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Janet Bannister

It’s not like there weren’t red flags,

(Along with a long, red tie,)

Despite the warnings, here you are,

Hopelessly, hitched to this guy.

You stand there where you’ve always stood,

Where we assumed you always would,

Posture perfect, the usual scene,

From a distance, you seem serene.

You hold your glowing torch aloft,

Not a thing about you soft,

Maintaining a stoic poker face,

This is your stance, your rightful place.

Your lips an absolute latitude,

Give not a hint at your attitude,

But, lady, I know what lies below,

I’ve been in your situation,

Stuck with a man who’s got to go,

In need of emancipation.

Listen, sister, everyone knows,

That you’re being abused,

Though the bruises don’t show.

You cry in the harbor, night after night,

he wants to extinguish your luminous light.

There’s something bubbling under

your statuesque façade,

a rising, volcanic raging at

this jerk who’s playing God.

You always loved to welcome friends,

Now, he’s in charge; the party ends.

You are isolated, misunderstood,

disrespected, it isn’t good.

He sees you as a trophy,

A thing on a shelf in his life,

You were never meant to be,

A sweet, submissive wife.

He’s let you down, enough’s enough,

Destroying your house, stealing your stuff.

He’s trying to silence your beautiful voice,

To strip you of dignity, power, and choice.

Remember—you’re a rainbow!

A kaleidoscope of joy!

A woman far too good for

This petulant little boy.

How dare he say that you’re too much,

to minimize and try to crush

the things you treasure in your heart,

baby, you’re a work of art!

This twisted situation isn’t set in stone.

You are a wonder woman, not at all alone.

You have friends around the world,

And this is your flag, being unfurled.

He’s up with his gang in an ivory tower.

This is the time to take back your power.

In your hand you hold the declaration,

There will be no negotiation.

You cannot be caged, just ask any bird,

Freedom is the final word.
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​Find Us Beneath the Flowers
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Morgan Starling

(Content Warning: Death of a partner, references to kidnapping and self-harm, grief, guilt, self-blame/self-doubt)

My memories of her always start and end with the flowers.

It’s the same whether I’m re-running the raid sequence in the simulator or I’m huddled on the floor, sobbing my way through memories in the dark. The first thing I see is those huge, moody irises. Their gray-green stems begin at the base of the mural and stretch well over my head. Each one is topped with deep-purple petals twice the length of my arm, nearly black in the center, the color bleeding slowly into a washed-out lavender as it nears the edges. 

They were originally part of a sweeping mural outside of an elementary school. I was never a student there, but I passed it each day on my way home from the stuffy private academy my parents forced me to attend. I’d press my forehead against the window, struggling to ignore the constant itching of my depressing, ash-colored uniform. Then I’d watch longingly as groups of chattering kids clumped beneath the painting in a whirlwind of sound and color. The mural looked more welcoming then, the flowers encompassed by a grassy field of daisies and tulips and roses in a myriad of oranges, reds, and yellows. 

The entire thing is faded now, worn away by the elements. Only the petals are still clearly visible. The concrete facade of the building is crumbling, its shady interiors finally threatening to spill out into the light. 

I’d have given anything to be able to attend that school, with its strong focus on helping children develop their magic. To have skipped a decade of cramming myself into an overly starched blazer and winding a miserable, itchy ascot around my neck. No matter how loosely I tied it, the fabric would find ways to twist itself more and more tightly as each day went on, like a boa constrictor relishing in strangling its prey.

The kids at Blossoming Seeds Elementary didn’t wear uniforms. It looked like their playground was actually for playing, not for extra study or gossiping about other kids’ families behind their backs. Or at least, not just for those things. And I have to imagine none of the parents who sent their kids there told anyone they were wrong, or broken, or a hopeless disappointment just for being capable of using magic. The school was about magic, after all.

I lost track of how many times I dreamed about going to school there when I was growing up. In my imagination, I’d walk into a classroom in jeans and a loose shirt instead of that soulless skirt and blazer. A fellow student would show me around on my first day, and they’d be happy to introduce me to their friends and make me feel welcome. “Hi, everyone, this is Harlin. They’re new here. It’s a funny story how they discovered their magic, actually. They told me it involved a paper shredder, a fire extinguisher, and a block of cheese. No one lost any fingers, though, fortunately. Okay, come on, Harlin! Go ahead and tell everyone the full story.”

My actual school was nothing like this. No one was welcomed on their first day. We were only meant to feel grateful our families were important enough to the Freedom Against Magical Chaos Federation for us to be there. And getting caught using magic would have been grounds for suspension or worse.

I didn’t know it back then, but one of those kids playing beneath the mural each day was Anka. I still wonder sometimes, did our eyes ever meet as I was lugged past the school in a too-expensive car my parents underpaid someone to drive? What if we’d met at the mural back then, instead of two decades later? Would she still be here with me now?

I tell myself it doesn’t matter, but whenever my memories finally stop spinning, this is what happens. My brain scours reality, turning it inside-out and holding it up to the light, looking for loopholes. For something, anything, to prove she’s not really gone.

Blossoming Seeds was the first of many schools the Federation shut down. It was where Anka and I both joined the fight against the Federation, following the school’s emergency evacuation tunnels underground to the rebellion’s original base. And for whatever reason, it’s a place Gaeyel Roth, one of the Federation’s most charismatic leaders and prolific magic-haters, keeps returning to once a year like clockwork.

No one outside the Federation knows why. We watched his last few visits on the camera feeds Damari hacked for us. Mostly, he just stood there and stared at the mural for hours while crowds of his adoring fans gathered several blocks away, held back by his private guards. Was he thinking? Calculating? Mentally patting himself on the back for harming so many innocent people? Writing a terrible screenplay in his head? There was no way to tell. 

He never attended Blossoming Seeds, since he grew up even more enmeshed in the fast-growing Federation than I did. His reasons for visiting the mural could be sentimental, I suppose. Maybe he knew someone who went to school there? But as the person who designed the Federation prisons for maximum efficiency, stacking people nearly on top of each other, he doesn’t seem like someone who spares much time for sentiment.

Considering the mural is near the location of our first base, his visit could be symbolic. A pointed reminder for the rebellion. You pro-magic ideologists may spend most of your time cowering underground, springing up like weeds between cracks in the pavement, but it doesn’t matter. We’ll root you out in the end.

Pro-magic ideologists. I still can’t believe that’s an actual thing people say, much less with venom in their voice. Everyone is born with magic. It’s a part of us. It never should have been politicized or treated like a right people could strip away.

Why are we raising people to hate something that’s perfectly normal and healthy about themselves? Something they can’t change, and that a lot of them wouldn’t want to, even if they could?

Magic gives us the ability to alter the physical properties of anything tangible, living or not. Most people can barely alter things at all. They might repair a tiny tear in their clothing, enhance the flavor of food they’ve cooked, or smooth out a small dent without even realizing they’re doing it. Nothing major. Nothing that’s even dangerous. 

A small portion of the population can make larger changes. I grew up using magic to get revenge on the worst bullies in my grade—altering their class assignments right before they turned them in, breaking their school equipment with a single touch, or making the floor slippery in the cafeteria as they walked by. 

It didn’t matter if they bothered me directly or not. I hated seeing how they treated the people who wouldn’t or couldn’t fight back, how they spread vile lies about anyone who didn’t fit the exact mold the Federation thought everyone should fit, how the teachers encouraged all of it. So, I fought back. And when they began to catch on and I could no longer use magic around them without risking getting caught, I’d use it alone in the restroom after fights to heal my split lip and lighten any bruises so my parents wouldn’t see them. Not that they’d be likely to notice, anyways. 

My point is, magic is just a tool like anything else. A hammer can build things, or it can destroy. A hand can pull someone gently to their feet, or it can clench around their throat. The difference is, no one asks people to cut off their hands to avoid “accidentally” strangling anyone. But that’s exactly what the Federation proclaims to want, since they’ve made it illegal for people to use magic.

Magic-users can generally control what they alter, especially as they get older. But for kids, or those who aren’t as practiced, sometimes the changes can be more unpredictable. And that’s grounds for locking up anyone who uses magic, at least according to the Federation. 

They want us gone for the sake of “public safety.” Because we’re the dangerous ones. Not the squads of humans and robots with guns snatching people off the street.

The rebellion fights back when and where we can, but we’re a small group with a fraction of the Federation’s resources. We have to choose our battles carefully.

And a few months ago, we got an opportunity like we’d never had before. A chance to do something with real, immediate impact. To force the Federation to take us seriously and change things for the better.

We planned to kidnap the Federation’s most valuable asset: Gaeyel Roth. And we almost pulled it off. 

Almost.

The mural is where it all happened. Where we executed our plan and failed. Where I lost Anka and myself—or, at least, the person I used to be. The ashes of our dreams are buried together beneath the remains of those crumbling flowers. Another pair of souls ground beneath the Federation’s heel while it smirked and laughed.

My body may still be breathing now, days later. But that doesn’t mean my heart survived.

***
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The simulator fires up with a low whine, the projection of the mural flickering in and out of existence. This is one of the shittier simulators, and I’ve been running it almost non-stop the last couple of days. I’ve been part of the rebellion long enough to have access to the nicer ones, but I was strongly discouraged from using them last year when I lost my temper and put a fist through one. 

Which is stupid, in my opinion. The simulators are here for training, to help us. 

Machines can be rebuilt, after all. 

I probably wouldn’t be using the nicer ones now though, even if I hadn’t received that warning. They’re kept upstairs, which is where the rest of my unit has been since the failed attack. And I don’t want to have to talk to anyone right now. 

Or maybe ever, if I’m honest.

This simulator can only project a forty-foot cube, about a third of what the nicer ones can do, and the basement ceiling barely hits twenty feet, but it’s enough. I only need to see what happened on the ground. The mural pieces itself together in front of my eyes. The edges are a bit blurry, but it’s there. Half-walls and stairways to nowhere are scattered nearby, the forgotten remains of a previous Federation attack.

His guards are there too, of course. Pairs of robots and humans, strategically posted in a wide ring with him at the center, none of them within hearing distance—at his request. We’d initially come up through the secret tunnels connected to our old base, around the back corner of the building. Damari took care of the robots. And fortunately for us, the Federation’s human guards had become completely dependent on their automated monitoring technology. They rarely noticed anything they weren’t already expecting to see.

So that was how the attack began. It was just Gaeyel, us, and the flowers. 

In the simulation, other rebellion members crouch beside the school. My place is at the front of the line with Renaya. Damari is positioned toward the back, her hands hovering over her tablet screen. She’s monitoring the guard drones the Federation loves to use, sending them on alternate routes and replacing the footage in their camera feeds.

Anka waits just outside the tunnels with Ro and Javi, each of them a collection of blurry pixels frozen in time. Sometimes, I’m tempted to leave it paused like this. Let myself pretend she’s still here.

But in the end, I always hit play. 

After all, I’m the reason she’s gone.

***
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Everything was going great until the day before the raid.

I’d been in a good mood that day, waking up with Anka wrapped around me like a starfish. We always fell asleep entwined, but I had a habit of moving around in my sleep, like I subconsciously felt obligated to face my dreams alone. But she always followed, even when she was asleep. She never let me wake up alone.

I was filled with a bouncy type of energy, the kind that thrums through your body and sets your thoughts whirling. There was no drifting off again, so I’d extricated myself from her arms as carefully as I could. But I must have accidentally jostled her awake. Anka groaned and mumbled something while pulling the blankets over her head.

“Hey.” I sat down next to her on the edge of the bed, tugging lightly at the blankets until she pulled them down again. She blinked up at me like a cat irritated at being woken from a nap. Her messy golden curls were spread across the pillow, framing her head like a crown made of sunlight.

She scrubbed the back of one hand across her eyes and let out a sigh that would have been more fitting if I’d told her we had to do the entire base’s dishes and then go run five miles. 

It’s one of Renaya’s favorite punishments for pranks. Not that I’d have known anything about that. 

I winced and kept my voice gentle. “I was trying not to wake you.”

“It’s fine,” she mumbled, although she was still half-asleep, so it came out more like iz fide. “Can’t sleep?”

“No, I’m too keyed up about tomorrow.” I’d always been a light sleeper at the best of times. The last few nights before a mission, I barely slept at all. “Sorry I woke you, though.”

She rolled her eyes and reached across the bed to throw my own pillow at me, her dark green eyes filled with laughter. “No, you’re not.”

I laughed as I dodged, ducking my head toward her until our noses brushed. “No, I guess I’m not.”

Anka surged up just enough to claim my lips, her irritation melting into a sleepy sigh. She flopped back onto her pillow and smiled, the same smile that always made my heart beat faster and my stomach flutter. 

But of course, it was Anka, so she had to ruin the moment. She leaned forward again and gave my nose a long, wet lick that made me shriek in disgust. Then she dove back under the covers before I could retaliate. 

“Hey!” I snapped, but I was laughing too hard to do much of anything besides wipe my nose on my arm and grasp for the blankets.

“Excuse me, I’m sleeping.” Anka sounded scandalized, which only made me laugh harder.

“Yeah, I don’t think being gross and licking people is considered ‘sleeping’.”

“Well, I didn’t want to say anything. But you’ve been doing it wrong.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m clearly the problem here.”

We both dissolved into giggles. When they finally subsided, I tugged on the blankets again so I could give her a kiss on the forehead. “Go back to sleep. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

While Anka lapsed back into dreams, I pulled on a chest binder I knew would be safe for exercise, followed by a clean pair of workout shorts and a T-shirt. They’d be easy to move in during our final preparations and practice later—a shortened session, so we’d be well-rested for tomorrow. I slipped out of the small apartment I shared with Anka and headed toward the breakfast hall.

We’d repurposed the underground bowels of an old office building for our base. The Federation developed technology to detect magic use, but fortunately, it’s never been able to penetrate below the earth. Something about magic being a part of nature, and nature and the earth sharing a frequency. 

We stayed safe, or safe as we could be, by moving often and staying hidden underground. This was the fourth base already I’d lived in so far this year.

I reached what must have been a depressing corporate cafeteria at one point, now repurposed as our dining hall, with a spring in my step. The stark-white overhead fluorescents were gone, replaced with low lamps and the occasional orb of warm golden light. Renaya also added calming music, greenery, and some wall art to give the atmosphere more of a coffeehouse feel. One of Anka’s paintings hung across from a make-shift breakfast buffet, a scene showing bolts of lightning flashing through rippling gray storm clouds.

When I lived with my Federation-supporting parents, breakfast was pancakes, and sometimes bacon and eggs. After I joined the rebellion, it became expired protein drinks and stale, sugarless pastries that tasted like cardboard, or whatever else the Federation planned to feed its lowest-ranking soldiers before we intercepted their supply run. Real breakfast food was one of the few things I missed from my parents’ home, not that I’d ever consider going back. But that day, I was in too good of a mood to even notice the gritty protein shakes and flavorless pastries. 

Gaeyel would be at the mural tomorrow, and he’d be alone. We’d emerge from a hidden tunnel right next to him and be gone again before his guards even realized we were there. We were confident his people didn’t know about those particular tunnels. We’d built them off our first base, expanding on the emergency exit tunnels from Blossoming Seeds, and they had mostly collapsed after the Federation razed the base to the ground. 

Fortunately for us, the Federation had recently cleared away some damaged equipment they’d left behind in the area, probably to repurpose it. They’d unknowingly uncovered an entrance to the old tunnels, still mostly intact. The low-level grunts they’d assigned to do the clearing hadn’t noticed, and it seemed the Federation no longer scanned for our tunnels in that area since destroying the base itself years ago. They didn’t even realize that old tunnel, which had an entrance around the corner from the mural, was still there.

We’d spent months connecting that passage with another we could enter further away, and we’d stabilized them both. We were careful, never appearing aboveground within walking distance of the mural. By the end of the day tomorrow, we’d have Gaeyel Roth safely stowed belowground in our base, where the Federation wouldn’t be able to track him anymore. We’d finally be the ones holding the power. 

We’d waited years for a chance like this. 

I poured myself a cup of the muddy-looking hot water that the Federation—and now the rebellion—tried to pass off as coffee, although I didn’t really need it that morning. I was practically vibrating out of my skin with a nauseating combination of nerves and excitement. But the ritual of grabbing a steaming mug and sipping on it while I waited for the rest of the base to wake up was grounding. And for all my excitement about the mission, I was still a creature of routine.

I found a seat at an empty table and sipped hesitantly. Real coffee had become an expensive delicacy, mostly drunk in the Federation’s high-rise, wall-to-wall windowed offices. Their faceless, low-level supporters never got the real stuff, either. I used my magic to tweak the taste, enhancing the few weak notes of flavor I could detect. It helped, but not much. 

I was so lost in thought anticipating how the mission would go, I didn’t even notice Damari appear at my shoulder until she spoke. “Harlin.”

“What?” I jumped, nearly sloshing my sad excuse for coffee over the sides of my mug. 

A mildly irritated expression crossed her face, like my reaction was somehow wasting her time. “Renaya’s saying she might cancel tomorrow.”

My fingers tightened into a stranglehold on the mug until it felt like the ceramic was about to crack in my hands. “She can’t. Why? No, never mind, it doesn’t matter. She can’t do that!”

Damari held up her hands defensively. “Hey, it’s not my decision. Go talk to our fearless leader. I just thought you’d want to know.” Before I could say anything else, she was across the room and out the door to the training area.

I shoved my chair back from the table so hard it almost fell over. Then I stomped away in the opposite direction from where Damari had disappeared, toward a maze of hallways. We’d adjusted the overly aggressive fluorescent bulbs to be a warmer yellow, but the halls themselves were so dingy and dirty, the lights just ended up giving everything a sickly sheen. It matched my mood, quite frankly. 

Renaya’s office was one of a dozen small side-rooms off the furthest corridor. I pushed the door open without knocking. She sat behind a desk in the dark, reading through a stack of papers by the light of a buzzing, fist-sized orb that floated around her head. Looking more closely at the orb, I could tell it used to be a spherical paper weight, but someone must have altered it to light up and fly. Anka, probably. 

“Harlin,” Renaya said without looking up, not sounding at all surprised. 

I gritted my teeth, barely managing to control my tone. “You can’t cancel the mission tomorrow.”

“I can if I need to. You all chose me to lead, remember?” 

The rebellion made it a point not to rely too heavily on structure or hierarchy. It was easier to think tactically without a huge chain of leadership to run through. But when we risked our lives on dangerous supply runs or encounters with Federation soldiers, we still needed someone who could make quick decisions for safety in emergencies. Someone we knew everyone would take orders from, even in the heat of chaos. 

Renaya was that person for our crew. She was only a few years older than me, but she somehow managed to give the impression she’d been leading people for decades. She had piercing blue eyes and a weighted gaze that made you want to sit up and pay attention. I’d always sworn that even if we were just two strangers on the street instead of fellow rebellion members, I’d trust her with my life.  

Up until that conversation, at least.

Renaya went on speaking calmly, ignoring my frustration. “My one job, other than making the Federation’s life hell, is to keep as many of us alive as I can. If I’m not confident I can do that, then it’s my duty to call it off.” 

“I get that, but what happened? Everything’s prepped, and we’re ready to go. You thought this was a great plan yesterday. What changed?”

“I wouldn’t say I thought it was a great plan.” Renaya’s expression softened. “It’s risky as hell. It always has been. I was never fully certain it’d be a go.”

“But we’ve been prepping for months! We’ve risked our lives to gather intel about every inch of the surrounding city blocks. We missed four supply raids to make sure we didn’t risk the Federation finding the entrance. We’ve been living on gritty, synthetic food for weeks. Eduardo and Jasmin spent days reinforcing the tunnels, making sure we’d be able to climb out safely, and I’ve barely seen Damari without her head buried in drone schematics or video feeds for weeks.” I spread my hands wide. “What was it all for?”

Renaya ground her teeth and looked away. “I thought it was worth exploring, and it was. But the risks are just too high.”

“The intel we’ve gotten up until now has been solid. Damari hacked the Federation’s feeds so we could watch Gaeyel’s plane land and see his guards assemble in real time.” When I checked in on the cameras on my way to breakfast that morning, there were already soldiers, both human and robotic, swarming the streets surrounding the mural like a wave of disease. It was far from one of my favorite sights to see, but it meant Gaeyel’s visit was still a go. “So, I’m asking again, what’s wrong? What’s keeping us from going ahead?”

“Nothing.” She twirled a pen absently in her fingers, seemingly lost in thought. Finally, she stopped and chucked the pen into an open drawer, then slammed the drawer shut a little too hard. “I just...I have a bad feeling about this one.”

I wondered, briefly, if living underground for so long had finally driven me to hallucinate. That was the only way the words coming out of Renaya’s mouth would make any sense. “That’s it?”

Renaya rolled her eyes. “Harlin—”

“I have a bad feeling before every mission, Renaya. It’s called fear.”

“Yeah, but—”

“It’s called, ‘I don’t want to get kidnapped by Federation soldiers and thrown in prison for using magic or speaking out against the Federation. And I don’t want to be locked up by Gaeyel’s robot soldiers and held at gunpoint while they decide what my life is worth.’” I couldn’t help it. I slammed a fist on the top of the desk. “Riley and Jayden are still being held hostage. Paloma and Kingston have been missing for three days now; they might already have been taken. That’s why we’re doing this. Why we’re fighting. Because we all want this shit to stop.”

“I get it,” Renaya snapped, rising to her feet. “But this isn’t a feeling I normally get before a mission. I mean, I do, a bit. But it’s never this strong. Something is wrong.”

“What, though? Gaeyel visits the mural once a year like clockwork. They’re already prepping for the visit. And based on the intel we got about Operation Icarus—”

“That’s not what they call it.”

“I know. It’s what I call it. It’s way more fitting.” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, Operation ‘Rise to the Skies’—which is gross, by the way—”

“I never said it was a good name,” Renaya muttered. 

“My point is, they’re already starting to build their stupid floating cities. They’re supposed to be operational later this year.” I gestured toward the ceiling. “How the hell are we going to reach him once he’s practically on the moon?”

“He may still come back for the mural.”

“But we don’t know that.” I was so frustrated, I was tempted to put my fist through the nearest wall, but I knew that wouldn’t help my argument. Especially not with Renaya, who’s the epitome of icy calm, even when she’s angry. I shoved my hands into my pockets instead, but I could still feel them shake. “And even if he does, how many of us are they going to lock up by then, assuming they even let us live? What if this is our one chance to get our people back?”

Renaya sank back into her seat with a sigh. “Capturing Gaeyel—whether we take him hostage, or he dies in the crossfire—would be huge for us, but it wouldn’t stop the Federation. It’s a hydra. He’s just one face.”

“Yes, but he’s also the charismatic face people trust when they don’t want to think too hard.” I should know. Before I ran away from home to join the rebellion, my parents talked about him like he was a goddamn saint. “He’s the one who took the Federation from a few hardline anti-magic activists and religious groups to a force that absorbed the government. He’s the one who partnered with churches to spread lies about how magic is dangerous and sinful. And, oh yeah, he designed the freaking prisons.” I blew my breath out in a rush. “He’s one of their linchpins. If he’s gone, it’s still going to hurt.”

Her expression was unreadable. “And what if we’re not around afterward to celebrate removing this important linchpin?”

Fear and impatience burned in my chest as I considered my answer. When I finally spoke, I wasn’t thinking about tomorrow, about Anka, or about the rest of our crew. I was thinking about my own pain and anger and the deep, clawing fear that things would never get better. “Obviously, I hope that doesn’t happen, but I still think it’s worth it. At least one of theirs would be gone.”

***
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Now, I wipe the sweat pooling on my forehead and let myself drop to the ground in the darkened basement room. I lean back against the wall, ignoring the soreness rippling through my muscles. Some sweat still manages to trickle into my eyes, making them burn.

I let out a frustrated groan. Every time. How can it be the same every time? I’ve replayed the simulation so often, and from so many different angles, watching it again almost feels like witnessing a choreographed fight scene in a movie, or some kind of intricate dance.

We’d emerged from the hidden tunnel undetected and safely within Gaeyel’s ring of guards. He stood literally fifteen feet around the corner from us. It should have been easy.

But the second we moved, it’s like everything went wrong at once.

Javi, Anka, Renaya, Ro, and I darted around the corner to surround Gaeyel. Behind us, Damari started cursing and typing frantically on her tablet.

I’d seen pictures of Gaeyel, of course, but I’d never met him in person. Everything about him, even in the simulation, gave me the impression of grease. Perfectly slicked-back hair, oily gray eyes, a wide sweaty brow, and a pointed, strangely delicate chin. Even watching his simulated form back at the base, I half-expected his lips to slide right off his face.

We’d gone in with a plan. Anka and Ro would grab each arm and fuse his armor to itself, locking him in place, while Renaya and I held him at gunpoint. Simultaneously, Javi would grab his collar and expand it to cover his mouth so he couldn’t call out. The others would fuse his armored legs together, and then all five of us would heft him up and carry him belowground like a sack of refuse. Damari would play a frequency that would disrupt any trackers he might have on him, and then we’d rush him back to the base to plan our next move.

But suddenly, we started taking fire. Watching the simulation back, I learned the Federation had released a newer drone model we hadn’t been aware of, one that could travel much more quickly and quietly than the ones Damari had hacked. But all I knew at the time was that Damari’s hacks were supposed to camouflage us, and none of it was working. 

Gaeyel took advantage of our hesitation and attacked.

We’d prepared for the possibility, but we hadn’t truly expected it. If anyone even tried to sneeze on Gaeyel at one of his public speaking events, much less attack him, his guards generally just whisked him out of sight. We weren’t even certain whether he’d had combat training. Maybe his armor, an ugly cross between battle gear and a business suit, was just for show.

The Federation clearly needed him to be their charismatic leader. They’d probably make him their future martyr as well, whenever they decided he’d outlived his usefulness. But they did not want him in a fight, especially not with magic-users in an uncontrolled environment. And that’s because the Federation had a damning secret, one we saw play out firsthand at the base of the mural.

Gaeyel Roth—the darling of the pro-technology, pro-automation, and anti-magic movements—could use magic. And he could do more than change the color, texture, or shape of a small object. The man was strong.

We’d heard rumors he might be able to use magic, but calling someone a magic-user was also the Federation’s favorite go-to insult. At least half of them had declared their political enemies to be magical lawbreakers at one point or another. And even if it was true, we never expected him to risk his precious Federation reputation by using his magic in front of others.

But as we’d quickly learned that day, the mural wasn’t public enough to hinder him. The whole point of the mission was that we’d be isolated, after all. He wouldn’t have the time or opportunity to call for help, no guards would slow us down, and no innocent bystanders would be hurt. Unfortunately, it also meant Gaeyel decided he had nothing to hide. 

He’d dodged between us and rolled, leaping to his feet and loading objects from his pockets into palms. I didn’t get a good look until one landed a few feet away from me.

It was some sort of flaming grenade. It flared bright white and exploded, raining flames down on its surroundings. He pulled a gun then, but Renaya managed to kick it out of his hand. Meanwhile, Gaeyel began yanking up stones and debris from the ground, whatever he could find, and igniting them before hurling them directly at us. 

Renaya was already calling for our retreat back to the tunnel. Javi and Ro took fire. Anka managed to grab Gaeyel’s arm and split the skin open so she could reach the bone, snapping it with a twitch of her fingers. Gaeyel howled. She tried to get away, but he grabbed her with his good arm and swung her like a wrecking ball. Her head met the gray-green iris stems with a sickening crunch, leaving a smear of blood and bone on the bricks. 

She didn’t get back up.

I couldn’t remember much after that. The next thing I knew, I was crawling through the tunnels with Anka in my arms, sobbing and gasping. And then we were back at the base, and they were taking her away from me, and I didn’t have it in me to fight them anymore.

Anka’s not the only one who got hurt. Ro died from drone gunfire, and Javi ended up severely injured. Or at least, that’s what I was told before I bailed on the rest of them and hid down here.

Every simulation I ran ended that same way. It didn’t matter if I shot Gaeyel as soon as the simulation began, or if I tried to prevent Anka’s pixels from ever leaving the tunnel. He’d deflect the bullets with magic, or another drone would swoop in and fire on us from above the tunnel entrance. Moments later, Anka and Ro would be gone again. The method would change, but the outcome never did.

The worst times were when I tried to keep Anka from engaging in the simulated fight at all. Those were the times she fought me. She was hell-bent on going, and nothing I said could convince the simulation otherwise. Even if I held her down, she’d kick me away at the last moment and run straight into the fray.

I always thought I’d be the one to leave her behind, not the other way around.

I realize now that I’m grinding my teeth. Even when I stop, I taste blood. 

I should move. Get up, keep going. It’s the least I owe her, isn’t it? Figuring out what I should have done. What could have saved her and the others. 

Maybe knowing would change things, somewhere, somehow. I know it’s not realistic, but I can’t help it. Maybe there’s a universe out there where things turned out differently. Maybe...

I wish I could talk to Anka about it. We loved talking about what-ifs. We spent hours debating the existence of Mothman, and what time travel would feel like, and given the option, which parallel universes we’d visit. (Any universes where the Federation had never come to power or where Gaeyel was born as a cockroach easily made the top of our combined list.)

Strangely, it’s that thought that finally makes me start bawling again. Not because I’ve been replaying a simulation of my partner’s death for hours on end, or because my whole body feels like I’ve been run over by a truck. No, it’s because I can’t debate the existence of cryptids or parallel universes with my best friend anymore. 

God fucking damn it. 

I clench my fists at my sides while my eyes fill with tears. I let them come. I don’t have it in me to fight them anymore.

For a second, I consider leaving. Turning off the simulator and going upstairs. Finding an empty room to crash in, though not our room, not when I know it’s filled with photos of us and rumpled sheets and a hundred other domestic things that are suddenly sharp, jagged reminders of what I’ve lost. But still, I could sleep in an actual bed instead of on the ancient sofa in the corner that weirdly smells like ketchup. 

The memories start coming as quickly as my tears. They fire into my brain in sporadic bursts like the fireworks Anka and I snuck out to watch together last year on the Fourth of July.

Anka drawing me close before we left for a mission, each of us freshly showered and in our uniforms, tucking her face into my neck and squeezing me tightly.

Anka making me laugh so hard, I almost snort water out my nose at dinner.

Anka wrapping her arms around me and kissing the top of my head as we both drift off to sleep.

No, there’s no way in hell I can go upstairs. What’s waiting for me there? Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

***
[image: ]


“Do you think it’ll all be worth it?” I asked, my eyes on the warm glow above us.

Anka glanced over at me from where we were lying side-by-side in her bed. We’d only been dating for a few months at that point, but I was already gone on her. For our date night, she’d used her magic and some spare craft supplies to create a bunch of tiny fairy lights that hovered along the headboard of the bed. Each light pulsed gently, brightening and dimming again like a slow, steady heartbeat. The timing was staggered, so no two lights were fully lit or dark at the same moment. 

They were beautiful, of course. A work of art. But that’s not why I was so entranced by them.

We’d originally met at the mural on our way to the first rebellion base. Anka had received directions from a family friend, and I’d solved a puzzle in a vaguely worded social media post that ended up leading me there. We’d found the hidden entrance to the base together, each of us a combination of nerves and excitement, and we gave each other what felt like pretty ‘standard’ reasons for joining. Anka wanted to honor the memory of her brother, who’d died in a Federation protest. And I’d gotten fed up with watching Federation soldiers get away with kidnapping people off the streets. 

But last week, we’d somehow fallen into conversation about our reasons for joining again. Anka had finally shared that her brother Nic hadn’t died at a protest—he’d died in one of Gaeyel’s overcrowded prisons. A neighbor had tried to stop Federation soldiers from stealing away her son, and they’d brutally pushed her down her
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