. He did, however, notice she slipped a few jolts from a thin
flask into her newlypoured tea. Hesml ed, t hough he didnot

studying her nailsBut back to Mother.

He wondered if he should say somet hi

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 fronmLord of the Rings.

52 | NYSNJ . NRPad t AO(GdzNB&as mobdppd tfSHasS R2yQi
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il suppose, 0 Gwen finally began, Ay ou
iYou dondédt have to tell me, if it put
Still looking out the window, she sai

danger ? P e rolshepwavedatel haddthw assd t oyoupmore tthanc t
me ? oys @dbted that, and hated fireind gane® implications.

AioOh, of course it isnproteet mytehd
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 hiswn. He stuffel that hand in his pocket.

AYéd she said as she studied her t e
breathed it in like a priestess inhal
Od y She@djusted her sweateter draping, ruffled attire gave heretidearness of
a Catholic nun, though the bright colors and Mesoamerican patterns gaalether
flair of a villagebruja.

She compressed her grapalored lips into a thoughtful frown. Her dark lids
blinked more than was natural, batting things awaypikeetears locked behind

those feathery lashes. Odys wisliledse eyes would land.

fAnsisays you smell Il i ke smoke. Automat
nose. fAYou smoke?0
ACi garettes, yes, 0 Odys nodded, overl

fAnsialso saysyoulikke 0 st are at hi m, 00 alaughatag h |
inside |joke. i He appreciates t he att
Automaton.Anselmreached up and covered her hand with his. She continued staring
out the window. fAlHet eilsl ayowerdy vain man

Man?

Dear littleAnsik e pt hi's gaze on Odys. The tin
wor king hard at sending chills down Oc

i mpr essi on maknghim dwia & jusédame naturally. Gwen diddt s e e
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the type to toy with people isuchdrawnout ways. Even if a ghost smiles at you,
itdos no |l ess unnefPving to know itoés a gh
fAnselml i kes to be admired. And | i ke i
addedmore forherself. Though she faced odieection, her starry eyes never rested.
They darted around their focus, never giving whole atteatias if parts of the foci
were too bright and made her eyes water.
fi A n &m just as vain as he, if only in a different way. | am vain in the fact |
flaunt my childrer® the Masters and Automatons | love. They are, perhaps, the only
reason | havendt given up yet. Unl i ke Pe
fixthist hi s probl em. o
Which problem?
A smoke a pipbed sbpi ctoceemewn 6 ehdrdcted n 6
her speech as fAhsuintrodeced/medosit. Gureaddictiogsaised to A
be black tea with milk, warm bat hs, and

addictions can be replaced. | smoke only in the evenings, bught it more than

ot her habits now. My , Maud is covered m
keep a hat on a cat with her and clothes. Shecjustn 6t do it . It te
Thatds how she was designed. But you 1|iKk

News @t around too quicky another reason Odys hated cell phones.

fi | do hope Bob wasnét too rough with vy
her thick eyebrowsShe put a hand on her che8kinny and farfom wellendowed,
Mo t h #at chest made her appearunger.

She would have looked more refinedth salty flecks in her great mass of fine
velvet hair; Odys suspected thosghtier roots meant she dyed it. Bugsgite her
touchups, she was a dashing wordagentle, reservedHer thick hair lent the
perfed equalizer to her prominent forehead and large eyes.

Let me repeat myself:

56 Or, maybe an old mman in the body of a younghild is justreepy in itself.
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While her overall appearance screamed loud octaves of bright fKatdo
colors, she was also in tune with a symphongudf Virgin-of-Guadalupesimplicity.
To be unoriginal: Bewas a woman who aged like wine. Yes, she could be summed
up so easily soclichély, |t 6s what madeoddwed” so appr
fiDorian called before you arrived. S
afraid, got all her tender spirit and she we® with the churning contempt. She
wasnot al ways this way. None of us we
though. o Motherés eyes gl i st eSheqluickiwi t h
changed the subjeci Di d Maud t eutomatoysogat thibtitle®? | ask
because Dorian says you don6t seem to
ANo, 060 Odys answer ed, rh&é fduthislbands deeperim n
his pockets. He still hadndédt sat down/
Mother sighed, loking up at the ceitig. She gestured to nothingler prayerto
Vulcan a whisper,fiYou want me to tell him everythidgthe back story? &u want
me to do the work for Yw? Making him sync with Maud would be easier and
quicker for everyone@p®
She mumbled in Spanish before sighand accepting her duty.
AfWe gave them their nadaotd Pepi somaetdhi
j ust fidi donAbutt & soanehow More respectfind the termé h u man o i ¢
makes them seem likelikea |l i ens or scientific experi
She pausd to remember where she was going with this tadgdns
monologue. She was puttingona@ay o me t h i n g resitecetdnatselb $he e n
had expected this moment. She knexactly what she needed to 8aiy only she
could remember.
fi He fde\iltan, excse mé& had named thensomething else &é Guar de
That 6s what 0 htdeastnaBEnglish.dThough,ehat word itself is archaic
ad woul d tr ans 6lguesEventthe dBamatond fouadtisat title too

5L R2Yy QU LI NIAOdzZ NI & FTAYR KSNIf28SFo6f S {
Anselm/herself too much (ha, ha).
58 But we, as readers, would be so left out!
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silly for modern standard®¥ulcanfa s n 6t compl ai neahgeasbbeut ou
must understannguag@ 6 s evol ut i foAt 0l dasthethaa edifder s

She shook her head, clearing her thogght i 6 Aut o mat onThes r o Vv e c
alloyed creatures cannot wield themselvesAsibmatonjust makes more sense.

You only need to wind them up once for t

Anselmstood up, knockingver a few pillows He di dndét care to
He stepped to the other side of Gwendolyn, eyes never leaving Odysouggbher
hand to his cheek, his lips almost brushing it.

Al do wi s PAnsglm 8tépdooking at pimi t upsets me, you
i nstantaneous response to a provoked t hc
see hi s f @ocherdtdblock ©OdysjoatEhe pattedd n s e face@way, but
he did not budge. iStop tempting me. 0

Anselmblinked and turned his head away, as if Gwen finally agreed with herself
that she di @dgs. wahe wal bewofud adu sn.o wMdteh e
soulwould stifle her own bipolar curiosity.

ASometdaned&t lhel p myself , 0eylkes dhRmlced go
feet Though she | aughed, she dabbed her e
the Automatons have arxmansive memory. They knew daother from their
creaton Thankfully, thatés something no Ma:
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, creaed ni
Aut omatons. Yet, nine is not the perfect

Though the number wasdd, 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 upsidlwns i x . | t wowsho$ thetotld ntintbers. But

yes, why nine? Why was that number importaht?

¥L R2y QO NBFrftfeée 3ISOH gKe A lmdbeduhless o0iBamdor vy i G K
is just as OCD as Odys or assumes Vulcan is too. Or, maybe the point is really about the

GK2t AySaae 2F GKS ydzYoSNI yAySo L R2y Qi 1y26d
reason to release this story upon the warldéb help me better understand BLA, if it can be
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=13

That 6s because dtehceatiens a rEex ca@tt u d lhley ftia

=13

A f a iAhselmfieisheéd thesentence for her. His voias haunting as his
looks. Odys wasno6t sure hedd really spo
AA god failed in their plans?0 Odys ¢
ANo, 0 Gwen corrected, A V udreatenfailed.iThes e | f
very first Automaton was no Automaton at all. Grantdtkre have been many
creations much like Automatons in the @askings also made by Vulcan. Bhese
automatopAutomatonswere r eat ed for a specific rea
fiAs the Automatons will tell you, their First needed no human soulnctifun. And,
since it needed nothing, it had free will. Vulcan created it for a purposi elndse
not to do it. It failed. Thus, he made nine more creations. Automatons. Beings that
lacked thewindb p key. 0
Nine more problems, some might say.
Hefeltte ur ge t ohatwasktheFiAhdcweati onds pur
ATo protect mankind. To be good. To
answer f @heraldeaccgnostippetl hr ough i n her di st
know whether or not Vulcan madleemon his own volition or under higher orders.
Either way, he did so willingy hedidi t . The Firstodés origi
intention behind it. Vulcan has always appeéréd med to be the type to dthe
will of the Universét o do 6good. 60
But sheedn catdtpesace with Vulcands har
AThe nine Aune®ataed twertake down t he I
thought exactly whmthe fikshrecadd mné first af thel nine o o .
Automatons, nothe Firstd was Admun@ the creation you thaght was your father,
Odys. Vulcan designed him before the others. | want you to knewth She pau.

biting her lip.fiHe was a first draft the one with the most convoluted ideas behind

done). However, | did find in my research that every year on the island of Lemnos fires were
SEGAYIdAEAKSR Ay | SLKIFSalGdzaQa K2y2NJ I yR §2 dz
purify, | guess? But emgh of my conspiracy theories.
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him. Besides the First, of courdde was not yet simplified like thother Automata.
Vul c an 0 sgranddTehaa twaiss why A%® mund is grand. o
She bowed her head, sickened to make excusesfAd mund andshi s M
El Herrer® the Blacksmit® went down the line, the Automatdea became more
practical. Practical as a papdip or coin. Given to humans, they served their
predestined purpose. The First was greaf
why Vul can needed nine. o
fiCould the god not take down his creat.i
Anselmbs head snapped énndti @0direction. A
A Wh at he means i s, 0 tsalvathesptolalemeby cre@ting n , fi
the others?o
Maudbés voice r an HamdrobGod, HHan® dfyGed) dandhoé a d .
God.
GwenwentoniWho are you to question Vulcand
a wamnan and creates a child, yet when the child grows up and becomes evil, can the
parent simply kill their offspng? No, there are laws that bind the padentoral and
governmental. Who are we to even under st
AiDo we tarnushtl iVhudllcy Jaughed e n 0 s@dkyshow shed
instantly regretted beingsobo.he di dnét deserve that.
il f you think you are blind, Odys Odel
She moved away from the window to sit down on the dmilturniture. Anselm
stood beside her, leaningadgst the seat, hand on her.léte conducted himselike
a man. He caressed her krinea protective and almost controlling way, as if she
werehis.
AiSpeaking of opening eyes, dpen@owrmselftowe nt

Maud? Accordingst o/ oludrriearsus cu pddad t. &

Al dm not, 0 he said too quickly. He tool
0] RYdzy RQa AYlFYyAYFOS F2N¥ A& Fy ANRYy ateéefdzao
O2YLJ Old vQas | KFEd LAY O02NE do6200eé LAYOSD L

easily summed up here.
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AThat 6s good, t he n Dadsian8lsoesaidtyouoreteraavn i p
that correct icAhShd owai tcochfused you. D
colors.l assumed he would have dropped that bomb by Bmsian says my color is
aredpur pl e. He wasnot bl i, ged?Sdime ay when yole ¢
lose one body part the others taker or adapt. He can now see cofoeuras We
think Fletcher helped such awaysadaglhpt ad i

Your color doesndét mix well with othe

AHow did he go blind? Dondt Automator

Mot her fliywehedeamMmMi dot hing from Pejy
waved it alwadyt.Let mé-fimishgvaghtmy other histodathe history of
AutomataYoudve not heard it, correct?o

He shook his head. Al donét know any

fiSheshoud n 6t have to. 0

So Mother was testing hidntesting his acceptance of Maudas if he should
know everything Maud knew by now

AiwWhere was |1 ? Ah, the nine. Yes, t he
| 6m sure Maud can presgoudyeuswith the
of course. 0 She f rBoutwny @aintis, @dyd) thes Autdmatomsc t |
served their purpose. It was up to humans to decide their new\dren the first
Masters left with their Automatons, fate took its course. Vasters went on with
their lives. The Automatons trickled down the timeline into the present era. The
Aut omatons were scattered. 0O

She took in a breath, remembering. f
Master can live longer does not mean life is éertdlot only have Masters killed
each other befofe from the beginning but Automatons can only protect your body
from so much. You can stildl catch a co
It reminds you that youbor enldléediby this olwru ma
body. Cancer, obesity, di sease, sui ci d

be. Someti mes sickness is suicide. 0
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She glanced at hidnat hisdirection not him. She wondered how he would react
to her last comment. She wanted to Wrimw suicidal he was.
| dm NOT, he thought ad el
She adjustedAnselnd s clodti ksi nsgki n. AYoudd be sul
Masters Automatons have had. Long life should mean few Madtersan
Automaton, ye® But no. Ah, enough of death. As | saidhe Automatons were
scattered. Not evetheyk new t he whereabouts of their
|l i ke we could put out an ad in the pap
cours® we know what Automaton has been where. If they ever férgetey are
ever forced to forge® they can relearn it and put their history back together by
talking to another. Fill in the blanks. 0
She sipped her tea. Her eyes had been dancing around him, absorbing everything
but his face. Al wars,ndytowl kveove. ¢ he ol des
APepin, yes, 0 Odys stated, glad he fine
ANo, 0 Gwen killed his hope. i Not Pepir
across each other in [some Victorara dateyear here], but that hardly made 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.
rearrange their | ifestyle. Automatons ar
inYes, we f oolder than Marselves.rOf 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 yeardastdd 0 ( her eyes
up in thought) fAf ourdaynadd)itbdlievet h atobAewlkat a
believes. I f thatds wrong, I have the da
She flashed her eyes in Odysébés direct
doing the math (and, if he was, was he comparing it to songehealreadyknew?).
How could he know? Why shouldndét he knc¢
What do you knowDdys?

Nothing, you idiot, becie you havenét synced with M
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ABut you see, when that Master had t
was aleady so old. The age we look now depends on when we first touched our
Aut omat ons. That, and s ev eAnselm foroa brief r f
second. AThere was al so oneereMauswhenrthe Go
cancer struck well, we thnk the cancer was insideer before she touched her
Automaton. She also caught a cold and it finished her off. We think she wanted it to.
She wasnot alive when the whole groug
dabbed her eyes @siselms o0 o t h e drangiegrMastefs A8 emotional work. And
it asks much of the Masteifor theycannotreallya gr ee t o what t he\
Not until they havethe Automaton is it obvious what kind of burden they are.

T h a n k © bhdr Voige ctacked a littteii we domdt ohao it ofte

Especially when Pepin does it for you.

Gwen was staring at the floor now. i
rul es. And wedre a family. Like it or
And we dondt | onBdchowdbwudapi®t ni VYegas. d

iShot gun Awsslhwhispeged to her, cutting eyes at Odys.

AfYes, the worst kind of arrangements.
sanctifyi®bl ess it. o

ABut | was f or ced 0taoif hengreed with the allusions p | €
i Aarrangedmar r iAmsggennodded once in agr eeme
much | ike a raping of our daughter. o

Odys wondered iAnselmhad ever talked so much.

Gwen shifted her legs, a physical manifestation of her mental shift. h a v e
decided an introduction to our founding groemites might be a good way to start
of f.d So things hadndét really started,
perfect way tqudge your character, | think.

FIRST RULE ABOUT AUTOMATON CLUB

ARul es: number one, 0 Gwen begfmatnginas i

the ait AfOne and only one Automaton. I f vy
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You see, webd rather not I earn what woul
one soud one Master. Two heads are better than one, they Baymore than that
is reserved for the divine.o

A picture of a mamarmed and manifieaded Vishnu or Shiva or @m shuffled
through Odysés mind ITihkked 63 dvdhak dfeelHiamd
keeps at ithe thought to himself with a guf.

AAs 1 d&m sure you Kk heeland lorokévtbid rhiecbut iswet tot o n
be punished. Punishment éssier said than done, yes. But remember we do have
leverage oryou You cannot become like Leeldn We wo nV@etd viee t1 eyaorun. e
from our mistake.

ARul e number t wo: Let no outsider know
thing. It is another for her to knoteo much and fothat knowledge to pervade the
world. If we can trust her, fine. Bute 6 | | only trust hedr with
even oncd she will have to be quieted.oru under st and?0o

He didndét delight in hearing those wor (
He could almost see the watgorks forming; she wore her heart oainaly.

He refused to answer her.

Unable to look in his direction, she glanced at her Aapselm kept eye contact
forherAJust think of what would happen, Ody
had to erase many things, in the past. We take no plemsitreand it gets harder
each time. o

AThewhy not | et Mayhedf she dad lleff Odissa @fivierdts
woul dndt be édWdelfdm&ti vet bmake this wor
People would would flock to you. Who could could interferevi t h  you? Woul
itbeeasieP What do vy o foundou?kq u i d a iydoteodld deeso
mucké 0

6lpersonally, IthoH KG 2F [ 2NR z2f RSY2NI FyR GKS | 2 NONXYz
many parts. #HarryPotterFan
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Gwen helped herself to a momentds br

herselfA S¥6ve wondered if t he wor |l dit doea.d t
However, leeodly things hiding, &re we?hA you donbt k
me an. But someday, you will. You wil!/l

iBut Vul can has reason to. o
Anselmchuckled behind his Master.

Wh a't reason?0 Gwmle. smiled a curiou

=t

The same as Godds?o0

=t

=13

So youbre saying He wants people to
revelation, Odys?o0
Al onl yot hought

A can see wlys ifyabl thé gbdstwhnt msko believe without
seeing? Ah, OdEyvse.n T hdavted ss eneont Vsuol.c an an (
in him. And he doesn6t want or need my
to bebelievedin. For sure, they conceal themselves for many reasons, but answer
this. Odys, will yod right nowd step intothe light and show the world what you
have? Would youeally tell them you have an Automaton, even show them what
Maud can do?0

AProbably not. o

AExactl y. We donobt want t hat attenti
ourselves and therefore the other | i ke us by default. O
undone. Thus, as a gener al rul e, we w

first reason why. Numberthe e, 0 she hel @Kiulpl tho eenéi
have to. Even if Odissa finds out, we mMagt her | i ve. Wedl | t
people alive. But iif it becomes more t

have entrusted us with these secrets.

She opened her mout h, aboutdwhenlfesk pl a
gainedAnselmitd i t wasndét easy. To hide him wa
wasnot . I coul d run from my family,
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Thewyguspected You act differentl yowhéndhereigour
moreto you. Its not simply a matter of pretend
which | ie goes where. And someti mes you

know what your Automaton knowsthings humansannot comprehendl.

Odys understood. For one, he knew that Augurgs s Leel and. Hi s s
know t hat. He understood how itéd be eas
AThe fourth rule is: spend wisely. Use

little as possible. Remember your every step lest it cost you later. For certain, the
world would loved absolutely y our Aut olmat pyntdte mdbke? gol d,
Ah, to be adored for your ability to create national riches! But what would riches be,
if gold became so available? Whatds gol c
canbebuned for war mt h, but what can gol d d
She pulled at her golden cross necklace, agiirsedher for saying such things.
ARul e number five: treat your Automaton
I neednodt intwithryeud someohei whoefpseso useyour Automaton in
the first place. Number six. 0 She paused
In part these rules seemed arbitrafhis shocked Odyjsand he wasndt
why. Were they not handed down on stone tablets? Not inscribed by Vulcan himself?
A%u must be ready to defend this f ami
long life. We sometimes meddle, when we can. Gold can go a long way, but it
cannot solve this worldods problems. 0 She
God bless him, wallegeinto a burning house ongesaved two children and a dog.
Needless to say, everyone watching saw hisdfeeen d F| et cher 6 s . Th
make them heroes. Not a scratch on them, of course. When things like that happen,
we try to pass afshedadfubst thought somethangl religicusly i
irreverent . AThe Automatons are better
beautiful, arendét they?9d

Angels? HmAnselmhere was more like a creepy diablito.
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AfAngkel That brings baddsi?meBbei askedoé
might help her remembét.

AFor a ti me,Ansi Thdughdhe fold ma whatée veaprovedhis
abilitiesd it was hard for me to believe he was alguaa of me. He was like a genie
to me. Just some slave and externakfébound to me, not my owsoul At first
sight, I thought he was an angel, the
reminiscing. A T hads dve sayntad#y synawithdienyOh,lyesd i d n
did that. | was much too young to realizeould choos@ott o . 0

Again, it seemed like she was scolding Odys.

She breathed in deeply, the fluttering gasp her prdyémMueva Espafida New
Spair® when | foundAnsi, my family was fairly well off. For that time, we might be
considered upper middidass We owned one of the largest ranchos inarea. My
father had great plarend hoped | would help in reaching them. He wanted me to
marry hi® you might sa§ businesspartner, a man with large ties to those who

would usher in the Mexican Empire. My mothast wanted me to marrgeriod

Needless to say, I di dn 8 tevemh beggedith becomen t
a nun. I stole one of my fatherés hors
Anselmwat ched hi m, making sure Mathdr ha

di dnét -telholdinews.o r e

fi | headed north with nothing but a b:
get too far that nilg t . I coul dn 6& except ®r ama olddwelhorerrunh i
with weedsl found it from memory! slept there thianight. That morning, | had te
down the bucket to try and dramy horse a drink and | noticesbmethiig at the
botodunder the rocks of the well éds <cru

ot her wi se | woul dnodt have sneetnhei twelTh

62t NBLI NB &2daNESt ¥ NBIFIRSNE &2dzQNB | o2dzi G2
care how Gwen ended up with Anselm (because no one ¢éxpec to have a hardn for

DsSyQa LIlad tA1S .[!0vxX 32 I KSIR FyR aiAaLl i
Otherwise, my apologies for being unable to chop this obligatoryfézY L) 2 dzii X . dzii I
AGQa y20 I FdzO1 Ay 3 sbrhewkerko | O] © 2§ RN}g (GKS
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why it had been amndoned. The rope was too sidoitt woul dnét | et
scrape the bottom. Someone had drappthe object there purposefudly
purposefully out of reach. oob&tviegharawn | ook
history. Anselm had recorded every antique detail in theia brn . i knew |
need wated for me and my horse. But | also knew | needed money. Whatever wa
down there was precious meiabr worth a meal, at least. At first | thought it might
be a pocket watch.tore my dress and made the rope longer. It took me hoursto fis
him out of the murky bottom.

fi L a tAmsirwould tell me his previous Master had left him there, knowing he
could come back fohim. He 6 d Ansiithdre, @may from his fellowsAnsid s
Mag er 6s friends had sbtraratkeedsidtsatabtyaggssti i o n
the horsed bucking and bruisingand al so the mands astol
goldenc ast objects. o

AThe man, of cour s e Ansélracdh irdeef du.s eoldldot od od o
make others think hédéd someckegel sde &89 mkys
attention. I f his objects had a shape, t

the ground. Granted, people started thinking he had stolen the objects. Hedadso ha

terrible gambling problem. | was wused to

ANeedl ess to say, h Ansiva sever thed wi Aeso
only enlighten so much. Someti mes sin cl
iHe rarely |l et me auWttofrbBmempeckwhsr e
me, someti mes. O

AThatds how heo6éd died, by tAngfromaéhg, 0 Gw
eyes of others, only to swear off drinking and die of liver failure two days later.
That 6s what we as s u mdstaice fromhinstlidely ovérseneé ny wa y

the i mpact of withdrawal. He killed hi ms
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AfHe wanted tAmselhs eat ethou@dHeoknew he we
keep up his game with & The other ranch hands had planned on killing,tin
fact. Of course, that would not have workétieyc oul dnét have kil
was in love with one of the other men on the ranch. The fact that his friend actually
hated him had caused much heartbreak.
Mother wished to distract Odys fronnseln® s -detailedand emotionless

expl anAnsitisonMasiit er WB&f ore him was

Odys guessed he6d say a bull fighter. He qu
like Pepin.
AWell, perhaps | should start farther

Anselm she explained, had been brought over wits conquistadoresand
sailed orthe [name redactdd

A passenger had kept the pocket mirr
much goodHe had struggled to keednselmin his inanimate form while with his
comraded neverreally sleeping on the ship or on lar@ne night, natives attacked.
Anselnd s ¢ 0 n gMastes toekdt @g an opportunity slhandonthe others and
create his ordained city of gold. He would éseselmto not onlyrecord his hame in
histoly, but to raise it upThe 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 ifo one recognized him. The heat and
loneliness drove him mad. He fell ill and died in the forest, assuming he alone
survived t he Naletithe feversake hitrdtsaiodé. . He had

Not even an Automaton is much good in a new wofldselmh ad n 6 t kn
where they wereAnselmwas no help. An Automaton only knows what it has been

taught, what it s 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 forestHataconsumed
him and the decaying body.

Anselmwas inanimate until a native, who had been recently banished from his
Aztec city for unmentionablereasos, tripped over the remains and landed on
Anselm Theolder Aztec had no real use for the godahselmcould make, since it
was the excrement of the gods. But nevertheless, he found a companion in him.
Anselmhad to calmly explain (in the manbs
though one made him, and so on and so ftrth.

The man contemplated usidgiselmas a weapon to fenter his civilization by
force, perhaps to even become Kking. Howe
homestead, he fell ill. And died.

i Mo st l' i kely from previous t otouched dec a
Automatonsuck ng mo st o Ansdimicauld emembey the pain, as well as
the location of the deatfi He wa s al rodeaaahson e dad pbden Hadishdd
in the first place. Always complaining. Always begging. But at least he died with
such new ideas and hep 0

AThe corn got them every time, 0 Gwen
before her.She pointed to her teeth.But t hat brings us baclk
horsebreaker discoverednsi when he was running fromtawnh e 6 d | ust ro
with his band. Thg were trying to make their way to BraZifunning from the law.

They had hidden in the cave the Aztec had crawled into toTtie.others left him

behind wherthe horsebreakerfell ill after touchingAnselm They left him beside

the Azt ecHedo usnkde lhetsonvay t o a Mexi can r anc
Anselmhadterrible luck in Mastergapparently
i had sl ept i n a webka d\nselmnevent on,fsadting basideno s t

Mot her in the open seat, fas my Master |

64 An Automaton, who knows the thoughts of his or her Master, also knows timgjulge
automatically, | would assume. This is how they collect languages.
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returnor call me to him. The strain of our distanqm@motedhis unexpected death.
Liver failure might not have been sucl
little sertiment.

i T h Ansiwas mine. But | did not get past the well that day. As you knolly we
Odys, | fell ill instantly, my consciousness becoming aware of mydsawlare of
my necessary need for the thitakenout of me. The workers of the land | was on
eventually saw my horse and discovered masi hid. My parents were soon
contacted, for m family was wellknown. | was taken back homd&he doctor
examined me. | was bedridden wiéiimknown sickneséPrivately, | heard the doctor
whisper to my father that it could be the stress he was putting upon me. | could hear
my mother begging himtoehnge hi s mi ndéo

She paused, gathering her thoughts. f
truth of my illnes® the first time | saw myAnsi. It had taken a lot owdf us, for him
to journey to me

Too weak to form clothes, | might add.

fiHe had tdbe quied unseen! was fifteen thes® Ansi told me of the others out
there. He told me of things |1 6d never
could do for you. His memoriéswhat he had of thegnwere given to me. | became
changed, enlightened. My patsrlid not like me talking about my new dre@ntbe
dreamsAnsi had helped me acquire. Dreams of Spaniards and Aztecs and gods.
When | was well again, they locked me in my r@omy punishment for trying to
running a of acgués® Ansi could help me espe. Which is what
happened. 0 Her 1lips parted in merry s
month. They could hear me talking in my roomAtesi. | wanted them to hedrto
let them think | was talking to the divine. In a way, | was. He was my angel.

Anselmr eached out and put a hand upon G

ABut, once | was free fr ondommpwnfWemevéry ,

Bal GK GALY LQ@S OFfOdg FGSR GKFG F2NJ SGSNE
age them about 10 physically. It checks out.
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needed anything. It was easier back then to do as you pie&setlift and wonder.
You think I would have stood out, coming to the United States #ithki. 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, padssmrdany
things to dane arouml. Ay, just listen to me! | sound like a grandmother in her
rocking chair. o

Pause.

flAnsi convinced me to attend university. | assumed a fake name here or there.
Never got a degree, of course. | moved too many times. But, oh, | tell you! To learn
for the sk e of I ear ni nSghool, bfhcaursé,sis easy, gimncé tour
Automaton can remember everything you forget. Also, to observe the evolution of
the university has been a showé
Stanza: Origin stories are so unORIGINal.

fi F @itime, it was jusAnsi and me in America. W took many travels. \&/
never stayed in the same place for long. It was upon one of our travels, sojourning in
France, that we visited a circusnsi had learned the new French just so we could
know our wWay around. o

Orrather,youmadei m | earn it so you didndt hav

filt wasa traveling circus. It was no grand thing, but it turned out to bera
special display As we sat in the stand#\nsi noticed two Automatords two
performers in the chaotic show. In the three ringse two Masters. Turns out, an
0Americandé owned the circus with his fe
course, was not really erican at all. It was Pepin. Granteds had lived in
Louisiana for a time Here he moved back to Englaldong enough tgerfect an
accentSee, wen hiswifethad | ef t hi m,andravéled thé wokdete Ma u d
eventually ended up in Francehere, he hadlso watched a traveling circus, just
like me. Excepthatc i r c us d¢pewnédaRtomdhat crowd, Maud and iep

66 New French. Opposed to, say, Norman Fre@ld French, Whataveyou (which,
perhaps, Anselm knew before coming to the Americas) (?).
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had spotted FletcheAnd Pepin found his true calling. Theércus was the perfect
place for them. o

Odys pictured Maud in her tight suit, riding a horse, swinging from the trapeze,
ord even betted as the bearded ladif.she could grow clothes then whytfacial
hair?

APepin and Fletcher 6s Madhboaght owvenany i |
circuses for a great sum, let the owners retire. Pepin eek magic tricks, and
Maurice (the other Mastere dealt with, well, everything else. In a matter cdnge
t hough, Pepin got bored with it all, 6 f
be work,yes? Eventually Maurice left, too. They gaveatheir circus for free, to a
trustedf a mi | y . However, it didnét haved as
Masters left. No one could do their tricks or ddsil stunts. The new owners hated
that they didndédt share their O0secrets.

She looked down at her pretty feet. She had a dignified way of rearrahgimg
pei odi cal l y. i T h ams || befam pur mayels kbgether,i finding the
others. That was un circo all on its owrAs Maud herself will tell you, the
Automatons did most of the workthey knew the signsThey é6d f i nal |y
the proper chanceotfind each other. Once everyone was tracked down, that was
hardly the solution to our problems. The next step was to fihéritors of our
legacy, to setip a systematic order to our chaos. We decided America would be
where webdd base, outésl easy AbDtrett habkk
here. The melting pot of the world, Amerioa!

And what was Vulcan melting down?

ABut back t oodstaytimewasoudrdweshadve to r el
we overstep, though overstepping is not always ibaitsel® as 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. |l dm sure there are more r1

need to address them all just yet. o
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She flipped her wristt gl ance her watch. AThe rul e
l ong stories, anyway. o0 She reached out
simple gesture, Odys realized that, at

physical age difference between them.
Stanza: BACK UP THE BACK STORY.%”

AYou said you hoaedartloi efri.nod QO dnyhse reithiatotresd h
what | was to Pepin?

i We ¢ o naplist ®femdrthy candidatep e opl e we coul d tr us
Il i ke an or gan donmmwe douldsrake thénsanensd usdQtherd, b e |
wel |, theydre stildl alive, but mi ght n c
t heydr e s dVebavalto neakerhaddegisions, Odys. Sometimes we are not
fair. o0 Sbeheighade § ounvg hasenctiosed thend And k n o w
others, well, are | i ke you. I n by defaul

AWhobés on the 1list?90

She crossed herself, asking for forgiveness from those she could ndi ave, it
doesnodt matter. It és best not to know.
lose them as friends. Pl us, Leel and woul
them to you. o

fiHow does someone get on iit?0

iwWe make them kild/l each other in a gl
virgins. o

JUST KIDDING MOTHER NEVER SAID THATJUST SEEING IF YOU
WERE PAYING ATTENTION AND YOU WERE GOOD FOR YO®&

i We v ot eageeaonthéneohe shrugged.
AAnd thatodés how Leeland got iin?bo
AfYes, yes. Democracy. Two wolves and a

Odys was confused. Was Leeland tdrab?

ab2 Yy OK22a8Sa S@Atf 06SO0rdzaS AG Aa S@Atz KS
& S S Matyéwollstonecraft.
68 Mental eyeroll. See what | have tput up with?
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iéeAt first, he was good. o0 She had tr
AYou see, Odys, he was kind, once. We
too much.l wished to become a nun in my frivolous youtimsi saved me from that
choice Leeland did 6t wunder stadod this until | ate

She noticed his quizzical Yosknamexatly @ D
what | mean. 0 She @ & ortatineenthere wasHittletfoe us toh i s
worry about, t hough ke thifgs easyt WeWept d law W
profile. Pepin, though, bless him, went to fighh both When the second war came
around, | keptAnselmwell hidden in case they thought hesvJapanese. He looks
very Asian, nodt was during those wars that Leeland appdan our lives. Pepin
wrote to meabout a young, orphanelwish boy from France he had befriended.

Leeland later fought with Pepin the second walt.eeland worshiped Pepin. Such a

bright boy. I n a way, Leel and iwkemrePep
proposing that we give Leeldrthe next available Automatoheeland was part of
the familyéwe | iked to Ruvedaged Ading thenteutho n s
from himo

Shel ooked at ,tyhyts <aymoleavithduswords.

He put thosdnands back in his pockes.Wi | | Odi ssa be part

AOdys, 0 she stuaoknbéerefieadpafnt vyet. I
only seems fair, that shedd get an Aut
notalluptome.lha t o t hink ofeveokhm@ewshowWeshed
towards this. o

AAnd you donét want another Leeland. ¢

She bit her lip in response.

69'Yay. MORE back story. | told our Narrator that thi®dof t SR a 02y @GSNAI (A 2
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 ARGRND ¥ L 4+ yGSR |
YIEyATSad2z LQR NBIFR | 06221 XhKX grkAdo L Y @
ddz338adGA2ya FT2NI SRAGA gAGKY 2SS LINBYA&ASR
KA&a LIRdzNJjdz2A ad2NE Aothotd waRbeclsd itRIAeR, Afeiall, 2 &
gAUK GKS a9LIA O GKSYS ofz2y3 alLISSOKK [/ KSO

S
1=
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Anselmwas glaringat Odysnaw ST OP TALKI NG ABOUT LEEL
make Motheimecry.

AYou must u n d eefasdtwalite, a s@ahdoyme, tootduld have
been his mother, though that is not why

Refused his advances.

ALeel and hated them, after he found out

AMem?0

AThe Aut shmanbppetisBedc ause of me, he hates
them, too. Jus | ook at wh ayourlifeh @dysd m e matter mfedays, o
everything s changed for you. For us al/l

fi L e @lplans to eliminate all Mastesso Aut omata wonot be
himd or the world any longer. Wen we gave him Admund, b thought | wated to
l'ive with him forever. o0 Frdyns s erldfeoatniean
I said, dondét overthink it.o

She could see that he wabkrough Anselm.fiBecause ofne, Leeland killed a
Master named RhéttRhett Bernice Rouben. He was known asrriice in our
circl es. Thatdéds how Leeland gained Cor a
threatened to kil Bernicebds |l ast survi
himself up. His daughter, middle aged at that time, already thought ther faas
dead.He had faked his own death to avoid explaining his agefastaBernice was
a good manOf course he gave up willingly his daughter had a family of her own.
We had a mess to clean up afterwards, but it was otherwise a clean job.

i We o bhald a cheice to make. Either give up the last remaining lives that
mattered to us, or give ourselves up and let Leelandiérhad something on all of
u s Hadl.

She closed her eyes and breathedSlhe needed to get back
this group wasdunded, we agreed to certain rdle® make things fair. Even Pepin
Pound agreed to them. Enforced them, al

Her brown eyes flashed up at him.



The Blacksmith s Circus

Upon looking at hird finally looking at hin® her eyes welled up with tears.

Oh, GAWD. Bob was gonna kill him.

What 6d he do? Whatoéd he do?!

Mother turned her dear face away, fingers on her motmiselm retrieved a
handy kerchief from his pant pocket, as if this were expected. He glared at Odys.

Look what you did to me.

fi Ohd,o n @&dp loéking at him, Ansio6 Mot her beweénmreap e d
sounds fAiYou see, I cry far t oo AgmisliosiHe . T
is such a nice young maAnsi! Do you not see his kind eyeAnsi? Look at his
fear! It makeShhemposespndadhghgt 0O knee with
happened thim!o

Anselmsmoothed back her hair as she tried to collect herself. She seemed more

upset at the fact she couldndt control

too. 0O

Huh? He did? An &w did he treat the people dei dlike® t

Anselm lifted her chin with hislongnai | ed fi nger s. AHe
now, Gwen. We dondt want to make him
from hers, too clfAicdBseestf ogretOdyos Gst .coo mf or

She nodded, stood up, dabbed her raggen and faced Odys. Though her eyes
filled with new tears, she stood her ground:

fitTo the final r e a ¥oa mustyunderétane thehsiuatien | ar® d y
in. Pepin, though not a foe, was not the closestdriene i t her . He wa
hermit for refustweamenpri Hecyli doa6t,phere vac
was a VvacanhA gréaubout of ®&videntet suggests Pepin did something
with it. Before we could give it to the next person we all agrgszh, we realized it
was out of our reach. Though Maud may know little abdutit perhaps nothing at
alld Pepin may have given the Automaton to someonéetseneone like you. Or,

he has hidden it so well we cannot find Birit. ©
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Pepin was so willing to g&v away Maud, how much easier would it be to give
away an inanimate Automaton with no Magtekill off?
AMauddéds said nothing, o0 he assured her.
ASo you see our situation. o
ANo, not really. How could Pepin get a\

Were they not more careful?

Mot her és cheshtadawel Iweadh.t eSheae o get i nto
deciding on our next choice for a Master, someone must guard the inactive
Automaton. That someonewaspPen. Gr ant ed, he foradny,i t i n
many yearsB u t hedd al ways done it before. We
the group takes its time in picking. We

our next choice and tried to contact Pep
with us. He &oided us. He hid from u&/earslater, when we finally tracked him
down €0

Her eyes met his once more.

Oh.
AThus, you can see why we dondt trust
heds do nlkeadvathtiet missing gutomaton, he never told us where i s . It

discomforting to think where our Automaton might end wgr hase n d e dWhatp é
if the Automaton is in the hands of someone who cannot haridleho might
misuse it? And did they even agree to accept the burden? They would be like you,
Odys. It B so unfair what we all must suffer through. | have always wished there
were some way to end our endlegsle 0

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, busd gave little comfort.
She wanted him to leave now.

iGwen?o

ACal I me Mot her, if you I|ike. Everyone
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He fought to form the wordi Mot her , t Kkmavrwho niy oeal pavents
are? How did Leeland come to possess oy sisterandd i f  w e his® Rasadd t
by his Automaton or not, does that meanova rbéet hi s chi l dren??o
one of the answers.

Gwen moved her eyes from him then cl
Bob told him not to bring umselfReel and?

Because héelt entitled to know. t¢ had the right to his own past.

AiThough there is quite a | ot we do s
the information when it i sndt certain
Maudd who can tellyou just as much age suspead makes us wonder if we should
take away motivation for syncing with her. You are killing yourself, Odys Odelyn.
Like rejecting food, you reject Maud. o

His face feld howdare she know so much about him.

ABut we wifthihgsatreelnldéty ojuu,sti part of Leel

Odys nodded. He noticeinselmwas playing with a cell phone nowhe glow
not helping his creepy face.

fi | ttima fer you to go, Odysd6 s he sai d, Il i ke some
st opped c | oeting svent well eites tham expected. Yowill see me
again. In the medime, keep your sister uninformed of our secrets. For her
protection as well as ours. o

She showed him to the door, openingatting the cold air attackBefore Odys
was entirely outhe door, he turnedi Why di dnot D otithe missing e | |
Automaton?0d The question seemed to sur

ANo. 06 Her voice was soft yet coaxing.

and accepted her fully, yowould have known without being told, Odys. If Dorian

did not tell you, it was merely becau
matter now?06 She narrowed her eyes, cu
fBecauseéo He paused, waiting for tI

abouB remembered the missing Automaton. She would have told me, had she

167



Circo del Herrero

known. And and she is nowpus et about i Maudatthdéce Creamk e d t
truck. AShe didnotl reame mblemo Pte pfi me ld i idt .t d

ASo youdre not r eother askeg, dikappointéddh ought s ?2 0 |

fiDid Pepin give you ahan al i bi 20 he asked, as i
discomfort Maud made him feesi Any excuse or reason why
back?0o

Mot herés eyes smiled as she spoke, pr
attention darted from Odys to Maud near
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 cowdtlitell us becaugeo

AiHe knew something you didnoét ?0

She nodded sl owl y. 0 fowsholldad sag i®ipercemilewa y s
| f Pepinds silence was so Leeland woul d
that means he remai ned sil ent for us as
Aut omat on??od

AWhy would he not, atcotuhadelolk Ametn?? 0t el |
reminded them as he rubbed his eyéh the tips of his fingers

AForgive us, O dtgn gs, my bkaptical magture Al am grateful he
took it from me. It suits him better. He is also sleepy. He sneezes out easily when

tiredd because 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 sisteh o me, dondét you??o
Al was surprised they found her. o
AAh, wel | | Aut omatons are crafty thing

know what the action meant.
As he left, Gwendolyn Gwendy looked out her trailer window once more, parting

the blindswitt he hook of herAnsft ionger . AHeds so i
AHeds notAnsslms ziidl adhs ohe took up his pip

wrong about that. o
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AfiHeéds too kind to want Maud. Thatds i
Anselmnoddedi That 6s why he is refusing her
iHe doesno6tthaitn dietréed aandt ual |y wrong to

Lighting his newlystuffed pipe with a matciinselms u ¢ k e ButManu.d fi s n
the winter season that he can ignore u
AHe has such a kind face. He must trL

fi H e get Used to itOr elsed He continued to scroll through their phone as he

smoked.

Al dondt want Ansa Hawe ntda . ki I | hi m,
Anselm removed the pipe from his Bp. ABut I wonot | €
Gwendol yn. I wondét | et .hilm wldnsétu.r bJ uwshte

what 6s right and we wondét have to.o

i think Dorian wanted him to be su
woul dave to. o
Stanza: The immortal mortal.

When Odys had | eft the trailherhedohe Gk
Like anasthmatic, each step closer to Maud was a loosening of the intangible noose
around his neck. Like a fish plopping
reiefHe di dnét even notice Bob brotherthadn g
cried.

Odysoul dndét wait t o be rehmteukkesahe boald tkuchu p
Maud without shame. Hgrabbed andheld her hand to hieead, repeatingFuck,
fuck,fuck 6 t o hi mself as the truck started

When he no longer felt like lathe blood was rushing to his head, they sat back

andhad a little inthe-dark conversatioh t hi nk youo6l!l | find in

[ e?

790Omitted to speed things along:

W! NByQii @2dz 32Aay3 (2 lal YSKé

Odys kept his eyes closed and thumped the back of his head on the metal wall.
G! al e2dz gKI GKé
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& tefquestions. The questions you had about Gwen and Anselm. The ones you
O2dz Ry Qi al a2ddKSNWe

dLéyQij GKS FI OG0 22dz2ONB oNRAYy3IAY3
RARY Qi A1 S &KSBthabshelmbsK A BB IYR yRAPE ¢ Y Ky B K
éKthaaéF“e FYR aglfft26SR KIFINR® . dzi L
21LSYySR KAa SeSa G2 GKS RIENJ® a[A1S (20

LG Aao . dzi akKS alAR akKS gl yiaSR 2
image of GRK¢ al dzR f | dAKSR®

a1 26SOBSN) aKS glyta (G2 2dzadA¥Te AGT L &dzLdd
AY Y2 LRaAAGAZY (G2 2dzRISO alL 2dzad R2y Qi dzy RSN
talked about him, she teared up as if she felt sorry for im.

G,2dz OLyQiG oftlYS KAY TFTeMludkhefdheywsdali2 az2t g
problent aL 2yfé& 6AaK KS KIFEIR I RAFFSNBy(d az2ftdziazy

aLa GKFEG 6KFEG KS GKAyl&a AdG A&K ¢KIFGQa 6K
FdzO1 KAYKE

Gal aG6SNE KIFI gSTRNI FERI RdAK SAS KENE2Yya (KEY

Stoplight; the velocity made them shift in place.

GWwdza i 6 K| Ghinldingd K & yizf 08 yONBI GSR ! dzi2 Yl 2y aK:

G228ttty a4 @2dz y26 1y26T KS YlIHeRpza G2 Gl
Well,sheg | agkectyF SYF t S 1 £t ! dzi2YlId2ya NS Ay &azy

L adGAatt R2yQlG asSS gKeé KS KFR G2 ONBI

! fLIKE g aXRATFSNByldd {KS KIEIR y2 AylyA
202800 0a akKlLSd {KS 4 &zt ddbupidraltdd Eomplekthat RS y
4KS ySSRSR (2 685 OkAaAaStSR R2gy (2 FAl 6AGK
created us. We were hereditarsSRAG2NR G2 | adGd2NB 1S NRGSPE

G126 RAR @82dz a2l KSNE G(GKSyKé

aLy ! RybudatRert Vulcan instilled whatgu might call innate knowledge
of Alchemic scienceswhich is where Leeland, perhaps, finds his prolific knowledge and skill
AY Ylye IINBFas GF1Ay3a AdG FTNBY KA&a !dzi2YLidz2y

Sounded like jacking into the Matrix.

& 5 2 getnie wrong, we all brought something to the table. But Admund led us.
2 A0K GKS KStL)I 2F GKS 20KSNERSX ! RYdzyyR YR KAA&
down. We took away the physical. Made her, in some ways, dependent on a human soul and
02Reé ®¢

Ste recounted this history as if she did not rememberlit y R LISNKI L&A akKs$
anymora 6 dzi KIFI R 06S8SSy G(G2fR gKIFi akKSQR 1-'2N£I£uu y o

a! g At ftaayaing@edpleigiltaccepted the burden of housing Alpha
inside her. We trapped Alpha in human form. In aluatity, you might say we turned Alpha
from goddesdike entitytoaghosti LA NA G @ ¢ KIF Q& K2¢ ¢S Lidzi KSNJ
possessing a body, she wahin® | 2 d SGSNE dzyt A1S | RSY2y3X &aKS$s
YR RASR ¢ Al Kcohtidlthe dirlKTe dirlfwassstill RwlaiR ySke sidls We
GSNBE (KFy1FdAg F2N GKIGPé al dzR IdemEneRt@pont | f LIK |
it. There was nothing left of her when the girl died. Her their, rathert grave is in
[somewhereirL (i f 88X & =+xdzf Oy 2NRSNBR®E

S
Yt
0S
Ay
¢

F
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Stanza: Chimeras of man and metal.
Since Odys (and you) got a shin of backstory from Mother just now, why not

a little more?Thisnextpart shoul débve been at the v

we knew you wouldndt notice it ot her wi
thing:

Narratords (not the Editords) preface
part),

Aztec goli:

What 6s the pritce of your soul ?

The Muses can Kkiss my ass. Il nspdi rat
Gabbler suspects | d8m insane. Yet Gabbl
hopes | @ronly jpotting g a show (Gabbler has always likey m
eccentricities).

GLFT 6SQONB G(KS KIyR& 2F #dZf Olys GKSy KS§
whydoyowstilSEA &G K |, 2dzQ@S aASNWSR &2 dzNJ LIdzNLIZ aS o |
2 Kg OFyQi +dzZ Oy G(GF1S &2dz FgF& FNBY dzaKé

62 KFid W SSRA2Z KFa YIyK | S Al tétHeash 643 hi
oncer contemplate his own purpose? Yes, | wish | knew what Vulcan had in mind. This is far
FTNRY (GKS o0Sad 2F Ftft LlRaarotsS arddza Grzyaoe

She sighed. He sighed.

[ SG YS At t dza (i MIsdamSthingavaridus bultufey 8l yiave thieir
flood mythg the 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 {pumgpose
UKAY3I&T NIcdrknioK forlgad®ta usg Eraps. Even humans are scraps, Odys. Not
2dzald ! dziz2Yl G2yaodé

Scrap metal.

G2 SQNB y2i S &Acaribeé repRrposddiBatlyon fal& dny poidt. |
g2y QG 32 2y HAGK Yeé ljdSaiArz2ylofsS (KS?2

Driving, driving, driving.

They were silent for many miles.

X! yR y2z Oldzrffezé al dzR¢ R & ¢héBearded 22 1 A
[FRe&X GKFy]l @&2dz 9SNE YdzOKd L gta GKS YIF3IAO
to draw them into thetent. | had many jobs i&l Circé® ¢ Q
71| tried to get our Narrator tanot include this part. But theinsisted. A compromise was
putting it (inconveniently) here. Overall, | suppose it will give Automata (as characters) more
context as well as formallytimduce ourselves.

RAOEO®
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For sure, I 611 per oéngaetsbbdw! mRiightapéab
all Gabbler allowed me in terms of ropinion.

(This is what the epic has become, people).

The subject 1 6dm writing aboutr oisse,t yspoi cl.
sosuretheMusesoul d even answer Tham(wbichishowimfy | fii
predecessors went about things). Theirsildnceu st | i ke t héeisallest o

the inspiration | need.

(Again, this is what the epic has become pbtep

Now, you have the right to stop readin
down. Even if | coul d, I woul dndt try. Y
decided.

| could go into a long tangent over fate and degtihpw you were predeased
to notice this book. But I wonobt . You w
take me seriously. Gabbler doesndt see t

Am | being unclear? Let me start again:

Freedom. The gods want you to think you have ieeBom enslavegou 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 THeiAlmiays.

That s what happened to me. And itds hea

No w, I &6m sure | stltmmit nhdo ul ipksey cshoomea t h otl hiiesr
not correct you. Even Gabbler cringes when | put things so frankly. Gabbler says |
should just tell the storynot convince you of anything. But then | tell Gabbler,
Shoul dndédt they know what the gods are do

Now, itds not my objective to teach yol
needs to break it down f or wvghtwstogethet. o f

You chose this book, yes. But why?
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Your eyes follow each line accordingly. You might even turn thedgagé | 6 m
entertaining enough. Yes, yes, the gods took care of everything fme . I did
have to try.

And of coursethe gods woulch e | p . This storydédmytoo
irreverent comments i ncl udappenThefalloveed ur s
you to notice this book and, for some reason, They allowed me to write it. This was
Their plan all alond even the prose formathad Gabbl er 6s f oot
brazenlyinserted preface.

(This is what the epic has become, people).

Now let me give some back sténpest to get it over with.

Cort®s and his kind shoul dndt have se
all alond@ a city of gold manifest in a beidga divine tool capable of creating more
gold than a ship could cafiyan alchemical slave who knows its creajoo d 6 s
metallurgical secrets.

An Automaton.

Of course, those Spaniards had no way of knowing what complex fortdirma hi
board their ship, tucked away. Hasuldt hey know t hat Ponce
of Youth isnét a fountain? They could

Not if the Automatonédés human Master F

I't doesnodt @artwheedro rwhvwahte ns. hiyptu dosto knenvs t  f
Gabbler thinks itéd only cause troubl e
thenl 6 d have your fOrymar 6 &i lhlaveomml ecthediyc
Gabbler says thanamedropping would only hurt my purposes. Gabbler says |
mustnoét frighten reader s awdajhfultaxletsdrit e r
of truth.

See, Gabbler wants them to be lies, and | understand. | must pretend thigdas just
story0 Otherwise, Gabbler bemes impatient and shiftgyed.

But as | wasaying, a Spaniard brought the first Automaton over.
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The rest of the smithy o d6s cr eati ons took their ti
west. They had nothing but tideTICK TOCK! In thistimethey drew the attention
of other gods.

Not just the GrecdRoman oes, 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. Ths gnew the
Automatd® beings enslaved to huma@nsould likely cause a lot of problems if not
inhibited. Humans could misuse them. Thiky misuse them.

But Hephaestu¥ulcan assured the Holy Ones They need not vdoxdy not
worry!d worry not, Universe, for Atwmata will help mankind carry out Our will.

Their will be done!

And it was.

That is how this storyin medias resbegind where |, your Narrator, fit in.

As you might have guessed, | &m omni pr e
| see all sides). Ivan 6t al ways so ubiquitous, thouc
am a god created out of nothing and someone history will rightfully &carn
metamorphosisYes, yesthis is my apotheosis.

Really, this quasimmortality is the leastthe gods could do, osidering
everything | suffered for them.

€This is why Gabbler thinks |1 6m mad.

Youdl | f i nd dosuoto nseoro nt Beanhoaulgbhtd 6 mi ke c har a
story. | 6 ve c hhem thaugh. Davinity astde, b hamllg eecognize
myself. Maybethdts a good thing. | todésthenasier for

Oh, how Gabbler doubt&abbler loves me too much to believe entirely. Gabbler
is free from the truth. I't makes me hope

muc h é
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Dear MortaliGa b b | etrexadly likenrdy participation in this story. Gabbler
sai d | coul ddve been a better characte
me. GabblerfP6s my editor.

Gabbler says | should establish my inemty purposé with this story. As if |
claim one! ®ould | claim one? Gabbler sayshat 6 s what .prledmcre
SO sure. But fine. Whatodés one more |ie

Thus, my intent is to make you question blind men.

Homer was blind. Milton was blind. | am mute.

What good is poetryotme if | cannot recite it? It gives me no joy. | can scarcely
eat, let alone speak. Prose is further punishment for myind@ted sins. Only
Gabbler dulls the pain.

Gabblerdéds blind to it, my pain.

Yet we make a poetic pair.

Gabbler thinks | secretly ish to embellish prestablished myth. So be it. After
all, an epic is the least pretentious effort a writer can attempt, right? Sure. But do
noti ce: therebébs more than one reason |
|l et s move t hieteamimacyovarth eespgctingth i t p

Ah, what else should | 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. Intheantime | et 6 s get bac

The twinsd |lives are about to cKHange fo

2y2y3 20KSNJ dKAy3ad LQY faz2z LINI 2F (KAaA
LQY y2GKAYy3 odzi I F2244y203Svoed L RARYQil KI @S
drafts. And yes, they are typed before | see them. Nerator is a mute and cannot verbally
G§Stft YS lIyetKAy3a: a2 GKAA Aa y24 RAOGFGAZY
little about our Narrator god complex and all.

73 As in Primary vs. Secondary Epics.

“OgRAG2NDRA F2NBE2NRoOAUV I

Please usegour free will to choose one of the following notes (but do read both, thanks):

Which is for you?

Dear Prone to Believe,
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Stanza: Enough introduction!

Now then,t h at Prol ogue [ For e wsobatlwas)it? ammad Pr
besides, this t or y wo ul d nigenr® withdut itvGiakblarisal wei shosld
sel | this as an wurban fantasy. Donét mo
mysterious? & m not hing i f not formulaic.

Oh, and by the way, | forgot to mention above that if gotnappen to notice any
plot holes or typos or whateverthehielksyouoff in thismanuscript BLAME IT ON
GABBLER, NOT ME. I can hardly be held responsible foistakes Gabbler failed
to notice™
Stanza: Automatons are a perfect excuse for soliloquy

Back at the apartment:

Fl etcher cleared ki.® throat. AMy | egsobr
iStand up, then. o

He di d. He faced Dorian. Al d6m bored. I
chew. Somet hing new. Can | go to the gas

1a 82dz Oly G(GSftfx (GKAa AayQld Y& ad2NBRo® LQY 2y
the Narrator someone verydearts S® L Q@S OKI y3ISR yI YSaz 20
i KS bl NNI (2 N apaslie adBlledory i NS i K&HS . SO dza S G KI G Q
me. The Narrator has (hesitantly) allowed me to do this. See, with my overt participation, this

is a story withi a story a lie within the truth. This way, no one expects you to believe it
SalLSOArEte GKS blINNIG2NDRA t NBFFOS 6162050 :
I 2YSNRa @GSNBRA2Y 2F KAAG2NRBX odzi L R2 o0SftA @S
T G.B. Gabler

P.S.Someone needs to tell you not all Automata are wipdoys. 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 Homersang dzNbB Iy FFy Gl ae F2NJ KAa R
LINR LI 3FYyRFE gFa GKS FTANRG 2F SYAYSyd FlLyFAOaa
Ye t20SNRa AYIFAAYyLidA2yd {2 AF L LIitre Ffzy3ax
undermine my own authority all relationships need compromise. Besides, lies make truth

YdzOK Y2NB SydSNIFAyAy3dIX !fazs AT @2dz OFyQi LI
book began at ChapterOn2 Ny I 1S Ay iNRRdzOGA2ya fA1S GKS&S$s
fantasy anywayand | hate prologues just like the rest of you).

T G.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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AWe shouldndét | eave. 0 Though Dorian e
ABut | é&m bor eodo! uAgnidy yfoour fneeelt ot gi ve vy
Al candét help it i f .BeSidasWelklealymdlendugho m

outdoor fun when we put on the new doo

ACombébon! Youdll be fine .&¥ouknowhowfastwn.
can runo
Dorian frowned, fighting with himself

FIl etcher straddled Dorian and pet hi s

Not wunless it was sugary and packed wi
Leekndbés waiting for wus, then why not p
than just sitting here. Me |l eaving isn
in to whisper, fAWhy would we do someth
AFi ne, t hen. 0 Do B that magging Agomatom.t There hwiasms e
somet hing recalcitrant inside Dorian.

this trip count. o

Fletcher kissed his®Is t er l'ips still touching w
he flew out the door, forgetting to lécit behind him(not that the broken doorframe
would do much to support a logkegardless Hedd turned out t
Dorian didndt need those

The television cast blue waves over him.

(Cue uneasy silence).

Just as Dorian was about rone out ad start listening to the TV agailhjs
phone distracted him.

Perfect timing.

He wi shed Fl etcher were here to see
something told him he already knew who it was. A smile spread across las lgs
answered itlt was nohappy expression.

fYes?0 he said.
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AHel | o, Dori an, 0 c amed thelvaice thedt sentictils af r B a
irrational hate down Dori an s -balpback®®. N o
become so tense. @Al seg the mabuer ?é alll

Dorian took a moment to formulate a ra
letting you time things sprecisely Leel and. 0

AThey must be on my side, t hen. But an
part of my transitonYou know Icattbn@nl esWhatthdsdhee 6 s ¢
family in such a fluster? Everyone movihdnere and there. | can hardly keep tabs
on you allo

Al thikmlowyoweel and, ohelRicson tkerbackof loisineck d . T
stoodup. Do you see his fingers batjinto a fist? | do.

il may ofr may not know, 0 Leeland agr e
coyness. ifiHowever, Coraza just told me
watching. You are a poor baby sitter, Do

Dorian said nothing, his face composed as he listened, apprehensive.
AAnyway, howds that old dog, Pepin? |
know. Have you? Ah, I guess hebds not ta
pompous pr i c ke?®t shouidimmy o ¢ laled®d Leel and ch
fond of his own joke; his French accent, which he had learned to suppress, often
showed itself through such forcegeechesi What 2?7 Too soon? Pepin
us to be so s e ditooamsmberHim tondly with ldghter ahdt o
AHow did you find out?o

AThe nose knows, Dorian. Vulcan |l et Ad]
the stars, Dori an. Donét you knugwdeart hey &
b oy . eWestars of their pductiond

AwWhat s this call about then? | f you w:¢
AYou know that wondét be necessary. Cor
of t hi ngsctically mvitetlhvher inpden sorthatol 8y have

downthei nvi tati on. I candét give you what yo
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AThen why bother ma k i n g Kegpohinr talkihg, keepma t

him talking,Fletcher reminded Dorian.

AfBecause | need t o .kmustwnake lsuaet evepything isa r €
falling into place. 0
AArendt you afraid youdll spoi l t he

Leel and?59d

fiwho said | was planning anything?a n 6 t I cal | to checl
Canot I ?2 After all, you ar e obnyybhjdsen.t t i |
Theydre my Automatonédés children. o
Awhat do | have to do to get you to
Corazaf ac e, I 6d stildl li ke to see it.o
AFunny you would say that, Dorian. Y
Donou yemember | took your sight from
AYou didnét take it from me. I gave i
il d&dm gl ad you put it that way. I did

more time.o
Al know how you | i ke to play fair.o

=13

But your e grughtiod, dichtbey? They wtill died because you
couldnét figure out how to stkoqgvhomwdo.  We
stop me. You could have given me what | really wanted. But | was kind enough to let
you all try. Was it worth the price though? Bou still like livingd living as a blind
man?o

Dorian considered it for a moment, fighting to keep his cdinMa y b e , i
caused you to save the twins. o

AThat is not why | 6adoptedd them. J
asked, doesnotmeandf t i ndebted to you. Admitte
know who the twingeally ared demand proof. Yes, they aexactlywho you think

they are. I know youdbre not stupid. o
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twas odd t o see -sthoface aonsbaslowedovithneanbtidig
face cringed as if about to weepylt hi s voice didndét mirr o
me t o bel thesetewitnHeePybbed dis mouth, trying to rub away his
expressionfi | 6 | | not fall for it.o

Awel |, I suppose you ay.e B0 gdt ,omorAsalk.
you want to be sureBegme for proof. | could find twins anywhere. You need to be
sured

But Doribagn di dnodt

iCome now, ask. You know youwowamanwetr echdt
related by blooah

(AndLeel and wlasennbotu gsht utpoi | eave their rea
for such things).

Dorian remained silent.

iYo wonot pBuaty laltomoguwght t hatodés what t|
game. You al ways had such @0 gamabling yourme pl
eyesaway But moving on.

iBut what | c ahy Bdpin gasekVaud tourty soh. r, excuse me,
mysemiadopted son, on Maybeyoutaohmlp ne Dodian: si de.

ADid Pepin give Maud to Odys bdcidause |
and trerefore be unable to complete my-c@ | | e d 6goal 6 at CQ
Automaton from you purposeless Masters? That would put a fattbfon children |
forced myAutomaton to raise, though. Admuhddi Odelyn, that i8 never cared
much for his duties. Buthat only comes with beingyy Automato® | 6 m not t h
fathering type. Yes, yes, that Sdeithes make
Pepi n was heswasignimyg side.rCéuld it be that my philosophies finally
won him over? Did he beee sympathé with my plight?Pepin did, after all, love
me as a son, didndét he? Thatds why they

AiMaybe Odys wi |1 be , Bonemr tl de WwWhadt yo@iu\

everything just so he can keep his curse
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His disappointment in Doriands choice

iNow, I do want you to noti ceevetyhat
opportunity to use her against Oélyagainstall of you, potentially right then and
there. But I di d neésbwillingly td reet toohOelys mighb do S h
somet hing stupid if | donbét | et her go

The line went dead.

Dorian was to preoccupied in calming himsel turn off his phone. @ce done
with that, hedd think about Ieadbd finalyg M
made contact.

Just as héad opened his mouth to call Gwen (voice activated calling, you see),
he heard something out in the apartment ehaéty He paused, listeningrying not
to breatheThe doorknob twisted.

The door swung opewith a slow creal its reaction to a cautious tap. The
person on the other side wasné6t in a h

But who was it?

Well.
| hate to ruin a surprise (yes, it was meant to be a sudpns=ant to be dragged
out and BOMBDROFRP ED) , but | e t-siep anly plot koles here and s

instead remembeave were recently introduced to llea and his trutbbending ways.
Yes, yes. We can therefosafely assume thisis Odigs@ ven t hough we
blind as Dorian at the moment. BDorian, the poor dear, cainassumeT hat 6 s
dramatic ironyfor you, if you did not know’®

I f younodw dynodut ,do. Youdre wel come.

But, THE POINTisdon 6t bledveodrralred some of m

with you so you can just sit back and enjoy the shit about to hitibdria f a n:

®p2sr (KIdQa aSOOF TF2NJ &2dzo

77BLA is very didactic. Blovés to teacme(i KAy 3& (22¢ . [ ! Ol yQi KS
makes for one huge, patronizing issue | struggle against on a daily lasié Qhé one

with the graduate degree.
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See, to Doriarit could not beFletcher, no, because Fletcher, right then, was at
the cash register, paying for his gum and worrying about what his Master had just
sensedThatDor i an coul d see. I't wasndédt Maud o
when they had arrivedtlhatwas st andard fucking proceddt
either, because those people usually knockedtwas just common courtesy. And,
of course, it couldndét be Odissa, no, be
in his last updateThatleft only one relevant option.

He was about to see one of Leelandbds f:

Yet, part of himguestioned such a conclusiibut he brushed it asidé/ho else
could it be? The cat? Cats candt open do

The person orthe other sideno doubtfound 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
psychol ogi cal measures to prove endas poi
didnét include outright Kkilling. I n fact
took his second Aut omat ldled.anydne. Evere Hefgati r , |
othersto do it for hin® hegot them to give up their own lives.

Let me rephrase:

L e el a n enjogkillidgrpéople. He simply wanted them to kill themselves.

This tactic had helped level the playing figld playing field for a holy war
Leeland hadliscovered a war that not only God would approve, but Vulcan too.

After all, Vulcan tad let things line up so perfectly for Leeland. Leeland was a finger
on the Vulcarhand of God. This was the will of the Universe. Otherwise, it would
not be so.

Now, since | 6ve desctiodreyd duwr ignog iannt oe dag yt
interrupt it meh-much more. | will only say this: Leeland was miserable. Mother
had made him that way. Mot her 6s Anseim at ur a
had been the final proof needed to define Automatons as evil. If one Automaton

made a single person unhapgych as himself), they were not worth their price. Not
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to Leeland. Without much more reasoning than {f@t 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 the lurden of bearing all Automatongr he

was the most logical of them (clearly).

Doriands mind raced forward, not to
come in to kill him, he wondered why Leeland would change his mind. Perhaps she
thought she ngiht 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 opene@nd he heard a footstelgou would never expect a blind
man to move so quickdy jumping and pinning the enterer to the wall. It was a girl,
yes. That much was certain. His crushing arm felt subtle breastas{foraza.By
God, it could be no ot haeipping@lha® t hered

Dorian had expected her to submiisteasily. That was how Leeland toyed with
him.

AWhyoére you here?0 DoriiCaazaidi@etheavalld e d a s

A whimper.

A pretending soudino | es s! He kn e Wwhelcraven roised 0 s
gripped his heart, which began his fury. He hated witessiand fucked with hid
when Masters used their Automatoneasotional puppets That 6 s why h
promptl y. He di dngue shsa vhei misi eref .t oN oste cnoon

A small, frightened cry.

He didnot bel i eve t hteevers gomgtd fight mé? Tooe a s
much of a saint to kil me outright? V
Both feet? Tke them,t hen! & Dorian shouted throu
foamed at the mouth, his hands like steal traps clutching titvesl He could almost
see Cor ahlald skin, hdr glazedver and Mastepossessed eyes, her

graceful frameunfettered smile

7BC2NJ 52NRAlyQa avYlff ¢g2NIRX YlI&oSo
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Any second now she would laugh in his face.

AWhy bother coming in if youbre aot go
Dorian normally i s, itds quite scdry to
making sure to cram his opinion in swiftlf.she was going to let him be angtigen
hedd take 9.he opportunity

AThis reaction what y O U owaan get dn@er iya nt e d

skin? You win, Coraza! What do you want me todsay dod to make us even? You

cowar d! I 611 ndelvéel rl  gni evvemalrgngeuauipme yambyay do

you think youdre st i Youthiaklthisismtharigfoour mhes?2ed a
Wel | Dori an, tshianode yoau dé &€ oc hanksiweg ,her
He realized she tried to speak but f ai

such troublé evenif a human could have closed off their throat
Suddenly, the clothes he grippesitftoo real. Her pain seemed too regthewas
too real.
APl edabedohodt know what 0yodd@rvee a&Hafimkei! n gl
Odissab
ODISSA ODELYN: The girl coming through the plot hole (heatly re-
stitched).
DISLIKES: Smudges on her glasses, becaesshe has a hard enough time
seeing ast is (thanks a lot, Dorian).
SIGN: Gemini (go figure).
WORD: Nympholepsy, because it sounds dirty.
Chapter the thirteenth,
Meccads trickery:
Wasndét that dramatic? Wasndét that ironic
Al dm Odi ssa Odedzaprelris oNothet wiass @ al ki ng
Pl easedy oywburbe ehurting me. 0

I't certainly wasndét Corazabs 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. Heddh 6t want her to run

inlof itds money you want, I 61 I gi ve i
look like a robber. His confused countenance confirmed that she had no need to feat
him. Much.

To get him to speak through his muddleesh we n t on, fi swe a
what 6s dglodimmgnootn tryiomdg to trick you! |

But he put a hand over her mouth. Well, it was more or less wheyedssedher
mouth to be. Close enough. She went a little esy®sl, looking at his hand.

He di d mhéattthis Igii® khe one who had the right to be affrordedas
actually trying tosympathizevith him. No need for intervention mode.

AShh! o

Her |l ittle heart was beating |like a r
Adldl thought you were someone erlcale. o
forsomeone@or talk so | oudl y. Can you do t
he sounded more likec r i mi nal trying to hide. |1t ¢

He felt her head try to nod wunder hi
di dn 6 ¢&heraotbeingssomeone else agdinwas scary to be so confugewvas
she being robbed onurderedor kidnapped or not?
Dorian stepped back, hands raised forcdimhr e you OK?20
Al dondt know. 0
He used his ears to det ectovéd 8he was &a t

afraid to. She kept herself pressed against the wall.

As he continued to step back, he al m
her to drop it when hebéd pounced. He ¢
clearingWeild$ ,thmowmatsure this all | ooks

She said nothing to reassure him.

185



Circo del Herrero

Stupid!'Thi s is why hedés always so composed
In the heat of emotiah ANY EMOTION!d he exploded. When void of sentiment
orpassionhe 6d found it hedbshpedlebd mvoerked bard

up his flawless reputation; stripped himself of emotional expression; suppressed any

feeling.

AHow badly did I hurt you??o

AWhy the fuck are you in my apartment ?¢
Oh, that.

She wentorwhen he di dnot a n s -domg thisghavie tokdb y e n
withd 0
AOodys, yes, oyindte fil thensiemce.rHe pushéds fingersinto his
hair, otherhand on his hip
Odi ssa pal ed. How did they know her brc
AYes, thyeui nbhobtvlesr . 0O
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 growingh g her , i Wh a tDoed he @dweQaLiynsney? o Have
money | cam O
AThis isnét about monkegdws Hey qwd ¢ ktl lyi gk
was a cheating drug dealer or something, the way shs!tal
i T hoetmenwh at 6 s tWhysr eabyau ?2in my apartment
do somet hing. He al ways does. 0 She was r
at him, as id&fashei fwesrheen éhta dinhbetr ¢f ust been
Dorian turned to the side, hand rubdihis lower face as if he might crush
himself.
Odi ssa noticed him once more. Was this

He seemed too repressed to expmasshsilly emotions. Even his earli@onweyed
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fury far f r oShe vbordered whye ah gbhhie m@uld jumpher. One
look was enough to tell she needed no more than verbal threat to make her cower.
The lights might have been off before,
her mousiness Was this man blind or something? Noe seemedo see well
e n 0 u debkpée the fact he was wearing sunglasses in the dark.

She rubbed the back of her head; it
number wrong??o

Yes, about that. Altdés a |l ong story.d

fi D iOdys do it? Did he switch the apartment numbers to hide from you? The
idiot!o

AWhy do you think Ostupidl iwkoeu | tdh adto? os oHree t
on his hips, actually curious.

Her hand dropped from her neck. She had no answer. There was rer éorsw
the stupid things Odys did when upset. For example: the first timefiaélem@ her
father and Mr. A u g u r -grrtangedhagattndent.cHermmm Wwas me
then in the living room, his in the dining area, and the kitchen had held the. couch
His excuse had been, i couldnét stand
youwoulddt be back solept Trhemiemgpitn gpemes of
Hedd consent ed ntommalsense, tyes.dButdfrpért of hisdife evas
irregular, then all of it should be too, so there. Every consecutive visit after that,
shedd come home to something just as w
as nor mal as hedéd like us to believe).

Now, back to the present:

Fletcher burst througihé open door, saving them from each other.

He no longer had the dreads amda s wearing a snazzy ¢
assumed on his way &por, what he hoped looked very much like dfie-de

pretended he was surprised to see Odissa. Fletcher took on aadpegtable, and

79Justto beclear: Idonotthink IROK SN & y I GdzNIF £ &adl 4GS Ay Of dzR
Just so you know.
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offi ci al voi ce. AYOhU 6 rCed i lIscsae Oaeerl lyiner t han
Of f i c er Fletchert Fetcheer Sard-so. He extended a hand

ASorry | &d&m panting, those stairs wear
AJusent wfor coffee. Not hing happened, di
could tell (of course he could tell!l He was practically THERE when it hap@ened
l istening through his MastSorydosurmiseya) . He
Ms. Odelyn.Weuym, t hought youbdd be a I|ittle | on
6 9dohe cleared his throat, regretting his number clibigeDo r i a n her e, i
Your brother should be honshortly. 0

Nice save, Fletcher. He even had a small cup of faux coffee ihanid. His
outfit was complete with a large, quicklgrmed badge on his breast. Ihlg all
uniforms looked so good-his outfit was going to cost Dorian in energy later.

Odissa found it easier to interact with Fletcher (she kwbathe was: a cap
versuswh at ever Dor i aWhy | ari eneydo u oh ebreg ? 0

ADorian hasnét said yet?0 Fletcher put
AMi ss, your brother was uni ndasnitide,dwoal | vy
days ago. A man approachbuin and, wé, threatened your brother before shooting
himself. We have reason to believe Mr. Odelyn may be in further daragewell as
you. Webve been assigned to remain with
his fake coffee.

He spun his lies with such digy and grace Odissa wanted nothing more than to
believe hmOK, so heés done nothing wrong.

AYour brotherés c odnfiirnogn hohmee sasatwe ns p e

fine. Though, if you forgive mé, he sai d, hiding one side
il 6d say the stress has had its toll on
up a little. Well, a lot actuallyl me an, everywhere. Hedl |

newbies for the next decadéght Dorian 1 ood and guts must up

gotten much sleep these past few days. CI
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He could tell Odissa was starting to think things throaghhe rambledo he

stepped up his paciHe 6 | | be another thirty minut
the tableher e, 0 he directed her with author
and the file about the case. The artic
prove my point.o He | eaned over and wl

t a b | negoingftd kdlhim [Meccd. 0

APl easeane OAlDoorw an sl ipped out. Fl et ch
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 eotdble. 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.

AiSorry about Dorian. o FI| et c hherrcuriasitys al
iHe was expecting someone el se. Did he

Yeah,everythingShe di dndét want to overtly ta

deserved it; andfhewas a cop | i kejaesetbhben, dbadrt
cafddandt remembehim d think | scared
AThis is a very serious situation, M

winked at her. Working his magic, Fletcher pulled out an officiaking manila
envelope from their duffle bag. From the sheé importantlooking papers, he
showed her the article in the local section. When Dorian and Flehatehbeen
spyingon Odys,the had cl i pped it out for | ater

It was a small, unimportant paragraph. Public suicide. Body unidentifiedy Man
witnesses. No one else injured. Police would not disclose further details. Yada, yada.
In other words, theeal police had no idea what was going on. And nor would.they

AThiss what the man | ooked |ike. You d
He had pulled the picture from hifipocketd When she tried to take it from him he

shook his head. AN®Donmwmd. tlotuGh.our only

189



Circo del Herrero

She shook her head, apologizing that st

Fletcher put the picture awaryy hiaMolud A0 f

AOnly the alliterative ones, 0 she smi
trying to be witty at a time like thiddaybe | have a concussion.

AThatds quite al/l right. We didndét expe

A little bit more chating and:

A Why, t hough, 06 Odissa wondered, Ado vy
suicide? Wh a t di d t he ma n threaten?9 {
compulsively. She put them back on to read the article one more time. She was glad
it di dondamesn®he hated attention.

i Ms . Odel yn, this is a highly classifi
and Odys i snot necessarily all owed, eit
valuable his information may be. Not even | do. | justdowbaml t ol d, 6 he
trying to make it |ight. AWedl I be stay!
that sort of thing. For your safety. Webd

She narrowed her eyes. She disliked the thought of company. It was always a
hassle to etertain or be civil. Though she had many questions (like Dorian had
thought she was3he thought it best not to ask. Her questions would likely sound
stupid anyway. tSrgebou hod nhése sitkatiomsmvorBed. She
di dn 6 tatcke combowsyso all his butrap seemed believable.

AWhat aboutédo she began but stopped.
AYes?0 Fletcher said, acting concerned.
AMy school and wor k. I have to go to t
right?209o

ALet 6s yjowsthasseey to stay here, Ms . Odel
reaction.

With downcast eyes, a sound escaped hei
wor k and pretend to |ike peopl e. AThis

Her eyes flickered p . It wasndt was it?
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He pursed his lips. AYou wil!/l have to
AYou mean | deaprd? o6 Wwatk take Herhat
voice teetered on shrill.

iwWe can talk about it once your brott
ABut i f | ynged,t s hppwiltdndt | do so0?0
AActually, wedve arranged to have it

Gooddeal'She hated confrontation. She realized her relief and felt strange for
accepting it so easily. AiCan | make so

She was asking to use her own stuff now?

AHowoat | make you some mysel f? | he
his Master still felt bad about assaulting her.

€She didnét | i ke how comfortable they
Stanza: Mechanical syllogism is used.

Dorian, his fingers moving swiftjyhad called up his little friend Mecca.

Dorian didnét think Mecca had shirke
Little Mecca broke rulegistenoughd evade scor n. Nuwoagsfat hi s
from a breach in dependability; it was more tegl, most likely. And the targef
his exploit® Dorian, of course, for he wassiest 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 didndt pi ck
i Hel QanSwared.

iQ 0 Dorian greeted, a -riearkrey svmdil cee , mai
phone to your Master there, now, pleas
ADori an, hedséhebs busy at the moment
The falter in her voinm &otaverahistsoulswasead d
good Il iar after theyod6d been caught. @AB
Silence was the very answer heo6d expe
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ATel | him to pick me out something to
comic book stor®
He could heaQd s  nod-dread almost hear her guts churn. Dorian always
knew where he could find his unreliable little pygffly.
AWeéwe havendt been here all day. We | us
iyes, because you are so very truthful
ADori an, y o Wored.nWedid folloev hag,d swearWe watched her
wal k into the apartment dtwe odiictMdobrgallyst di c
We just neglected to tell you everything. You see, after you tapped their [in@ne
Mother sent us as soon as Odissa left the mesdagre she was 6

il know that. o

Qwas st al |l i n ¢lotherftoldruglto talltyou foitell ®dyd Dorian
triedtokeepup it hat Odi ssa was actwually going t
Mot her more willingly.o

iWe all knew t hatd, now get to the poi
ABut when Mecca actually gave his firs

ti me, b e ¢ aactsiaflyfohngl Odisaadyet antd 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. H
neededtheselhot i vati on. 0

iSo didbue?o

iOnly so he c¢ oUuHedavé Mghereadime egtimate theatuld
have been tr uerightthen B @eddid finl hen eventualy, though
l'to6s | inkeanf bul ¢anto happen! o

fi keriously doubt He meant for you to.&&

80 My Narrator has mentioned to me that Mecca also got his kicks out of going tcthal

book store, finding a few hardbacks with sleeves, removing said sleeves, slipgingh

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. Ratherpf them.

8XhNJ BAR |
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She made excuses for her Masfetie canét sit st ireal I o
book, t hat 6 s0 inthisycomiceb@ok stordhfe r ke hadndét ma
hi msel f, we woul dndt tiplace®e doamekn dhws | wl

nothing more than a plot device to move a main character.aféng

What. A. Clusterfuck.

Dorian had to give the guy credit. H
ownd without the use of a helicopter. (Thank God no oneedam a helicopter).

ABut you didnét foll ow p réomuldpteuimes. Y o
that she would be here Il ater. o Al his

AfYes, Qibrutterdor upt ed. fi | t mesator uatb keepdying. a s

Vulcan knew Mcca needed this to | ook good.
Mot her, will you? Youdre good for it,
Al fuckingj&Emeedhleerwasndt t here anc

=t

Wu tsiediggledThis was bettehtain expected/ulcan could be so hilariolis

=t

So youwbdrle sclared the shit out of her

AWhy t he lumphlerd?iod you
A swear to God, Mecca! 0 He wahsewdsal k
the phone. He cursed thera u t in Spani sh. He was ju

anythingfunnyto Odissa. Like make hecrash her car or something (bb, what
funt). fiYou could have | eowathe tofiredut e v e
about us?0o

fi T he didyoaijump herfor’?Vhy wasnoét Fl etcher the
we ol | promi se not taywng with firé by Mitirtg frletcher yudb u
Webre even now! o

Dorian held the phone down, swallowing rage. When he put the phone back to
his earQ was still talking.fi ébut honestly, do you always attack people coming into

their homes? Were you scared, wiffl@ r i an ? 0

82His 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 di dnot O thoavriieeland dadt e | |
call ed. The little bastard didnot have

Huf fing, AAre the employees giving himd

She whispered into the cefi. Onad yI i t t | e, but heds alre:
t her e ésike yauknovirilreat f or sal e. Heds bound to
been in this store before, so thereds

debating over. Really, he mighs wellbut he wholDer saoar eodl d t e
gone outside, by the sound of the cars
enough storage forevelyi ng he wants. o

AAs | ong as he doesndét make -gnomwhatake p
like he dd with theother yowknowwhats. 6 Dori an remembered t
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 heeally took them for. Probably sold them at high school
campuses after school , though he didnot
free Maybe pasted them on telephone poles.

AHe says you didnot have to | osdalt at t |
youbre a pedophile. o

il 6M FUCKI NG BLI ND, I T6S NOT LI KE | WA
the phone. Those pictures had scatried through Fletchér andhadgiven Fletcher

a nosebleed of liquid methlood as he tried to filter the images for Doridmit

faled.iYou tell the Il ittle punk that heds g
| swear,thegid shebd6s tdhumabrerddher senseless! o
As i f she was embarrassed to say it ou
twospankingstomakeu f or it, as |l ong as he can ta
AAnd | 61 I break that fucking c@®melr@ve J

got to go. Tell Me will lrearlouttid i sndét over . \Y
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AiYeah, Qsnwrck,ed hi m, i Go t elcher lddeentmy vy
apartment Mecca still managed to find a fucking moving .cMecca is the
greafest! o

Still spewing muffled curse@n Spanish)Dorian hung up.

I't was most | ikely the groupds faul't
very dull) asignment. Mecca could smell a purposeless job a mile away. Might as
we l | put a camera on a slug jusdt haot &
what this job had been to him.

But then againthey had found her

AVul cands payi nbe whisperedmo thimseli Heargbbed his o
foreheadtrying to process his disbelief.

He needed to call Mother. Somebody needed to update the rest of them.

He waited for ten minutédshe even counteéd before calling her. He had to make

sure he was calm enough talk about Leeland. The cold air helped freeze his

emotions.
He l'istened to Fl etcher a nndhis @ehd & s a 0
conversation Fletcher was managing wéllt | east one of me

doingd even on autopilot

Counting, countingcounting. Waiting, waiting, waiting.

According to Meccabs previous (and f ¢
arriving mowght about é

On the phone with mother:

8L (G2fR 2dzNJ bl NN} 62N dKIG aSOOF A& I @GSNB |
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 firgear2 f R® | S R 2 S a y Quiithelageiohikbbdy. To O dzl
GKA& 2dzNJ bl NNI G2NJ NBLX ASRY 4aSOO0F gtyia G2
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 slowinghdn development down
22 L GKAYy] LI22N aSOO0F KAYaStFT Aa O02y¥dzaSs
Narrator to cut him as a character, but | learned he had a bigger role to play in the second
volume, so | let this slide. He is a necessaily Just take my word for it.
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fiHe call ed me, Mot her. 6 Mecca was al rez:
i él suspecddetdahehwddl!l cal l at | east one
hedd have called someone el se. | know hoa

your voice.o

They talked a little in Spanishthey drug it out from each other.

Mother would let him pausand $ie would listen to his silenc&he knew he
needed silence.

ifiBefore you go, I mu s t say | donot t hi
this one, Dorian. o

fi Bt you know | can see these thingdotheté6 He ran a finger a
panel wall.Caling Gven fA Mot her 6 came so natural toc

joke that they slowly let him in on now felt just as easy as calling to an Auntie or

Gr andma. What didnodét feel r i gohput hissaava wh'y
spin on things. Albeittiwastoo late to changenowWiDi d he make you cr
iDo not be silly, Dori an. I cry even v
because of this. I need to find somet hi |

cabin. Should sherepare itAVe need to & togetherYou know how thesehings

get everyone worked up. We need a break.
fiSisihyes, 0 he rambled on in Spanish to |
were being private. Sharing a private ma
| have tol et you go, Gwen. Il 6m getting anoth
Odys. 0

AAl I r i g h.tkeep Beirdodmed glhtwant texts every h

As he answered the phgne he coul d hear tmemrytunece cr ea
AHel l 0?0

AWedre fucki ng here.

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 anc
Maud. Theydéd done their job and that w

Though Dori an c o ulalbwed Maudte ke his handQupgns
seeing Dorian outside his door, Odys diethack. The antPDA was in his nature.

iUm, why do | have Oslysaskedne el seds doo

ADonb6t ask qguedti avianti ft oy &ideotshd véanted o r i
thismoment to be funnier

Odystook off his hat Bob had given him and thrust it at Matireed of looking

ridiculous Hemade to open the door, but Dor i
Your sister, sheéshe came earlier than
fiyou liedto us, Dorian@ Maud accused. She tried
to see what was going on in the apartm

shouhbve been here® when she arrived

iYes, wel, believe nled it wasnodt pl s

Maud severed her eyesustl y i n gWah.Yausentilecca di dndét you
Al di dndt Everjboctelsswa s dti ided up. 0O

ASo you arendt | y towgrRtidis otWlyoghe hell ik detca t r
and why ishe named after the most famous Islamic pilgrimage 8ite?

ANodl 6lm not . I n f acd l,thought ghe was someone &lsee |
solbléd Dor i an frightenedrgesrd.. 0 1 |

Thatds one way to put it.

Though Dorian seemed sorry, Odys was not in aiforg mood and pushed past
him. Dorian managed to grab hold of Mbhand prep her. They needed to make sure
their stories were straight. Matdok off her shawl andip u t her own version of
an officeresque uniform. Sadly, she lookedor e | i ke a satresb pp e

someone whodéd b®en a naughty boy.

L3 Al 2FFSyargsS GKFG KS FaadzySa aS0OO0F Aa |
85 A potato sack on Maud would look good.
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Odys wdked in on Odissa sipping eooling cup ofcoffee, awkwardly chatting
with Fletcher about headlines in a newspaper they were sharing (Fletcher had
numbed her further questions by saying
when your br o Ardshe hag ékens it d5 @ i to Gtart up the small
talk). Her head lifted when Odys burst into the room.

A0Odys, they told me what happenedéd sh
down beside her; shedd tried taherfastHeand up
held her heacandk i ssed her hair, as if to make

him. Sheshied away fromhimi F| et cher said yéda didndt Kk

His eyes |l anded on Fletcher. Theydd ge
nowlet him inspect his si st ewhoclofdithesdsoa 6s e
quietly behind her. That Dorian felléwthe one out of unifordhs t i | | hadnot
back in.

Maud wal ked wup to them, extending a he
Maud. Goodé meet you. I &m Odysbés police esco

Short and simple of it. She put a hand to her hip, where hemjiauxested.

i Es c s orte word for itOdissa felt hideous with Maud in the room. She had
worn her comfy traveling clothes and rnival makeup today.

Odys pressed his sister. ADorian said
did he say to you?o

She found a cigarette. Al édém fine, Ody
noticed he didndédt want t o aladstwishalthadat it .
cell phone so | could have known whatlsva c o mi ng home to. 0 Sh
(she waghe onewho had always enforced the NO CELL PHON(&f®) 86

iwe wondét be in the way, o Fletcher ass
to knoweach other, O d y operafivie &/bege were yon agaire r y
Odissa? | know Odys told us, buttla n 6 t remember . BoFl £ehehte

8LF &2dz R2y Qi KIFI@S I OSff LK2ySzI G(KSy AidQa O
on a trip, for me.
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asked, now drinking out of a REAL coffee mugp(lier, he hd pretended to throw

away the adjunct papdike one away, very smoattke).

Odi ssa shot Odys a | ook. Al was with
her trembling |ips, praying that her a
along with the exhal at sporadic chedi@dswhidhastinh e r &
my purse by the way, Odys. Donét | et 1
them. Writes in the number s, even. I v
was about to ask mor e, s o sbtse wialvle ds th;

must meetathif | et 6 sgrgvaisitfd amapnggressi ve rul e,
Aworth the money. o0 She flicked her <cig
AYou were gone ayvidito ntgh omhd H,ed g Rdtsehtingf hoer r

if he wasunceremonious.

nwel |, |l 6m not going to drive all/l t h
Odissa answered mattef-f act | y . fi | me an, not onl vy
but éd0 She paused, noticing Fletcheaa wa
table. #fAl also take mine. o

AWe tried calling him, 6 Fletcher <con

AOdys didndt seem to have any of hisémw
of suspicion.
Odissa looked down at the floor beside her. Shizezhshe was already telling

them things they knew. But she would play along.

AWhere is Mr. Avlgerr ybhel fed mRépe b Hand
writing fApado frreadytdissr ii b bltekangversvh 6t , 0
AWel |, I dom&tb sk haw ewherlen fact, he s
bit of traveling.o Of course he had.

was one of our fatherodés cl osest frienc
sure what number would bee$t to reach him. Most times, we either stick to
previously arranged datesorchéee cal l s me. 0 She | ooked

up a chair diagonal to hawith her every word he cringed.
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Awhat did your father do for,asafOysvi ng
mentioned it before and hedédd only forgot

i What does our father have to do with

l ong conversation. Her eyes flicked to C
was going. il tréd swanso th elriek ewhoeunr iftathhaeppene
AAl I i nformationdés val uanbrélyeeda gadston.c her
i know no one expects to talk about thi
Aw, look at Flether, trying to soundll legit. A L i ke | sai d, we aren
about the finer details of this case. Wh
Mi ght as well tell us what you know, SO

sweetly.

Odissa sat still, avertedeh eyes. She gripped her coffee cup so tightly her
knuckl es whitened. FIl etcherdés eyes darte
knew what the twins were experiencing, had turned away. She pretended to listen to
the quiet television. She was only hebee c au s e of protocol ,
tralalalala.

Odysbés eyes fl ashed t oglareddattthe Hoorr asifj aw
telling Fletcher to I|isten for Dorian, 3
AoOur father wa s n &its. We njeessdd dhat hes Wwas ia idottgr ind e t
another country, before he immigrated to Amaficand 61 mmi gr ant 6 me
not be the proper term for him.o

Fl etcherdés face pinched at Odys, remin
father f r om? oto Khdwenhat Iree Lreelanmcbhad woven. He wanted to
watch Odissa react to them. Her reaction

Odissa shookerh e a d . AHe kept that from us. 0

FIl etcher frowned. AYou dondét have a guc

AEur opean. 0

She was playing this off as thing. Shebelievedt was nothing.
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AANIdm sure, 0 Odysy ae nt n dficedRetchedhoar |,
licenses dondt al ways wereaaoctory thecermayshe nob o r
record of it here. That 6s Aughrahandleemost| we
facts with that samendertone 0

Odi ssa | ooked at him funny, wonderin
way of proving whatwabien wahse ome dniacsanlé tpr ¢

AAnd your relationshitp twirtms ,hiym swas n ¢

AWhy does that matter?0 Odissa cut of

Fl etcher was taken aback. Odi ssa hac
anybody 68 evéndfd ¢conldesshee the case of the century.

AWhy bot hethatdessi |a?b oHigeds tortured wus e
Pl ease, |l et the dead rest, and |l et tha

Her eyes begged Fletcher to not provoke Odys.

Odys turned to his sister. Alt wonot
stp the questioning for now, in front ¢
push it.o

Her body tensed. Was this stranger not as polite as he put on?

Fletcher stared at hewatching her wheels turn

Somet hing cl i cked. Thisi hsirsadte protdctios pragiam. e y
This ishouse arrestTheir father had really screwed up this time.

The topic boiled up in Odysés throa
wor ds: AYou want t o Kk hhhav endhfgi OsyEecolidandte h
speak forOdi s s a, not entirely. AMy father p
t he r i gHxperimewots o . A

Fletcher screwed up his face. Why was Odys starting with this point? Granted,
thatsoundedike Admunddt he ol dest of this Aut omat e

i Wh e n as dahild,well, oufatherdiagnosed 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
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Odissa cut in, as if her brother we n 6t expl ainitn@gs inotria
il 1l ness, so donét |l ook s o -exstimg a bame d . We
withd issue. If you even want to call it assue My father was a bored rich man
needing somet hing t o fix. Our l awyer,
contribttion to the medical field. Augury has done a lot of legal work for others in
the medical profession, you seeébo

Yeah, yeah. Sure he has.

To his sister, AAugury ode fBeuntd edd yhsi ms toc
hi msel f. Ge nt thé&now Auguwy aaegndsatimod® tl h eboros woul dnd
| ooked at Fl etcher, fthAapp abreefnarl ey , i napsl i Mrd.

perfect match for what one of our father
favorite guinea pig. o Odythedtable fasifthe mightivi t ¢ h
explode if he made eye contact.

Odi ssa felt the need to defend her br
close to finding a cure. But he ulti mate

ABut i f youbre twins, thenéd dbeedarcher |
This Dr. Frankenstein story was jumbled enough as it was.

ANo, itds not I|ike that, o she answered
well, female. Itha8 orhaddt o do wi t h myéi n-threatehingllti t vy .
never was. And it prabb |l y shoul dnot have been explo
like | got to consent to such major decisions about my own kddw can a child
consent®

Odissa haHwished the female cop, there, would do the interrogation. It would be
less embarrassing, astie had such a sympathetic faSbe glanced at Maud, who
was realigning the candles on the windowsill as she tried to blend in with tié& wall
Odys isndt t heOdesathgughbne fi dgeting

Odys shook his head, angetoodslitatelyol si mmer
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Odissatried to watchOdys balance out this conversation, but her eyes kept
moving back to Maud and the expression on her&eaame expression so much like
Od y sShesagrees with OdyShe already knows. Do they all know?

fiBefore she hitpuberty, he began higests Overall, she was a case stédy
maybe one of many. Dondét aherks&bout his

Doctors making house calls only because they live there.

AYour answer6s not tell i hamcamefromgourt hi r
fatherds medical tests? Why Tdllane ssthytydui s
hate him so much.

Odissaleaned forwardi Because eventually he trie
succeeded Al | of t hem Odmshes searchedi feed braifior ah i n
measurement fiweeks of conception. This all happened before | was even eighteen.
And like hell | got to choose who the father was.

Fl et cher didnoét breat he HHescouldeeel dhiege s
goosebumps forming onddBius h Mdb 31 Mm@ hérswe a n
because of the winter cold.eH di dndt real i z® suchegreata n d
length® or that hisplans for the twins could expand so nefariouB\B wiywould
your fathed OdiOdely@® do t hat ?0

She clarified,invdvechei ¢ waatibHe wbaxyltyou
was all done by artificial mean&robably some castaway sperm from the sperm
bank garbage. 0

She forced a |l augh, though her hand c

ADid the man who kikted himself know

AYes, 0 Fletcher answered

Odysodés nostrils flared, di s aitgHeeceuidn g
tell it got his sister to thind think insidethe boxd t hi nk t hi ngs | i ke
who killed himself had illegal research of his own arahted his secrets to die with

h i mrhié has nothing to do with real life, Odissa!
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Odys finally looked at FletcheHis voice low,il f you thi nk abou
childrerd grandchildred are alotofeverage ar en 6t invesmetsolT hey o6r

Od i shleaddusned, wondering what that meant. She was certaiéd newtain
t hat Odys knew some®lsiomgt hengothdgmpdtwoue
tell. Everyone knows what this is but me.

Fletcher relaxed a littth e had st art ed teacase, thend@n up.
see why you have your reasons for hating,iMn Odelyn 06

inAs i f any of this was your busilyness?0
has something to do with the suicide why not ask direct ques

Fletcheroffered he the edge of his smile | i ki ng her bittern
perspective on things has given me much
of the bag, | guess. Your father hadittle somethingd¢ do wi th this
crossed his legs, hisarmit. f you hated your father so
hi m? Why didndét & even, sag d nartinhos rarelant allllinow t i e s
wha't hedd done t o yoduePen astachildl ¢ &drs|l ysthua@tkh e
Odys all these years.

A Ther e btse have,dan the past, feared our income would cease if we spoke
too loudly about himWe 6 dealing with a great deal of money, here. Money we
dondt know the root source of. We justéo

AWhat 20 Fl et cher guediendvas dicectaal x0iOdyg, as ifBe t  t
might allow his sister to speak m@érenight tell her it was alright. Was there
something more to this?

filtshat not enough ?Her esplessioraseekneddo bbth g andh e r
scold him. fi D o nnd not aghared of éelling yoa the basicl fékts
even spurting off my medical history. But there are some things doctors simply
shoul dndét do. Mo s fatheess haul dndé6thede. are t hi

Odys wanted to yell, HE WASNOGT dxeR FAT

everything including this innocencéest.



The Blacksmith s Circus

FIl etcher bowed his head. AYour fathert
is to us, Odissa Odelyn.o

ABut heds not mysterious, o0 Odissa sai
rich man. o

AAndw nhoi s | awyer is a bored rich man
pull ed a picture of AAudell Auguryo fr
Al s t hhimeorabmoyutf at her 20

Fl etcher sighed. fABot h, really. o And
(Dorian tad always suspected it was #rmowerin Admund that had helped turn
Leeland rogue. When you give a child a dangerous toy, you put yourself at risk.
Yada, yadaAutomatons change their Masters just as much as Masters change their
Automatons.

Dorianwalked hr ough t he door. He didnét sa)

Odys could tell these guyshd n 6t deal t owi fih elmmddam d s i

a |l ong whil e, at |l east not in this f.
Odissda human gi rl t heydd ebtading todk ats tqlr e t e
Maudbs wieosutdlirtedady wei ghing on Odysé
ican you, o6 Fletcher <called back thei
you mentioned, then? For the account n

Looking to Odys for permissio®d i s sa gave iothis hame, yoln e m.
know. Augury doesnot put his name on |
t hough he said it goes t hr @ whataver ehatr f
means. 0

Fletcher, after studying it, passed it Maud, who handed it to Dorian. Afte
pretending to look at it, he stepped back out$¢mlenake a phone call about the
numbers.

Ails this necessary?0 Odissa asked, (
worked hard for that chechpthing better happen to.it fi Wihsyyou contact him?

Telme what youdre |l ooking for so | <can
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There was something too eager in that statement.
inlof we knew that ourselves, we woul d

thereds no way to hurry this along. 0

fiCanl have a word with Odissa, Fl etcher?
Odissa didnét |l ike he had to ask.
AWhat about?0

Ails that a no?0

Al t woudpptapriate bOedys. 0 He saw Odi ssads s
i mportant. We cannot | et you endanger ot
AYou make iltdsomeorensytiouk & Odi sssa isfai ldéomA

suspect that might have killed the man who dhiotself We have nothing valuable
to hide. 0

AThen | etbés not hide, shall we?0

As they continued to wait for Dorian, Odissa grew restless. Someone needed to
say something,tont errupt the c¢clanging silence. f

ACheck your room,0 Odys suggested. The
basically his.

Fl etcher didnét protest her getting up
latest cigarette and went. Flipg on the light, shenoticedBu | f i n ctitlbng t ai |
outfomunder the bed. He was never really ¢
room in orderéodo She glanced at the clutt

The only reason she ever useis ttoom 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 heigdif. to
The computer would put her to sleep.

Staring at the computer, she noticed the modem.

Gasp!

It had beenécrushed.
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Smashed. BattereMurdered.

i What t hewhisperded t@ Rersedf hseshe rushiedxamine it. Then, she
saw the actual computer.Was bleeding frayed cabBsgyorged of circuitd drawn
and quarteed of all internet possibility.

She traced the cable to the landlindotiked like someone had takeaissors to
it. Her outsideworld connection was gorfé.

She wasndét stupiod.heShevokihewdhemdebtro
This was somethingno r e . This had t dButdvioy wauidtpdlicet h e
destroy a computer? Internet connection was one thing. Itawatherto kill the
computer.

It could all be replaced, yes. But uritien, Odissa would be trapped in this room.
Just as they had wanted.

She looked about. She could tell things had been todchem/ed slightly.She
set a picture frame back upomeone had been snoopififpeyhad been snooping.

Not only had they destroyecehcomputer 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 reactd the room.

AAnyone want more coffee?0 Odissa ask

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
hadno6t finished heally dlogpedtit, letingi) fall oftceethei nt
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 th
floor.

AMy God, 06 she s agizidg, Shen ent viowmn g0l pjck wppghe | o

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.

Al ol l cl ean i shoohddawa/Aconatwal, ©dys!'r i ed t o
AfOdi ssa, you already have a mug over t}
AOh, yes. Il 6m just so tired. o
Alissgetting | ate, 6 Fletcher said, |l eanin

what they were doahb.géaMaybebwd. 8houl d
He wassendingthem to bed.

AShoul d | make up the couch?d Odissa
Odys and brushing the | ast of the mugbs
AwWndt be necessary, o0 Fletcher said, st
Dorian walked in as if he had noticed some cue. He put the check back on the

table.

To keep with their act, Maud sai d, Al o
pl ease. 0

AWill do. o

TheAut omat ons st epped thetwibs.finisB daaingaup thel wa t ¢ |
mug. AW Il the television bother you if
ANo, 060 Odissa answered for the both of
cleaned. Awel |, |l 6l go to bed then. o Sh
The awkwar dnes s wasfastdumdieg. Thgymever ioid galch 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. Therese@nany piles stacked

atop it. It took her a ged deal of time to tidy maybe because she was taking her

ti me. She had too much ti me. She wasnodt

in her lome
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AfShebés too accepting of this situati
stared at ohuegrh td osohre.6 dfi Ih atvhe mo rtheng. roe sEivsetn
Dorian didnét know what to calll it

iShe suspects something,o0o Odys told
them talking. ABut , since she knows th
too defensive to break her cover. She
paranoid people would find out about h
Find out about him?0

=t

=13

We al ways knew he di dnbolégalaagd® mpdbdssihb

=13

She probably mwmottioc ehde rwhcaotmpwed ed hed D
thought the mug incident was wedrdet clever.

Odys guessed what he meant and haiecke
to cut the wireg?odhale prreoalaibd g/seaddbédedie d h e
placed

Dorian stepped closer, to make sure
doing anything rash, Odys. o0

ANowwdlde something rash because shedl
at hi m. AiShe wondt wunderstand. o
She doesndét hav.e Thoatubnsd etrhset apnadi, n tO.ddy s
So you want her to f i thrdledd you lost domtreln ?

=13

=t

of this situation. o
Dorian sunk back from the statement,
guestions you both answered for us tonight, Odysy #hé s one t h
unanswered. o Which is? fAiwWhy does your
love your sister so unnaturallyPhe whole Byblisthing, sure But the other
strangeness n t his room is so tWck | could
i Wh a t that bagesto do withanydéfof t hi s?0 He eyed t |

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.

209



Circo del Herrero

clearly wanted awod@lor two or three. He could see
the door, waitindor Odys to answer his Master

AfDoes Leeland know you fuck your siste
wondering if Leelanevercared to notice the two children his Automaton had raised
were so symbiotic. fi mean, how could he
AYou theakl yhecared enough to notice?0
sizzI|ling. Iindgotten hetpegnant®® ul dndt more ki ds &
more Bulfinchesaround? Moreleverage?N o t t hat he doesnoét C
enoughalready, 6 He ,lpokingdakd t o Odi.s siaWes wkeacoer fi nal
to be free of him, but then all tfish appened. 0o

ABut he was hardly in your |ife. I n f ac
more freedom do you mean?o

fOdid | mean LeelandLeel andds aloviedyns ngeo®weher é&n
wat ched what heds don® to my sister for
iHe still mani pul at es her .himtderifdh @t ? Sh
is that not what you mean? Tell me what all this hesuspense about experiments
andsuchacual 'y means. Wedve |1 e® you build i
AThere are sowviethan ngwo mobwiens fucking
wondered if he really didnét know. Dor i
already.

fi | never said yout wekeepi Ody® ©Oar maniBu
somet hi ng vy o u 8raeeasomyou hate Leeland gorentlean she ever
will .o

AfBecause ités not my place to tell, o Oc
Odys saw the pity in Dorianbs ex®dressi
out ofso many emotiodssc hoose pity? Odys didnét want
Fletcher walked back in, penny in hahte looked left and right to make sure the

coast was clear.

89 Indeed.



The Blacksmith s Circus

Odys went to retrievéMa u d , but Fl et cher  hlednthg her

down, he commasntdegl, edipyYowi th her toni ght
Odys cringed, not |liking the way that
heard it. AWould. You. Shut. Up?0
No, not yet.

AHey, hey, now, 060 he said. He raised

rolled Maud over hisupple fingertipd bump, bump, bmp. Maud was bound to be
dizzyyn She might have your soul, but you
We donoét want any -fisobecauseoof your setfabotaging e z i
tendenci es, m 6 kyauyndanger, buhadl bf uso Liedlayd cplled;, wghile
you were away. Your sister needs tobve
be handicapped if Maud sneezes out. o

Fletcher, with the back of his thumb, tossed Maud in the air; Qdybled for
her.

ANow off t o0 bRldetwd tenr yohuooed hi rnikeaway
a dad

When they heard his door looldwetell imhet c

nottolockit?So petul ant . o

AiwWe have his sister, don 6 werewething toDo r
celebrate. AHed ! | b e h aavned. Op iHek esda tu pd oFw |
coffee He gripped it for comfortHe st i | | felt bad about
through.

ADono6t beat yourself wspftly Bdoian icduld bately 0 F
hear. Fletchestudied himself in a nearby wall mirror. He looked sofuckinggood in a
uni for m. AYou candt avoid her from her

AYes, yes, | know. 0 Dorian was alreac

Now his major worries were how dad maneuver their gl
Odissa unaware of his blindness. As Fletcher had observed her, he céulistbr

eyes had followed Dorian for fleeting secoddshe di dndét thi nk D
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of a cop. Not even anndercover cofmired agentof some sort. And he certainly
w a s as@ware of his surroundingss other people.

Dori an di dnot iseeo as clearly when
surroundingés blueprint remained | ogged
could retrieve for lateuse, it was much safer for him to movetlife file was
constantly updated.

A donodt think sheds stupid, 0 asFifiitet cher
mi ght open. fiBut | dondét think shebs br a
ATo quest i o.Buttowtestionrwhat ig and is wot authority? She fits

the type. o

AiSheébs an odd I|ittle thing, you bet. o
iShsé nt eresting, i sndébt she? How she can
stick of gum in his mout h. AYet sheds so
iYou shoruylidngsttoop stee things in them, Do
inYes, but therebés not much | eft to hurt
il wonder what her favorite color is?0
AiShe |l ooks brown, l'i ke her brother, o

brown. o

AMaybe taocpe?PdédsFléep pulled up at his gi
AOr just grey. o

iOh. | see, 0 Fletcher sated, his face |
AAnd what exactl y allowingyow dget eWHat Daomi

his soul to help him face the facts.

Fletcher sighed. Dorian oul d al most hear Fl etcherds
feel his Automaton shove his long hands in his-Bedfbr i cat ed pocket:
reminds me of her too, Dorian, but so ha

ABut even Odys reminds eyeouldfakélbe r . It ds
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FIl etcher reached out and put a hand ¢
shifting. Crouching over Dorian he kissed his forehead, his lips lingésimgouth,
AiThen maybe it really is them.o

AiThatdés exactly whatt aeehiamk, woDbdi am
a hand on Fletchero6s ar m.

A few minutes later, they would go to iedn the couch, of course. They would
sleep, despite what they told Odissa. They always ktgyily anyway. Wakefulness
was what wafeavy
Stanza: Noman is an island, but a woman is her own continent.

Odys, after placing Maud upon his dresser, sat upon his bed, head in hands.

AfAt | east she arrived home in one pi e
reforming. She sat, shapely legs crossednupe dressér as if still a weightless
penny.

Al dondét | i ke hodwherhemrsi Vvatve | lviefde i exx &

il &dm surprised they didnot press fur
youbre telling them. Theyodére sympathet
fi dondét hewend 6longwi ng to tel]l her t|
and that Mr . AwHHgsguegzedhshaadst ual | yéo

iodys, your sister can stick wup for
anyoneds, itdéds hers. Any evil commi tte

AAnything done 0o0Othegs hisssede f8homel d
now? Shoul dAotdmatorddemockedyi k now t hat by no
know what that man has done to us? Whetour lives have been? And now it turns
out it doibelthabway ihveayadl ad anact 0o

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.

fiHere, 0 he extended ope.ofiThegdsbitbd
yes, but ddaudtlhes atvreo wholue of 06 c accidergsnd r at

Taking the outfit, she commented, HAYC
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She slipped on the cl othesnghabhdunching uj
fiYyout ake the bed, 0 Odys pointed.
AfiTake the bedA?® You arendt

iNo, | dm sl eeping on the floor. o

ARt Odys! Weobrlel bboet hi Itli rteadmo rWeodw, i1 f we
Touch.

AWhatever. Now go to bed. o He venonaM dndt

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 deeplo good could come of this.

A few seconds passed as they tried to fall asleep, but Odys still had something on
his mind. iMoot her said Leeland has somet
their weaknesses were. They know mine. 0

AYour s i shough. THeits was ltakem #omtthemt 6 s no good t
them nowo
Al still wamtdtal kmgwwwhd. 06

Her voice almost toowgi et i & beeland toddheresband? And when
that didnoét wor kéo She @with marlks worsithhe mar k
scars. o

AHer spots?o0

iNo, 0 Maud Thobkeispots eovee up his rMadkthe words he wrote on

he®dt he words he engraved upon her skin t

words, big words. Even a few sentences. 0
When Odys di dnebntt roens:pofinsdi Islhye, w sndét it ?
toavoidk i I | i ng peopl e. Il tds al most d&agree c al

0L LINBOA2dzAafe SNIrASR I NBFSNByOS (2 .20Q4 0A

gaining her Automaton. Born arourtide start of the PhilippinéAmerican war.
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Automata should not exist. He wants Masters to kill themselves and surrender. He
doesndt | u sstofeeldghteNow daeh timeaBoktlooks in the mirror, she
remembers what he took from her. o

She waited until his thoughts were ready to process more information.

AiHe hopes to continue to remind her,
herself any longer. Bu s he di dndét remove the marks
If she removed them then he would win. She owns her marks now. She hated
tattoo® her old self is nothing like she is now. She gave her past to Cestus. That is
the only way she remains strong atxiLeeland she gave up her owselfto fight
hi m. o

ANo, she gave up her husband. She | et

Maud sighed, agreeing with him. iBut
happenedtohérher O6branding. 6 Cestus wa8Bobawa)
got her first round of mar ks . Leel and
guilty because she had sent Cestus to ddotisinesd both times. They would 6 t
have been able to get to Bob if Cestus had beendher& he r ol Il ed ove
sidefiLeel and sent his Automatons to do
She had no choice but to let thérfet them go on with theiinquisition They beat
her up pretty bad and she woke up with the words. Apparently, she had let it slip
once that longago she hated tattoos. For religious reasons. That is one of the few
religious sentiments Leeland actualjntksmor e moder™nly about .

Not wanting to talk about his father
Dorian? Howdid Leeland hurt him? Whatlid his ges have to do with his
weakness?0

She didnoét anédDer ybmmeéeduateimg. enough

your best interests at hand? You donét

UL FAYR AlG AyaSNBaday3da (Kl G
KIgS G2 NBY2@S GKSY KSNERSt T
her. It might have just beeeasier to blot out the words.
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Every fiber of your soul is kgegng me fromtelingg u, Ody s. I'tés parl
why we havend6t synced yet. o

Odys stared into the darkness, fists ¢
want to know but theyo6ll find a way to f

Stanza: Adam ate the apple so he couldile Eve.

Odissa, semiegretting the phonet unt shedd just pull ed,
the objects from her bed. The last item was a box full of school files. She plopped it
next to the basket of dirty | aundry shebé

She peeled off théirst layer of covers and, a few pats here and there, the dust
was off.

She hadnoét se&en this surface in

Months? A year? More or less.

Falling back on the bed, Bulfinch accompanied her (he happened to like the new,
comfy space). A Ah,i | Bulrfuibrbd m,go hs tse ss adied v
get ready for bed. Perhaps in a few hour

She stared at her door.

In a faint voice, Al ol | tell you what
l 6m stil]l tal ki ng. bbbt éhis.hyg didstraome thilkil n g s t
wa s@braza&?0d she said it with a Spanish flair, the same flair Dorian had given it.

i think my father mi gusihesthafver éh alde sdimed .
think these are clean cops. 0

They ar e n dBulfinchargdto @rrecthdr.|

She propped herself on her el bows. i An
while | was away?o

The cat rubbed against her.

AAh, I thought notgh, nl a¢adndthi Bseanhea ols |,
someone blowthemead off, youdd forget about thi

The cat was not forgiving.
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She plopped back down. The cat curl ec
i nconvenient, isndét it, Bul ?0

He threw his head back and meow&th more inconvenient thawhen ya
forget to clean the litter box, Odissa.

AAnd by the way, my trip went fine,
thought. She snuggled closer to him. @

Bul finch didndét think she knew how toc

Over his loud purringshe Istened through the paptin 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 hi m. She didnét even st

iAwel |, t hat worked well, o he grumbl e
was not ottlmugb neidhaeraws he. It was some magnetic attraction (literally).
Odys gave in, waking her wup. fACome on,

Letting her tuck in, he crawled under
clarification. Maud smiled as she rolled over. It wa®lief.

Stanza: Adam went down with Eve.

Dorian found himself halasleep and hadiware 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 acrosgge couch, but a Fletcher lounged
awkwardly atop his Master.

And by i a&wk wiamskediydy

I n Dori anés mo me nt ar yetcher wwaion orh ki d

0 w nrésulting in the automatic fornshift 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 awaké and

Her back still pressed against the door, Odissa found her bearings &ed loo

down at Bul finch. fi donodt think cops
Bul finch?o

Bulfinch, being a cat, had little problems with tlatire After all, it
wore most of ten. God knows heéd 1Ilng piss
else.

Stanza: Adam didnét try to stop Eve.

That morning:

Odys woke up to utter beatitudld i nal | vy, he didnét feel
of up-chucking his innards or fainting like a woman in a corset.

That sickness, if only for this moment, had belktied. 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 vety likel a
woman), he woul dndt open his heavy eyeli

No. More. Surprises.

He even hoped Maud woul dnot notice if
to stildl be asl eep. Even if she did not
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.

i Wa dy,avakey . Eggs an da sofavhispgr,alioveachem &herngle
sound was just enough t ospaceeho through Od

Maud and Odys quickly sat upright, scooting back as far as pasdialek away
from theMOTHERFUCKING gun invading their bubble.
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i Geezus! 0-ga§pedy puttify his fiands up. The waa@ held looked
more like ametalN3RF gun.

Odys glanced at Maud, who, to his surprise, held a pair of her own weapons,
readytoshodds hed6d formed them so quickly, h;:

AiGood morning, Maudy! 0 Mecc@bss.aiHle b
dangling off her back like a giant monkey, his limbs makinipok like she had six
arms. He whipped out a camera, shooting away.

iMecca shot some really great oot os
fantastic. o

Clickclickclick.

Maud shot the cameraut of his hand; the poor thing exploded and caught fire
(Aut omat on bul Ibdlétsss tey azenmital bits bot withi endr&).

Qcreated a second gun as her poor Ma
were on theotherone! 0 s h ¢ shes lzad bested &aud. iMecca tucked his
second camera under his arm like a footl§akhielded him like a mother.

It seemed someone as petite@sni g ht snap from Meccabd
talking Automatons here, so this girl was just fine. She carrieddnound all the

time. Mecca hated floors (his feet were too sacred for such things).

AMind telling me what the hell 6s goi
should know.
iodys, me e . Mdacsctaeranadnd Aut omaton. O

=t

Mecca i s her éHyswds tnallgettmgtd racetmien'd .
Theychidbe a Master?060 Odys said.

Mecca iis not a cditiohyd u Mefccgowi Hdbnd

=11

=13

manners! Your whole graduating class will have these pictures of you and Maud in

bed if youcrossmeggainYou must obey Mecca! d

92 A type of booger, you might even say. [Correction: my Narrator tells me to make a lava
analogy here. Fine, haire analogy made].
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Ailf you put those online, 0 Maud growl e
little action figure dolls. The ones you had to steal from that museum in New
Mexico. You hear me? The ones in the Colorado bunkerow about thend

Mecca stuck out his tongue, unafraid.

APut downQy®duMawdinsagi d, growling.

ANo. Yourcaptiveenow, act like one

Play along, Maud, play along!

AAnd how does Dorian feel about that ?¢
door,asiftheynj ht have had t wardeirdlgthtBoroi an over

ADorian has noodOaMeéeboai sgi dveiMbohher ser

AWe received aQosalild.t WiEs , mowrethilng.ad cal l
cal |l . Long story short, Mot her wants you

Mecca, the saggy backpack on his Autamnaté s s houl der sny excl
God, Q, do you seewwhat gd@hwedbdkeodshes! Look,
too big. o

Maud made her guns disappear as she pulled the covers up. She saw Mecca
itching to start uhis camera to record the proof.

Dorian poked his head through the door, a sinister look upon his usually
composed face. AWhat é6d | tell y rommal | to
person in this apartment. o0 Thee.r efplri dnama
want to clean up more messes. 0

Mecca cowered int@, burrowing the camera furth
mor ni ng, Dorian had confiscated his firs
the apartment door (goosg thing hedd brou

AWhy the hell are there little kids i
keep his voice down midentence.

AWhat 6d IMejcesmtdtssay ? i tt postedkat thel camefe c ¢ a
guarded him like a shepherdess, he her faun.

é€More | idatgr. rott en
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Qcovered Meccabs mout h wi tibhdoven. Pushingd ,
her hand awagy fi M¥ewha ia older than yod has come to collect ydufor your
next appointment with Mother. She has
keep forgettingy our pl ace, i ttl e -fook-with-ine dyesQ nar |
raised her gun higher.

Chewing some of the gum Mecca had brought him (a peace offering), Dorian
said, AOdys, meet the reason | scared

i Me c c atblse nomrnte t hat made Dorian jump h
see thingstraightdo He | aughed. AStraight! Get i f

Qshook her head; Il etds not bring that

AYou said you btar eadt h¢ DdyshissetHe avash o
al most glad theydédd done it. Maybe Odis

AiShebés fine, though, i snét she?06 Dori

to pretend he didnét care.

iYou shoul dnot | et Fl et c h enished, alking eff t h
Odysbdés shorts. Odys noticed Mecca tilt
she only revaled another layer of clothesv(@ n s o, Odys di dnoH

simply change in front of thetn A Why woul d you | etedhi m
Odysés clothes at Dorianés face.
AfHeds sorta handsQvme Metck@Qua (pls kteadi@d § s .

think our top girl followersvi | | fancy him?2o

iSince when do you cater to girls?0o N
ASince Qoaiedd,erffYou s hosulFl esteceh etrh ea nndu n
AThe ones of them in bed get qu-hitse a

not girls. o
AAl I right, Mec, 06 Dorian finished thi
Just as he had wanted.ysA Geet odurte sos ehde.
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ADressed?0 Odys asked as the party tri
ADono6t | have a say in t hiDso% sWhy doveln I
brunch is between breakfast and lunchtime?

AWhyos the sky breen?Whyds the grass g
A Why going? b

Tired of his questions, fiHave you forg
Right now, Fl etcherdéds outside Odissabs
orders, just as you do. By al Irtickkemyn s , | ¢

balls, but you and | both know this is some serious shit. No time for sledjgiok.
at these bags under my eyes!
AYoubr e an o iwldispdre tphisback. shout
Doriantook in a deep breath actbsed the door.
Odys turned to Maud, eyedws raised.
iMot her probabl yhowjmuchyt o uwdalnlt st otloe rsagee he

believe sheb6d send Mecca. Wh yBugy @ding Bo b

somet hing else. Something more important
now? Makesane wonderMecca6s actually ol der than D
She was |like some personal narrator for

better jobl KNOW EVERYTHING.
AThat 6s fucked wup, o0 he said, adalhbn ng t

Dori an, shokol debtt han, what , a nine yea
cl ot hes, mi serably tired. il me an, i mmo
right?

He paused andvaited u n't i | she shook her hsenost. She
Il i ke vampires, itds t e SAwt ondaditbomakstst erdqg t

affect each Master differently, depending on whi@geof human the Automaton
enters into. From the very inception of
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, t hoatgdp wiet camrapgl etely. We canét
Yes, yes, it all makeense, thanks for the early morning lesdda.halflistened

while checking himself in the mirrérhe needed to make sure h®ked sloppy

enough. He didndét have to try hard.

il raesDBotian likes the fact Mecca will take some of your hatred. Dorian
doesndét | ike being hated. 0

Not hearing her, iwil | it be the ice
ADefinitely not, o0 she sighed. HANot if

Once Odys was ready, he stuck his head outitioe. The coast was clear. Well,
clear of any twin sister. Fletcher really was at her door, holding up a bagizekh
gund his arm never grew tired.

Mecca was still i n hi's Aut omat onds

ot}

pictures saved on his camera.eJhwere in the doorway, letting in the cold morning

air. Q had her hge gun resting on her shoulder.

AiMecca needs t o0Q,goetMeac crae wj ud aerhd ryd Ttoo | d
replace the one Maud blew up. o

AYou better not st eaan owae nleidk e vloa ste
noton cleaningduty |t 6s one thing to steal a
lighting equipment as well. Tise store clerks from Radio Shaeill never be the
same. 0

fi But Mecca neede dlooking pcs af®.aVe pad a bigkaiyei o n
Big buyer means big production. o

AYou dondét need money ifoydlehaherag
He was talking too | oud, voice just ab
him.

ABut ever yonekha #sdvlded befemding heyMaster.

ThankQ vyoMecca said as he deleted so

=11

your fansd needs. 0
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Odys was about to ask if he could tell
shook his head as minted for them t@o on Maud gave him the finger as they
redirected to the door. This wasnoét fair

AsQstarted out, she nodded helastgiinar ewel
disappeared back into her skin.

They walked through the parking lot (to God only knew what kingetficle).

Mecca bobbed up and down betwg@ghs every step. He said,
you that vyour sisteré6s in good hands. E X

yes. Mecca knows all about you. Mecca thinks he might like you a lot because

Meccagot Bi g Mama to tell Mecca everything
ABy Big Mama, does he mean Mother?0 0Od)
ANoQanswered for her. AThatods Cestus. o0
iMecca names things whatever he&hadants

just clarified. AAedmobdnges them to sui
iYeah, Big Mama said he I|iked you, 0 Me

|l egs and arms behind his Automaton |1ike
youbre a real nice boy, even though you
thinks®, that means Bobmation thinks so too

Odys assumed: Bob + Dalmatie®al = Bobmation®
He figured it was nicer that the-Bord.
Mecca continued his | ogic, AiAnd i f Bol

level one. And if you pass level one, that meanglltwo must be cleared. Level two

would be Mecca an@, here. Meccaan@wi | | l et you know your
end. I f you pass, then youodl |l move on t
That s Mot her6s Il evel, that is. o

Odys lookedarouni or t he car. AWhich one are we
93',25_’ ySARAé I '25_) Iu)\2y LJVfAI-yi'JI-i'JV)\E)/Z !Z’)KSN\’BA I-,ff
h S 5AaySe 2y Se .dzi RSIFNH2R AF L KI @S G2

barf.
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As i f Odys should already know, i Me (

wi ckedly. fAMecca never drives the same
Ohdeargod.

AAre you joking?o

AiMecca does |joke someti mes now,bbacauseMe c
Meccads not smiling or giggling. o
AHeds t el | @stated, ashféer wordwashViedsay.

ATheydre not joking, 06 Maud confir mec
crossly, Afito keep with your r ecardodvn Me
ther e, and we drive it back? After all

let uscomebackr i ght ? 0

Mecca andQ looked at each other. Odys could almost see the inner conversation
shooting out their eyes like laser beams. Stickinghisitongue in thought, Mecca
madeQanswer t hem, iMecca says that, for
But only if you |l et us take a picture

Rolling her eyes, she agreed.

Mecca whipped out his camera, and Maud, like sowueral pinup, struck a
pose.

AFucking hel |l , lakedafterthefipsh. now? 0 s he
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 Merswaited patiently.

AAll clear. o

They sprang into action.

Dorian started pacing, hand upon chin (to help his thinking).

iYokomowwe need to get t heassnedwiitlehimi Wet hawe

toor wedll go mad. o
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AiDo it, o0 Dori an nFoldedtecdh etro hhaedr Oddd osrs a 6 s
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.

Heswamintotheroom fiGood mor ni ng, Ms. Odel yn.

Butshewa al ready awa kdey, o ue yberso knei dney. dfioYooru! o

fiYou and Isuffer a lot of broken doors, 0 n 6 tYesw shduldhave knocked. |
should do a | ot of things society tells
reading?bo

ACanét you fudkihmg shee™M Wheetssiifng? Jesu
barge in here arddo

ANo, actually, I candét see. 0

She jerked back. iwhat ? You have eye p
coul dndt s e e rattyihairdseneddefaces verieklechctothesShe pullel
the blanket toward her chin.

She was usually very clean and proper. She never showed hizrckdd anyone
except Odys. Never.

ABingo, 06 Dori asswslasmbst. Al candt see

AThen why do you have this |jolkkedherf you
last night? But he had seemed quite coordirtateds e n now, heé
fi | see well enough. 6 He knew that wasn
I 6 m n official aop. But | do my work for the@ a liaison. A freelancer.

Auxiliary. Whatever.Fletcte r 6 s of f i ci alo) astifthe wanted, heri sndt
opinion.iSo, what are you reading?o

AThe dictionary, o6 Odissa said, aghast.
the dictionary, but she felt the need tdli® test his sight.

He nodded and st 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.

fiYou realize itds rude to be in here, (
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ioh, yes, no doubt dedkehait. He nudpded.adox that s
had once <cluttered her bed. iBut I al

hostess. 0

iDo you know how early it is?0

Al was hoping that, since your brothe
AHe s g one Tight pantt @ her vowea e kisew she heard him talking

outtherd but she never thought hedd | eave
AfGone back to the station.o

AiStation 69?0 she mocked.

AThe very one. 0

AYou realize youdre making me uncomfc
AAndatkaetdtyou in your own home as wel

the way? Bruises?0 He gestured to his

She ignored hi s question. i Wh at wa
remembered. She remembered becanesldo s h
make sure it hadndt changed overnight.

AfiDorian. 0O

=13

Li ke Dorian Gray, 06 s he mactsmardfestatomof t o |
Oscar Wildan ideals. That was his historical parallel. Odissa liked historical
context. Odissa had decided it befitnh Odissa was never wrong in her decisions. It
was her natur al ability. Yet sheéthoseoul o

othe two. She found it impossiblé. bothered her.

He chuckled at the irony. Y espelifl hou
with an 6éeb6 instead of an déa. d Sounds
fél dondt think the color spectrum de

AYoubd be surprismd.f &veyi happehsr t o
forhertosg Al never wo uds thostpaule elid (lpased snshigay! 0O

rainbowappearance) But silef dli dim&®d .t o gQguess, I 6 c
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fondness f &mMHe liftdd alone shaeloat of drie of hananyboxes. He

loved shoes.

Narrowing her eyes, AWhyoéd you say t hat
Didshehave a diary sba diadandt heddwrahbd@t

She watched him shrug. AFate has a way
She ignored her goose bumps and said,

AHowd6d you know??o

Awel |, I di dnétsjlveroNotgreyo@n sl y. You | i ke
AWhat 6s your | ast name then?0 She need:
ADandor . Dorian Dandorés the name. Bab)
ADador? As in, means O6giver 6?0

fi N o , Dandor. But how wonderful! 6u know Spanish.

=t

Not e n o0 u g hat yowandktmab ather wdp were talking ablade¢ last
night. o
He grinned at her standoffishness. i Wo

Coffee? To come out of the bedroom?0

il dd rather take a shower, please. 0
AAnd cl ose anothethdoone2@ohkEBédgessur &dof
Al have a feeling you arendét supposed t
AiDori an, pl ease. What are you going to
AwWhy are you really talking to me?0o

il need some company. o

She moved her f e et shoufd fhave dompanp ¢hid earlyi No
Wher ebds yoduHetcted hery dlaofed?® s o

AHedéds out at the car, checking the grol
and me in here. All alone. No one to stop me from breaking doors. Tell, Odissa, are

you al ways this reclusive? Dondt you want

iltéds too early for breakfast. I just

% |s grey even a real color?
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ADonodt 1| ie, Odi s d@ingtotavesirogda ber @t awa k 2

She wated control of the conversation.You have a paperol ij

AMy 1 ucky c¢har ntiedto shelé guehtathadbdsed action. He

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.

ASo earl y?0 he asked, frowning.

AWanone?9d

ANot unless ités a bubble gum one. 0
Her lips halismiled around the cigarettess she litit A Thi s whol e t
our protectionisitt she asked, fhllobaviashy . odGiYoadlk en
cop¥none of you. Maydo20 youbre dirty c
He said nothing, merely smiled. This was exactly what he wanted. She could see
it AYour fr i enddosr daonny6tth iancgt ilni kbee t cwoepesn
in front of me. But you al most dondt ¢
iPeopl e ndtli cteh et htiinnges. aBatlyk ot wrhed o st

BN

on. O

=13

Was someone el e odver |tehiks drdord nihreg r «

ANo need to worry about that. o

AWho said | was worried? | was just
i Smeti mes curiosity can kill. Just as
Deciding she wanted to test his | imit
Al wasndt aware you had to ask. o

fi | wasnodét aware | di dnot have to. o
Awel |, if thatdés the case then,wano.
wi der than wedve ever seen it. She amu

He pushed up his incognito glasses. She pushed up her own. Mimicry.
Wanting to throw her off g WHecrassed HisDi d

arms, as if her reply might take a while.
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His partnerFlether must have explained fAi-to cl

furrowed her brows. iYou dondt have to 38
me . And the answer {is no. Not really.o

He itched his nose. AAnd do ydloonkhave a
poking their nose in to check up on you?

AWhy? Would you attack them too?0
AProbabl y. We need a <clear coast, t ha
youbéd |like tédwhehoymumebabober i sndt aro
AAnd what ab o her, lgsbnight. Yothtaa werE Wwaking on the
job. Real professional . o

He didnét even blush. In fact, his gri:i
What an Oscar!

She wondered if she could cash in on t
about ,t dhoee?son6s he pressed. ADid he try to
Did he get into trouble because of iit?0

iLet 6s say t haveto t doyfiad informadtiod on your father. It
found him. o
fAret hey dirty cops, then? Maud and FIl et

AVer wery dirty. Very naughty. o

iwWas it really a suicide? Or did Odys
AfYes and yes. 0

ADid Odys also do something he shoul dnt¢
AYes and yes. o0

Stanza: Adam didnétfrsthave the balls to bi
Driving.

I n the back of Odissabs carQoctdpiadthe and
frontseats They didndt wear their seat belts.
Odys prayed Mecca knew what he was doing. Maud seemed at ease with his

drivingd even though he could hardly seeer the wheel or reach the pedalsut
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Odys coul dndédt shake the fact a cop mig
like the only adult in the car.

As Mecca sped down the highway, t on
wondering: why are you letin me have wi ndows to see Ww
AMot her has selected a meet iQmegporsigdo t
over her shoul der. iof course shebds a

candt be too cautioustheihoenygyoandospd

smart, we know. Itdéds not even because
info out of you. No doubt wedre being
called Dorian. Just thought you should know. We just foungduto ut i t . 0

Maud asked, ASo where are we meeting

Ailtéds a surprise. o

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. Theonlookesi s f aces were priceless, tryince
whizzed by.

DOPPLER EFFECT.

Maud rolled her eyes. They always did this.

But soo® very soon, thankfull§y their throats could not take the cold, and they
found the radio a warmer entertainrhen

Odys gazed out his window, not seeing.

iYou think Odissa wil/| be all right?c¢

AWhy woul dndtregidde be?0 Maud

He looked at her. She was already turned to face him, expecting him to turn his
head. Her eyes widened, like a flash bullingooff. Her expression seemed to say:
But | do think she has the right to kndwventuallpt hat Odi Odel yn
real fathe® whether or not they want yaa mention it.

Scrat ch t seantike she was dayimrit. ttwadsWAS!d Maud saying
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