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      The hotel’s sliding glass doors slid open with a soft whir, letting in a fresh whiff of sulfur. It stunk, but I was getting used to it.

      The woman who stepped inside had beautiful knees.

      Most people’s legs have funky joints. You notice that kind of thing around here, in the City. Either the knee fails to connect the thigh bone to the shin bone in one smooth, straight line, or the joint is so swollen it looks like a big gnarly burl on a heat-worshipper tree.

      Not this woman. Excellent knees.

      She walked them toward me, heels clacking on the lobby’s pink marble floor.

      I was sitting in a cushy red wingback chair, one in a circle of four set between two pillars, just beyond the end of the front desk. Behind me, the lobby opened up to the elevators. A breakfast room stood off to my left. They’d served me a pretty good French toast earlier. I could still taste the syrup.

      I wiped my hand down my mouth to remove any sweet, sticky dribbles and sat up straighter in my chair‍—then reminded myself to act casual.

      It was hard. The Hotel Burning Bright’s concierge and front desk attendant had both looked up from their posts, to my left, to watch the woman stride past. Their uniforms were pale red, a gauzy lightweight material I’d noticed last night when I’d checked in but was coveting now. The early morning weather girl on Channel 7 had said the day was going to be another scorcher.

      No way… ya think?

      I’d woken in my room on the eighth floor in the middle of the bright night, in part thanks to an extra heady whiff of the perpetual rotten-egg stink of sulfur; in other part thanks to the construction crew on the street below starting up their front-end loaders and jackhammers well before the witching hour. As if they could beat the heat.

      Maybe they knew something I didn’t.

      Right now, outside the hotel lobby’s floor-to-ceiling windows, the morning was already so hot that last night’s rain (or what passes for it) was evaporating from the sidewalk in rainbow-tinted rivulets, like steam off a boiling pot.

      So not only was it hot out, it was humid.

      I’d dressed in blue Bermuda shorts, the kind with a zip fly and five pockets, like pants only hemmed above the knee, and a white polo shirt, the three buttons undone. Both were a thick, chafing cotton. I’d chosen form over function, thinking it would help me fit in with the hotel’s clientele. So far, so good. In the hour I’d been sitting here, I’d seen only a handful of guests in the lobby, and all of us were wearing our sweat-worthy best.

      Except the woman.

      The woman wore a white cable-knit sweater and gray wool skirt, a thick winter weight. Strange choices, but high quality. Clearly, the woman knew how to get ahead around here.

      I’d been wiping the sweat from the back of my neck every couple minutes, already wilting in the heat, but I didn’t see any perspiration on her. Her wavy, sun-blond hair was still light and bouncy at the roots. Her legs still dry, even in that wool skirt. The hemline skimmed just above her bare knees. It had a slit on one side, and as she walked toward me, a sliver of the skirt’s white lining flashed with every other step.

      Flash.

      Flash.

      A gray thread dangled from the top of the slit‍—it was coming undone‍—and the slit’s extra length revealed that her legs did indeed flow in one straight yet supple, curvy line, from hip bone to the tips of her toes‍—the nails of which were painted white and peeping out of strappy white heels.

      She raised a hand and waved, her face brightening into a smile. She was probably late twenties, maybe thirty. She had a heart-shaped face and a heart-shaped mouth, but her nose was on the prominent side, and it had a droopy tip that didn’t quite gel with her other features and yet only made her face more interesting.

      She wasn’t waving at me, of course. But I was spared the internal debate about whether or not to sneak a glance behind me to see who she was meeting, when a man stepped out from behind my left shoulder. From the elevator, probably, except I hadn’t heard it ding.

      He had on a long-sleeved cream linen shirt, khaki pants, gloves, one of those wide-brimmed hats with a flap to protect the neck, and dark sunglasses. Inside. I cracked a smile.

      Could be that my first real assignment was nothing more than a final test.

      Or a prank.

      Back home, I would’ve camouflaged my smile by running my finger up the screen of my phone, pretending to be amused by some piece of content rather than the mark, but I didn’t have a phone here. So I rubbed my face like I’d had one hell of a night and was still working on destroying the evidence.

      The man, still wearing his doofy hat and glasses, gestured to my right, to where a half wall separated the lobby from a dimly lit bar. The bar’s neon lights on the back wall were off, and no one stood ready to tend guests‍—service wouldn’t begin until two o’clock that afternoon‍—but the area itself, with its black high-top tables and chairs, was still open to lobby spillover.

      The woman nodded and veered course toward the bar‍—without first greeting the man in the hat with a hug or a kiss or even a handshake.

      Interesting.

      Especially since she was still smiling wide.

      Was it a real smile? I supposed it could be, depending on what she was here to exchange. Not being close enough to read her eyes, I couldn’t make an educated guess.

      I wasn’t worried about the man seeing me, not with that giant hat blocking his motion perception. But I waited for the woman to walk close enough to the bar that her back was to me to start scanning her legs, the backs of her knees, her calves, and, as I leaned to the left just enough to peer around a red wingback chair, her ankles.

      And there it was.

      A tattoo.

      But the circular design was not what I’d expected. The woman’s white shoe straps wrapped around the ankle, making it hard to see the detail, but if her tattoo was indeed of a sea-goat, then its horns were depicted curved, following the line of the sea-goat’s spine and transformation into a fish tail. The design looked like a circle from afar.

      As the woman walked further away from me, I squinted, trying to make the tattoo appear as I needed it to be. Was that circle a sea-goat?

      But it had to be it, right? This had to be her. How many people willingly tattoo their Achilles tendon? The spot had to be painful. Not to mention, how many women were meeting someone in the Hotel Burning Bright this morning? The only other people I’d seen in the last hour or so, aside from me, doofy-hat guy, and hotel personnel, were a handful of tired people trudging to and from the continental breakfast or checking in at the front desk.

      No, this was her. It had to be. Right place, right time, right tattoo as far as I could tell, right location on the ankle.

      Which meant I was truly in the presence of Amlathea.

      Whoa.

      But was this the right guy?

      Amlathea reached the bar first and stood just inside the entrance, waiting for him to get there, too.

      Still no physical contact. For some reason, that seemed odd to me.

      Again, the man in the hat held out a hand and gestured her further inside the bar, toward a table in the back right corner. She complied, and as he followed her, the man looked over his shoulder and scanned the lobby‍—the bellhops carting luggage in from valet, the marble pillars holding up the second floor. As his sunglasses-covered gaze passed over me, I heaved a bored sigh and shifted my weight to the other hip, switching up which leg was crossed over the other. Nope, I’m not expecting to get up any time soon. I rested my chin in my palm, my elbow on the red wingback’s armrest, and kept my eyes focused on the sliding glass doors, letting my peripheral vision take over.

      Amlathea reached the table in the back corner and attempted to scooch around it, to take a seat that would put her back against the wall. But the man slithered an arm around her waist. She looked over her shoulder at him, her brow wrinkling in confusion, but she let him pull her away from the table, closer to the wall‍—and out of my sight.

      Ah hell, they were making a run for it. I launched out of my armchair and ran for the bar.

      The bar’s side wall was decorative, dimly backlit rock. But a vertical rectangle of much brighter light was shining down its middle, revealing the sidewalk outside the building and the street beyond. The rectangle quickly thinned into a sliver, until the hole in the wall disappeared completely, the bar’s temporary exit closing behind them.

      Right man. Definitely the right man.

      For a split second I thought about running back through the bar, across the lobby, and out the front door. But that would only work out for me if they, too, were running around the building toward the hotel’s front entrance.

      Unlikely.

      I heaved a heavy sigh, resigning myself to act on my only option.

      I’d had success with sliding glass doors during training. Sure, glass was the easiest material to work with, but it still hurt like a mother.

      But I’d done it.

      I could do a hotel wall, too. Sure I could.

      Here I go.

      Watch me do it.

      I bounced on my toes and flicked my hands, preparing to do it. The bar’s decorative wall was very cool, the color and texture of desert rock. Or maybe it was desert rock. At least two layers of it, all craggy and pocked and backlit so that the pockets of empty space popped with light. Very cool. But admiring it wasn’t helping me any. Not at all, in fact. I squeezed my eyes shut and grimaced, bracing for the pain. I groped the wall with a hesitant hand. (It was rock, smooth yet gritty). Then reminded myself that it’s best to just barge through with the shoulder. I tilted to the side.
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      And I ran through the wall.

      Well, I say ran, and I did amble as fast as I could, but the motion was more like walking through molasses and being stung by jelly fish and electric eels. The yielding rock sounded like chalk scraping on sidewalk. Musty dust tickled my nose. I’m told that the old guys can pass through walls in an instant, but I was still hoping I wouldn’t be here long enough to get that good at it. I gritted my teeth and groaned at the sharp pain as I pushed my way through the wall.

      Outside, the sulfur smell ramped up immediately, and it was bright out, always bright out. Once I had enough of me out of the wall that I could put all my weight on one foot, I yanked my other foot free. I stood there for a second, shaking off the pins-pricking sensation and trying to shallow breathe so as not to inhale too much of the sulfur scent. My shoulder hurt like hell. My shoes sizzled on the sidewalk.

      I’d breached the wall just in time to look right, look left, and see Amlathea wobbling down the sidewalk in her strappy white heels, Victor pulling her by the elbow around the corner of the building.

      Yes, Victor. Had to be. Doofy neck-flap hat and gloves or not, only Victor Kane could’ve parted the bar’s wall like that.

      I had to give him props, though, and not just for the stunt. He hadn’t sent an underling to meet Amlathea. He’d actually put on a disguise and come himself. He’d made his first public appearance in years, all in the hopes of making it back to his lair with her.

      I grinned, wondering if that confirmed all the rumors.

      I took off after them.

      I’d come out in the relative shade of the hotel, of course‍—because the hotel’s back side, like the back sides of all buildings in the City, faces away from the Pit‍—but sweat still gushed from my skin. Even my forearms were sweaty.

      It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. And no breeze would be coming to wick the sweat away any time soon, not today. Not even as I ran. I looked down as I wiped the back of my neck. The soles of my shoes were mingling with what was left of last night’s rain. Every step spurted steam out the sides and left sole residue on the sidewalk.

      So that’s how the City’s sidewalks had gotten its marbled effect. I’d been wondering.

      I turned the corner. Victor and Amlathea were halfway down the sidewalk, running toward the front-entrance side of the hotel. The blinding light from the Pit was spewing up glowing pyroclastic clouds several blocks away. I picked up speed, scanning the end of the block for trouble. But the glare of the Pit clouds on flat surfaces is ten times worse than that of Earth’s sun. I could barely see the street.

      But also, I’d been told to observe an exchange. Nothing more. Chasing people down the street was exciting and all, but what if I had the wrong woman? Or gave myself away? Or tipped them to Management’s mission? What if this was none of my business?

      Ahead of me, the woman stumbled. The strap on her shoe broke and came loose. Revealing more of that circular tattoo.

      It had to be her.

      Which meant my target was indeed meeting Victor Kane.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I was about an hour away from receiving major bonus points from Management.

      Too bad those weren’t the points I was most interested in earning.

      I was gaining on the two of them with each step. So I lowered my gaze to Amlathea’s ankles, trying to get a better look at the tattoo, trying to confirm that the circle was indeed a stylized sea-goat.

      But I was also reaching the distance where the body instinctively knows to straighten the dominant arm and reach out for the target’s shoulder.

      My fingers brushed Amlathea’s hair.

      Victor looked back at me and grinned.

      In a few more steps, the shade from the building across the street would abruptly end in a clear‍—and bright‍—demarcation line on the sidewalk. We were almost at the street corner. I didn’t know what Victor had planned, but it couldn’t be good for me.

      “Victor…”

      He stepped behind the woman and shoved her into the street just as a yellow construction front loader rumbled toward the intersection. The front loader’s black scooper had a bunch of stickers on the side, and it was riding low and flat to the ground.

      Amlathea stumbled forward in those strappy shoes of hers, arms waving. She tripped over the side of the scooper, strappy feet in the air. She scrambled to upright herself as the front loader lifted its scoop‍—with her still in it.

      The woman with the ankle tattoo was my target.

      But the front loader was hauling her away fast and picking up speed. I wouldn’t catch her on foot. And I was convinced that Management had never considered her contact would be Victor Kane himself.

      I watched the woman for a split second, noting she wasn’t calling for help, then turned back to Victor.

      But the shoe-residue-marbled sidewalk where Victor’s feet had been was already sealing closed.
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      “What happened?”

      My boss, Terry Peaches, fortyish, had the whiniest voice I’d ever heard. Every short-A vowel sound of his came out like a baby’s cry. Whaaa, what haaappened?

      “They had a clever getaway car,” I said. “Hidden in plain sight at a construction site and modified for speed. No license plate, granted the right-away… and Amlathea wasn’t exactly struggling or calling for help.”

      Terry flinched at something I’d said.

      Despite the constant heat, Terry had worn a shorts suit every time I’d seen him so far, every one of them a shade of blue. Today’s was royal blue with a red tie. His chin dropped to his barrel chest, blond hair falling over his forehead, and he bit his thumb as he paced behind his desk, the top of which was glass, generally clear of things, and hid nothing. He had tiny feet, but he stomped them around like he was a big man.

      Terry’s office was on the twenty-first floor. Behind him, his office’s floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the Pit, about five blocks away. The smoke rising up from the burning red caldera was white, almost clear. Which meant the air was easier to suck into the lungs, but the smell was particularly sulfurous.

      And yet Terry’s office always smelled worse than it did outside. I had no evidence yet, but I’d swear on a copy of The Wrath of No Man that he piped the stench in direct. Terry thrived on it. Of that, there was some evidence, but only circumstantial.

      “But did she make an exchange?” he asked.

      I puzzled at him. There were no visitor’s chairs in Terry’s office, so I stood in the middle of the room, equidistant between the door and the glass front of his desk. The carpet was like that plastic, outdoor-grass stuff I remembered from back home, only red. It rustled beneath Terry’s footstomps.

      “I mean, yeah, don’t you think? Maybe not the kind we were expecting. No hand-off or anything. But she gave them herself. She was the exchange.”

      Terry grunted, his chest puffing in a humph.

      “And one other thing,” I said, dreading this next part. And what might come after it. Would I be kicked off the case? Or would the case become my life? Either way, I was in for more change. And given what passed for my life these days, I hated change. “The contact was Victor.”

      “Victor?” Terry stopped pacing and frowned at me. “Victor Wally?”

      The guy who’d descended into the Pit’s caldera and lived to tell the tale, to Terry’s dismay and embarrassment.

      “Uh, no, Victor‍⁠—”

      “Victor Tamales?”

      The guy who’d diverted the Pit smoke toward his food cart, across town, harnessing it as free energy and pissing off Terry in the process. Me, I kinda liked the tacos being so cheap he’d been willing to give me one in exchange for a quarter. And the hint of sulfur on the tongue wasn’t bad. Kind of like that spice that tastes like death. Asafoetida or whatever. But Terry’s angry reaction was part of why I thought he truly needed the sulfur smell to survive. If it was going to the taco truck, then it wasn’t coming to him.

      “Yeah, no,” I said. “It was Victor‍⁠—”

      “Victor Sa‍⁠—”

      “Terry.” I stop-signed him with both hands. There were enough Victors around these parts to take an eternity listing them all. “It was Victor Kane.”

      Terry’s chin doubled as he tucked it back toward his neck in surprise. He groped behind himself for his rolling office chair and sat down. The chair’s high back rose at least eighteen inches above his head, like a throne. Did I mention the faux leather is gold?

      “Victor Kane? Are you sure?”

      In training, they’d showed us pictures‍—mugshots, they looked like, but without the black height lines on the white backdrop‍—of people who had quote-unquote other skills. Skills beyond the ones our trainers were deigning to teach us. We were learning to do what, on Earth, had been impossible. But here, walking through walls was just part of Skill Set Level 1. Management didn’t want us getting caught off guard by someone doing something even more unfathomable than walking through walls just because they hadn’t told us the action was possible. Hence, the show and tell. Victor Kane had been mentioned as someone who could do a very rare something other.

      Beyond the windows, the smoke rising from the Pit started to darken. It was just a coincidence, of course. But still. The next part of this discussion was the part I dreaded.

      In response to Terry’s question about whether I was sure it was Victor Kane, I sighed, shrugged. See-sawed my hand back and forth. Comsi comsa. “Ninety-five percent?”

      Terry glowered at me. “Come again?”

      “I couldn’t see his face. He was wearing dark glasses and one of those hats that cover the neck. But he escaped the hotel by opening the wall.”

      “Opened… he didn’t just walk through?”

      “Definitely opened. I saw the light shining through the hole myself. And I counted at least three seconds before it closed behind him and the woman, Amlathea. But‍⁠—”

      He flinched again. “There’s more?”

      “He got away again by opening up the, um, the ground.”

      There. I’d said it. Nice and simple. No ambiguity. Management hadn’t mentioned that little aspect of Victor’s skill set, and given how much they’d rambled on about the variation of other people’s skill sets, I had the feeling Victor’s ground-opening skill had been left out of the presentation for only one reason.

      Management didn’t know about it.

      Terry certainly didn’t. He frowned at me. “Like a little caldera?”

      “No.” I frowned back. “Like a fissure,” I said. “A crack. Like how the wall opened up, only in the ground.”

      Terry shook his head. And I couldn’t blame him. Walls opened onto air. Inside or outside, there was space on the other side of a wall in which to find yourself. With the ground…

      “It opened into‍—what?‍—fire and brimstone?”

      “No,” I said, hesitation coloring my tone. I had to admit this part was the problem, but I didn’t want it to become my problem. “It was dark and loamy and… and moist.”

      Terry’s upper lip curled in disgust. He was catching on, but he still looked puzzled. So I told it like it was:

      “The hole was like digging up on the, uh, on the Earth’s surface, like… like dirt.”

      Terry gasped and clutched a hand to his chest like a lady of manners‍—you see them around here sometimes‍—but then his eyes narrowed. “Impossible.”

      It wasn’t my place to confirm or deny what was possible around these parts, and I had no clue about what was supposed to be possible or not, anyway. So I stood mute, rolling my right shoulder joint and rubbing the deltoid, trying to soothe the lingering pain of pins and needles‍—more like spears and pitchforks.

      Walking through walls was nothing like walking through glass, I’ll tell you that much.

      Terry said, “I’ll need you to do me a favor, Kohl.”

      Well, that sounded ominous. I didn’t know much about Victor Kane. But what little I did know made me wary of being assigned to checking him out. From what I’d learned in training, people didn’t usually go missing around here. But on the rare occasion they did, Victor Kane’s name was usually part of the theory.

      I still hadn’t figured out what I was doing here, in the City. So I wasn’t too keen on possibly suddenly finding myself somewhere else. Somewhere else, in my recent experience, was never somewhere better.

      “What about the woman?” I asked. “Amlathea?”

      Certainly she was a safer assignment, right?

      Terry gave me a pained look like he had no idea who I was talking about. Or like he didn’t want me knowing who I was talking about. Probably that one. After all, I’d learned the target’s name not from him but from doing my own research.

      “With the tattoo?” I prompted.

      “You saw it?”

      “Sort of. It was partially covered by the straps on her shoes. It was circu‍⁠—”

      “Ah-ah-ah!” Terry warned. He pursed his lips and shook his head.

      If this had happened a few weeks ago, on my first couple days on the job, I would’ve been more confused and more frustrated than ever. But over the past few days I’d gotten used to it. Or at least apathetic to it.

      I was the rank of need-to-know. Fine. It made it harder to know which details were important and which weren’t, but apparently making such distinctions wasn’t expected of me. And anyway, I was learning the tells.

      Still, I liked clarity. “So…”

      Terry’s phone rang. It was an old rotary dial. Olive green enamel. For better and worse, there were no cell phones here. At least not on a grand scale. Reasons included signal interference thanks to the Pit and heat too harsh for sensitive electronics. I’d heard that some people had makeshift phones, but I was told they were more like glorified walkie-talkies.

      Terry let the phone ring a second time before answering. I hadn’t been dismissed yet, so I waited. He glanced at me, then stood and walked to the window as far as the curly cord would allow. He spoke in quiet if terse tones, with his back to me… glowered over his shoulder at me a couple of times… finally hung up.

      “Take the rest of the day off, Kohl.”

      My eyebrows rose in surprise‍—those glances he’d given me during the call had looked bad; he still hadn’t told me if I was done with Amlathea; and what about Victor Kane?‍—but when it comes to a free pass, no one had to tell me twice.

      And practically a whole day, too. What a score.

      “Sounds good. See you later,” I said on my jaunty walk out.

      “I want you back here tomorrow,” he called after me. “Nine o’clock.”

      I winced, stumbling a step and hunching my shoulders, but I kept walking.

      And then he added, “Sharp.”
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      The room outside Terry’s office was windowless, with dark faux-wood paneling and the same red plastic carpet. Terry had an assistant, poor old guy, but his tidy glass desk to the right of Terry’s office door, as you exit, was empty. I turned left and hit the elevator down button, just in case it happened to be waiting on this floor. But it wasn’t. I can’t stand being in Terry’s red, windowless waiting room, so I hit the button several more times, just because, and then took the fire exit stairs.

      It wasn’t even eight yet. What to do with myself for twenty-five hours?

      My footsteps echoed in the gray concrete stairwell, which miraculously smelled more like dust than sulfur. The metal handrail was cool to the touch. The stairwell spiraled slowly and sometimes steeply around the elevator, and on a few of the lower landings, which had fewer exit doors, I could stand in one spot without being spotted by anyone suddenly entering the stairs.

      I pressed my shoulder, forehead, neck, underarms, underlegs‍—basically any body part I could finagle into contact with the rail, I pressed against the cool rail. It felt so good. What a treat. If the railing weren’t heating up at my touch, I might’ve done this for my whole twenty-four hours.

      I did it for about twenty minutes. Then finished my decent down the stairs to the ground floor, braced myself, and pried open the door.

      First came the heat. Like opening a pizza oven back home. The wave of heat rolled in at me, so thick I had to step aside to get out of its way. After the heat came the glare. Like exiting a dark theater into a bright summer day, face first into the sun.

      Except the glare here wasn’t sun. The glare from the persistently yellow sky above was too bright to see for sure what the source was, and no one I’d hazarded to ask‍—namely, Terry and my training instructors‍—had been willing to tell me what it was. But I was developing some suspicions.

      I’d been in the City for a couple of weeks now, but I still felt like a tourist. I know, tourist has positive connotations‍—at least when you are the tourist, maybe not so much when you’re dealing with the tourist‍—but I mean it. If you like people-watching, strange architecture, new things, different things‍—and I do‍—then the City’s not that bad. And it’s big enough that I’d probably, hopefully, never get to see it all.

      But the weather was something else.

      Hot. Always hot. At least it had been the last few weeks. But, like I said, the City wasn’t on a planet orbiting and wobbling in a solar system, like back home. So I wasn’t holding out much hope for a change of season.

      I darted out of the stairwell, into the bright of day, and crossed the four-lane street, into the relative shade of an old apartment building. It was four stories tall with slender windows evenly spaced throughout the upper floors. The street-level occupants were all stores, or the backs of stores, anyway. This being the side of the building furthest from the Pit, the relative-shade side, there were no front entrances. All the stores had dull gray rear entrance doors. Some of them single doors, some of them double doors. For larger deliveries, maybe.

      Simple black-and-white signs above the doors identified the names of the stores. The third sign from the right was for a store called Physical Services Parlor.

      I was still feeling a little raw and raggedy from running through the hotel wall after Victor and Amlathea. In particular, my shoulder was killing me. I was told the ache wears off eventually, but there were procedures and therapies to speed up the process. So why wait?

      That decided the first hour of my free day.

      I tried the parlor’s back door, but it was locked. Hmm. Cautious choice or a Pit penalty?

      And did I really want to find out?

      I could have walked the City streets and found another parlor to help me with the aftereffects of walking through walls, but that would have meant more glare and heat. And curiosity always gets the best of me. I can’t turn it off. I love to learn. Why, oh, why, store, have you locked your back door?

      At the edge of the building, I turned the corner, keeping my head down as I walked into the glare of the Pit. Terry’s office was five blocks away, which made this block less than four blocks away. The heat was something else and the glare was blinding. I took to reverse blinking‍—opening my eyes for a split second and otherwise keeping them closed‍—as I made my way down the sidewalk.

      It was still pretty early in the morning and no one passed me. Only a few cars puttered by. There’s no rush hour here. At least not in any predictable sense, according to any time of day. The City’s inhabitants don’t all go to work at nine and leave work at five. Some do‍—mainly those who are closer to the Pit than others, in the metaphorical sense‍—but most people do not.

      And here Terry wanted me back in the office tomorrow at nine o’clock sharp. Not a good sign. I racked my brain for something punishable I had done but came up with nothing.

      I turned left at the front of the building. The hottest, brightest part. The Physical Services Parlor was three doors in, poor souls. My hair, brown and cut in one of those cool-boy styles once upon a time, was now a sweat helmet on my head. I could actually smell myself without sniffing an armpit. I picked up speed to a fast walk, stopping just a gear short of adding the hop in my step that would have made my gait a run. City folk take Community Watch to a whole new level. And you don’t want to be caught running or appearing to be running from the effects of the Pit. By anyone. Bad things can happen.
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      The parlor’s entrance was one of those single glass doors with a silver metal handle across the middle that made me think of old malt shops and pharmacies from the 1950s back home. I opened it slowly and heard an electronic buzzing sound, like hair clippers or a beard trimmer, coming from somewhere deep inside the store, but then a little doorbell rang over the top of it‍—ding‍—and the buzzing stopped. I smiled and relaxed. Nostalgia. It’s the little things, you know? The little things that let you know you’re gonna like the people you’re about to meet.

      Door all the way open now, about to step inside, and I felt a rush of air conditioning. Hmm. Locked back door. Air conditioning. And the room I was stepping into was empty and only twenty feet wide by ten feet deep, if that. The back wall was made of pressboard. I could see the texture of the layered flakes beneath its thin coat of green paint. The green paint was a good sign‍—green, to induce calm and creativity, which was how I hoped to be feeling in an hour‍—but the construction work was shoddy. No way was it sanctioned or up to code. The green pressboard wall and the empty waiting room, without a help desk or even art on the walls, seemed more purposed toward keeping the likes of me from seeing the rest of the store space than welcoming me inside.

      Now I know I just complained about Community Watch tattling about petty things, but this place was looking like something bigger and worth mentioning. Back home, I would’ve said it was a front for drugs or some such. But drugs aren’t really a thing here and some such could be anything. I was too new in town to know, yet, about all the shady opportunities.

      So the next step I took was back out the door, back onto the sidewalk. Nothing to see here folks, and nobody here to see it either. I’d just be going now.

      Except I wouldn’t be.

      I’d like to say I was spotted on video, that some kind of hidden surveillance system had caught me. But it wasn’t. It was the bell. The comforting, damning, welcome-into-the-shop doorbell. I’d heard its ding and stood there reminiscing like an idiot.

      It was one of the more subtle, more cruel ways that the City showed you, demonstrated for you, exactly where you were. The Pit, the heat, the sulfur smell. The nostalgia that turned against you. Nobody ever confirmed it, never even came close. But with hints like these, how could you not know exactly where you were?

      The left side of the green back wall shook, revealing a crack. A door. For a moment it jiggled in place, like it was stuck. Then it burst open.

      A big dude, the kind with no neck to speak of and lats so big his arms hovered at his sides, dipped his squared head under the green pressboard door frame and stepped inside the little room with me. He had unsettling light-hazel eyes.

      Sure, I could’ve left, could’ve turned heel and ran. But, as mentioned, around here that’s a solution akin to jumping from the frying pan and into the Pit.

      I stepped fully inside the little waiting room like that had been my goal the whole time and I was just slow getting to it. I let the door close behind me. The bell deep inside the store somewhere finished its jingle: dong.

      In my head, the jingle kept going. Dong-dong dooonnnng.

      “Can I help you?” the man said. His tone was kinder and his voice not as low as I’d expected. He was wearing a yellow tank top, the kind from the eighties with the thin shoulder straps and a scoop neck that came down halfway between his pecs and his navel. He might’ve been from the eighties himself, for all I knew, what with that muscle head and the squinty eyes and the neck rolls so big they were peeking out at me from the side.

      Maybe his storefront was hiding a gym.

      But I didn’t think so. His pants weren’t gaudy fluorescent spandex; they were dirty khakis cut off above the knee. He had massive calves. And he’d shoved his bare feet into some brown plastic slides. I could see the dude’s toes. Gross.

      “Uh…” I looked around for a service menu, but the green walls were bare. What had I come here for? Oh, yeah. I’d first heard the technique’s name during training, after our first test run through a glass wall. Some people make it through. Other people hit their heads at best, and at worse, end up on a table having glass picked from their skin.

      “Can I get a Cellular Twist?” But not from you. Please.

      “Been walking through walls, huh?” The dude raised his muscular arm and groped at the green pressboard wall to my left. I could see cracks, but they formed a rectangle that was smaller than the dude’s door. More like a hidden compartment. Either way, it, too, was stuck. The dude tried digging a sausage finger into the cracks, but that wasn’t happening.

      He hit the green wall with his meaty fist. I flinched back a step, and it was a good thing, too, because a flap of pressboard dropped where I’d been standing, right between us, stopping parallel to the ground at waist level. His, not mine.

      An old piece of orange rope held the makeshift desk in place, but I wouldn’t have put any weight on it.

      The dude reached inside the resulting wall compartment and pulled out a book. He opened the book and flipped its pages until he got to the one he wanted. A weekly scheduler. He ran his finger down today’s date. I don’t know what he was looking for. There wasn’t a single handwritten word on the page.

      But, ah, the appearance of respectability.
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      “Sure,” the dude said, “I think Angela’s free. Come on back.”

      Do I have to?

      He turned and ducked back through the pressboard doorway. I had to step over the bottom door frame, but the top was at least eight inches above my head. No ducking for me.

      I entered a hallway that smelled of cold disuse. Couldn’t complain about the cold, and it almost made being here, facing an uncertain future, worthwhile. But the disuse was a bit of a quandary. I mean, at the very least, the big dude was using the space, and after walking in his wake through the plywood door, I could tell you he did not smell like cold disuse; he smelled like my shorts after a heated game of basketball played on the rim of the Pit.

      Maybe his khakis were hiding gym spandex.

      The hallway ran the whole length of the store and was lit with exposed bulbs strung every four feet. At the end was the locked exit door I’d tried to open earlier. The left wall was concrete, and the right was another plywood wall, also green, but still not doing much to help me stay calm.

      The dude said, “Shut the door, will ya?” Then, “Yo, Angela.”

      I turned back toward the waiting room to shut the door, pinching my fingers in the plywood and getting a sliver in the process. I stuck the tip of my finger in my mouth and sucked it out. The
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