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    Intro­duction


    


    


    Melissa Scott


    


    


    When publisher Steve Berman asked me if I’d be interested in editing Heiresses of Russ 2014: The Year’s Best Lesbian Speculative Fiction, I was excited, honored, and a little intimidated. It was only after I said yes that I realized that the collection would also mark the 30th anniversary of the publication of my first novel (The Game Beyond, if you’re curious), and as I read through the many fine stories submitted for consideration, it increasingly dawned on me that I had also lived through an extraordinary change in the field.


    Thirty years ago, could an anthology like this have been published? Yes, there was Kindred Spirits: An Anthology of Gay and Lesbian Science Fiction. It even featured Joanna Russ‘s astonishing “When It Changed,” but that story had appeared in Dangerous Visions a decade earlier... The next queer spec fic anthology, Worlds Apart, would not release for another two years. There were specialty LGBT presses, like Naiad Press and Alyson Publications, and there were lesbian stories being written in the spec fic world, but the two didn’t often connect. A few lesbian presses went so far as to dismiss SF/F as inescapably patriarchal—the genre itself was considered unredeemable—and in general lesbian presses and the lesbian community preferred mysteries; within the SF/F community, the general consensus was that few fans were interested in reading about lesbian duelists or space explorers, and a minority of book and magazine editors were actively hostile to queer themes. Whether this lack of representation held back lesbian speculative fiction or simply forced the its authors to work harder to find an outlet for their fiction is a moot point; it would take another a decade for both niche and mainstream SF presses to see the merits of those stories. Alyson released Swords of the Rainbow; a series of anthologies called Bending the Landscape, edited by Stephen Pagel and Nicola Griffith, covered first fantasy in 1997, then science-fiction the following year, and finally horror in 2002. (The publisher of this book, Lethe Press had only been born the prior year.)


    And now in the 21st century there are so many more of us, a wide range of voices—multi-national, multi-gendered, multi-ethnic, multi-cultured—instead of a handful of people who were told in no uncertain terms that they were destroying their career by writing for dykes and faggots. If I remember that voices and stories were lost because some writers quite literally couldn’t afford to speak, I can take comfort that the risks are less these days.


    So we have new books from new publishers by so many new authors. And so many stories! Decades ago, I searched long and hard to find any weird tale prominently featuring women I could relate to, but always had to worry that, if I did, the story would (a) use “lesbian” as a shorthand for “evil” and/or (b) kill one half of the couple because “everyone knew” lesbians did not deserve, couldn’t possibly have, even a heteronormative happy ending. I admit that when I started reading for this collection, I braced myself for at least a few such, but, to my delight, there were none. (My late partner and I used to watch Dr. Who together because it was — in its first incarnation —a reliable refuge from the compulsory heterosexual romance of most other SF shows, and there was no hope of seeing a queer character anywhere anyway. I don’t think either one of us would have believed that I would be able to read an entire year’s worth of lesbian stories without being made to feel inferior, the butt of a joke, or merely set dressing.) Not that some stories from 2013 lacked lesbian antagonists (usually to lesbian protagonists) but their opposition wasn’t defined by their sexuality. There were unhappy endings, but not because the characters were queer. Instead, I discovered fully-rounded character who were queer, who had complex lives and inhabited worlds where their choices, if not always wise, were generally comprehensible.


    Of course, some things hadn’t changed. There’s still a great deal more lesbian fantasy than science fiction, though I refuse to believe it is because the latter genre is “male-oriented.” Fantasy is by far the more popular of the subgenres across the board; it’s no surprise that these stories reflect that. And unhappy love stories outnumber happy ones about five to one. I trust — I hope — this says more about the need for conflict in a story than the expectations of writers or readers…


    Perhaps the greatest evolution brought in the last three decades is that no one story has to carry the burden of speaking for or to “all lesbians.” No one story is the story, the one true path; I promise that there is room for many different stories, many voices, and that you, as reader, will find in this collection eighteen possibilities, eighteen different and fascinating visions of what “lesbian” might be. These are stories that speak to our lives now, and will again when we pick this book up years later; they are stories to be shared with partners and friends, to be devoured and to be savored slowly. And thirty years from now, and more, they will have laid the foundations for yet more advances in the field, because, though we have come a long way, each year like this proves that we will go farther still.


    •

  


  
    The Gold Mask’s Menagerie


    


    


    Chanté McCoy


    


    


    I fell in love over a latte. No, not at first sight, although the leggy brunette caught my eye. But, before the clock ticked off another thirty minutes, my heart was hers, whether she wanted it or not.


    My attraction wasn’t all about the looks. Guys sometimes latch onto those details too fast, forgetting the important stuff. With her, it was the book engrossing her attention (intelligent), the words of appreciation to the waiter (kind), the casual not fashion-obsessed dress (classy yet not indulgent), the peace sign at her throat (hippy cool), and the muscular yet elegant standard poodle stretched out by her feet (ooh rah!).


    When I could pull my eyes from her—hidden behind sunglasses, of course—I honed in on the dog. I love dogs, having a definite simpatico with them. I’m no dog whisperer or any crap like that. I know them. And I, like anyone else, tend to have favorite breeds. If you’ve been in the head of few, you’d get my meaning.


    Let’s just say that fluffy lap dogs appeal to some people more than do the larger work breeds. Evidently, the gal and I shared a taste for the big guys. Intelligent, strong, and loyal. Sure wouldn’t say that about my mother’s Yorkie, even though he’s a sweet little guy.


    Having concluded the stars (aka breed choice) practically fated us to be together, I should have introduced myself and learned my soul mate’s name. I know, but being me, that didn’t happen. I’m not exactly an eye-turner myself, being rather pale, frail, and all ways bland on the surface. So, I’m shy. Fearful of rejection.


    Whatever. Not the end of the world. I have other methods.


    I lay my head on the table, closing my eyes. To all onlookers, I appeared to be napping at my sidewalk table. Soon, I brushed against the dog’s mind. I went gently, coaxing it to share space. I only wanted to use the animal’s senses, not take over its consciousness. Reassured, it stopped resisting.


    The girl sensed its initial distress. “Are you okay, Brigitte?”


    I/Brigitte almost piddled. Fortunately, despite the shock, “we” maintained bladder control. Because here’s the deal: Brigitte is my name too. I swear. At least my middle name. My first is Barbara, although my family calls me B.B. at my insistence. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been like all pumped about it, but the coincidence sealed the deal. I thought, totally meant to be.


    I took over a little more and set Brigitte’s tail to wagging. Being a tall dog, I nudged a hand and put my head on her lap. Oh, she smelled good. She scratched my ears, and I was in dog heaven.


    My timing wasn’t so amazing, though. The server brought her bill, and she immediately dug into her purse, ready to go. I put my front paws up on the table to see better, but, to my disappointment, she pulled out cash. No credit card. No way to glean her name. Then she pulled me down with a reprimand for my brass and tugged at my leash. So much for my master plan.


    I panicked, glancing at my slumped body. It lay out in the open, comatose and vulnerable, and I had seconds to make a choice, while it was in view. If I jumped back, I’d be disoriented for a moment, figuring out who I was, what I was, and where the hell I was, and I still had my own tab to cover. Meanwhile, the mystery woman was walking away, about to turn a corner, disappearing maybe forever? Argh!


    So, I did what any love sick puppy would do. I tagged along. Thank god Brigitte’s owner made it to her house in twenty minutes. Plus I learned three things along the way.


    One, she has a big heart.


    Half-way there, on the edge of a small neighborhood park, some asshole was finger-stabbing a smaller, teenaged boy. The bruiser looked older and had at least a fifty-pound advantage.


    “Come on, you chicken shit,” the big guy said.


    Looked like he was intimidating the crap out of the boy. We stopped. The bully paused too. He tossed his head back and winked at my brunette. Maybe he thought she was impressed.


    She wasn’t. Though smaller too by comparison, she walked toward him. I sensed her heart rapidly beating and smelled the adrenaline oozing from her pores.


    “Leave him alone.”


    “Say what?” The convict-in-training puffed up, menacing her in turn.


    Funny how he backed off when I bared my teeth. He’d have to go through me first to get to her, and guess who had the winning odds? Not him.


    “Why don’t you mind your own business, you…”


    I clipped his words, lunging at him and growling my damnedest. I think, despite lack of a translator, he understood the words coming out of my mouth. Let’s just say I cussed like a salty dog. You know, like a sailor, though I know plenty on land who can hold their own with a rich vocabulary.


    The bullied kid took off while dipshit admired my pearly whites. We left soon after, the poor girl shaking a bit and muttering under her breath.


    Two, I got her address.


    She lived in a brick rambler, only a couple miles from my home by way the crow flies.


    Three, a phone call en route answered my biggest question.


    She had a boyfriend. Damn.


    I had more questions but needed to get back to my body before someone thought to call an ambulance, despite the bright red medical alert bracelet declaring I had narcolepsy. Then I’d be screwed not knowing where my body was. I spied a sparrow in a nearby oak and switched. Fortunately, back at the café, no one was paying my shell much mind.


    Despite the disorientation and mental fatigue, I returned to her brick home that night. It took three switches to arrive: a bird, an ant to creep in, and then Brigitte. Mammalian brains are the best for me. Insect brains the worst. That’s not a criticism of arthropods. Their central nervous systems are beautifully evolved for such a small scale, but rigidly structured, and it’s hard to track what’s going on in the larger world when a blade of grass seems monumental.


    Once again in Brigitte, I realized the boyfriend was present.


    “Give it a break, Anya…”


    Finally! A name.


    “…I had to go through that crap too when growing up. It’s practically a rite of passage,” he finished.


    “Oh, so you’re saying bullying is okay, practically expected? Like the kid might have been deprived a learning experience without that ass, Bruce Helmsley, threatening him to do whatever?”


    “Well, I…”


    “That guy was after my little brother last year too.”


    “Well, that…”


    “And let me guess. You enjoyed your own little rite of passage.”


    “Well, honestly, I wanted to knock the guy’s teeth out. But it’s pretty standard fare. What do you want me to do about it?”


    Anya stared at him, apparently in thought.


    He held up his hands defensively. “Look, I’m not going knocking on the guy’s door. Of course, if he touches you, then I’ll kick the shit out of him.”


    I doubted it. Anya seemed unconvinced too, her head tilted sideways as she looked at him.


    He laughed nervously. “Besides, you can hold your own. You’ve been taking taekwondo for years, right? Hope you didn’t waste your money.”


    So much for chivalry, I thought.


    Anya seemed to be thinking about it too. She went quiet. After a few minutes of awkward silence, she spoke up. “Sean, it’s getting late. You should go home.”


    He looked surprised. I laughed, but it came out a bark. At least he didn’t argue. Just grabbed a jacket and left.


    I was all happy to have her to myself. I walked over, hoping for another head scratch, but she was distracted. She paced for a while, frowning and twisting her dark hair into knots, before pulling out the phone book and slamming it on the kitchen table. She thumbed through the middle section of the white pages, ran her finger down a page, and underlined an address. I jumped up to look again and set it to memory. An address for Mr. Helmsley.


    “Brigitte, what are you doing? Get down!”


    Then she wandered off to her bedroom, so full of lovely Anya smells, and pulled down a box from the closet. Rummaging, she extracted something that flashed a shiny gold sheen and tossed it on the bed. Being a dog with canine synapses, I wasn’t too quick on the take. I just sat there, happily panting and unquestioning, as she changed into black yoga pants and a matching top, pulled her hair into a pony tail, and, picked up the shiny thingie on the bed. As I watched, entranced, she molded a gold eye mask á la Mardi Gras to her face and tied it on. OMG. Totally sexy. I just figured that Anya had a creative side life, and I looked forward to the evening entertainment as long as it didn’t involve Sean in some fifty shades of sex play. Hey, I’m no saint.


    When she started punching at the air and muttering under her breath, exuding anxiety, I realized something bigger was going down. My ears perked up. This was no cosplay.


    “Rites of passage, my ass,” she said. “I’ll show that bastard right from wrong.” Or was she doing a little word play there on “rite”? Man, she was growing on me.


    She took one last glance at the hallway entry mirror, inhaled deeply, and opened the door. I tried to follow, but her leg blocked me. “Stay.”


    I would be damned if I’d do so. I quickly nosed down a beetle, switched, and escaped under the door. I was losing time. Obviously, I couldn’t go far or fast on quarter-inch legs. Five minutes passed before I eyed another animal. I’d hoped for a dog or cat, even a bird, but a squirrel came into sight first. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that. Anya was looking for trouble, and I intended to be by her side. At least I had an address.


    Anya was in showdown mode when I arrived. Somehow, she was in the house. I suspect it was by invite, not covert Ninja style, since the door was open. A good sign: the guy was an idiot. Did he fail to see the mask? Or did he only see tits? Please, come in and kick my ass.


    She stood in a rear foot stance, her hands balled into fists. The bully from the park stood before her, with folded arms and an amused look.


    “…again, then I’m coming back,” she said, finishing some speech she must have rehearsed on the way.


    “Seriously?” the asshole asked. “You think you scare me with your gold mask? You’re shaking, little girl.”


    She really was. I admired her chutzpah since this didn’t come naturally. I briefly wondered what degree belt she had, and whether she’d had to fight to earn it. I had no idea how that all worked. Since I could have teeth, claws, and instinctual knowledge of where the jugular vein pulsed, I skipped martial art classes. I spent my adolescence trying on different skins.


    The guy advanced on her. Anya jumped in the air, one leg extending and meeting his chin. He staggered, obviously surprised, and went red with anger. Now, realizing he’d underestimated the masked girl, he evidently felt like he had to amp up, and he withdraw a switchblade from a sock in classic bullshit style. Totally loco West Side Story.


    I lost it. My newly protective sensibility toward Anya and my little squirrel brain exploded in a rodent frenzy of gnawing incisors and needle-like claws. I climbed the nearest curtains and launched at the bully, rabbit kicking his throat and attacking his face. He quickly dropped the knife to flail at me. After a minute or so, he managed to swat me off, sending me flying into a wall.


    I shook myself off, momentarily stunned.


    I almost went back in but saw Anya standing in shock. I felt mildly ashamed, trying to calm my little fidgeting claws as I stood upright, but then she smiled. “See?” she said, addressing the asshole. “I told you something bad would happen if you didn’t change your ways.”


    Whoa. She totally turned a freak squirrel attack to her favor.


    The guy’s face was a shredded mess, and one clenched eye appeared to be bleeding. He cowered now, the tables turned.


    “And by someone a fraction of your size. That’s poetic.”


    “That didn’t rhyme,” he mumbled.


    I sidled up next to her in solidarity, before realizing the preposterousness of that visual and running into the darkness to dart up the nearest tree. Done with her task, Anya soon appeared. She walked out underneath me and headed home. I waited to make sure he didn’t follow, and then shadowed her from above.


    She fell asleep that night with a smile on her face, the picture of an angel. Back in Brigitte, I lay next to her and stared at this increasingly fascinating woman. Generally, I try to get back to my body within four hours, but I lingered and basked in her presence.


    Not only was I in love, but I realized I’d just experienced the most interesting night of my life. Blood-pounding exhilaration mixed with a little do-goodery. I mean, maybe that jerk-off would stop hurting people. If nothing else, he was totally pharm’ed with a taste of his own medicine. And, better yet, a little vigilantism made Anya happy.


    I hoped it would happen again…


    Armed with Anya’s name, I soon learned more about her. On paper, she seemed pretty ordinary. She worked in the lobby of a local bank, she liked iced chai and bran muffins, she walked Brigitte each night, and, better yet, she broke up with Sean (sayonara! I know, I’m a brat).


    As to her newly launched crime fighting career, the odds of Anya finding another bully seemed slim with her being a respectable bank teller by day. Plus, she seemed settled back to her routine, to the extent that I worried that one night would be our one and only hoedown.


    Two weeks later, I figured out how to make it happen again.


    With my voyeuristic excursions in the skins of the town pets, who knew more dirt on the people around us? Me. Duh. I knew how awful people could be behind closed doors because I was the fly on the wall, so to speak. I heard the nastiness they screamed at each other, saw the back-handed hits and forward-thrown punches, felt the searing pain from a kick to the ribs. And worse. I’d just never figured out what to do with that information. Until now.


    So, I sent an anonymous tip to Anya. A little heads-up on another bully.


    Anya studied the note. She paced a lot that night but didn’t act on it. So, I sent a victim’s name and some details. Then another.


    About a week later, she donned her costume again.


    That time she didn’t need me, though I lurked nearby in feline form. She knocked the guy on his back with a foot sweep, stood with one leg on his chest, and read him the riot act.


    “Who are you?” he asked.


    She had a quick answer. “The Gold Mask. And I’m watching you.”


    Cool.


    Being my catty self, I contributed my bit. I padded up to his prone figure and swiped him once across the cheek. Then I sat and cleaned myself, not wishing to be sullied.


    I closely followed the late night news after these encounters. Nothing. Not one report of a masked woman, a crazed squirrel, or a slapping tabby. Admittedly, I was a little disappointed, but it looked like the guys were keeping their female butt beatings to themselves. Maybe it was for the best. Anya risked the most from exposure.


    We paid a visit to another bully before I tipped Anya about a guy beating his dog. This round, she took a little more time to plan and placed an order on the internet. Meanwhile, I made a point of checking out the neighborhood dogs between Anya’s place and the next target’s to see who had weak points in their fencing, and found an elegant Doberman with the legs of a gazelle.


    Anya polished her shtick on the night of the visit to the dog beater. On this fourth outing, she also grasped that the odd animal showing up was to be expected. No doubt it puzzled her why, but, as I approached her as a Dobie, she paused to ask if I was coming along for the ride. I nodded my black-and-tan head, and she smiled.


    My choice of skin was useful. The man’s shepherd mix, though limping, still attempted to protect him. I felt awful—for myself, the Dobie, and the shepherd—that I had to fight him until I could switch into his mind. In the chaos of snarls, lunges, and bites, it was damn hard to focus. I had to retreat and let the Doberman take over to make the leap. Once I switched out, the Doberman got its bearings and eagerly left the scene, a little worse for wear.


    At that point, Anya was standing over the abused dog’s shitty owner and telling him how it was going to be. He started to sit up, but she looked to me, while pointing at him. “Throat,” she said. I obliged. I walked over and gently placed my opened jaws over the man’s neck, while emitting a low growl. When he started to struggle, I bit in. He yelped.


    “I’d stay still if I were you,” Anya said.


    He relaxed, at least as best as he could, given the circumstances.


    She then pulled out her new toy: an electric branding iron. She plugged it in a nearby outlet. High heat soon emitted from the head of the iron, glowing a dull orange. The head wasn’t very big, only a couple inches at its longest, but when she tested it on the wooden surface of the coffee table, it made an impression on the furniture, as well as the man. His eyes grew large.


    Anya told him to extend his arm. Naturally, he was reluctant. The shepherd and I encouraged him. He squeezed his eyes shut and whimpered.


    The process took all of thirty seconds, with the smell of burnt hair and flesh assaulting my sensitive nose. The man’s scream was also unnerving, but Anya stood firm. “I’m the Gold Mask and, as you can see, I’ll always be watching you. Hurt another dog, and I’ll hurt you.”


    The man stared at his seared forearm. In miniature, no longer than an inch and a half, was a raw replica of her mask.


    Damn, girl.


    I howled with delight. Then, for effect, I whizzed on him.


    I was nervous what the man might do to his dog after that, so I stayed inside its skull and followed Anya home, hoping she might adopt the poor fellow. She told him/me on the way she couldn’t though, because the brutal owner would find him and then her. She called the police instead and reported the cruelty.


    I didn’t blame her, but I felt responsible for the animal. I went to the local shelter later and adopted him myself. My mother wasn’t thrilled, but her Yorkie was. And, despite the abuse he endured, Whiz is a gentle boy, and I enjoy having a friend who’s excited to see me when I come home.


    Fast forward to today.


    I’ll skip the play-by-play action on all our good deeds. Basically, I sic’d The Gold Mask on every bastard I could find who beat and molested the weakest of us: children, animals, women. They were going down.


    After the application of some street justice, Anya would turn the police loose on the worst via her own anonymous tips. The uniformed officers showed up the doorsteps to escort them downtown, letting the formal justice system take its turn.


    I was even aware of an embezzler, but Anya just sent some incriminating paperwork that a little bird found to the woman’s employer. Of course, others misbehaved—vandals, adulterers, shoplifters, et al.—but I narrowed our focus to the cruel.


    Somehow, we’ve continued to elude the notice of the authorities. Maybe it’s because the perps don’t want to admit to the young woman knocking them down, or the animal at her heels that alternates between rabid and strangely calm and aware. Of course, they want to avoid the connection between us and what they’ve done…probably because they file it away in some crevice of their brain so they can live with themselves. Yet, there’s no escaping the mark of shame The Gold Mask left to remind them.


    I find it hard to believe the scars have gone unnoticed by everyone else. Sure, when I see any of these guys on the streets, they always wear long-sleeved shirts. They have no clue as to the larger club in which they belong. But haven’t the police and jailers noticed a strange fad amongst those most craven of criminals in their custody? Do they just turn their heads?


    At least one of these assholes ran his mouth. A rumor is on the streets. A couple of times I’ve overheard “The Gold Mask” in conversations, but it’s like something people heard on the wind. “What’s that?” Nothing definitive. No one seems to know that there is a hero among us, let alone that our hero is a woman, all of 5' 8" with a heightened sense of justice.


    I’m proud of her. She’s beautiful and quietly fierce. Again, on a lunch break from my job, I sit across from her on the sidewalk fronting the café, admiring her from afar. Yes, I’m in human form, in my pallid body that I rarely exercise.


    I find myself feeling a little braver today. Perhaps Anya has rubbed off on me in some way. I want to say “hi,” maybe introduce myself. Too bad I don’t have Whiz by my side. She’d recognize him and maybe that would provide a nice segue into something more.


    I tuck a strand of blonde hair behind my ear and pick up my cooled latte.


    “Excuse me, is this seat taken?”


    She looks up from her book and smiles.


    She may never reciprocate my love, I know, but the arrangement I stumbled on is more than satisfying. I’m her partner in crime…fighting it.


    •


    


    

  


  
    Counting Down the Seconds


    


    


    Lexy Wealleans


    


    


    16 years, 3 months,

    and 8 days


    I have my clock fitted the weekend I turn sixteen. It sits flush against the skin of my wrist, fuelled by my heartbeat, counting down the seconds to destiny. On the way home, I trace the outline of it, the skin red and sensitive. It hurts, dully, throbbing with my every pulse, like a toothache.


    The clocks are new, trendy. They were only released last year, and within weeks they’d been seen on the wrists of the rich and famous. It was best though, to have them fitted young. The papers were full of people who had paid for a clock, only to find their timer already zeroed, and their chance at meeting their soulmate gone forever.


    The next day at school, my friends crowd round, checking their dates against mine.


    “God, Imogen,” they say. “You’re going to be totally old by the time you zero.” That’s the phrase now—to zero. It’s a clinical phrase for a moment that, by all accounts, is anything but.


    Julia is the last of the crowd to leave for lessons. I’ve always liked her, always noticed when we stood next to each other in the lunch queue, when my arm would press against the side of her breast. She ducks her head to catch my eye and smiles, ruefully.


    “Not us, then.” She shakes her head.


    “Only five years for me.”


    I’m less disappointed than I thought I might be. Instead, I take to imagining the moment I zero. I imagine the weather, all blue skies and heat. I imagine the things I’ll say and how she’ll laugh and smile.


    My dream world carries me along from day to day, and the clock on my wrist buffers me from heartbreak.


    •


    13 years, 10 months and 20 days


    My eighteenth birthday comes and goes, and university calls. I throw myself into the life—the work, the parties, the sex. I sleep with the clockless, and other slow-burners like me. There’s no need for commitment—the countdown embedded in my wrist is a better deterrent than a wedding ring ever could be.


    One night, the hall bar runs a “speed meeting” night. Like speed dating, but with no romantic intent. Or at least, it’s not supposed to have any romantic intent. The bell’s just rung and a new partner moves to sit in front of me, when from somewhere in the room comes the distinctive beeping of two clocks zeroing together.


    The girl opposite follows my gaze.


    “You clocked?” she says. I hold up my wrist, pulling the cuff back.


    “I’ve got years left.” She does the same, just enough to reveal the edge of the number display. The line of digits is long, but not as long as mine.


    “Me too. Still, that means we get to have plenty of fun in the meantime though right?” She winks, and runs a hand through short hair.


    I don’t go back to my own room that night, or the night after. It’s easy, comfortable, with Jen. It tends to be, when there’s no expectations, when both of you know you’re only a stop-gap girlfriend.


    •


    12 years, 2 months and 13 days


    It is just an ordinary day, an ordinary lecture. I’m late, which is also entirely usual.


    Jen sits at the back, paying no attention at all, texting under the desk. There’s no seats near her, and I have to slip into the closest empty seat.


    “Sorry,” I whisper, too loudly, to the girl next to me. She turns to me, shifting sideways on her seat. I’ve never really believed those stories, you know, where noise fades and your world narrows to just one person. I want to say that in that moment I understand, that she turns in slow motion, the light catching her hair and our eyes lock in sudden and inevitable understanding.


    It’s not like that at all. She rolls her eyes, and turns straight back to the lecture, her pen barely breaking stride as she takes notes. My stomach is not so easily settled, twisting and churning with the sickening pull of attraction.


    I’m afraid I don’t pay much attention to the lecture—the finer points of drug quality assurance go quite over my head. Instead I’m watching her, as she pays attention. Her pen moves across the paper, writing notes in a handwriting so small I can barely read it. It’s only when the lecturer calls the half-time break does she turn back to me, the side of her mouth slightly upturned and I know I’ve been caught staring.


    “I’m Imogen,” I say, plastering on what I hope is my most charming smile.


    “Kate.” Her smile is tight, fixed. “Excuse me.” She slides past, down the stairs and out of the theatre. Jen calls to me from the back of the room, shifting and making space for me to join her. I pay just as much attention after the break as I had before, my eyes fixed to the back of a head of golden hair, my thoughts drifting pleasantly.


    •


    10 years, 6 months and 7 days


    “Come on, Jen,” I whine, “we’ll miss the start of the match.” She’s dragging along behind me, holding doors open for the world and his wife.


    “Oh, there’s no hurry. You know England’s gonna smash Tonga to bits. We won’t miss anything.”


    I wait, impatiently, barely stopping my foot from tapping. Finally, when no-one else seems to be approaching, Jen finally lets the door swing shut, and follows me down the steps towards the students’ union bar.


    There’s a girl coming up the other way, and we dance awkwardly from side to side. Finally, we manage to move past each other, but as we do she trips, and her bag tumbles from her shoulder, books and notes flying down the steps.


    Jen bends down, stopping to help the girl pick up her files. I see it almost in slow motion, as they reach for the same piece of paper. They pause, eyes locked together, hands touching. Jen laughs, shakily, her breath coming in machine-gun bursts of nervousness.


    I wait, but neither of them seem to plan on speaking any time soon.


    “This is Jen,” I volunteer. “Jen, this is….”


    “Jenna. I’m Jenna.” Oh god. Not only are they wearing matching lovesick grins, but they have matching names.


    We sit at the sticky tables, the three of us. I’m the only one watching the rugby. I knew it was coming, of course—I couldn’t miss the soft tick of her clock as we made love, couldn’t miss the date circled in her diary, or the way I’d catch her hunched over her wrist in the early morning hours, watching the seconds slip away.


    At half time I stand up, the chair legs scraping sharply across the floor.


    “Do you want another drink?” Neither Jen or her new girl answer, and I go to the bar alone.


    There’s no shame in being dropped so unceremoniously, I tell myself. Not when soulmates are involved. Yet as I stand waiting for my drink, I look down at my still counting clock and, for the first time, feel the faintest stirrings of regret.


    England lose to Tonga, 57 to 12.


    •


    10 years, 5 months and 21 days


    The campus is knee-deep in unexpected snow. It’s also deserted, only the foolish and the desperately keen bothering to wade across to lectures. I’m not sure which camp I fall into—probably both. After all, there’s only one reason I hauled myself out of bed and into freezing temperatures, and as I turn a corner, I see that reason picking her way towards me.


    I smile and wave, watching her cautious progress. She’s bundled up adorably, with a thick red scarf and a knitted hat pulled right down over her ears. My heart flips, one-two, and the feeling is lustfully echoed in other parts of my anatomy.


    I’m not watching where I’m walking, and tread on a pebble buried under the snow. The soles of my boots slide on the ice. I wobble, arms windmilling to keep my balance, but my ankle gives way and buckles sideways. My feet slip out from under me, and I go down with a thud. The wind’s knocked out of me, and I lay on my back in the snow, panting. I hear footsteps crunching closer, and then Kate’s there, hovering above me. She crouches down, one hand resting on her knee, the other readjusting scarf tighter around her neck.


    “Are you alright?” I have to look away, hiding the lump in my throat and the pulse beating wildly under my skin. There’s something in her tone that makes me think that she’s not asking about my ankle. “Think you can walk?”


    I nod, embarrassed, and she holds her hand out to pull me up. Our feet slide together on the ice, and she clings to my coat for support. Our breaths merge together in the cold air, cloudy trails spiraling up and away.


    Once we’re steady again, we pick our way across the frozen ground, treading carefully. When we get there, there’s no-one else in the lecture theatre, not even the lecturer. We settle into the benches together, coats laid out to dry behind us.


    “Guess we’re just too keen,” I mutter, embarrassed. She laughs, and leans back against the hard wooden seat, stretching her legs out into the aisle. “Dunno why we bothered today.”


    “This is my favourite lecture,” she says. “It’d take a lot more than snow to put me off.”


    “Really?” It’s hard to believe: clinical biochemistry is no-one’s favourite subject. “Why?”


    She blushes, and stares into the middle distance, clearly weighing her words carefully.


    “Because,” she starts, “it’s the one I share with you.”


    I pull her in, and kiss her. And immediately wonder why we haven’t been doing this all along, because if there’s anything in the world better than kissing Kate, I don’t know what it is. As we pull apart I press my fingers to my lips, trying to recover some of my bravado. Her hands are still fisted in the material of my jumper, and she looks as flustered as I feel.


    •


    9 years, 3 months and 29 days


    “Trafalgar Square? Really?” Kate sits up in bed, and her movement forces me up too. The duvet slips down across her bare shoulders, and I follow its path lightly with my fingertips.


    “What’s wrong with waiting to zero in Trafalgar square?” I’m crosser than my tone indicates, not wanting to be mocked.


    “Nothing, babe. Nothing.” She pushes wisps of hair from my face. “It’s just—isn’t it a bit clichéd?”


    “Well, perhaps I’ll be there,” she says, “right in front of you as you zero.”


    “I don’t think it works like that. I’ve already met you.”


    “I know, Immy.” She pulls me back, bringing my head down to rest on her shoulder, rubbing her nails in circles across my scalp. “But perhaps, if you want it, you can change your fate.”


    •


    8 years, 1 month and 15 days


    “Did you hear,” Kate says one day, quite out of the blue, “about that woman whose clock stopped the day she gave birth?”


    I lean on my spade, stopping for a moment to admire my work. The rose—a belated birthday gift from Kate—sits firmly in the earth against the fence under the shade of the apple tree.


    “Well? Did you?”


    I heard. Clocks are less newsworthy, these days. They’re a bit old hat, really, and only make the front pages when something weird happens, or something goes wrong. Like the woman and the baby, or other, less happy, stories. There was one, a few months back, where a man found his clock mysteriously frozen, stuck at 18 months. He’d tapped it, and shaken it, even wondered if a battery had gone. It wasn’t a faulty battery, the clock manufacturer said, but a car crash a thousand miles away.


    I keep my own clock hidden under wide watch straps and chunky bracelets and try to ignore the constant countdown.


    •


    7 years, 2 months and 2 days


    The hospital corridor is cold, the chair they give me hard and uncomfortable. I shift, rolling my shoulders, feeling as the bones click together in my neck.


    The clock on my wrist keeps ticking, but I love my daughter anyway.


    •


    4 years, 2 months and 2 days


    “I can’t do this anymore,” Kate says. Her voice is quite low, calm and collected. Her face, too, is expressionless as she watches Ellie pull the wrapping off her presents.


    “What?”


    “Mummy, look!” Ellie efficiently cuts us off, waving a new doll excitedly. I force a smile for my daughter, pulling her up onto my lap and burying my face in her hair.


    The afternoon passes quickly, as they always do, and before I have a chance to stop and think I find myself ready for bed. I sit perched on the edge, staring down at my feet as Kate rustles behind me, getting ready to sleep.


    “Have you met someone else?” The words are large in my throat, sticking to the roof of my mouth. I don’t turn around, but I hear her shake her head.


    “No, but you will.” There’s little arguing with the logic. My watch covers the clock, but it doesn’t remove the fact that I’m still counting down. I peel off the strap, watching the numbers tick over. There’s still more than four years to go. “Ellie and I need someone who’s not going to run off and leave us.”


    “I won’t,” I say, “soulmates aren’t always a romantic thing. You said yourself, about the woman and her baby.”


    “But I know you, remember. Trafalgar Square, Imogen, is not a platonic gesture.”


    It’s the kind of answer that isn’t really an answer, and it’s the only answer I’m likely to get.


    The lights go out with a click, sending us into darkness. As I slide under the cold covers, I feel her warmth come creeping towards me through the mattress. She’s close enough to touch, close enough to roll over and hold, to bury my face in her hair as I have done almost every evening for six years.


    My hands stay by my side, the gap between us unbreached.


    •


    2 months and 2 days


    “Happy birthday, miss mouse,” I say. The garden is decked with bunting and balloons, full of Ellie’s excited school friends. The plants, now, are well established; my rose twines right up through the apple tree, too fixed in place to ever move.


    My daughter squints up at me, creasing her eyes against the sunlight.


    “I’m not a mouse,” she says.


    “No? Then who are you?”


    “I’m Ellie, of course.” Then she’s gone, running down the lawn to the knot of children, poking at a bucket of water and flower petals with a stick. I stand and watch them from the patio for a while, until a shadow moves down the kitchen steps behind me.


    “Glad you could make it,” Kate says. “Nice to have some adult company for a change.” I can hear the smile in her words, even if I can’t see it.


    “Where’s Alice?” I can’t quite keep the bitterness from my voice, and I hate myself for it. Kate comes to stand beside me, shoulders almost touching. She shakes her head, hand rubbing self-consciously at her wrist, scratching through her sleeve.


    “Right now? I don’t know,” she says. “Could be anywhere at all.” She seems to catch herself, glancing down at her hands, stopping the scratching and crossing them in front of herself defensively.


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “No you’re not, Immy.” She’s right. I nod, not speaking. I don’t trust my voice to stay calm and steady, and I really don’t want to cause a scene. Not in front of Ellie, not in front of her friends and their parents. My hand’s reaching for the garden gate, resting on the latch, ready to leave.


    “You must be almost zeroed these days.” Her words check my footsteps, but I don’t turn round. I stop, inches from the stained wood.


    “That’s really none of your business anymore, is it?” Then the gate is open, and I’m out on the gravel driveway, crunching towards my car. Her words are faint, and I have to strain to hear them.


    “Good luck.”


    •


    4 hours


    “You’re really not going to go?” Jen’s voice down the phone line is tinny.


    “No, I’m really not.”


    “But you’ve had this planned, the whole time I’ve known you.” I shrug, even though she can’t see me.


    “I’m done with dreaming, Jen. And I’m done with the clock.” I swallow, and close my eyes. “It cost me you. It cost me Julia, and…Kate.” My throat closes around my words, and Jen is silent until I can breathe again. “I want to decide for myself, this time.”


    I put the phone down on the desk. The computer’s gone to the screensaver and I watch the photos of Ellie flicker past. I try to imagine, without the years of romanticized planning, how my zeroing will go. I list every person in the building. I suppose there might be visitors, corporate guests, but sat in my office I’m hardly likely to meet them.


    What would happen, I wonder, if I locked myself in? If, when my numbers finally stilled, I was sat alone, staring at the computer screen. Would that mean the internet was my soulmate, or just that I’d missed my opportunity?


    I remember Kate’s words, from half a lifetime ago. Perhaps, if you really want, you can change your fate.


    I stand up, pulling my coat from the hook on the back of the door. I call for a taxi as I rush down the stairs, two at a time, and stand fidgeting in the High Street until it comes.


    “Where to, love?” says the cabbie.


    In movies or books they’d have something clever to say, something pre-prepared and romantic.


    “The station, please. And I’m late.”


    The cab accelerates away, and I’m still not sure it’s the right thing to do.


    •


    10 minutes


    The escalators are full at Charing Cross, and so I take the stairs, dodging the crowds that pour in the opposite direction. It’s hot on the platform, close and stifling. The collar of my work shirt sticks close to my neck, and I have to peel the material away from my skin.


    I’m starting to feel a little nervous. No-one wants to meet their soulmate pressed sweatily between strangers on the underground.


    I check my wrist. I’ve got time. The pillar by the ticket machines is mirrored, and I stand in front of it, ignoring the press of people moving around me. I push the hair back from my face, straighten out the creases in my shirt front, make sure my necklace is the right way round. As I raise my hands to my neck, the ring on my finger flashes gold. I consider taking it off. After all, I’m no longer technically supposed to be wearing it.


    It’s tight around my finger, unmoving. I pull uselessly for a moment, then give up. My soulmate, I think, will understand.


    •


    3 minutes


    The sky is as blue as I ever dreamed it could be, the air as warm. In all my imaginings, I couldn’t have wished for a more perfect day than I’ve been given.


    The square is heaving with tourists, all kitted with cameras. As I cross the road, hurrying between taxis, I scan the faces of the crowd. I look for anyone checking their wrist, or scanning for my face in return.


    •


    1 minute


    There’s boot covered feet in front of my face. Legs lead up and away, and I turn my head to trace their lines. Over a slim waist, a tattersall shirt, and up into a face I already know. Her shape is outlined in the sunlight, her hair a halo around her head. My heart flutters tightly in my chest, and I remember this feeling.


    “I couldn’t not be here,” Kate says, “not when….”


    She holds out her hand to pull me up, and I clasp her wrist, her pulse beating slow and strong under my hand. Against her skin a newly-fitted clock counts down the seconds, in perfect time with my own.


    Zero.


    •
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    Somebody told me about the other bridge. I don’t remember who. It was a party, one of the parties my new friends insisted I attend although they invariably abandoned me without troubling themselves to present me to the host, a count or baron of the ancien régime. Everybody smoked, which I had not since university in a different country. Hired waiters in antique livery bore trays of glistening flutes filled with bitter sparkling wine from the count’s vineyards in the hinterland. In every other chamber stood a buffet of lavish abundance, either so beautiful nobody cared to spoil the arrangement or already wrecked so that the food appeared to be rotting. In one salon a string quartet could not be heard over the grumble of conversation and disputation. In the grand ballroom, where dark oil portraits of the count’s ancestors glowered from walls festooned with plaster cornucopias spilling plaster fruit, a deejay programmed hit after hit but nobody danced.


    I do remember. It does me no credit to feign otherwise. Likewise it would do me no credit to record her name. She was a minor aristocrat, her rank indecipherable to the foreigner, not landed or landed only meagerly although her ancient jewels were very fine. In daylight hours she pretended to the civil service, a desk job that afforded her handsome clothes, the latest fashionable devices, the drugs her coterie preferred. And gifts, pretty tokens, flowers, chocolates, for the naïve exotic from the far side of the world.


    Myself.


    She offered me one of the glasses she had appropriated from a passing waiter, trailing her fingers across my hand as I accepted it. “Tell me,” she said, “tell me again—no, it’s noisy here—come!”


    Across the ballroom I followed the artificial but very beautiful flame color of her hair, through an open door, onto a balcony. The smell of the Sja came up, choking—but not, I reflected, as sickening as Father Bodo’s where he flows through the center of my city. “I didn’t realize Count ______’s house was right on top of the river,” I murmured.


    She glanced back. Raised eyebrows above her pale, pale eyes told me the count’s name was exceedingly venerable. The surprise would be if his house stood in one of the pleasant, airy, healthful parvenu quarters. They are slaves to tradition, the Sjolussenes, even now.


    Disposing herself decoratively against a column of fluted marble to which clung flowering vines not fragrant enough to dispel the river’s odors, she drew a cigarette from her bag, lit it at the candlestick burning on the balustrade, and beckoned.


    “I wish to hear again about your…chowas?”


    “The chueie?” I made a false little laugh as I approached, not as closely as she desired. “Not mine.”


    “Of course. But your country’s. Chueie? Am I saying it right?”


    I was not so naïve as she—as her friends and my friends—believed. Exotic? It was half a century since people of her class had any cause besides curiosity to suffer the inconvenience of a sea or air voyage to my homeland. She was not an overly curious woman. Still, immigrants from former dominions outre-mer were scarcely uncommon in this capital of squandered empire. I had no doubt at all she daily purchased trifles and staples from vendors who resembled me as much as she resembled any of her tall, ungainly fellow citizens of the no-longer-new republic.


    But the shopkeepers she patronized were common, she might tactlessly protest…if it were an argument ever conducted except in my own head. Whereas I (the image in my mind’s eye of this deliberately useless woman fluttered prettily), I, she was quite sure, outranked her.


    It was possibly true. It had suited Sjolussa’s purposes very well not to dismantle the native hierarchies of annexed realms: my titles, such as they were, and my ancestry were legendary where my erstwhile lover’s were merely historical and now, by republican statute, merely decorative. When the sad, imbecile last Empress of Sjolussa, Katothtet, the Nearer Isles, and Outre-Mer was deposed and the new government renounced her dominions overseas, the apparati of state continued running like balky clockwork in Dothe, in Piq, in U, in my Aveng, in all the others. Suitable candidates of the ancient dynasties had always been ready to dispossess the Sjolussene vicereines. My family stood not within four steps of the Jade Stool in Defre, else I should be at grave risk of betrothal, but within five.


    “I am quite certain,” I said, “I told you the chueie were a foolish legend, a tale to frighten stupid girls.”


    “Yes,” she breathed. “Tell me. Were you frightened?”


    “Of course! More frightened than many girls, I suppose.”


    Enthralled, she sucked at her cigarette and breathed out smoke scented with Avengi spices, flicked a coal over the rail. I pretended to imagine I heard its hiss when it struck the Sja’s swift waters, and sipped from my glass.


    “Tell me.”


    I had told her of the chueie on that first occasion to signal I was not averse to her subtle courtship. Sjolussenes regard desire differently than my nation. The story had continued from the entertainment where we met to her small, not exquisite apartment, into her bed. I had tired of her perfectly adequate lovemaking almost the moment it commenced. Already, although I found her beautiful, I realized she was relentlessly unfascinating. That was six months before, early in my residence in Sjolussa. Until this night she had appeared content with being my first seducer in her city, unjealous of the more interesting women whose affections succeeded hers, undesirous of repeating the feat. Her occasional gifts were mere trifles.


    “When Defre-ua-Bodo was still a very small place, capital of nothing,” I commenced, “long before your people came to us, before we were properly a people, there was a small lake that had no name. Now it does: Kittan-e-Chuei
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