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          Editorial

          400 Words

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to issue 122 of Apex Magazine!

      Now that the relaunch is behind us, it is time to look ahead. The rest of 2021 promises to be filled with thought-provoking, entertaining short fiction. Along with our May, July, September, and November regular issues, we have two special issues planned. The first is guest edited by Allison Mills and will exclusively feature Indigenous Fantasists writers, artists, and editor. Allison is Ililiw/Cree and settler Canadian and is someone who has the background and voice to do the issue right. The second is an International Fantasists issue guest edited by Francesco Verso. Francesco is a well-respected author and editor from Italy who is an advocate for works in translation. The plan is to run these issues in August and December. All subscribers will receive the two bonus issues with the regular six that are planned.

      Issue 122 has six original short fiction stories. We welcome Sheree Renée Thomas back to our pages with the poetic “Barefoot and Midnight.” A young woman encounters a horrifying massacre during a Memphis midnight and seeks retribution. Annie Neugebauer’s “If These Ragged Feet Won’t Run” is a cinematic story exploring themes of motherhood, woman vs. beast, and determination. “The Amazing Exploding Women of the Early Twentieth Century” by A.C. Wise is a story examining the mythology of silver screen actresses in the emerging world of film.

      Sam J. Miller takes on a different form of media in “A Love That Burns Hot Enough to Last: Deleted Scenes from a Documentary.” A pop starlet meets a tragic demise, but not before the power of her voice helps bring love to two people. “Black Box of the Terraworms” by newcomer Barton Aikman is a relatively hard SF tale about virtually omniscient, near omnipotent terraforming technology used by humanity to transform worlds. Rounding out the original fiction is “Las Girlfriends Guide to Subversive Eating” by Sabrina Vourvoulias. The story is our first venture into the world of interactive fiction. We hope you enjoy the interactivity and the themes of food, community, and resistance woven throughout. We don’t plan to feature more interactive fiction in the future, but if this one is received well, you never know!

      We’re pleased to have “She Searches for God in the Storm Within” by Khaalidah Muhammad-Ali and “The Eight-Thousanders” by Jason Sanford as our reprinted classics offering. Andrea Johnson interviews Sabrina Vourvoulias and Annie Neugebauer. Russell Dickerson interviews cover artist Thomas Tan. Finally, the issue is rounded out with essays by Wendy N. Wagner and ZZ Claybourne.

      I hope you enjoy the issue, and see you in June!
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          Barefoot and Midnight

          2,000 Words

          Sheree Renée Thomas

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sheree Renée Thomas is an award-winning fiction writer, poet, and editor. Her work is inspired by myth and folklore, natural science, and the genius culture of the Mississippi Delta. Nine Bar Blues: Stories from an Ancient Future (Third Man Books, 2020) is her debut fiction collection. She is also the author of two multi-genre/hybrid collections, Sleeping Under the Tree of Life (Aqueduct Press, 2016), long-listed for the 2016 Otherwise Award and honored with a Publishers Weekly Starred Review and Shotgun Lullabies (Aqueduct, 2011). She also edited the World Fantasy Award-winning Black speculative fiction volumes Dark Matter. A Marvel writer, her novelette, “Heart of a Panther” appears in The Black Panther: Tales of Wakanda edited by Jesse J. Holland. She is the editor of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction and associate editor of Obsidian: Literature & Arts in the African Diaspora. Explore more at www.shereereneethomas.com or follow her via Twitter @blackpotmojo.

        

      

      Three men emerged from darkness and walked to the edge of the wood, the scent of roses rising all around them. The moon hung like a broken jaw above the Memphis night. The schoolyard lay ahead, its wood fence disjointed and leaning. The fetid scent of wet grass, of mold and moss, floated on the evening wind from the bayou.

      “You ready?” asked the first man, his face pockmarked, lips leering, eyes sullen.

      “Light’em up,” replied the second. The third nodded his head and produced the gasoline.

      They knew the children slept inside. No one had to tell them. The Freedmen’s School in Gayoso’s Flats was one of several humble buildings where the former slaves gathered to grasp what hope lay ahead for their futures. Most had no home but the damp, mosquito-infested fields surrounding the bayou. The school housed thirteen orphaned children, those who didn’t even have a mother’s lap to lay their little heads on.
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      When the fires calmed and the bright red embers turned to ash, when the city grieved and grieved until it couldn’t grieve anymore, Dusa Dayan rose from the back pew of Beale Street First African Baptist Church and let the sounds of Doctor Watts’ hymns usher her out the red door.

      I heard the cry. I, I, I heard them cry.

      The fire had burned the schoolhouse to the ground. All that remained were the crimson rose bushes. The roses, the first seeds the children had planted together. She could still see the faces of her students, not much younger than herself, their beautiful smiles, the lustrous brown skin, the determination in their eyes. She tried to make those memories replace the burnt, black splinters of bone that haunted her nights, the faces unrecognizable, lips pulled back in horror. And the cries that made her wake from sleep, her face covered in tears.

      I heard the cry. I, I, I …

      Hidden in darkness, donated evening meals still covered in her basket, Dusa had heard every scream.

      And now, like a visit from a long-forgotten friend, the story her grandmother told her many years ago became Dusa’s only thought.

      There, under the roots of the Lynching Tree, were the remains of countless members of Dusa’s kinfolk and others. Unfortunate souls singled out and taken away in the cover of night. Under the bloodstained boughs, innocents had dangled and danced, lifeless beneath the broad, twisting limbs. It was a dance no soul wished ever to witness, a struggle of spirit and flesh, of ropes and blades and fire, a litany to pain that you could never unsee.

      In the darkness the mound looked too small, too well-shaped to be natural. Only visible to eyes who had seen hell and lived. Beneath the grass was the specter behind the stories, no one knew the origins of the legend, the haint whose soul was said to hover above Voodoo Fields.

      Dusa placed her satchel on the dirt. She drew the hatchet from the twine at her waist and gripped a hardwood handle laced with ancient carvings. The tree loomed over the mound, casting shadows. The few surrounding weeds were scraggly, thick with drops of dew. The land around the tree was fallow, as if the blood-soaked earth refused to nourish natural life. Dusa circled the mound, hatchet in hand, then she hacked off a branch from the Lynching Tree. The wet blades of grass felt slick against her bare soles. The wind whipped and pricked at her naked flesh. Exposed to the biting night and all its appetites, she knew the few drops of blood would not be all of the sacrifice. When she took the branch from the tree where no leaves or blossoms grew, the ground grumbled and growled beneath her feet. Dusa held her breath.

      Barefoot and covered only in the darkness that was midnight, she shivered. On bent knees, she dug her fingers into the grass, grasping at the moist earth, clutched cherry bark and broken twigs, her back arched in pain. She lifted a flask, sprinkled bathwater from a child who was not baptized. Behind her the creek murmured and whispered, a cool invitation to abandon her mission. She could toss all the gathered items in the creek’s dark waters, leave the terrors behind her. She could forget the tree and the cursed land that surrounded it, walk back through the red doors of the church, and beg for forgiveness.

      Dusa rose on one knee, flask in hand, praying that she had the strength to turn her back on the Lynching Tree, but a fire burned in her soul. The faith she once had was replaced with an unholy rage, an anger so hot, it incinerated all forgiveness. She willed her body to move. But the scent of roses, overpowering in the night, strengthened her resolve, holding her there.

      The fires were started by those who hated the very idea that any of them were now free. White Memphis defined itself by the darkness it kept outside of Freedom’s light, by the darkness that festered within. The Freedmen’s School was the only home Dusa had ever known. Frozen in winter, smoldering in summer, she and her thirteen students had suffered and struggled together as one. The bite of skeetas, the occasional serpent intruder were all well worth it. She had watched them, ages eight to fourteen, come through the old pine doors, eyes glistening with want for knowledge. The confidence on their faces emerged like spring blossoms as they slowly moved from signing their names with an X to the new names they had chosen for themselves in freedom.

      But Voodoo Fields was where the ancient spirit lay, waiting. When no earthly justice would bring stolen Black lives peace. Dusa dug up the earth, the raw scent filling the air. She sprinkled the soil with her tears and pulled the ragged mud doll from its dreamless slumber. Wrapped in tree roots, its garment was tattered. Whatever color or pattern it once held faded long ago. A dark, rust-colored stain covered the space where its heart once was. It had no head. Only a red ribbon where it should be. It had no limbs. No mouth or plump cheeks and belly to kiss and pinch.

      Dusa held a rose petal for every child she lost in the fire. She pressed them into the freshly made mud she used to cover the old doll. The mud spread like a second skin, the old layers, hard and cracking. As she held the doll, she thought she heard it cry out, the sound like a newborn baby hungry for its mother’s milk. She nearly dropped it, but fear made her hold fast, the scream stuck in her throat.

      The Lynching Tree branch smelled of smoke, fear, and blood. Pain radiated through her palms as she worked to fashion two arms, two legs, and a fist full of dark, earthwormed-soil for a head. She sculpted the head as roundly as she could in the darkness, resisted the urge to abandon the writhing ball of rotten soil. As she worked the doll felt heavier in her hand, like the child she once bore and buried before its first spring.

      She sang the song before she realized she knew the song. In a language neither she nor her mother’s tongue had ever sung before. Words that came from no leatherbound hymnal. Words that were dark, mournful, dangerous. It was the same song her grandmother sang before the spirit doll had slain the men who hung her husband, the same song she sang, they say, when the black doll came for her, too.

      Hear I. Hear I cry. Rend them, spin them, hear them crying.

      Dusa placed her palm flesh over the hatchet’s blade and sang until her voice grew hoarse from crying. Her elbows were steady but arms wobbly. Her knees had grown numb, but the sharp scent of sweat, burned flesh, and urine made her squeeze the blood more rapidly into the doll’s primitive mouth. No eyes were carved into the mud. The spirit doll needed only blood and the ashes of the dead to see.

      Eyes stinging, Dusa held the doll to her bosom. She rocked and stroked it as she had once rocked her own child. Lulled by her mother’s voice, the infant girl had gone to sleep one cold wintry night, but the child never opened her eyes again. Dusa was thinking of the baby’s warm, fat fingers when she felt the mud doll’s head shift in her hand. More corpse than baby, the doll once cold and still, began to writhe and twist in her arms. The fat, sightless grubs and earthworms burying through its mud-bottom flesh. A rotten smell, like spoiled vegetables and dead leaves, filled the air. Strange roots burst from the doll’s center. Dusa dropped it and scrambled to her feet.

      Hear I! Hear I cry!

      The bayou moved around her. The Lynching Tree leaned left, now right. Its greatest branches twisted, as if reaching for the spirit Dusa had released from its sleep. A howling wind moved across the black waters, spreading the sound of wailing and the scent of long dead things. A great sound, timber fall and cracked limbs, roots twisting over the sour earth joined the endless drone of cicadas resting on the bark of the Lynching Tree.

      Rend them! Spin them!

      Dusa did not recognize her voice but she knew the cracked notes that joined hers was the root child now fully grown. Sightless, the creature rose on driftwood legs, the rags left in a pile in the cursed soil, the mound exposed, an open wound. Its bulbous head blocked the moonlight. Dusa could not tear her eyes away from its pitiful face. Earthworms writhed across its muddy skin in shifting waves, like water. The stench of terror, of lives cut short from rage, greed, jealousy, and madness invaded all of her senses. Her voice now a whisper, but still she sang.

      Hear them crying!

      The mud doll towered over her, facing her as if awaiting instructions. Cry! Its voice growing stronger as the wind whipped bark from the Lynching Tree’s limbs. Cry! Hear I!

      Dusa raised her arm, the deep gash stung. She handed the hatchet to the spirit doll. The blood from her palms emblazing the carved symbols in the handle, bright red suns and comet tails in a script that appeared in frightful dreams.

      Red blossoms burst from the spirit doll’s chest, sprouted along its limbs and legs. Thorny vines twisted around its throat. Its rib cage was made of roots and twigs, splinters of charred bone, remnants of the Lynching Tree. It held the hatchet high and swung.
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      News of the vicious killings spread faster than the fires that had lit the city’s nights. For three whole days, white men’s intestines hung from the Lynching Tree, the limbs heavy with the weight of strange fruit. To Dusa, the spilled guts looked like a string of bloody rubies and pearls. How beautiful they were, glistening in the sunlight. She wished she could wrap them around her throat like a necklace and dance. For three days she walked the streets of Memphis with the mud from the Lynching Tree dried on her feet, blood caked in the palm of her hand, a red ribbon tied around her throat. On the fourth day Dusa walked barefoot through the ashes of the fallen school.

      The wound had not healed.

      She plucked a rose from a bush and drifted down to the bayou in the same gown she’d worn since that first night beneath the Lynching Tree. The crimson ribbon unraveled around her throat, the jagged gash spilling fresh blood. Dusa’s head wobbled on her neck like a strange, stringless puppet. The creek was placid, a black mirror, shimmering, calm. The dark water she touched was the last of what had passed and the first of what was to come. She washed mud from her fingernails, sprinkled the water over her eyes, a baptism, and waited for the doll to come for her, barefoot and midnight.
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          The Amazing Exploding Women of the Early Twentieth Century

          6,800 Words

          A.C. Wise

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A.C. Wise’s fiction has appeared in publications such as Apex, Uncanny, Clarkesworld, and multiple Year’s Best anthologies. Her work has won the Sunburst Award for Excellence in Canadian Literature of the Fantastic, as well as twice being a finalist for the Sunburst Award, twice being a finalist for the Nebula Award, and being a finalist for the Lambda Literary Award. She has two collections published with Lethe Press, and a novella published by Broken Eye Books. Her debut novel, Wendy, Darling, is forthcoming from Titan Books in June 2021, and a new collection, The Ghost Sequences, is forthcoming from Undertow Books in Fall 2021. In addition to her fiction, she contributes review columns to Apex and The Book Smugglers. Find her online at www.acwise.net.
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      Across the water, Coney Island screams, all summer-sizzle, hotdogs, sunscreen, and children fueled by too much sugar. Everything is bright and loud, and if not exactly clean, then cleaner at least than in her day. The brothels are gone, the tumbling rides designed to give men a chance to peek up ladies’ skirts. People don’t need the excuse to see each other’s flesh these days. Even the breeze off Gravesend Bay smells different.

      “Are you sure you don’t need to sit, Nan?”

      She’s nobody’s nana, but with women of a certain age, the title simply comes, clinging until it becomes a truth of its own. The young woman might be a great, great, great grand-niece after all. It’s not impossible. Cecily—that’s the girl’s name—touches her sleeve.

      Cecily’s hair is dark, long, and straight. Her eyes are kind. She’s hardly a girl, a young woman really, but everyone is young these days.

      “Yes, sitting would be nice.”

      She lets Cecily lead her to a bench and points to the end of the pier.

      “There used to be a movie studio there. Did you know? Back at the start of the last century. Maryville. A man named Don Leaming built it, thinking to rival Edison’s Black Maria. He wanted to be bigger than Vitagraph, bigger than all those sun-drenched studios popping up out west.”

      “Oh?” Cecily is distracted, glancing at her phone.

      “It burned,” she says, and Cecily looks up finally, attention caught; the old woman tucks a smile into the corner of her cheek.

      “I was one of the studio girls. Trick films. Have you ever heard of those?”

      Cecily shakes her head.

      “Think of Georges Méliès,” the old woman says. “Moon men appearing in puffs of smoke. Only these were like fairy tales, the old kind meant to assure the world that women were empty-headed, foolish, and vain. I’ll give Don Leaming this, he thought up dozens of clever ways to make us die.”

      She pauses, gauging, so it doesn’t come out as a question when she says, “I was about your age, twenty years old. My specialty was burning.”

      Cecily slides her phone back into her pocket with a skeptical frown.

      “Then you’d have to be over a hundred and thirty years old now.”

      “Improbable, I’ll admit, but not impossible. The world is full of miracles, and this place in particular draws them.”

      Cecily follows the sweep of her arm, taking in the bay and the park on the other side.

      “Back then, Coney Island rivaled the White City in Chicago. It was a place of wonders. You could ride a boat through the gates of Hell and experience Creation all in a day. They murdered an elephant here, and kept babies in incubators on display. And those were only the public attractions. I could tell you stories of wolves in the Grand Ballroom, and the ghosts of lost animals searching for their one-armed trainer.”

      Cecily opens her mouth, but closes it again, as the old woman shakes her head to show she’s just kidding. Maybe.

      “The island was always burning back then. Once for each park—Steeplechase, Luna, and Dreamland—but the first great fire happened right here.”

      In her mind’s eye, a phantom studio juts over the water. She imagines the charred remains sunk to the bottom of the bay, wave-tossed and softened beyond recognition.

      In the bright Brooklyn sunlight, the old woman’s eyes spark, gold as the sun, and the girl who may or may not be her great, great, great grand-niece startles.

      “It burned, and I was there when it did.”
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      The projector whirs, blue smoke winding through beams of light, breathed by the men watching Mary Catherine on screen. She keeps to the back of the room, fingers curled into her palms, knuckles white. She focuses on her heart, which wants to race, and making her features smooth should one of the men glance her way. There are a dozen other girls just like her in the studio’s employ, and a dozen more waiting in the wings.

      She forces herself to smile.

      On screen, her dark hair is pinned beneath a neat cap. She wears a pressed white apron over a long black dress, feather duster in hand. She knows what comes next, and clenches her jaw. Mary Catherine the careless, silly maid turns her back on the open hearth and bends to straighten a rug.

      The studio head, Don Leaming, nudges the man beside him. The man turns, and even in the dark, his gaze crawls over Mary Catherine, as good as hands. She’s expected to lower her eyes, blush, play virtuous-yet-coy, whatever it takes for investors to throw more cash Don’s way.

      Heat prickles the underside of Mary Catherine’s skin. Humiliation, frustration. Her bones crackle, and she fights the feeling. On screen, the hem of the maid’s uniform strays into the fire and whoosh! She explodes.

      Silver-white animated flames engulf the maid, who runs about waving her arms, setting alight the curtains, the chairs. As if no simple maid could know oxygen feeds fire; as if no simple maid would know how to smother flames. Mary Catherine swallows, her throat raw.

      In the next scene, a skeleton with serenely folded arms lies next to the hearth. The master of the house shakes a finger at it, then throws his hands in the air. The title card reads: Good help is so hard to find!

      The men roar, slapping each other on the back. As Don stands to load the next reel, his voice reaches back to her.

      “Just wait until you see the next one. This girl is a real star.”

      Mary Catherine freezes. The reel flickers to life and a woman swirls across the screen in her lover’s arms, all dark curls and smoke-lined eyes, and the space behind Mary Catherine’s breastbone stutters. A shout of warning lodges in Mary Catherine’s throat. She’s halfway to reaching for the screen, as if she could save the woman who is far too lovely to burn. But her beau dances her backward and flames scale the woman’s dress, little hands and hungry mouths framing her face and her open, silent mouth, as prettily as her curls.

      All at once, it’s too much. Mary Catherine bashes through the door, eyes stinging. She hauls in a ragged breath, thinking of oxygen feeding flames and almost trips over a woman seated on the step, smoking.

      “Couldn’t stand it either?” It’s the woman from the film.

      Words flee, leaving Mary Catherine’s mouth open. A breeze off the bay carries the faint scent of green weeds. A seagull shrieks, a blood-curdling sound.

      “I hate those things, but they pay the bills. Mary Grace.” The woman holds out a slim hand, neatly transferring her cigarette. “Gracie.”

      Mary Catherine stares, wishing she could stop. Light clings to the woman. Even without the setting sun, she would glow. Mary Catherine takes the proffered hand, and Gracie uses it to pull herself to a standing position.

      “Mary Catherine. Cat.” Her voice sounds small and far away, halfway to terrified. She’s never called herself Cat before, but the name is there, attaching itself to her and feeling right.

      “Cat.” In Gracie’s mouth, it’s decadent, cherries soaked in brandy, rolled on her tongue.

      Before Cat can press a palm to the heat rising in her cheeks, Gracie loops their arms together as though they’re old friends.

      “You’re coming with me.”

      “Where?” Cat glances back at the studio.

      She’ll lose her job. Good. She doesn’t want the job anyway. She wants to follow Gracie wherever she might go. The thought is scandalous, and Cat suppresses a burst of nervous laughter.

      “We,” Gracie lights two cigarettes, passing one to Cat without breaking stride, “are going to take the train to Coney Island. We are going to drink, then we are going to kick off our shoes and walk in the sand.”

      “Oh.” It’s the only thing Cat can think to say. Dazzled, she lets Gracie lead, and she follows.
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      The lights of Steeplechase, Luna Park, and Dreamland blaze against the dark. No matter how many times Cat sees the parks, they still take her breath away. The soaring towers, the impossible wonders, even the sillier rides like Dew Drop and Wedding Ring, designed to give men and women an excuse to grab onto each other.

      Cat lets Gracie steer her away from the park entrances and down the shore. Music spills from Dreamland’s Grand Ballroom, laughter, song, and light brightening the sand beneath the pier. An ache opens inside her. Cat pushes it down until she can convince herself it isn’t there at all.

      She lifts her long skirt a few inches to keep the hem from the tide. Gracie hikes her own skirt above her knees, plunging into the waves. When she looks back at Cat, a dare glitters in her eyes.

      Cat snaps her mouth shut, aware it’s gaping. She should look away. She should gather her skirts in her fists and run as far and fast as she can. She knows how young ladies ought to behave, and it isn’t like this. Even in this place of miracles, this is a step too far. Music swirls overhead, couples dancing, but Dreamland’s Ballroom might as well be a world away.

      Gracie lets her skirt fall, water swirling the now-heavy fabric around her legs. A sadness replaces the hard-edged light of mischief in her eyes. She wades closer, stops. Too near and too far.

      “What do you want, Cat?” Gracie’s eyes are luminous in a way that has nothing to do with the light falling from the Ballroom above.

      Cat’s pulse thrums. She’s on screen, in one of Don’s films, burning, tiny flames dancing up and down her skin. The fire swallows all the air, and Cat doesn’t have enough breath left to answer Gracie’s question.

      Until this moment, she thought she knew what she wanted. A job. To save money, enough to buy a little place of her own instead of renting a miserable one-room apartment. To live alone. To …

      She hasn’t thought past what happens when she ages beyond her usefulness to Don Leaming and his pictures. The only thing she knows is what she doesn’t want, and she dares not voice that aloud. It’s the thing she is supposed to want, what her mother taught her women must shape their lives toward, tucking every bright bit of themselves away until they can catch a man’s eye. Cat cannot imagine existing solely at the whims and mercy of a husband, children always tugging at her skirt. She wants to do something important with her life. She wants to matter.

      She wants.

      Gracie takes another step. A salt-tinged breeze picks at her curls. Above the pier, the sky blushes to cobalt and grey, scattered with stars. Beneath the pier, they exist in their own twilight. In this light, Gracie doesn’t even look human.

      What do you want? The question lingers, and it isn’t one Cat can answer. She wants what she shouldn’t want. She wants what she can’t want.

      Despite the water’s cold, heat blooms inside of her. Cat tamps it down, imagining the waves dousing a coal burning between her ribs.

      “I watched you in the studio, before we met outside,” Gracie says. “I was so sure you were like me.”

      The pattern of waves swirling around Cat’s ankles leave her dizzy. There’s something inside and behind Gracie’s words, something she isn’t quite getting. Gracie lifts her hand like she’s cupping something precious. It must be a trick of the light; a flame shivers on Gracie’s palm, silver-white, blue, burnt-orange.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, Gracie burns.

      Cat chokes on a cry as flames engulf Gracie, amber and gold. There are no cameras, no screen between them, no trick.

      Gracie strokes a hand down her arm, wincing as she scoops fire into her palm. The flames reflect in her pupils as she holds her hand up, then shakes it so the flames scatter and hiss out as they strike the water. She slumps, and only instinct allows Cat to grab her before she falls.

      Gracie’s head lolls, curls landing against Cat’s shoulder. Cat isn’t sure she’s strong enough. Her knees want to buckle, dropping them both into the water.

      “What do you want, Cat?” The words are soft and slurred, so Cat barely hears them.

      Gracie’s lids droop, as if she will fall asleep in Cat’s arms. Light seeps between the pier’s cracks. Cat imagines the Ballroom, all those happy, dancing couples above them. She is wrong; she doesn’t fit in that picture-perfect world. She wants the impossible.

      “Gracie,” she whispers, scarcely hearing herself over the thunder of her heart. “I want you to dance with me.”

      Gracie turns her face up to Cat’s, a sleepy smile.

      “I thought you would never ask.”

      Cat supports her, unsure how, moving both of them, feet sloshing in the tide. She’s crying. Wet skirts cling to her shins. Gracie’s hair tickles her.

      There’s no one here. No one to see. Mary Grace and Mary Catherine—hidden away where even God can’t find them.

      Cat closes her eyes. She tries not to think of church every Sunday growing up, sermons on the wages of sin, the fate of the wicked. She has crossed that invisible line; when she dies, hell will swallow her.

      Even in Gracie’s arms, panic beats at her. She is in the studio, watching herself on screen, watching herself explode. She is there, pushed this way and that by Don Leaming, his to command until she isn’t useful anymore. She wants to help people with her life, but she doesn’t know how. She’s useless. She’s a sinner. She
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