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Something About Faith

If she were the chosen one, this would read like personality development, not sulking on in an abandoned park. 

She kicked her feet to the beat drilling through her headphones. Perched on the old wall she had the best view of the river, reflecting the orange night sky. She yearned for company of the stars, but the low cloud cover, painted a dirty orange by the city lights, hid them away. Her fingers traced invisible constellations on the crumbling stone beneath her. Stone and sky and music, cheaper than whiskey. 

She was startled by a sudden vibration against her thigh. She suspected the bulky old cellphone was informing her its battery neared its death. But when she pulled it out and looked at the screen, she was greeted by a… text message instead.




Hi! Thx again 4 our nice convo the other day. So im going 2 a party later… wanna come? -ida 




It took her a bit to decipher the unknown lingo and place the name. When she did, heat spread in her chest. Ida, yeah. Tall, gangly, charming smile that made girls’ knees weak. Going out, partying, and God forbid, flirting? Tasted like ash mixed with sour bile in her mouth. She wasn’t sure she still knew how to enjoy herself, hadn’t in so long. 

She looked up at the sky again. A single star flickered at her, briefly visible through the cloud cover. She stretched out on the wall— missed— 

Landed face first in the dirt.

Tasting grit between her teeth allowed her to reconsider her situation. Was there really a point to perching here and brooding? Going to a party with a hot stranger might distract her from the depressive spiral for a couple of hours. She’d actually enjoyed the flirty banter with Ida about art that one time at the vernissage. If that failed, she could still brood in company and steal some stranger’s beers. She propped herself up on her elbows and grabbed the phone to slowly type a response. 




I’m terrible at parties, so sure. Where do you want to meet? -Kallisto

Friday




By the time Kallisto reached the rendezvous point it had occurred to her that this was indeed a rendezvous. Ida waited for her underneath a street lamp, her bleached blond hair positively glowing in the light. In her black high heeled boots she towered far above most other people, especially Kal herself. Skintight jeans and a ripped shirt showed off her lean figure. Kallisto barely had time to take in the sight when Ida already noticed her. Her crimson lips split into a toothy smile and she could barely wait for Kallisto to cross the road to gather her up in a tight hug. Kallisto failed to get a word out, partly because Ida caught her by surprise, but mostly because the hug squashed her face too close to Ida’s firm breasts to think clearly. 

“I’m so glad you agreed to come!” Ida held her at arm’s length and kissed her cheeks. “You know, I’ve never met anyone like you” she picked the leaves from Kallisto’s hair now, “I really wanna get to know you better.” 

“Hi” Kallisto managed to say. The unfamiliar scent of Ida’s perfume distracted her. 

“Oh no!” Ida exclaimed, grabbing Kallisto’s hand. “What happened? You’re bleeding!” 

“Oh” Kallisto made, “I hadn’t noticed. Must’ve cut it when I was… exploring.”

Ida tenderly ran a finger along the torn skin. The blood had already started to clot. “That explains the outfit” she said with a wink. 

“Umm.” Kallisto self-consciously started rubbing at the dirt stains on her hole-riddled jumper. “Sorry, yeah, I didn’t have time to get changed… Now I feel under-dressed…” 

“Ah, don’t worry about it,” Ida waved her hand and let go of hers, “it’s a casual house party, nothing fancy. Besides, I like the outfit.” 

Kallisto eyed Ida’s get-up. She herself had never managed a winged eyeliner that sharp, and when Ida turned, motioning for Kallisto to follow her, she got a good view at Ida’s ass in those skintight jeans. No complaints. 

“So, uh, where are we going?” 

“It’s not far. Want some gum?” She pulled some from a small pouch on her belt. 

“No thanks.” 

Ida shrugged and popped the gum in her mouth. “Sorry if I talk too much, I talk a lot when I’m nervous. Or excited. Or anything really.” Her hands flattered as if to underscore her words, the light catching on a single silver ring she wore on her index finger.

“Why would you be nervous?” Kallisto tried to sound suave but feared she came off more gawky than charming.

“Would you look at that! They barricaded the street!” Ida stopped in her tracks so suddenly Kallisto bumped against her shoulder. She sidestepped to get a better view. 

What Ida had referred to as a ‘barricade’ was a construction site fence sectioning off most of the street. The asphalt had been torn open and a pile of pipes and wiring set at the side. The hole in the ground was so deep she couldn’t see its bottom. The construction site effectively blocked access to several adjacent houses, all of them with broken glass windows and covered in graffiti. 

Ida grabbed the nearest section of fence and rattled it, then moved on segment after segment until she found one that wasn’t locked in place and could be pushed aside. 

“What are you doing?” Kallisto asked, her heart beating faster. 

Ida slipped through the fence, gingerly stepping between the rubble and miraculously managing not to stumble in her heels. She offered Kallisto her hand through the gap in the fence. “Can I interest you in some adventures?” There was a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Kallisto pretended to think about it, then shrugged. “Alright, but only because I got no better plans.” With a smirk she took Ida’s hand and let herself be pulled through the fence. Ida smile grew. 

Ida led her through the rubble, pipes and equipment, carefully choosing her steps and avoiding the large hole in the ground. She held onto Kallisto’s hand tightly, both steadying her and keeping her close. The wind tugged at them, whirling up leaves and dirt. 

“The rich and privileged don’t like to come here,” Ida whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “no fancy stores and coffee shops. Just regular people from all over and their corner shops.”

Kallisto knew this part of town to be popular with migrant families due to numerous foreign grocery stores and low rents for large flats. But these houses in front of them looked uninhabited - no lights, no people, no sounds. A voice stirred in the back of her mind - a girl she barely knew led her to an abandoned apartment block late at night. Why did she trust Ida not to knock her out and cut out her kidneys? Or replace her kidneys with drugs to smuggle out of the country? Not that she could afford to leave the country anyway. But another, more lethargic voice rose up: So what? Kallisto’s life hadn’t been great lately and she, frankly, shouldn’t care what happened at these houses in the dead of night. There wasn’t much left she had to lose, or so she thought. 

Ida stopped and turned around, shutting up both voices in Kallisto’s head. “Get ready, Kal” she said, “you jump and I’ll catch you.” 

“What?” Kal made, not having paid attention. But Ida had already let go of her hand to take a running start at the gaping hole bisecting the street. Her incredibly long legs stretched as she flew over it and landed safely on her feet on the other side. Her heels didn’t even slip. 

Kal took a step closer and looked down the hole. There were cables bundled up at the bottom, and while it would be a short fall it could still hurt. 

“It’s not that far, really!” Ida exclaimed, sounding encouraging. 

“Your legs are, like, ten feet long!” Kallisto replied. She wasn’t even sure herself if she meant it as a compliment or a rebuke. In lieu of replying, Ida spread out her arms to show that she was ready to catch Kal. Kal risked another look down, regretted it immediately, went back a couple steps and breathed in deep, then took the running jump, her heart beating like a bird’s.

It was good of Ida to catch her. The jump had been calculated well enough, but Kal hadn’t considered the treacherous crumbling surface of broken asphalt. Her feet slipped out from under her as soon as she landed and gravity threatened to pull her down into the chasm. But Ida’s spry arms gripped her and pulled her forward with surprising strength. They reeled away from the hole, entangled in a half-dance, half-stumble, Ida giggling as she pressed her cheek to Kallisto’s hair. 

“I could have fallen in” Kal pouted, but her heart was light.

“I would have jumped in after you” Ida said, full of warmth. 

“Then we’d both be sitting in a hole right now.” 

They stilled and Ida chuckled. Kallisto was torn between enjoying being this close to her, to any person, and wishing they’d separate so she could go back to feeling alone and isolated. Not because she liked it, but because it was familiar and seemed safer. 

Ida disentangled herself and gave Kallisto one of those charming, heart-melting smiles. “Adventures” she whispered. Kal tried really hard not to glance at her lips. Ida pointed at the house behind her. “We’re here.” 

“Ida, no one has lived in that house for quite a while.”

“Exactly!”

Kal frowned, but Ida already confidently strode towards the front door. Wooden boards blocked the empty window frames and secured the shabby door in place. Small shards of glass covered the ground. Even the street lights on this side of the road had gone dark. Kal crossed her arms in front of her chest as she followed Ida who rapped a certain rhythm on the door. Her eye caught sparks of electricity flying from open wiring next to the door where the intercom must have been.

“Ida… this doesn’t seem safe.”

Ida had pressed her ear to the door. “Ugh”, she made, “they must have put on the music too loud to hear.” 

“I can’t hear any music. There’s no one here. What are you talking about?” 

Ida continued to ignore her. Kal shook her head and let her eyes wander up and down the street. She’d heard that police presence had been increased around here in response to some stabbing incidents. She may have signed up for adventures, but explaining to police why they were trying to break into an abandoned rundown house that, for all she could know, may be a crack-house was not her idea of a good time. 

A sudden crack caused her to whirl around. Ida held open the front door, wooden boards sticking out like spread fingers. Music and thumping could be heard from inside. Kal had been sure there had been not even a faint trace of noise just a moment ago. 

Ida motioned for her to enter, a self-satisfied smirk on her face. Kal didn’t budge. “Alright”, Ida said, “I’ll go first so you see there’s nothing dangerous lurking inside.” 

“Thank you” Kal replied with a heavy dose of sarcasm. 

Ida stepped through the door, crouching down under the sunken frame, and pushed shards and debris out of the way with her boots. Kal pushed aside the sinister voice in her head telling her she could be jumped, beaten, robbed, violated— and followed after Ida. Loose wires shot sparks of electricity as she passed. Kal hugged her own chest and avoided touching any walls. Why had the power not been shut down if no one was living here to pay the bills? 

As soon as Kal stepped over the threshold, the music’s volume swallowed her like the stormy sea a tiny boat. The beat aligned with her heartbeat and the baseline reverberated through her body, too loud to recognize any melody. There were lamps here, giving off dim, unusual lights - modern interior design style, she figured. Where did the electricity even come from? She’d been sure those cables outside in the hole in the street were disconnected. 

When Kal didn’t immediately follow after her, Ida turned back and closed the distance between them. Her mouth moved, but Kal motioned to her ears to indicate she couldn’t hear anything above the music. Ida bent down to talk directly into her ear. Her breath on Kal’s skin sent shivers down her spine. 

“Come on, I’ll introduce you to them!” 

Kal nodded hesitantly and let herself be directed down the corridor and up a wobbly set of stairs. Floral wallpaper covered the walls, punctuated by water stains, peeling off in the corners. They followed the staircase up to the top floor before they saw anyone else. There were empty door frames on every floor, and those strange modern lamps lighted the way up to lead everyone to that mysterious party. Strangely, the music did not get louder as they came closer to the actual party, but seemed to come from the house itself. Maybe the speakers were hidden inside the walls.

Finally they encountered the dancing shadows of other people on one of the floors. Some walls had been demolished as if someone had planned to tear them down, then lost interest halfway through. The smell of mold and stale water was strong up here, mixed with spilled beer and old cigarette smoke. The bare concrete floor, covered in remnants of carpet adhesive, was littered with beer bottles and the occasional vodka bottle, paper plates and cigarette butts and what looked like candy wrappers. Kal had to watch her step as she followed Ida. The party people were just flickering shapes in dim light, dancing to repetitive music like moths circling a flame. Ida took a turn through a doorway on their right. Kal had spotted no furniture so far, but this room was filled with mismatched old sofas seating a bunch of just as mismatched people. They sprawled out, drinking, smoking and chatting loudly. The smell of weed hung heavy in the air.

“Let’s meet the gang. I’ll introduce you”, Ida was so close to Kal’s ear she got goosebumps. She watched out the corner of her eye as Ida raised one hand above her head like a ballerina, drawing all attention to them as people’s heads turned. Kal got fidgety feeling everyone’s eye on her. 

As if on cue, the music’s volume dropped down to ambient level. Ida jumped in, greeting everyone and then telling Kal each person’s name, far too fast to follow even though there was barely a dozen people in this room. 

“This”, Ida closed by grabbing Kal’s hand and lifting it up, “is Kallisto. Kal. She’s new.” Kal could have sworn she heard the suggestive smirk in Ida’s voice. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 

“New what exactly”, Kal murmured, but no one heard her. Her free hand combed through her hair self-consciously. 

“Where did you pick her up?” A girl with long black hair asked. Her tone made Kal expect a snotty follow-up like “the middle of the forest?” 

“It’s a funny story, actually”, Ida replied. She let go of Kal’s hand and moved closer to stand next to the sitting girl, gesturing while she told the story of their first meeting. Kal took the opportunity to slip from the proverbial spotlight, sitting down on the next best couch besides an androgynous person with a broad nose. They had not looked up once from scribbling in a notebook. 

“Remember how I did that public gallery showing over in the western quarter?” Ida started. 

“The one your daddy’s money got you?” The black-haired girl taunted. 

Kal missed Ida’s reply because the androgynous person spoke up at that moment. “Are you Ida’s new pet?” They spoke with a heavy drawl on the words, like molasses. 

“Sorry? Pet? …I don’t know. Am I?”

There was a pause. “Like moth to a flame.” They stated it like a fact. 

“Who’s the moth, her or me?” Kal asked. She was met with silence. 

“Anyway, I saw this girl”, Ida continued at that moment with a cheeky glance at Kal to get her attention, “this beautifully casual girl in a suit observing one of my paintings. I watched her sizing up the art for several minutes and figured, well, if she’s been looking at it for so long she must have some opinion on it. So I took heart, walked up to her, and asked her what she’s thinking, about the painting, you know. And then she…! She just unloads this whole tirade of criticism! Like ‘the proportions are off’, ‘the colors look dull’, the use of frame is abysmal’. I did not know what to say. But then she went on to talk about the good bits, like ‘there’s real feeling there’, ‘I see what the artist is expressing, and it’s raw and real.’ Her words moved me so much, even more than what I felt while I was painting. So I said ‘wow, no one’s ever been that honest and brutal with me before’, which is true, and Kallisto turned white and then red as she realized I was the artist, and then I just had to ask her out.” Ida laughed joyfully as she glanced at Kallisto with those sparkling eyes. Kallisto blushed and sunk deeper into the sofa. 

“Don’t get burned, little moth” said a voice close to Kallisto’s ear. 

“What did you say?” Kallisto asked the androgynous scribbler. 

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Scoot, Nika” Ida interjected. Nika, apparently the name of the scribbler, sighed and moved up the sofa with their notes to make room for Ida to squeeze in next to Kal. Conversations around the room picked up again since Ida was no longer hogging the spotlight. 

“Beer?” Ida offered a bottle she’d produced from somewhere. Kal accepted with a mumble and uncapped the top with another bottle. The length of Ida’s thigh was pressed flush against Kal’s and she was glad to have the bottle to hold onto and took a deep swig of as soon as Ida turned away. 

“By the way, Nika,” Ida said to them, “have you seen Claudia lately?” 

Kal couldn’t hear Nika’s response. Kal continued nursing her beer for a lack of anything else to do. 

“Didn’t she want to finally go to rehab?” Ida continued. 

Again there was a pause as Nika presumably mumbled a reply. 

“Hmm. Strange,” Ida said, then turned around, “anyway, sorry, Kal, I’m all yours now.”

The music was turned up again, so Kal had to raise her voice to ask her next question. 

“What do you actually do, Ida? Aside from painting and-” she waved her half empty bottle to indicate the room - “and this?” 

Ida leaned in close to speak into Kal’s ear. Kal did like the shiver that went down her neck.

“I study psychology.” 

“Really?” 

She nodded. “Always loved the idea.” 

“Wow. That’s… cool.” 

“What do you study then?” 

“I don’t actually, I-” 

“Ida! You made it!” Kal looked up at the guy who interrupted them. Forgettable face, light skin. His most outstanding feature was his long hair, tied up in a low ponytail. “Pardon the interruption,” he said to Kallisto as Ida jumped up to hug him, then turned to Ida: “Anh said you wanted a favor?” 

“Oh, yeah…” Ida said, “do we have to do it now though?” She glanced at Kal. 

“Afraid so. I have a distinct feeling tonight’s gonna to be a short night, so if you want to get it done…” 

Ida’s smile sagged. She bent down to Kallisto to say in a low voice: “Sorry about this, but I won’t be long, I promise.” And with that she was gone through the doorway. 

“Alright” Kallisto said, more to herself than anyone else and emptied her beer in one big gulp. Mostly still sober and alone at a party with a bunch of strangers, not her idea of fun or a distraction. She surveyed the room.

The androgynous scribbler, Nika, had taken up a perch on the backrest of an old comfy chair. They were engrossed in their sketches that Kal couldn’t quite make out in the dim light. As Nika seemed the least overwhelming person, Kal scooted closer to casually glance up at the sketchpad over their arm. The page was covered in gory studies of roadkill, eyeballs and innards trailing out onto the page next to their respective bodies. Nika gave Kal a sideway glance, pen hovering over the paper, daring her to say something. Kal met their eyes. “Cool,” she simply said. Nika seemed pleased she hadn’t squeamishly turned away and continued detailing the blood splatter on a hare with its jaw ripped open. 

Kal looked around the room to see where she could get more beer. Most of the others were sitting or standing in small groups, chatting and laughing. She spotted the judgmental girl with the long black hair in one of the groups over at the far wall. Something about the atmosphere in the room, the whole house, sent shivers down Kal’s spine, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. It wasn’t the people though, or not just them. When she raised the bottle again to get the very last drops of beer, she noticed goosebumps on her forearm. She decided to get moving, check out the rest of the floor while Ida was gone. Maybe she’d find some vodka instead of beer, look busy, and thus avoid having anyone attempt pity-small talk seeing her sitting on her own. 

No one paid attention when left the room and followed the dancing shadows she’d seen coming up the stairs just across the hallway. Another one of those strange modern lamps threw flickering lights on the floor and ceiling, like an electric eel living inside a disco ball. Half a dozen teens and twens were dancing around the largest room of the apartment, with much vigor and little coordination. They moved with the awkwardness of teenagers whose limbs had recently grown much longer than they used to be, still unsure of what do with them. Their voices warbled along to lyrics Kal didn’t recognize. But she felt safe here as the dancers were too preoccupied to pay much attention to her. One girl waved at her and she raised her hand halfway in acknowledgment. The music had turned to a mix of pop-style songs and heavy metal. Somewhere the DJ was intercepting airy pop-lyrics with screamo bridges. 

“You prefer to hang out with the kids?” Ida’s voice sounded very close. Kal turned around. 

“You’re back already— your hair!?”

Ida beamed and ran a hand through her bob. Her hair was bright orange, almost glowing in the dark. 

“It’s… orange,” Kallisto brightly assessed. 

“Yes.”

“It used to… not be orange.”

Ida smiled fondly at her as if her baby had spoken their first words. “Wanna dance?” 

Kal regretted having drunk all of her first beer already. It would’ve been a great excuse not to dance now. “I don’t—” 

“Nonsense, come on! Let’s dance!” 

Ida grabbed Kal’s hand and pulled her onto the makeshift dance floor, swirling her in a wide circle. The teenagers moved aside to give them space. Kal’s feet were barely touching the ground. Ida grabbed her other hand and pulled her close. She moved both of them to the beat, a cross between slow-dancing and jive. Kal suddenly got very aware of her own inability to dance. From this close she could count Ida’s eyelashes. There were a lot of them. The beat of the music resonated in her bones, urging her to go with the flow. Ida whirled out of her personal space, then back in, and Kal let go of her inhibitions slowly, just dancing, not a care in the world. For the length of exactly one remixed song she existed only here and now. No doubts about the future, no pain of the past. She closed her eyes to capture this moment in time. 

The song ended, Kal slowed, breathing heavily, and opened her eyes. Ida smiled at her. Kallisto was sure there were electric sparks flying between them, courtesy of the broken cables, how else could the tingling on her skin and in her stomach be explained? 

Ida’s chest rose and fell quickly. She raised a hand to smooth down Kal’s stray hairs, sticking up in every direction, her heart-shaped face open and tender. Kallisto couldn’t help but stare at her parted lips. She almost missed the look of curiosity that passed over Ida’s face, as if she’d noticed something new and unexpected. It was gone in the blink of an eye. 

“Well, shall we get another drink?” 

Kallisto swallowed hard and nodded harder. Her head felt fuzzy already, and not from the one beer she’d had. 

They stepped back into the hallway and Ida produced two bottles from somewhere. She handed Kal one and clinked the bottles together before Kal took an over-eager swig of hers. Ponytail chose that moment to pop up right next to them, his mouth already opened to engulf Ida in conversation. 

“Sorry, who are you?” Kallisto interjected, hastily swallowing a mouthful of beer, before he could get a word out. 

“Ah. Forgive my rudeness. The name’s Julek.” He reached out his hand. Kallisto scrutinized him for a second, grabbed his hand tightly to establish dominance, and shook it like a dead swallow. Julek hid his flinch well. 

“And who are you in respect to this party?” Kal continued, sipping at her beer. 

“Friend of many people”, he said carefully. “No one gets in these parties unless I know them.”

“Except for me.” Kal raised an eyebrow. Ida shifted on her feet next to her, hiding her smirk behind her beer. 

“Ida’s got special plus one privileges.” Kal did not like Julek’s smirk as he said that. Ida meanwhile jumped at the chance to change the topic. 

“Julek, how’s your work going?” 

Julek promptly shifted his attention back to Ida and smiled disarmingly. He started a monologue Kal had no interest in following, dropping fancy words like ‘efficacy’, ‘conservation attempts’, and ‘feasibility’. Two other friends of Julek’s, as everyone was apparently, joined to listen. When Julek looked away, Kal bent over to Ida to whisper in her ear. 

“What’s he even talking about?” 

“His research. It’s interesting.”

“Do you mean to say you understand what he’s going on about?” 

Ida chuckled. “Vaguely, yes.” 

Julek’s next sentence included the phrase “distinctly reinvent credible alignment theory”. Kal couldn’t reign in her tongue. 

“Where does he work? A bullshit factory getting a PhD in buzzword fuckery?”

Ida snorted into her beer. Julek gave her a confused glance. Kal felt really pleased with herself. 

“Actually, he used to intern at the Institute of Power Efficacy and Public Health.” Something about Ida’s too-casual tone told Kal this was supposed to be important information. 

“Is that the IPE…PH? Think I’ve heard of it when I came here. What does that even mean? What do they do there?”

Ida’s reply came quick as a shot: “Improving public health and well-being by using power in efficient and sustainable ways.” 

Kal furrowed her brow. But as soon as she opened her mouth to ask for something less bullshit, a melodious voice sounded in her ear, clear as a bell. 

“Who are you, really?” 

She turned her head. There was no one else nearby or behind her. Ida was hanging onto Julek’s words, as were the other two in the hallway. Kal frowned and edged away from the group, peering around the corner of the next doorway. The teenagers on the make-shift dance floor had dropped to the floor, sharing a joint, laughing at some inside-joke. No one had been close enough to speak into her ear. 

Maybe she had spent too much time on her own and started hearing voices. Or her brain was overwhelmed with the situation, starting to hallucinate. Or not getting enough oxygen. Maybe she should get some air. 

Kal sneaked past the others towards the stairwell. They were all busy listening to that guy’s bullshit anyway. The reverberating music started to give her a headache. She left her beer balanced on the railing and followed the stairs up to attic, hoping for a window she could open. The smell of dust and pigeon poop rose into her nose as she ascended. Up here the windows hadn’t been broken by vandalism yet, but they were all covered in paper, shutting out the moonlight. The stairway window was too high up the wall to reach. It was so dark she groped her way along the railing towards another small room. The music was more muffled up here and she could hear the rustling of the wind. 

It must have been an apartment she was in, for her searching hands found walls, a door leading to a tiled bathroom, and windows on the outer walls. Her hands twisted and rattled the window handle, but moved nothing. Her fingertips found tape taping the window shut. She groaned. 

Her eyes were slowly getting used to the darkness, but she could not make out more than rough shapes in the empty apartment. The ground was covered in something that crunched underneath her shoes. She crouched and felt over the ground with care, glad she found no wet fresh pigeon poop, only dry crumbs and dust and random junk. Then, her finger found something smooth and cold. She picked it up, turned it over in her hands, and cut her finger on the edge. This will do nicely. 

Kal fumbled her way back to the window, smooth metal thing in hand, angling it towards the edge of the window, and started slicing the tape. She had to climb up on the windowsill to reach the tape on the top side of the window. She jumped back down, the sound swallowed by the thick layer of dust, and pulled on the window with some force. The frame groaned heavily. She slipped the metal shard in the back pocket of her jeans and leaned out the open window, breathing in the cool night air. The pressure in her head subsided a bit. 

She looked out onto a moonlit backyard that hadn’t been tended to in years. The once well-trimmed hedges marking the border to the next property were slowly suffocating under the overgrown weeds. A shed in the corner of the garden looked like it would not survive another storm. The grass grew long, dotted with wildflowers that were slowly dying in the early autumn chill. She lifted her eyes up to the sky, but the stars were still hidden by light pollution. The music’s volume was surprisingly low here, she barely noticed it anymore with her head sticking out the window. Maybe these old walls had some kind of sound-proofing. 

“Hey.”

Kallisto flinched and bumped her head against the window frame. Ida stood next to her, a hand raised and frozen halfway on the way to Kal’s arm. 

“Didn’t mean to startle you.” She dropped the hand and fumbled with the ring on her index finger. “You disappeared.” 

“Oh, you noticed.” Kal couldn’t keep the bite out of her tone. She was a bit surprised at the bitterness that flooded her heart now. Ida noticed, too, and took a step back. The spark in her eye faltered. 

“Did I do something wrong? To make you run off?” 

“I don’t know,” Kal said, enunciating every word, “you barely talked to me at all.” 

Ida leaned against the wall, shoulders hunched. It made her looked much smaller than Kal knew her to be. “I wasn’t trying to avoid you. Not actively. Maybe I was, subconsciously. I’m just— you make me nervous.” 

Kallisto huffed. She was very sure she’d never made anyone nervous in her life, especially not in a butterfly-in-stomach way. 

“I mean it,” Ida said with a side-glance at her, “I know I seem confident, but it’s a front. All fake. I don’t feel confident on the inside. I’ve never… gone out with… someone like you.” 

“Someone like me? What does that even mean?” She would not have pegged Ida for the “only recently discovered I might be into girls too” type. 

“You’re special.” 

Ida folded her hands in front of her chest. 

“You’re important.” 

Beams of light burst from between her fingers. 

“You’re one of us.”

Ida tilted her hands towards Kal and opened them slightly. A brightly orange light glowed inside, not strong enough to blind her. Was it an LED? A flame? Kal frowned, puzzled, and met Ida’s eyes. Ida’s expression was indecipherable. 

“You are needed,” Ida went on, “we need you.” 

“You’ve got something there,” Kal said, pointing at her hands, “I think you’re on fire.” 

Ida shook her head lightly and opened her mouth to speak. 

A sudden, deafening crack like earth breaking went through the whole house. Kallisto flinched and hit her back on the window, sending jolts of pain up her spine. Her skin tingled as if she’d been zapped by electricity. The faint waves of music stopped abruptly. Bolts of light crossed the night sky, bending around the house from the street-side, vaguely illuminating the backyard just below them. 

“Shit.” Ida hissed, pressing her hands together. The light she’d held had disappeared. “Shit, shit, shit.” She darted out of the room at breakneck speed. Kal was still rubbing her throbbing back. Without the music she could hear numerous footsteps thundering through the house, presumably trying to get downstairs to see what happened, or possibly flee if it was a police raid. But how would a police raid shake the building like that? 

For a heartbeat she considered just leaving this whole drama behind, climb out the window and down the rainwater gutter, slip out of the yard through the bushes. By the time they’d check the top floors or yard she’d be several back-streets away.

Kal shrugged and headed for the stairs and started her descent. She heard the shouting all the way down, but it took her a while to make out any words. 

“As if you could fool us!” A voice, sharp like a whip, coming from the street outside.

Kal crouched down on the last flight of stairs to get a view of the ground floor. The hallway and front door were crowded with the people from the party. She could just make out Ponytail Julek’s ponytail bobbing at the front of the crowd. 

“We traced the power spike to this location.” The whipping voice took on a dangerous low tone, but reverberated loudly as if augmented by a microphone. 

“Are we harming anyone?” one of the girls from the party asked, her voice quavering a bit. “The whole block is empty, we aren’t bothering anyone.” 

Kal spotted Ida in the middle of the crowd. She was crouching down a bit as if not to tower over the others. Her hair glowed brightly in artificial light - where did those come from? Had the police put up floodlights? 

“That doesn’t mean you can just come here and do as you please. Someone owns this real estate, someone who’s surely not among you, and the electricity you’re leeching off the grid is not yours either.” 

“Is that what this is about?” Kal had heard Ponytail Julek’s voice often and long enough tonight to recognize it no matter what snobby tone he used. “We’ve got a generator. That’s where our power comes from.” 

“You’re not using the generator, dip-shit. You’re using the city’s power.” The whip-like voice sounded exasperated and cold. “We cannot allow theft on this scale.” 

As soon as the word “theft” was uttered, a cacophony of voices rose from the party guests. 

“We pay taxes!” 

“You’re just protecting the interests of your rich connections!”

“That’s just thinly veiled discrimination!”

Kal slid down the steps of the stairs and squeezed through the crowd to tap on Ida’s arm. Her lips were pressed together tight. 

“What’s going on? Are you guys in trouble for tapping into the power grid?”

Ida shook her head once. “Kind of, but not in the way you think.” 

A new amplified voice rose above the clamor. It sounded calm and therefore far more dangerous. 

“The problem is you’ve got newcomers in there who have no clue what they’re doing with that power.” Something about the voice was familiar, and unsettled Kal’s stomach at the same time. She wasn’t tall enough to see anything past the crowd before her.

“We’re, uh, doing… practicing. Tutorials. Demonstration you might say.” Ponytail Julek again, but his confidence was wavering. 

“Bullshit,” the calm voice discerned, sending chills down Kal’s spine, “we’re breaking up this illegal event right now. Please keep your identification cards ready for the record.”

The yelling increased. The crowd got restless, and Kal felt trapped in a sea of bodies. 

“You don’t have any authority over us!” Someone shouted. 

“What are you gonna do? Hunt us all down?” Someone else shouted. 

“You can’t do this!” That last one was Ida, gritting her teeth. She pulled herself up to her full height and screamed over the crowd. “YOU CAN’T DO THIS.” 

The crowd burst forth like a wave crashing on shore, pouring out the door. Kal had no chance to escape the pull of the mass, and panic started to flare up in her chest. Ida was pushing through to the front with no regards for anyone. Bright neon light seemed to encompass her whole body, and Kal still had no idea where it was coming from. The hairs stood up on her neck and arms, the air smelled like a thunderstorm that was bound to break lose any second. 

She was carried by the wave of people, out the door and onto the street, when she finally escaped her way off to the side, away from shoving hands. She grabbed onto a street-lamp, badly bent out of shape, holding onto for dear life to catch her breath and calm her racing heart. She looked around to take in the scene. 

Some 15 or 20 people on this of the construction site fence. No police, no uniforms, no vehicles, no weapons from what she could tell. Ordinary clothing. Two of them held lights that illuminated the whole block as if it was daytime - only, it wasn’t torches in their hands. Just light, like the one Ida had held earlier, she realized slowly, but couldn’t connect yet. 

The people from the party ran at the newcomers, jumping across the construction rubble. Sparks were in the air, literally - she saw sparks arcing across the sky, like power lines short-circuiting. A full-blown street fight, as if the thunderstorm she could feel in her skin had descended down upon the earth, shooting lightning and thundering in her ears. The newcomers fought back with unseen powers - getting up close, then punching and throwing people back with inhuman strength. 

Kal felt the vibrations in the street lamp she was hugging and had to duck away from it to avoid being hit by a stray bolt of lightning. The bolt hit the lamp and the impact sent out a shock-wave that threw her onto the curb. She landed on her back and hissed in pain. Scrambling to her feet, gravel and broken glass cut into her palms. 

“HEY! There’s one trying to get away!” She glanced back to the fight. A dark figure moved toward her, an arm outstretched. Barely three meters. 

No time to consider options, only instincts. 

Not fast enough to run away. 

She took a low stance, tucked in her elbows, and charged with open palms, pushing forward with all her might. Admittedly, it wasn’t much. But the stranger, caught off-guard, stumbled backwards and onto the ground, arms reaching into empty space. Kallisto jumped over him and made a run for it, zig-zagging across the construction site, aiming for the dislodged bit of fence that no one was paying attention to. She jumped over a pair of fighters rolling across the ground, tangled up in martial arts holds, kept running, blood rushing in her ears. If she could shimmy through the gap in the fence, reach the street corner, find a doorway or dark corner to hide— 

Something wrapped itself tightly around Kal’s ankles and sent her crashing to the ground. She managed to catch herself with her arms to avoid hitting her head on the pavement, but her hands and arms got badly scratched when she slid a foot across the gravel. The shock echoed through her bones and her muscles felt like molten lead. She was too dazed to resist when strong hands pulled her up and dragged her backwards, towards to the crowd again. 

The fight was over as quickly as it had begun. The people from the party were herded together, sat on the ground. The strangers guarded them carefully while some of the others went around with clipboards, recording names and addresses. Kal struggled weakly against the hands holding her, to no avail. She got dropped next to the black-haired bitchy girl who was nursing a split lip and a patch of burnt skin on her arm - the burn was shaped like a hand. 

Footsteps moved closer. Kal turned and looked up at the tall woman coming towards her, clad in a black coat, her face obscured by a large dark hat. And - just behind her - Ida. She was being held by the elbows by a woman and a man. Her jeans were ripped and blood trickled down her knee, her hair was disheveled, but other than that she looked fine. Her eyes met Kal’s. Ida released a breath she seemed to have been holding, glad to see Kal largely unharmed, but then she shook her head ever so slightly, as if in warning. Kal tried to decipher her expression, but was interrupted by the tall woman’s voice, accompanied by the clicking noise of a pen being readied to take notes. 

“What’s your name?” 

Kal froze in place. The calm voice. Calm and dangerous, echoing from the street. And the voice Kal had heard before, just behind her, when there had been no one there. This was that voice. 

The woman looked up from her clipboard. A reflection of light crossed her face, vaguely familiar, but Kal could not place it. 

“Listen, dear,” she said in an exasperated voice, mistaking Kal’s shocked silence for insolence, “I’ve got authorization to check your papers and provide reports. Refusing to cooperate will only motivate me to make your life hell in any way I can.” 

“And she can” the black-haired girl mumbled next to Kal. 

“Whoa, whoa,” Kal raised her hands in a defensive gesture, completely missing Ida blanching at the sight of the blood on Kal’s hands. “What the fuck did I even do? What are you accusing me of? You can’t just treat me, or anyone here for that matter, like a suspect with no charge. I know that much about law.” 

Two or three affirmative murmurs from the people on the ground. The woman lowered the clipboard and crossed her arms. 

“Listen,” the woman went on, “you obviously do not know the laws that apply here. Give me your name to be registered with the Institute of Power Efficacy and Public Health. There you’ll receive proper training and education.” 

“Training for what?”

“That lack of knowledge despite the company you keep is all the more reason to sign you up.” She tilted her hat back and crouched down, getting dangerously close to Kal. “Name?” She said in a low voice. It wasn’t a question anymore. 

Kal’s eyes flickered to meet Ida’s, then she spoke loud and clear, refusing to sound small or scared. 

“Kallisto Baslan.” 

The woman’s head snapped up. A murmur went through the crowd of strangers. The party people looked as confused as Kal felt. 

“Got an ID to confirm that?” The woman asked sharply. 

“Not on me, lest my wallet be stolen by strangers in the night.” Kal spoke in a sickeningly sweet voice and smiled. Ida snorted. 

The woman rose to her feet, noting the name on her papers. “Got any drugs in your system?” 

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business. You’re not my doctor”

She made another note. “No formal or informal training then?” 

“Trained in kicking your ass if you don’t let me the fuck go.” 

The black-haired girl oh-ed. Kal felt appreciated and slightly less undignified. This whole cloak-and-dagger operation, street fights and interrogations frustrated and confused her. What happened to having illegal house parties smoking joints in peace? 

The woman cocked her head at her. “You can go,” she said. The man holding Ida, a second-in-command from the looks of it, did a double-take and bent forward to whisper to the woman, but she rose a hand to shut him up. “She can go.” 

Kal scrambled to her feet, hesitated. “What about… the others?” What about Ida? She wanted to ask. 

“Oh, they’re know what they were doing, and the price.” 

Kal did not like the threatening tone. It sounded like dungeons. She swayed in place, feeling guilty for being the only one they’d let go, but didn’t know what else she could do. She eyed the floating lights the strangers held out of the corner of her eye, still unsure what to make of that. “Yeah,” she said, “I’m gonna…” 

“Kallisto, wait! Let go of me, for fuck’s sake, you fucking—” 

Ida tore herself free and closed the distance between them. Kal turned around, her clenched fists digging deep into the wounds of her palms, causing the cuts to bleed again. Ida’s bleeding leg shook, she stumbled, bracing herself with hands on knees. 

“Kal, I need to—” Ida grasped for Kal’s hands. Light, bright as the sun, burst forth from where their palms touched. Ida laced their hands together, and Kal felt warmth flood her body starting from her hands, pooling in her stomach. Their hands were slick with both their blood. The little sun between them painted them both in light, bringing the spark back to Ida’s eyes. Kal stared at her, wide-eyed, then snatched back her hands as if Ida had cut her. Her palms were throbbing with dull pain. Ida stared at her in astonishment. 

Kal shook her head. None of this made sense. She turned to the dark street, all streetlights turned off now. She wanted to run, but her whole body hurt, felt as if lead was coursing through her veins, weighing her down as she slugged away from the scene, towards where she hoped her home was. Raindrops started falling on her heated skin. The blood was rushing in her ears, drowning out Ida’s voice. She only caught bits and pieces, words out of context. Something about blood. Something about ‘one of them’. Something about faith. 
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Kallisto sat in the back of the car. She always sat in the back of the car. Despite feeling teenage moodiness, she was laughing about something her father had said. When she looked up again, her dad was gone, and her mom too. She was alone in an accelerating car. She climbed into the front seat, head bumping the roof of the car, heart beating fast in her chest. The brakes. She tried to reach the brakes. Her feet reached further and further, legs expanding to their full length, but when her soles finally hit them, they found no resistance. The brakes did nothing. Panic rose in her throat, like a scream lodged in sideways. She felt her stomach drop as the car plunged off the cliff-side and into the abyss. 

Not again. 

This time, it was different. No cliff-side. Kallisto in the car, alone. Ahead of her, a wall of flame. There - a dark figure against the fire, untouched by it. Her hands searched for the useless door handle. She was locked in. The fire started closing in, the temperature inside the car rose. She banged her hands against the glass, screaming for help, but her throat was dry and produced no more than hoarse whispers. 

She wasn’t alone. The figure outline against the flame came closer and bent down to the driver’s seat window. The figure’s heart-shaped face had a solemn beauty, like an untouched flower just broken through the last snow. 

“Ida,” Kal whispered, “let me out!” 

Ida’s face was a still mask. She pressed a hand on the glass. Kal raised her hand to press against the shape of Ida’s. She was sure she could feel the coolness of her skin through the heated glass. The flames started licking up the sides of the car, now inflaming the wheels. Kal felt her fingertips tingle, and with a sudden snap, the glass began to break under Ida’s hand, spiderweb-shaped cracks radiating outwards until— 

Kal woke with a start and gasped for air. 

Bright sunbeams flooded her plain apartment. She shielded her eyes with her hands. The gauze wrapped around her palm was stiff with dried blood. She rubbed at her eyes and became aware of her tired body one part at a time: Calloused feet, legs sore from running home for miles last night, back aching from tension, growing headache. 

Shit, didn’t she have work today? She crawled up to the window and eyed the scene outside. The train station across the street was already populated by the usual hawkers with their little stalls, trying to sell cheaply made purses and winter coats to passersby. She checked the clock with the chipped black lettering towering over the station. Still a couple of hours left until the concert. She let herself sink back down onto the bare mattress and rested her head against the wall.

Flashing lights, loud music, nauseating smells of beer and sweat - that was exactly what her aching head needed. She sighed. At least it might distract her from the smoldering dumpster fire that had been last night. Or wasn’t that supposed to have been the distraction from everything else going wrong in her life? Snapshots crossed through her mind, dreams and reality mixed with one another like a cheap cocktail. Ida’s unmoving face through glass. Ida’s eyes glinting in faint light, a mischievous grin tugging at her lips. Ida’s face rising above the crowd. 

Kal shook her head. Cold shower. That’s what she needed. 

Struggling to her feet from the mattress on the floor her foot got tangled in her discarded jeans from last night. She’d thrown all her clothes, covered in dust, dirt, and blood, in a pile, with her phone on top. The phone did not react to her pushing random buttons, so she plugged in the charger and left to take that sorely needed shower. 

When she unwrapped the gauze covering her hands, the cuts on her palms looked far less bad than expected. The tender skin had already started to close up again. The cold water helped a little with the aching. 

Stumbling out of the shower, she caught sight of herself in the cracked mirror. Her brown eyes looked dull and exhausted. That was to be expected, she supposed. Since she’d already used up the last bit of nicked gauze last night, she wrapped some paper tissues around her hands and fastened them with sticky tape to make sure she didn’t bleed on everything she touched today. It did not look pretty, but that didn’t matter. 

She felt more human now, clean and dried off, but was that much more aware of her grumbling stomach. Still naked she crossed from the bathroom through the single room that made up her flat and checked the fridge - some juice and old cheese. Not quite enough to get her through the day, and the stolen booze had run out too. So she’d have to go out to find some food, and she could only hope she had enough money left for that. 

Her phone’s notification sound rang out. Kal grabbed a shirt from the chair that doubled as her wardrobe and got dressed with one hand while typing in her phone pin and checking her messages with the other. There were a number of missed calls and texts from Ida, and also some from her old friends from school that probably wanted her to join their weekend brunch. She hesitated, thumb hovering over the ‘open’ button next to Ida’s messages. If she checked those messages, she’d get dragged into whatever drama Ida was involved in. If she didn’t, she could get on with living her life in peace and quiet (well, except for the nightmares). She wasn’t sure which was better at the moment. 

She slid the phone close and dropped it back on the pile
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