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  Praise for Persephone Rising


Fast-paced and engaging! Persephone Rising by Kate Glass delivers a gripping tale of survival, secrets, and the bond between siblings in a crumbling future Chicago. Perfect for fans of dystopian adventure. 
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Alice

The past

“Alice!” 
She jolts out of unwelcome memories to find the house bot whom they call Lottie glaring at her. “Your father needs you in his study.” 
Alice Norberg corrects herself. Robots do not glare. They are made of binary ones and zeros, no emotions included. Still, Lottie’s green eyes feel hostile. Her top half imitates human form, but the lower half reminds Alice of a trash bin on wheels. A smile forms at the thought, then retreats. She has been called a robot, and it’s not funny. 
Her mouth tightens. She knows she’s not warm, not natural around people, even though she’s twenty-five and should have mastered social interactions by now. Lottie always has an answer, while Alice struggles to find one. Most times, she can’t tell a joke from a compliment.
“Thank you, Lottie. You may go.” Alice rises from the window seat and shakes off the cobwebs of the past. Why can’t she recall pleasant things like her first pony ride, bobsledding at Christmas, or the way her mother sang to her? 
Lottie disappears through the bedroom door. Alice turns back to the window and stares across winter-jacketed hillsides. From here she can see the fjord, a shiny ribbon of inlet, and brushy, snow-shrouded trees. Flakes fall in delicate whirls against the pane. The scene brings her back into the pristine winter day. Her book splays on the velvet window seat. The Passions of the Soul by René Descartes. She frowns and picks it up, uncreasing one bent page. It’s not like her to be so careless. 
Placing the slim volume back on a bookshelf, she slips her feet into loafers. Unthinkable to visit Father barefoot or without combing her hair. Alice crosses an Audubon carpet and stands at her dressing table mirror. A ghost of a woman stares back, thin and pinched as though her timid personality has seeped into every cell. Alice attempts to flatten wavy, shoulder-length hair. The flaxen strands defy every attempt to tame them—a spark of rebellion in each curl.
She pinches her lips and turns away, wishing she didn’t care. With the sour taste of the past fresh in her mouth, she doesn’t want to see Father. Reeling off facts in her head helps calm her nerves:
Today is January 12, 2072, the warmest winter ever in Norway, though they’ve been breaking records for decades. Father is fifty-seven. Her mother, fifty-six. This estate is two hundred and seventy-seven years old. Alice received her second master’s degree on December third, graduating with a 3.94 GPA. The numbers spill out like water droplets and soften the hard ball of tension in her stomach. She smooths her slacks and leaves the bedroom.  
The floors of Norberg manor don’t creak. Everything has been updated to reflect state-of-the-art devices and robots. New wiring and pipes wind behind walnut-lacquered walls. Solar roofing glints blue past the fourth-floor balconies. Smart lights comply with low-voiced orders, and hidden speakers allow the occupants of this rambling house to call Lottie from any location. Only two humans. A ridiculously small number for such a big space. 
Alice had requested permission to occupy the hunting lodge after her latest foray into academia, but Father rejected the idea. The lodge was for hunters, not wayward daughters who refused to find a real job and hid themselves away in libraries and classrooms, only to return home yet again without prospects, job offers, independence.
I’d like to be free of you, Alice longs to tell her father as she winds down two flights of stairs and along a broad hallway edged in fleur-de-lis and heavy maroon wallpaper. But does she mean it? If she did, wouldn’t she have glanced at her job apps¸ updated her resume, or applied for an internship in data analysis by now? Instead, she’d run home with a half-baked plan to start a PhD—so she’d be more qualified for what?
The study door stands cracked open. At her knock, a dry voice calls, “Come.”
Alice breathes in, then out. She enters her father’s mahogany study.
Jesper Norberg glances up from his seat behind a heavy desk. He leans back, sets a pair of reading glasses atop the clear vinyl protecting the desktop, and folds his hands. Remnants of blond hair a shade darker than Alice’s wisp across his scalp. His narrow face tilts twenty degrees to the right. Alice falters beneath that gaze and drops her eyes to the mail sorted neatly before him, each pile perpendicular to the next and separated by one inch of space. Just as I would have done.
Alice girds herself for battle. Father’s words often strike like swords she must parry. He’s an excellent fencer, and she is not. She clears her throat. “Lottie said you wanted to see me.”
“I messaged you several times already.”
She bites her lip. 
“You’ve no excuse?”
His icy glare locks on her. Alice shifts her gaze over his shoulder. “What did you want?”
“A letter came. A real one. The old-fashioned kind. From the sanatorium in Switzerland where your mother has been.”
The word mother lands like a bomb and blocks every other thought. Only the pain from her fingernails digging into her palms brings Alice back from a precipice she didn’t know was there.
That and Father’s whiplash voice. “You remember she was in Switzerland, Alice? You remember what happened?”
“Of course I do.” Another unwanted memory rises. Alice at twelve. Lisbeth Norberg standing before her in furs and diamonds, clutching a fifth of Scotch. Her long, golden hair like Rapunzel’s, her elegant figure not quite steady. 
I’m leaving, Snowflake. 
Why? How long?
I don’t know. I can’t stay. This place feels like iron bands choking off my air.
It did to Alice, too. Take me with you.
I can’t. I’m not … well enough.
Yes, you are! You’re fine. You’re perfect. Better words wouldn’t come. They never did.
“Alice. Are you hearing me? Alice, for God’s sake, pay attention!” Father’s sharp tones pull her from the past.
“I’m listening.” The tremble in her voice disgusts her.
“Look at me.”
She does, helpless against the force that is her father.
He clears his throat. His hands clench and relax. Finally, he blurts, “Your mother has died. In the sanatorium. Your mother is dead.”
Alice searches his features while the words seep in. Dead, dead, dead. How does she feel about that? She doesn’t know and studies Father for clues to how she should react, for signs of sadness. Reading faces flummoxes her as much as interpreting intentions. Is he upset? She hears no tremor in his tone, sees no shimmer of tears in his eyes. “I see,” she draws out the words.
“Is that all you have to say?”
“What do you want me to say?”
He sighs like she’s a heavy disappointment. “I don’t know.” He rubs his eyes. “I really don’t know.”
“Will there be a funeral?”
“She was cremated in Switzerland. The ashes are being returned to us. Would you like them?”
Alice recoils. “No!” 
Father laughs. “You really are my daughter, aren’t you? Frosty as a winter day. That’s why she left, you know. She said she couldn’t stand living with us anymore. That she was shriveling up.”
Us. “I hoped it was because of the drinking.”
“I could have gotten her help, but she didn’t want it. She just wanted to run as far away as she could until the money ran out. Then she needed me. I paid for the last five years in that fancy place. At least that’s done.” As though realizing how he sounds, he shifts his gaze to the bookshelves filled with identical leatherbound volumes enclosed in glass. He clears his throat.
“She was sick. It wasn’t us.” It wasn’t me. “She was sick.”
Father slaps his palms against his thighs and rises. “Anyway, the ashes are yours, and any other personal items, though there won’t be much, I’m guessing.” He pauses, eyes intent on her. “What are your plans, Alice?”
“Plans?” Her addled brain can’t shift gears. Memories of Mother, Hollywood beautiful, with a tinsel laugh and hard-candy fingernails, wash through her. She draws a breath and—just for a moment—smells jasmine.
“For your future,” Father clarifies. The corners of his mouth draw down.
“I’ve only just graduated. I—”
“With your second master’s degree. When are you going to look for a job?”
“Soon, Father.” But she can’t look at him. Panic wells.
“I no longer believe that. I think you want to hide behind university walls forever, and it won’t stand.” He comes around the desk. “So unless you can offer me tangible plans for employment, I’m going to start looking.”
Father’s presence is a black hole opening in front of her. Alice steps back. “Don’t.” Words fail her. “Don’t,” she repeats.
“I will.” 
Panic spirals up her throat and tries to strangle her. She coughs, but words remain caught there.
His glacial eyes bore into hers, dissecting every weakness. “Go.”
The syllable falls like an axe. She turns and flees.
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Alice

The past

Alice hides in her bedroom, restless and depressed by turns. One night, unable to sleep, she wanders through empty passages and finds herself at Mother’s suite. It’s been more than a decade since she entered. She slips inside and flicks a light. 
Mother’s musty drawers hang open. Crumbs on the carpet. An empty wine bottle on the bedside table. The bed covers are rumpled, a jumble of heels clutter the walk-in closet, and a thick layer of dust coats the dressing table. Maybe it proved easier for Father to close the door on his wife than to wipe her clean.
After that midnight visit, Alice unfreezes. She searches for companies that need data analysts and makes some progress, but distractions lead her astray. Her message app pings—a “thank you for your generous donation” from a charity that sponsors disabled students headed to college. She transfers more credits to them.
Once she runs out of messages, she turns to her feed. News of the world’s first starship, Loki, pops up. Alice clicks on the article. Images of a massive vessel set against a backdrop of stars scroll past. The name Loki runs along curving sides in block lettering. Did the builders not realize the ship’s namesake was known for trickery and deceit, chaos and destruction? The moniker seems a bad omen for Earth's best—and possibly last—hope to colonize another planet. She doesn’t like thinking about that any more than she likes remembering her dead mother, but images of Loki are everywhere.
She clicks on a related article about the ancient Martian-made wormhole which the Americans dubbed Alice’s Rabbit Hole or the ARH. Alice. She was named after her grandmother, not some character in a children’s book, yet the similarities between herself and Lewis Carroll’s lost little girl feel unavoidable. Alice Norberg is a stranger in an alien world most of the time. She needs no reminders that she’s different. 
Some of the archived stories date back ten years—recycled thanks to Loki’s imminent departure—when earthquakes on Mars damaged a cloaking device and revealed the artificial wormhole. Alice gives up on job hunting and slams her laptop shut. At least the newsfeed provided temporary relief from her thoughts of Mother’s death and her future. Father couldn’t let Alice grieve even for a day without pivoting to her lack of a job. They do agree on one thing. She does need to leave the estate. Desperately! But the wide world terrifies her. She doesn’t understand its rules. If only she could retreat to the hunting lodge and build a big wall around it!
Alice has traveled to Oslo and Bergen, Copenhagen and London, and even gone as far south as Madrid. Never by herself, though. Father was always there, as well as his secretary, chauffeur, and an entire hotel staff. She could lounge by the pool while he conducted business and pretend she’d never left their country estate. Alice would have stayed home had Father allowed it. He never did—always the responsible parent who needed to save her from unsupervised mischief.
As if.
When she was sixteen, a group of college kids showed up at the hotel pool, raucous, tanned, and holding colorful drinks with umbrellas. They’d draped white towels over plastic folding chairs and settled in. Girls with tinted hair and stylish tattoos. Boys who cannonballed into the water, splashing it over Alice’s legs. 
How she’d yearned to be one of them! How she’d longed to create a persona they would accept. She was Elsa, a singer on a European tour. Backup for an up-and-coming pop group. Headed to Milan next. Then the States. Yes, she had a boyfriend. Name of Duncan. He’d stayed behind in their room with a headache, and she needed to go check on him.
But she hadn’t told them that story. Instead, she’d risen, slipped on the tiles, and fallen. How they had laughed!
Back in the penthouse suite, she’d sucked in air and worked out theorems in her head. Math hadn’t drawn her thoughts away from her latest humiliation, though, and she’d spent the rest of the trip hiding in her room.
Alice at twenty-five is still the butt of jokes probably.
That night, she dreams of her mother and jolts awake filled with longing. The smell of jasmine lingers in her mind to remind her of things she’s lost. Somewhere in her dresser rests a photo of Mother, possibly the only one left in the house. She won’t look for it, doesn’t want to recall things that were. The fragrance of flowers is enough.
Alice turns on her side. A plate-sized moon peeks through the window. If she were smart, she’d get on the job apps, update her resume and search parameters, and start finding potential employment. These thoughts make her stomach squeeze, and an ache starts in her belly. Maybe she’ll work on a puzzle box until she can sleep again. Instead, she turns on the wall screen. It cycles through images of Einstein, Copernicus, the table of elements, a Japanese rock garden she’d thought beautiful, and artwork by M.C. Escher. The images slide away and reappear in an endless cycle that finally lulls her to sleep.
In the morning, ice patterns curl along the edges of the windowpanes. Alice grabs her puffy down coat, tucks her hair under a knit cap, puts on mittens, and heads outside. The sun glows pale in a flat blue sky. Forested hills play leapfrog to the east. She skirts the dead gardens and exits the main grounds through a side gate. A crusty white path leads to clifftops above the ocean and trails along their rocky rim. The ever-present breeze makes her shiver and hunch her shoulders.
She walks for an hour before turning back. Close to home, the estate’s massive towers cast blue shadows across snowdrifts. A trail of smoke from the groundskeeper’s cottage wafts into the sky. Alice wonders what Isak the groundskeeper does during the frozen winter. She’s known him all her life, and her boots propel her toward his cottage with its old-fashioned lead windows, grouted rock walls, and turf roof. Outside, the place looks like it jumped backward in time, but inside, it’s just as modern as the main house, with smart rooms and solar heating and full-wall vid screens. Father insisted on that when he remodeled ten years ago. Isak knew better than to argue.
Alice grasps a heavy knocker and raps on the front door. Isak calls, “Come in!” and his voice floods her with warmth. Inside, lamps spill golden light across the living room while the yeasty scent of caramel rolls beckons from the back kitchen. “Come on through!” Isak calls again in a voice that reminds her of the best parts of childhood.
She navigates the main room, with its leather couches and piles of books, and skirts the old dog, Bjorn, flopped next to the fireplace. When she reaches the kitchen, Isak glances up from the counter where the caramel rolls sit. Oven mitts cover his hands, and his smile stretches wide across a lined face. “Ah, it’s you!” He plops the hot pan down on a trivet set atop a table and removes the mitts. He grabs plates and forks, puts them next to the gooey rolls, and pours two mugs of hot chocolate from the saucepan on the stove. 
Alice glances around. She’s only been back to the groundskeeper’s cottage twice since university let out, though she used to visit every day. Why is that? She searches for a reason and finds several—top among them being that her father expects her to be looking for a job, not wasting time with Isak. She glances around. How warm this place feels compared to the formal, over-decorated rooms in the manor house. Sunlight pools across a flagstone floor from the mullioned windows over the sink. 
Isak settles into a heavy wooden chair at the butcher-block table. “Sit, sit,” he beckons.
“You made caramel rolls. My favorite.” Alice slides into the chair opposite him. She removes her mittens and hat, unzips her coat, and warms her fingers by cupping them around the steaming mug. The rich smell of chocolate fills the emptiness inside her. “Thank you. It’s like you knew I was coming.”
“Maybe I did.”
She widens her eyes. “You couldn’t have. I didn’t even know.” Alice looks him over. Isak hasn’t gone to flab like many older men do. His craggy face remains as familiar as her own, eyes soft, the corners of his mouth lifted with good nature. This cottage welcomes her more than the manor ever has, and a feeling of coming home washes over her.
Isak wraps gnarled hands about his mug and slurps noisily. His eyes twinkle over the rim, and he raises an eyebrow.
Alice smiles, remembering their old game, and imitates him with a louder slurp. A twinge of shame follows. Father would say she’s too old for such childishness.
“Thought you might have forgotten our slurping contests, young lady. Miss high and mighty, back again from university. What degree will you pursue next, I wonder?”
“None.” Alice bites her lip. “Father says I need gainful employment.”
Isak sets the mug down and gestures dismissively. “Your father is rich as Croesus. Why should you work if you don’t want to, Allie?”
Alice warms to the pet name but frowns at the words. “Don’t encourage me, Isak. You know his demands are reasonable. I’m much too old to keep living at home. It’s just that change is so hard. And with the Norbergs, there’s no room for weakness. Work is what we do. Industry built the Norberg empire, and industry will keep it going.”
“Sounds like your father talking.”
“It is. But Father would never employ me at his own companies. He believes I should get a job, just not with the family business.”
“Would you want to work for him?” Isak leans an arm across the chair next to him. His white undershirt pokes out above the top button of a faded plaid shirt. 
“No!” Alice hears the vehemence in her voice. “I don’t want to work for anyone. I should do something with my life, but not in an office filled with people. Remote work might be acceptable.” When Isak says nothing, she continues, “My psychology professor thought I might have Asperger’s. Have you heard of it?” Of course, he had. He wasn’t stupid. She flushes and studies the wood grain of the table.
Isak snorts. “What right did that bloke have throwing labels at you? Did he know you? Really know you?”
“The professor was female.”
This correction provokes a rumble of laughter. “Listen to me, Allie. People are more complex than the labels we attach to them, and you are a very deep well. I don’t half understand you myself sometimes, but that’s my problem, not yours. You’ve always cared too much about others’ opinions. Forget that professor and don’t let your father bully you. If he could, he’d put you into a robot body and control you with a remote. He likes control, which is why he’s such a successful entrepreneur. I don’t mean that observation to be repeated, mind you.” 
She shakes her head seriously. “I would never, Isak. You’re wrong, though. Not about Father, but about me. The right things to say elude me. I laugh when I should be serious, and I’m serious when I should laugh. I don’t get jokes or people, and I’ve decided it’s best if I avoid them.”
“You get along just fine with me.” He reaches out to squeeze her hand. “Don’t mistake shyness for dysfunction. You’re all right, Allie. Not your fault you got stuck with parents who never told you so.” He sips his chocolate and studies her.
“Mother died,” Alice blurts.
Isak only replies, “I know.” His mug thunks down. “Mrs. Jansson told me this morning. That’s a hard thing, losing a parent. You weren’t close for many years, but still. How are you feeling?”
Alice waits a long time before speaking. She doesn’t want to get her answer wrong. The words jostle around her brain like puzzle pieces settling into place. “I'm not sure.” Her voice sinks. “It’s hard to remember her. I should remember, but her face slips away. I was twelve when she left. Her face shouldn’t do that. I used to have a photo on my dresser. Maybe I should dig it out again.”
Isak frowns. “And you think this reaction to your mother’s death is unusual, I take it?”
“I know it is. The people in movies cry and wail when a family member dies.”
“Movies aren’t real, Elskling.”
Elskling. Darling. He hasn’t called her that since she was little. Alice firms her shoulders and makes her face hard like marble. “It’s still not right.”
He sighs. “Your mother left long before she truly left. Her leaving happened by millimeters. The more she drank, the farther she traveled from you. Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t feel sad, but loss isn’t that straightforward.” His gaze grows distant. “When my wife died, I had days of almost normal, days when I wanted to join her. Grief would smack me out of nowhere, sometimes for no reason. It still does.” He pauses and adds gently, “Do you remember how you visited me every day for several months after it happened, like you sensed I needed the company to keep me from despair? You were only ten, but you knew. Seeing your sweet little face helped me. I’ll never forget that.”
Alice clears her throat. “Are you saying that I need to wait? That tears might come, just not today?”
“Maybe. And they might never come, but that doesn’t mean you’re broken, Allie. You can be whoever you want. You just need to figure out who that is.” His big hand cups her jaw. His touch is warm and comforting, and she welcomes the brush of his fingers. He chucks her chin and draws back.
Alice remembers the hot chocolate and takes a long swig. “Thank you, Isak, for the drink.” She searches for more to say, for the correct social nicety. “It was very good of you to share your rolls with me.” 
He chuckles at this. She and Isak talk a while longer, but the conversation drifts to small things. Finally, Isak says, “We didn’t eat the caramel rolls. Let me send a couple with you.” He gets up and finds a vacu-pack in the cupboard, then scoops two rolls onto the shiny, transparent material. The smart-wrap activates, puckering around the rolls.
Alice rises and gathers her things. “I’ll consider what you’ve said.”
He sees her to the door and hands her the treat. “Don’t be a stranger, Allie.”
She turns back, head tilted. “That would be impossible, Isak.” She offers a tiny smile to show she understands his words weren’t literal, to show she can make a joke.
“The world can only hurt you if you let it. You see yourself as flawed, but it’s the world that’s gone haywire, not you, Allie girl. Never you.”
“Thank you, Isak. I’ll think about that.” In bed that night, she does, but Isak is only the groundskeeper. He can’t know as much as that psychology professor or the many therapists she’s seen since Mother left.  
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Alice

The past

Under her eiderdown quilt, Alice tosses and turns. Thoughts of her father and mother tangle with those of her future. She pictures Father—an intractable boulder, and Mother—a glass of fizzy champagne. Then there’s Alice. Who is she, and where does she fit? No answer comes. She rises and gulps down a glass of water. Bending at the waist, she touches her toes: right fingers to left foot, left fingers to right foot. Such exercises are supposed to balance her brain, which careens toward facts and away from creativity and emotion. The exercises don’t work, yet the movement focuses her befuddlement. 
Alice goes to her desk, flips on the laptop, and calls up her job apps, frowning at the outdated profile and CV. She updates everything except “job history,” which remains a blank because she can’t lie. Next, she resets her search parameters from “local only” to most of northern Europe. She hesitates, then taps Save and Exit.
Notifications pop up on her Skinpad, the subdermal computer on her inner forearm. She’s set new, broader search margins, and data analyst openings in most major EU cities crowd her email. Before Alice can change her mind, she clicks apply, apply, apply. The apps autofill and even construct essays and pre-programmed personal narratives. Applications float off into the nether, where some algorithm will process them and decide if she’s worthy to take the next step.
The following week, Alice receives five virtual job interviews—and an invitation from a boy she went to high school with to go on a date. She mentions the interviews to Father but not the other matter, which is strange, shocking, and the tiniest bit intriguing. 

      [image: ]“Tell me which companies,” Father demands after swallowing a mouthful of lab-grown roast. They sit at opposite ends of a long table in the estate’s smallest dining room. It’s decorated with Rococo-style gilt and scrollwork-edged mirrors, a ridiculous display that hides state-of-the-art technology behind every wall panel. Alice hates the mirrors but can’t avoid them. She catches an accidental glimpse of herself—wan, frail, wispy—more like a twelve-year-old girl than a twenty-five-year-old woman. 
She answers Father’s question with the names of well-known industries, government facilities, and universities. 
“Impressive,” he admits after a long pause. 
Her heart leaps at the sliver of admiration in his voice.
“My personal jet is at your disposal if companies want to interview on site.”
“The interviews are all virtual.”
“When you’re hired and need to relocate, then.”
Relocate. That means navigating an unfamiliar city. The word trickles like ice down her spine. “Thank you, Father,” she manages.
“Keep me updated, will you?”
A command, not a question. 
Lottie zooms about the room, clearing dishes and serving vanilla sponge cake topped with almonds and meringue. Alice refuses dessert, though the food will end up in the incinerator, a waste with people going hungry. Father says Norway is the best-fed country in the world. By “best” he means “richest,” and the most likely to weather Earth’s warming climate. Still, the news feeds blossom with horror stories: droughts, fires, and food insecurity. Even Norway can’t escape.
She excuses herself, hurries back to her room, and rereads the one personal message on her feed. 
Hey, this is Angus. We went to school together, remember? Mom said you were back from uni. So am I after a stint in the military—and bored as hell. Want to catch up? Meet me at the Peak. Six on Friday. 
His profile picture boasts a chiseled, golden-haired hunk. Is hunk the right word? Yes, though her memories of Angus veer more toward boorish. He’d been a jokester and a bully if it pulled a laugh from his friends. No way will Alice go out with him. The message has to be a trick. Parts are true, though. She knows Angus served in the military, and surely, he’s matured in the last decade. Still, why would he want to see her? Maybe she’s the only young woman left in their small seaside village? Or an easy mark?
She’s curious about him and admits a tiny part of herself wants to go, longs for something that’s been missing—connection, perhaps? It would be easier to remain isolated, and that path calls to her, yet what might she miss if she takes it?
Alice writes back, Okay. See you there.
Regret floods her immediately. She starts another message. Stops. Considers not showing up. But she can’t make herself ghost Angus, so on Friday at five o’clock, she showers and slips into a brown pantsuit. Not too fancy, not too casual. Alice tries to tame her flyaway hair, but the flaxen curls fight her fumbling fingers. 
“Lottie?” she calls into the air.
“Yes, miss?” A voice floats down from the ceiling speakers.
“I need your help.”
“Yes, miss.” 
Five minutes later, Lottie wheels through the doorway. Alice hands her an array of gels, hairspray, and bands. “Fix my hair.”
“Please supply a style,” Lottie requests.
Alice transfers the list of images taken from a “short, curly hairstyles” search to Lottie’s processor, and the house bot sets to work.
When Alice looks into the mirror afterwards, she isn’t sure her tin-can stylist got things right. The hairdo feels stiff and looks shiny, yet her curls have been tamed, and both sides match, so it’ll have to do. 
Alice glances at her Skinpad. Quarter to six. The walk that leads from the cliff trail down to the village takes exactly ten minutes. Time to go. She slips on her snow boots and decides they look silly with her outfit. Oh, well. She can’t walk without boots, and she can’t drive. She’d have to borrow Father’s chauffeur, which would mean answering questions about her date. Stuffing loafers into a shoulder bag, Alice heads toward the pub called Peak in the village’s heart. She’s never been there, doesn’t drink, and fears she’s made a mistake. 
Alice imagines a cozy dinner of fish and chips, a candlelit booth and talk of old times. She’ll trade college stories and come across as chic, worldly, finished. Maybe Angus will apologize for his immature, even cruel behavior in years past. She’ll wave away his taunts and say, “How can you make it up to me?” He’ll smile a secret smile, reach to take her hand, and she won’t flinch away. His touch will send fire through her veins and a flicker of heat through her belly.
Reality isn’t remotely close to that.
Alice arrives promptly at six to a packed parking lot. Snow drifts lazily down onto her eyelashes. Hopefully, it won’t smear her mascara. She draws a deep breath and opens the front door of the pub. A riot of sounds and smells pour out: laughter, conversation, music, fried food, the tang of ale and sweat. A group arriving after her propels Alice through the doors, and she finds herself in an entry lined with benches. She doesn’t want to sit and remove her boots. She wants to flee.
The hostess behind a podium asks, “Do you have a table reserved?”
Alice doesn’t know. “Uh …”
The group behind jostles her aside and heads into the main room, bypassing the hostess. Alice recognizes at least one of them, Birgit, a popular girl a year ahead of her. Long blonde hair cascades past the woman’s shoulders, and a waft of roses follows in her wake. Alice turns to go. She can’t do this. 
As she touches the doorknob, the door bursts outward, and a tall, lean man looks down at her in surprise. “Alice Norberg!”
He’s just like his profile picture. Angus … who? She can’t remember his last name. Thoughts drain from her like water from a bathtub.
She yells over the hubbub, “I didn’t see you. The hostess wonders if we have a reservation.”
“What? No need for that. Come on.” He takes her elbow and tows her into the big room. Screens flash sporting events on the walls, rows of glasses wink behind a long, damp bar, and groups of young people lounge at booths and tables. They wear jeans and slides, synth tops with puff pockets and tiny purses attached to clips on their belts. 
She feels overdressed and clumsy in her boots. The shoulder bag bounces against her hip. Birgit’s group waves to Angus, and he invites Alice toward two tables slid together. She slips into the last empty chair, thinking she’s got everything wrong. Again. This is no date. Did Angus ever mention the word date? Why had she thought he had?
Conversation flows in a loud babble. A few of her old classmates nod to her and return to their conversations. Birgit flashes a half-curious, half-sympathetic smile. Angus high-fives the guy next to him and leans in close to speak to Alice. His hot, alcohol-tinged breath fans her ear, and she clenches her hands in her lap. Angus must have been drinking before he arrived.
“How’ve you been, Alice?”
She forces a smile. “Fine.” She knows she’s supposed to add, And how are you? Or something similar, but she can’t force more words from her suddenly dry throat. 
Angus leans back to regard her. He tilts his head in contemplation. “Alice, Alice. All grown up. Funny. You look just like I pictured you would. Home for the holidays or for good?”
She’s glad she forced herself to apply for jobs so she can truthfully say, “I’ve been looking for employment.”
“In this quaint little town?”
“No, abroad.” She likes that answer. It makes her sound cosmopolitan.
Angus laughs. One hand curls around her chair back, trapping her. “That’s vague. Planning to move to America? What was your degree in, anyway?”
“Data analysis.” She whispers this, aware of how unappealing it sounds.
He hears her anyway and bursts out, “Don’t computers do all that nowadays?”
“The AICA requires human—”
“Oh, right. I don’t keep up with those things. Me, I’ve got a job waiting with Lucen Industries. Did your dad tell you? No, he wouldn’t. He’s too high up in the company to know about entry-level positions.”
Alice’s fingers press into each other. Her heart stops for a beat and restarts double time. Lucen Industries. Her father’s company. “He doesn’t tell me about the business. I’m not sure he knows you and I graduated near the same time.”
A server appears and takes drink orders. Angus insists on ordering her a lager even though she’s not thirsty. “You don’t go pubbing to quench your thirst, woman!” His words slur a little.
After the server leaves, Alice hopes he’ll turn his attention to the others. Instead, he says, “Your father didn’t hire me personally, of course. One of the site managers in Bergen did. I’ll head over there next week. Got a posh apartment waiting. I’ll be starting work designing the newest house bot model. I wanted military bots, but you have to start low. Climb the ladder.”
“Oh.” A beat of silence stretches. “So you’re a robotics engineer.”
Angus mimes ringing a bell. “Ding, ding, ding! The brainiac gets the correct answer! What is it we used to call you?” A frown creases the bridge of his nose.
Weird Alice. “I … I really can’t recall.”
He copies her high-pitched voice. “‘I really can’t recall.’ Thought university would have loosened you up a little.”
She can’t think of a reply except to admit she’d believed the same. Going away to school didn’t magically transform someone like her. 
“Brilliant Alice!” Angus raises a finger in the air and almost hits the returning server with her full tray of drinks. She passes them out, and the others start tabs. 
Alice stares at the glass of honey-colored liquid set before her, water condensing on the sides. It looks attractive, but she doesn’t dare drink much. Who knows what social blunders she might make with alcohol running through her veins.
Angus raises his mug. “Skol!” The others at the table echo the toast, and glasses clink. 
Alice murmurs, “Skol,” a beat late and doesn’t bother lifting the lager. She takes a tiny sip. It’s slightly bitter. Not at all what she thought, and she tries not to grimace.
Someone at the other end of the table yells toward Angus, “What are you two lovebirds talking about over there?”
Heat flames across Alice’s cheekbones.
Angus bellows back, “Bet you wish you knew!” 
The others whistle and whoop. Alice ducks her head and takes a bigger swallow.
When she looks up, Angus has turned to a brunette on his right. Alice is walled out, everyone else chattering, bantering, comfortable in a way she’s never been and never will be. Why did she come? Why didn’t she realize Angus had messaged every old schoolmate home for Christmas break, not just her? Part of her wishes to sneak out, but another part desperately desires to fit in or at least attempt it. 
Alice glances left, where Birgit is just turning away from a dimpled guy trying to tuck a paper umbrella into her hair. She holds a tangerine-colored cocktail in one manicured hand. The umbrella tumbles onto the tabletop, and she laughs.
Birgit catches Alice’s stare and offers her drink. “Want to try this? It’s called Sex on the Beach. Much better than that disgusting lager Angus ordered.” She removes an orange wedge from the rim and sucks on it while Alice accepts the cocktail. It proves sweet and fruity, a vast improvement over the beer. 
“It’s good.” Alice passes back the glass. “Thank you.”
“I can call the server if you want your own.”
“No, I’m fine.” If she polished off the cocktail and tried to walk up the cliff trail, she’d probably topple into the ocean.
“I’m kind of surprised you went away to university, Alice. You were so shy in school.”
“Father made me. I mean, I wanted to go, of course, but university attendance was also expected.” The words spill out without thought, and she wishes she could reel them back.
Birgit only laughs. “Tell me about it! My parents made me go, too, even though I didn’t have a clue what to study. Ended up in nursing, finally. Changed majors three times and dropped out twice. It took forever to graduate. I start at the clinic on Monday. How long are you here?”
“I don’t know. I’m job hunting.”
“Cool.” Birgit sips her drink and cocks her head at Alice. “Must be lonely out on the Norberg Estate.”
“I don’t mind it,” Alice says quickly.
Birgit’s gaze turns sharp. “No, you wouldn’t, would you?”
Alice decides it wasn’t a question, and the words strike like knives. You. Stab. Wouldn’t. Stab. Would You. Stab. Stab. Though she was fairly certain the other woman meant no harm. 
The man on Birgit’s other side plays with her hair again, and she turns to playfully slap him away. Conversation around her builds and tumbles, pushing forward, words piled upon words, making thought impossible. She’d like to slap her palms against her ears to block the noise. 
No one notices her. She’ll run to the bathroom and hide in a stall for a few minutes to collect herself. She grates her chair back and rises. Angus shifts away but doesn’t look toward her, doesn’t appear to care when she grabs her shoulder bag and slips between sweaty bodies, aiming for the muted hallway.
The swinging door to the restroom further muffles the racket in the main room. Someone is just leaving. Alice locks her gaze on cracked tiles and hurries into a stall. She sits on the closed lid with her feet tucked up and rests her forehead on her hands. Their touch cools her hot brow. She breathes deeply and recites prime numbers under her breath. “Two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen—.” As she reaches the hundreds, her ears stop ringing, and the sick feeling in her stomach eases.
Alice leaves the stall, washes her hands, and heads out. An empty hallway greets her. You can do this. She steps forward. Her table has added a couple more occupants, crowded close on borrowed chairs. A tall guy with pointy wrist bones and a stocking cap has stolen her seat. Should she ask him to move?
Her legs have other ideas. They detour toward the foyer. A couple holding hands moves in front of her, blocking Angus and Birgit’s view, and she takes the chance to flee.
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Alice

The past

In her bedroom, Alice slides her snow boots off and leaves them to drip slush on the carpet, which isn’t like her. The winter jacket, damp with fresh snow, lands beside them. Alice won’t be able to sleep. She’s sure of this. Her brain is stuck on replay, and at such times, only a distraction works. She removes her Rubik’s Cube from its display cubical, turns the colored sides to jumble the red, white, blue, green, yellow, and orange, then flips and spins the layers until the colors find their rightful places again. Over and over. Mindlessly, though she hasn’t played this game since she was ten. Even as a child, she’d figured out how to solve the puzzle in a few days and moved on. The steps come to her now as easily as breathing. 
The slick, slick, slick of the Cube eases her brain out of its rigid channels until she can finally brush her teeth and crawl into bed. Her heavily sprayed hair feels like a helmet, but she’s too lazy to wash it. Lying there, she looks out the window into a starry night. Clouds part to reveal a deep blue sky twinkling with lights. Each one represents an array of worlds. Somewhere up there, much closer than any star, is Loki, the world’s first starship and Norway’s pride and joy.
Alice can’t imagine traveling off-planet. She doesn’t even like flying on airplanes. To trust an unknown pilot with one’s life seems foolhardy. People aren’t trustworthy, so why would she put her life in a stranger’s hands? Her gaze drifts from the window to regard the gilded ceiling. Cupids confined by golden squares dance across it. She counts them, recounts. Her mind drifts. She focuses on prime numbers. Their relationship to fractal chaos. The Riemann zeta function.
And soon she’s asleep.

      [image: ]The next day, a message from Angus appears on her Skinpad: Where did you go last night? 
She can’t think of an acceptable answer, so she ignores him.
Alice spends that day and the next week filling out more applications and watching for replies. Rejections pour in, and none of her interviews go anywhere. Father quizzes her about her progress during stilted dinners. When another offer for a virtual interview finally arrives, she doesn’t tell him. If the interview fails to produce a job offer, she’ll be glad he’s in the dark. Ignorance is bliss, so they say. 
She logs on to the call fifteen minutes early, adjusts the lighting, changes her virtual background to neutral gray, and runs prepared answers through her mind. At one minute to two, the screen lights up with an elderly man’s image. His black-framed glasses dominate a narrow, craggy face. Iron-gray hair sweeps back from his brow. Paper rustles off screen. He looks up and sees her. “Ah, Miss Norberg. Can you hear me?”
“I can.” She leans toward the laptop’s mic to make sure the words are clear.
“Good afternoon. My name is James Frankfurt. I’m HR for LifeSong, Inc. Congratulations on reaching the second stage of the game. If this interview goes well, you’ll be invited to Greenland for the final round … expenses paid, naturally.”
Game? Greenland? Words swirl through her brain like alphabet soup. “Oh … yes. Of course.”
Mr. Frankfurt clears his throat. “Remember that this interview goes both ways. Feel free to ask any questions that come to you as we proceed.”
She nods tentatively. Under the desk, her knees jiggle with nerves.
“Very well.” His lips form a tight smile. “Shall we begin?”
Again, she nods. The hint of a cough tickles at the back of her throat. Why didn’t she grab a glass of water? The interview begins with softball questions, background information Alice knows without thinking. Her nerves settle, shoulders relax, breathing slows—until Mr. Frankfurt says, “I see here that your job experience has been left blank. Was that an oversight perhaps?”
“What? No, I … I was busy with school and had no time for employment.”
“I see. And no time for volunteerism either? Or student organizations?”
“I was very busy. You can see I had almost perfect scores in all my classes.” A film of sweat breaks out on Alice’s upper lip.
“Yes, well, at LifeSong, we value high marks in our new college recruits, but equally, we like to see that applicants have been involved in activities outside the classroom. Leadership and community service are as valuable to the company as a high GPA. Perhaps you have a hobby? Play a sport?”
Alice glances at the Rubik’s Cube, back on its shelf beside several puzzle boxes. Even she knows her penchant for puzzles won’t go far in impressing this man. He awaits an answer, but all she can think to say is, “I’ve been so busy. Maybe now I’m done with school—”
Mr. Frankfurt nods but doesn’t smile this time. “Shall we move on?” 
The interview goes downhill from there. Though Alice ticks off her best qualities with the glibness of a seasoned debater, the words sound dry and rote in her ears. She’s like a bot vomiting out data, not an actual human. Not a real person. 
James Frankfurt gives away nothing. He says he’ll be in touch and ends the call. Two days later, via email, she receives the rejection: “We regret to inform you …”
Two more interviews produce similar outcomes. Alice knows she should invent a more interesting life, but she can’t make herself do it. She’s never been able to lie well, and even if she could obfuscate, her linear brain would have trouble creating a more interesting Alice—one who has boyfriends, joins sororities, collects money for charity, or marches for the better treatment of workers.
Alice avoids dinner with Father. He won’t like it, but she’s an adult and can eat in her room if she wishes. The defiance feels slender, like a twig that will break if the wind rises. Her life falls into a familiar groove. She wakes early, checks her Skinpad, stretches, takes a long walk along the cliffs, visits Isak. She’s sure he knows she’s unhappy, though they don’t talk about it. He makes her tea and her favorite cookies, calls her Elskling. They discuss the news feeds, shake their heads over the latest war, the riots in New York, the wildfires in Canada, famine in Africa, and the disappearance of the Maldives under rising waters. Isak shares his plans for planting a new kind of rose in the gardens come spring, and Alice shares nothing.
Isak quits asking after a few tries. His forehead wrinkles as he regards her with a look of concern she loves and hates at the same time. She doesn’t want to become a cloud on his sunny day, a weed in his flowerbed, but she’s sunk in a groove. She’s like an old-fashioned record spinning round and round on its turntable, repeating the same verse, over and over, unable to move on. To give him the good news he wants to hear.
January passes. February brings a blizzard. Once the storm wanes, Alice visits the stables. Her old pony died many years ago, yet his stall with the name “Bobby” tacked above remains. Father hasn’t kept horses for a long time. The stables are bare and echo with ghosts. Alice used to love riding, but her mother was the true horsewoman. Alice recalls their matching jodhpurs, habits, and helmets. Remembers them trotting across the green hills, a brisk breeze waving Mother’s hair behind her like a flag. 
Alice emerges from the tack room and leans on the corral fence. She stares across the white landscape toward pine-covered forests, the sun too bright, hurting her eyes. She must have been six when she rode Bobby. Even then, Mother’s attention had been fleeting. Alice sensed she couldn’t be what Lisbeth needed. Trying harder only caused her mother to skitter away like a feather in the wind.
A figure appears on the path leading to the estate. Alice shades her eyes. Father. He’s certainly seen her, too, so she makes herself walk out to meet him. Once she’s close enough, she greets him, stuffs her hands in her coat pockets, and hunches her back. He halts in front of her, his breath emerging in little puffs. 
“I was coming to find you. Lottie said you’d gone to the stables, though I can’t fathom why.” He winces and rubs his right arm.
“Is something wrong?”
“What? You mean with me? No, of course not. Just a little numbness. It’ll work itself out.” He wheels and starts back toward the house, sure she’ll follow, and she does.
He hasn’t put on a hat, and his scalp shines under thinning hair. He looks straight ahead while he says, “You haven’t been coming to dinner.”
“No.” 
“Can you not even invent an excuse, Alice? Just—no.”
“There is no excuse. I just haven’t felt like eating.”
“You eat. Lottie brings you supper in your bedroom. Why are you avoiding me?”
Because I’m tired of the inquisition. She only shrugs.
His eyes cut toward her, then away. He sighs. “How is your job search going? Badly, I’d guess, since you haven’t wanted to speak to me.”
“I need job experience. More community service. Hobbies.”
“Hobbies!” He snorts. “Are these people running businesses or recreation centers? Maybe I should put you to work at Lucen.”
“No!” The word comes out too harsh. Too loud.
“And why not? Your grandfather started that company. It’s plenty respectable. We could find you a place. Something in sales, maybe. Advertising.”
“I’ll find my own job, thank you. As a data analyst.”
“You’ve been freeloading long enough. It’s time to make your way in the world. Fend for yourself.” He comes to the gate and opens it. On the other side, the main driveway sweeps toward front doors with gargoyle knockers. “I’ll give you a few more days. After that, it’s my turn to arrange employment for you. If not in one of the family businesses, somewhere else.”
Tears prick Alice’s eyes. She walks through the gate ahead of
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