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  1
Daylight
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If I could change one thing about the world, it’d be something to do with communication skills. I know that’s a little rich, coming from me—but when you’re on the third racket of the day thrown into chaos because a couple of grown men are talking past each other like pouting children, you start to wish. ‘Dear Luna. I know you’re dead as hell, but please help this precious idiot think for two seconds before deciding to shout. Thanks. Kisses, Cora.’ 
“All I’m saying is that he should know better for fuck’s sake! He’s still getting paid, the schedule has just changed, it’s not rocket science!”
I’ve had to separate them, I swear to the stars they were inches from just breaking into an open fistfight. This guy’s your run of the mill scrappy small business owner, petit bourgeois shit, (I argued for communism but I guess fleet-dwellers aren’t ready for that yet.) He changed the pay schedule last second, an employee was counting on the money, cue a fight, now I’m here breaking it up.
He’s sitting at his desk with all the self-indulgent flair of a modern Prometheus, photos of himself, his happy family, trips he took, most of them fleet relics—they’re turned so I can see them, and the message he’s sending is hard to miss. Even his chair has him sitting higher than me, so he’s always looking down. Arms crossed, big glare, scowling at the peon below.

As if he’s offended we’re doubting his magnanimity. He gives money to the poors, how dare we question his integrity?



…okay, no, no that’s… that’s not fair. Just keep your head on straight Cora, you’ve got this.
“Okay but… you’re aware it was a shitty thing to do, right?” I ask, “like imagine you’re that guy, you’ve been working away for years, you learn to expect things to be a certain way, then they change on you with no warning—you’re not the only one that’s struggling out here. Life’s hard for everyone on this dirtball.”
“He should’ve saved! Why is his irresponsibility getting pinned on me!? It’s just one week!”
I’m mad now but if I let it get to my face this is never getting solved, so I force the biggest grin I can manage even though it makes me feel like a serial killer.
“You don’t know what’s going on in his life, man. He could be running an orphanage or something-… look, just be chill, say sorry, give him his pay, and pay him according to the new schedule going forward. You clearly have the money, it’s just a principle thing. Right?”
“People have principles for a reason,” he says, voice taut, “if I violate mine, what’s to stop everyone else showing up asking for a hand-out?”
My throttle urges are rising and honestly I deserve some kind of award for not doing it. Something where I’ve gotta wear a dress and I complain about it for days before realizing it isn’t actually that bad and then I go up on stage to rousing applause where I give a speech that makes my mother cry. I am a hero for putting up with this man.
“It’s not a hand-out, it’s just his paycheck, the one you were already going to give him next week anyway. It’s not even an advance: you’ve been paying him, on this date, for six years, that’s his story, is he lying?”
“No, but-”
“Please just pay the man and shake his hand. It will be okay. You will not have signaled to the world that you are a free money factory, you’ll just have given one guy the money he is owed.”
“Early!”
“For it to be early it would need to have been announced well ahead of time—right now, it’s just late.”
Something about that seems to catch him, and he shifts in his seat, as his eyes wander elsewhere.


He’s not gonna do it, don’t be stupid.



Will you shut up and give him a sec?
He mulls for a while, chewing idly on one of his thumbnails as his eyes bore a hole in the wall—I keep my silence, I just watch, and wait, and let him think, hoping, praying…
Then he sags back into his chair, lets his eyes drift closed, and sighs with a performative heaviness that’d have me rolling my eyes if I wasn’t such a big damn professional.
“Fine.”
Thank Luna.
“Great! Fantastic! Go… do whatever you need to do to pay your guy, and I’ll give him the good news so he’s calmed down a bit before he sees you again.”
I need a drink. I know I should be relieved and happy but Luna, dude, just pay your fucking workers—every time I see something like this I can’t help but think back to the way maintenance contract work slowly crushed Sarah between the teeth of administration. ‘Money’s for people and you are an uppity object.’
I can’t put to words the spite I feel for how the world is just churning on, rebuilding the old shit-factories. I try not to be too bitter, it’s not as bad as it was, and there’s more possibility for change, but… still. The way things were nearly killed us all and yet… here we are. For a few short years it looked like Trailhead was going to be some new collectivist paradise but now?
Whatever. Not the time. The owner seems to be hard at work fixing his fuckup so I step out to have a chat with his man. The cold washes over me as I open the rickety door, a tide of prickling needles greeting my face as I dare to leave the owner’s space heater kingdom. The wind is high, and a gust cuts so harshly that the handle is nearly torn from my hand, so I shut the door before I manage to lose it. Now where is he?
Across the worksite from the boss’ trailer, I can see a cluster of bundled men huddled around a burning fire. I zip up my bomber jacket as I make my way over, fishing gloves out of pockets and pulling them on as I quietly look forward to reaching the blaze’s warmth. It’s all concrete here, set into the earth, sheltered from the snow by the shored-up walls of earth all around and a tarp that whips and snaps overhead, but that wind… she doesn’t release her prey so easy and it cuts to the bone.


Whatever they’re building here promises to be hideous. Big and square and flat. A factory or something. We’ll be first in line to get tossed in there without pay, when the ‘crisis’ is over and the humans decide they ‘need’ fabricants again. You sure you wanna be helping this thing get made? You ready to be responsible for the next meatgrinder?



Shrug it off. Don’t feed it. Let you starve in the quiet and the dark. One of the guys at the fire glances up sharply as I approach, and I get about halfway to raising a hand in greeting before he starts storming over to me. Or is he? It almost looks like he’s planning on going right past… yup, he is. Uh oh.
“Hey you good!?” I call over the wind.
“Motherfucker’s gonna give me what he owes one way or another!” he barks back, oh NO. I rush in his path and catch him across the abdomen with a restraining arm, but he’s a big guy, and I’m not. I’m dragged nearly two meters before I realize he’s not stopping and I just start talking.
“Whoa hey hey WAIT!!” I blurt, “chill! Please! He’s giving you what you want!”
He plows on for a few more paces, then he stops, seemingly having just processed what I said. I let him go, and flop back to the concrete with a cough.
“You’re kidding. You’ve gotta be, how?” he asks.
“Tactical application of guilt-tripping,” I wheeze as I pick myself up, “but you… man, what he did wasn’t okay but you really need to reign it in a little, you’re right to be mad but going off like this at every opportunity isn’t gonna win you friends.”
“He was stiffing me pay, what was I supposed to do?”
There’s an edge in his voice again. I raise my hands.
“Look you’re allowed to respond however you want, I’m just saying, he was digging his heels in against pressure. This happens again, my advice: get mad but do it in that cool calm way. Let the fire simmer down until you got the headspace to pick words that leave him cornered and make him feel ashamed for how he’s treating you, then use ‘em. Guys like him depend on the feeling that they’re in the right, doing things the right way, the proper way, and any opposition comes from a place of irrationality. Shouting just gives him an excuse.”
He blinks down at me for a few moments, cogs turning in his soot-stained head… and then, all at once, he’s grinning, a heavy glove clapping me on the back hard enough to set me staggering.
“Shit, you are good,” he chuckles, “here.”
He tosses me a pouch full of coin for a hard day’s work, and it lands heavy in my palms with a metallic ‘clink’. I feel a little bad, taking it. Guy’s clearly in pretty desperate straits or he wouldn’t have hired me at all, now he’s getting paid but I’m taking my cut.


Good little cog in the ugly machine. Sit. Stay. Sic.



Not fucking fair. I gotta eat, none of us have any choice in this. I keep what I’m paid.


Mhm. Sure. This is your favorite little game, isn’t it? Nothing is ever truly your responsibility… why not ask Sarah what she thinks of that habit? Where is she, anyway? How come you’re sleeping alone?



A cold feeling settles deep in my bones. Gotta prove you wrong, you bastard thing. Fuck it. I’m going home today. It’s been more than enough time, the old fears linger but I’m stronger than them, I know it.
The girl’s grown. She must have, it’s been so long, so many years. If we hurt each other now then it happens between adults.
I murmur my thanks to the worker as I pocket my pay, my eyes already wandering to the cliff that lies northeast of the town called Ashen Meadows—their farm’s up there, on that mesa. Fields, a cabin, and a happy little family.


You don’t belong there. Leave it, just vanish into the night, you’re not built for this shit. That knot around your heart is evidence enough. Nobody’d miss you, we both know that.



No. Not again. Never again. I promised, I swore—and with that reminder carrying me forward, fire in my chest, I start for the switchback road to take me home.

      ***It’s a bit of a hike. Up, up, up the rocky bones of this impossible place, its stone a rich translucent crimson, vibrant intensity peeking in slashes from among snow whose pallor rests near-inseparable from ashen earth and the uncanny paper white of the scrublife.


Like something gored. Alive. The vivid meat, not meant to be seen.



I try not to think about that. I focus on the burn in my legs and lungs instead, the workings of ceramic joints and demiflesh EPS packets. Hah. So different from humans we’ve wrapped around and become exactly the same. Look at this. They made plastic feel pain. Something dark and sorrowful, a weeping little voice from the pit of my chest, whispers to me, wondering if that was the entire point. Something to hurt, so they felt better about themselves. I-…
…wait. I’m going down. Why am I going down? I blink, jolted from my introspective haze, and I glance around, trying to place myself. That’s funny, I remember this trail, winding off from a place where the switchback road forks—it’s a little steeper, a little narrower, a little more gravelly, usually ignored but present. Frowning, I turn back, and climb to the place where the path diverged, and…
That’s… odd. It’s like the paths have switched places. A turn I remember, one I’ve walked so often the process is muscle-memory, leads down instead of up. How could that be?


Your head is an endless tangle, your damage too deep for you to ever perceive, whole and entire. Without a map every stumbling step you take carries you deeper into your own madness.



No, that’s ridiculous. I’m not losing my mind, I’ve just forgotten. I’ve been a long time. I guess I hadn’t realized exactly how long.


Of your many faults, memory was never one.



It happens to literally everyone you… festering slug, it’s fine—I take the other path, put it out of my mind, and I resume the climb, thinking of the warm hearth that awaits. As much as I’m afraid to be back I can’t wait to be home.


Do you really think you did anything, back there? This little business of yours, the fabricant playing ‘human resources’—you’re a living band-aid. You think these people will be friends, the moment you turn your back? They hate each other. I give them a month before one tears out the other’s throat.



You are just going down a list today, aren’t you? I think about the wind. I think about how clean and crisp the air feels on my tongue, as I breathe in deep to soothe my aching chest. Almost there. I can see the pinnacle now, that place where hill becomes cliff and drops away, sheer and straight as a falling rock. It’s awe-inspiring from the bottom. Dizzying from the top. I got a bit of a thing with heights so I don’t look too close.
Then, all at once, it’s been crested. The sky is clearing, now, as I lay eyes on that little cabin, shaped from rough-hewn logs—beams of sunlight spill from among the clouds and dance across the snow-laden fields, like morning come twice. For all my fears, all my doubts and misgivings… the sun makes this place worth it.
The front porch creaks as I climb the steps to the front door, every nail in the wood a memory. I drove many of them myself, back when we thought it’d be for the three of us. I don’t regret it, not for a second, it’s a beautiful place, representative of that early hope and fire and grit, I just… when I raise my hand to knock, I can’t… quite make myself do it.
My hand hangs there, paralyzed, as the clouds split overhead and the sky reveals its oceanic blue.


You know better.



They want me. They still want me, they said they did. They’re word-keepers, those two. Back and forth across the fleet for decades, always keeping their promises to each other, why not to me?


Because that’s not what you are to them—the girlfriend in the shadow of the wife. You know better.



My throat goes tight. My fist clenches. The leather of my glove creaks.
And then the door swings inward—and there she is. Towering over me like the trunk of a tree, her clothes baggy, patched, and comfortable, the scarred chrome knuckles of one hand clutching the handle of her cane, while the other holds the door’s handle. Eyes of rich ocean blue. A fleet-pale face sunk deep with scars, looking down at me now in open shock.
A lurch of fear. A flicker of memory. Just for an instant I remember that moment on the Silver Tides, when she looked to me, her eyes gone glassy, and-… I don’t know what to do. Or to say. What could I, to excuse this, to make up for all the time I’ve-
Then her cane clatters to the floor, so she can pull me into a crushing embrace. Her arms are strong and warm around me. Her body so much bigger than mine, enveloping, like shelter from the storm. No matter how much time has passed, no matter what happens between us… this is the place I feel the safest.
“Is it time?” asks Sarah’s box, a synthesized echo of her voice crackling from the machine on her belt as her lips remain sealed, “are you home? To stay?”
“Yeah,” I whisper into her chest. “Yeah. It’s time.”
And as I hear her take in a ragged little breath, something warm blooms in my chest.


Cruel of you.



Cruel to be glad I was missed? Wanted? Loved? No. Fuck you.
“Sorry, can you-… can you get that?” Sarah’s box murmurs with a weak laugh, as her arms loosen around me, “I bend to grab the thing and I’m not getting back up.”
Shit.
“Yeah, yeah sure, lean on me if you have to,” I reply, and I pull free of her arms, quickly bending to fetch her cane and press its handle back into her hand. She smiles a grateful smile. “How are things? On… on that front.”
I can’t keep the fear out of my voice, but Sarah just shrugs.
“Degradation is slow, Annalise does good work, but it’s inevitable at this point. Just the way of it, I’m… I’ve made peace with it, Cora. I have what I need here. I’m okay.”
All at once I want to cry. When that leg finally goes and she can’t walk, what happens then? We all know how badly she needs her independence, needs to feel important, useful, what happens to her then? Would she even accept a wheelchair, or would she take matters into her own hands?


Radiant Dawn. Thirty years ago. She’s on her knees, tears streaming down her face, the muzzle of a SELCI revolver pressed under her chin as her finger tightens on the trigger-



STOP. SHUT UP. DON’T YOU FUCKING DARE.
Sarah can feel me tense, I can feel it in the way she does the same—but then one of those hands comes to rest on my hair, gently stroking. A wordless comfort. It helps, a little. I guess we’re both shit with words in our own ways but that’s not all there is.
“Come in. Please. Dinner’s soon, and… you should see her. It’s been years since your last visit. Time moves slower for the young, she needs to get to know you, still.”
“Since when did you become some font of wisdom?” I grumble, but I let her guide me inside all the same.
“Since I became a parent,” her box says, its emulation of her voice echoing her faintly amused smile.
“Comes with the package?”
“Mmmno. But you do have to learn it pretty quick. I like your coat by the way.”
I glance down at myself, surprised. It’s nothing fancy, a bomber jacket with a nice fluffy collar, tweaked for work.
“Thought you’d seen it before.”
“I have. But I think the text across the back is new. ‘Conflict resolution’?”
Oh! Right.
“Oh yeah that’s for work. I… resolution conflicts. Hah.”
“Interesting. Talk about it over dinner?”
I nod, and kick off my boots as Sarah leads me deeper in. Every step is like wandering deeper into a memory, or a dream—the fleet was so long ago now it only feels half-real, but this… we built this with our own hands. We lived here for years. Happy. Content. I wish I hadn’t left but I didn’t know what else to-
“Cora!”
Annalise’s voice, surprised, joyful, and all at once the other wife has rushed out of the kitchen and pulled me into a hug. She looks good, for sixty-something. A few streaks of grey among black and tightly coiled hair, a few lines among the dark skin of her face, but she’s beaming when she lets me go, and she’s radiant.


Count your blessings that she’s as well as she is. It’s not just fabricants that rot away inside.



I focus on how firmly she holds me by the shoulders, and the hope in her eyes. I’m here to give her what she’s looking for. That’s something, right?
“She’s staying, Annalise,” says Sarah’s box, its voice taut with emotion. Annalise’s eyes widen, her expression shifts, but it’s… complex, tangled, I don’t quite know what to take from it.


I warned you.



Back off. You can’t hurt me anymore, I know better.
But then a creak, a shifting of floorboard against floorboard behind me, and when I glance over my shoulder, there she is. She has Annalise’s skin, a deep, dark brown on a face whose features are sharp and focused, but she has Sarah’s eyes and hair; an unnatural ocean-blue gaze, and a short, paper-white scruff atop her head whose bristliness suggests it was recently trimmed down to the scalp, and has had a bit of time to grow.
I remember Sarah’s despair, when she saw that even her daughter was marked as an object of the fleet’s dominion.
She looks good, though. Healthy. Even if it’s weird that she’s so much taller than me now, around Annalise’s height.
Fuck, what do I say? I can’t afford to wreck this…
“Hey, Minerva… what are you, now, twenty-two?” is what I get out.


Pathetic.



“Hey, Cora,” she says, voice quiet, arms crossed, “uh… yeah, yeah that’s about right.” A tense little pause. “So you’re staying, now? Couldn’t help but overhear.”
What do I say!? I look, desperate, to Annalise, but she just pointedly flicks her eyes to her daughter. Fuck. On my own I guess—so I clear my throat, and turn to face Minerva in full.
“Yeah. Yeah, that’s the plan. It’s-… I know it’s been a while. But I’m gonna make good on that time. I promise. Okay?”
Minerva’s expression hardens, and she takes a breath, but Annalise cuts her off.
“Dinner’s ready, let’s eat before it gets cold. C’mon, Minerva, help me set while we let Cora settle, she’s still wearing her winter things—interrogations can wait until she’s taken off her coat at least.”
The girl’s eyes drift closed, and she lets out a tense breath.
“…alright,” she says, the word thick with reluctance.
“Minerva,” Sarah begins, but the name is all she gets out before Annalise catches her eye with a sharp shake of the head. She lets it go.


Not going exactly how you hoped, is it? You know why. You always have.



I grimace to myself as I head back into the entranceway, hanging up my coat and stuffing my gloves into one of its pockets.


She won’t just forgive you for being absent the way you have.



I had good reasons. She’ll understand, in time, even if she doesn’t right now.


Optimism is unlike you. The naiveté is an ugly look.



I just grimace to myself, the sturdy grey of my new fingers fidgeting with the hem of the coat, ‘CONFLICT RESOLUTION’ printed across its back in bold, white text. Feels ironic, right now. Feels stupid. How can I expect anyone else to trust me when I can’t sort out the shit I’ve got going on at home?
“Cora? Coming?” Annalise’s voice echoes from the dining room. Shit, I’ve been lurking.
“Yep! Yeah! Sorry!” I call in reply, and I hurry back to the others, where they wait around the table. Four seats, an empty spot waiting for me. Have they eaten like this every day I’ve been gone? A literal vacant space resting where I once was? 
Not the time. I sit.
Sarah and I have a portion smaller than the others, a cut of protein-rich meat seared and steaming on our plates, while Minerva and Annalise have full meals awaiting them. Vegetables, cut and roasted. A tuber-like plant reminiscent of a potato, mashed and salted. I’m suddenly realizing how hungry I was, and I can barely restrain myself—it all smells like heaven.
“This looks unbelievably good,” I murmur.
“If you’d like to try anything else, just let me know,” Annalise replies with a smile, as she sets a plate like Sarah’s before me, “I know fabricants need less food but if you want more…”
“I might just take you up on that…” I murmur, and she chuckles—but then, as she straightens, her face twists, a sharp little breath sucked in between her teeth—I’m about to get to my feet, but she raises her hand, and smiles a stiff smile. “Annalise? You okay?”
“Fine. Just getting old, I suppose—don’t worry about it. I’ll… I’ll be right back.”
I don’t press her, as she slips out. I’ve got food to eat and if she wanted to talk about it she would. Minerva’s staring at me, as I lift my fork and my knife and I cut up my meat. There’s a distance in her eyes. Like she’s not quite looking at me—like she just happened to be looking in the direction, when something pulled her brain off to la la land. Reminds me of Sarah. Big thinker.
“How are the new arms working out? Dexterity okay?” asks Sarah, and I glance down to my hands, then to Sarah’s—identical, now, just bigger. She’d needed a new arm anyway after… after what happened happened, and it took us a while to get squared away, but Annalise is as handy with a tool kit as she ever was in the fleet. Parts are harder to find but there are a few people running printers, now.
It was a journey of a few weeks to get these parts, back then. When Sarah’s leg started to go… all at once it became more important, and impossible. I tried to make her let me do it, to make the journey and bring parts back. Pushed her. Shouted at her. Cried. But she’s nothing if not stubborn. If she can’t do it herself, she doesn’t want it.
I can’t think about this right now. I can’t. This is supposed to be a happy day, Cora…
“Yeah! Yeah, they’re great,” I reply, flexing my fingers as much for her as for me, “I feel like a fabricant half my age.”
Annalise wanders back in, as I’m talking. There’s something strange about how she moves, a plodding, mechanical rhythm to her steps, and when she takes a seat, she almost slumps into it. She seems only half present.


An entire family trapped in their own heads. I wonder what they’re thinking of. Why this is happening now. Surely you have some theories.



She stares vacantly past me, from where she sits opposite, hands half-curled on the tabletop, eyes unfocused—I almost ask, but then she shakes herself out, once, then twice, and she smiles faintly as she lifts her knife and fork.
“I could give you a once-over, if you like,” she says, “it’s been a few years, so even if you’re not getting any malfunction, just say the word,” she says.
“That’d be great, honestly. Everything’s working fine far as I can tell but… I mean who’s gonna turn down a tune-up from you?”
There’s a little coy in my voice, and I think I can see Annalise flush a little as her smile broadens, and she nods.
Minerva is still staring at me. Maybe I should say something.
“You okay kid?” I ask, and she jolts, glancing sharply up to me.
“…oh, sorry, was I staring?” she asks, “it’s your shirt.”
What am I even wearing? I glance down, and I’m greeted with the inverted face of a posing catgirl in a cute dress. Riiiight.
“Oh, yeah, that’s from Girls’ Glory, you know it?”
All at once she’s visibly brightening, even though I think she’s trying to hide it.
“Yeah! Yeah, I’ve got most of the series. I don’t read manga much anymore, it’s expensive and hard to come by, but… I must’ve reread this one a dozen times. It’s like a comfort thing. Always wish I could’ve got my hands on the last volume but I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”
No way. I can’t pass up this chance to make a connection.
“Y’know I’ve… got a copy of it, volume ten,” I say, “since I’m moving back in, you could borrow it, if you wanted.”
Now she really can’t hide the excited twinkle in her eye.
“You’d really do that? Why?”
“What are you gonna do, eat it?” I chuckle, “nah I know you’re not gonna wreck it, and it doesn’t cost me anything to let you take a look… besides, I… figure I owe you something, for being away so long.”
Her expression sobers, but still, she nods.
“Well I’m not gonna turn you down, if you’re willing. To say I’m ‘excited to read it’ would be the world’s biggest understatement.”
“Yeah, sure, sure! It’s, uh… it’s good, ends well. Look forward to it.”


Hungry for it aren’t you? A happy ending. You really think that’s still in the cards? History is a circle with you, and no matter how nice they’re being, how much they try to grin and bear it, we both know: you have worn out their patience.



They’re smiling at me—Sarah, Annalise, Minerva, all of them. Just this once, you have no power over me. So I smile too, and I eat my food.

      ***“So how’s work?”
Sarah and I have retired to the master bedroom while Annalise gets her tools. Her eyes are lingering on me as I undress, watching with that sort of fond coyness that I’ve learned to recognize as the sort of desire she never gives voice to. I should want it. Want her. But instead, I just feel uncomfortable. Like this isn’t—and shouldn’t be—for me.


I didn’t even need to say it. You’re learning, if slowly.



“It’s… fine,” I reply with a shrill little laugh, “harder some days than others but usually I feel like I’m doing a good thing. Usually the bad comes in when I get paid. I feel… predatory, somehow.”
“You still miss bartering?” Sarah asks. I can still feel her eyes on me as I peel off my T-shirt… makes me feel slimy. I shouldn’t be here, doing this, some… affection-thief slipping between her and Annalise like a knife. 


You don’t deserve any of this.



And there you are again, the reliability of clockwork and the subtlety of a sledgehammer. I grit my teeth. We’ve been over this before, I’m not going to leave her again, not over this.
“Sure I miss bartering. It made me feel less like some kind of parasite, when I could just trade work for a meal or a warm bed. But now money’s god again. A little bleak, don’t you think?”
“I think it greases the wheels,” Sarah’s box replies, as I fold my shirt for an excuse to keep my back to her, “I don’t like it but I guess I don’t have to. Everyone wants reliable electricity again. Power grids and roads and… stuff. Never really had a head for these things but I’ve heard people smarter than me say efficient transaction is necessary for economy at scale, and… that’s what we need. For power grids and roads and stuff.”
“…maybe that’s a sign we should be content with less,” I murmur.
“You really want that?” Sarah asks quietly, “you’ve had better luck with hardware degradation than me, but it’ll hit you, and when it does, you’re not going to want to be roughing it. You’ll want a society around you.”
I can feel myself starting to wind tight, that little mainspring in my chest. Sets my heart hammering. I don’t like it but I can’t let it go.
“Okay but you haven’t read history,” I blurt, turning to face her at last, “money does something to humans, it… hotwires their weird little brains like all that shit about function and control and predictability does for us, it takes time but it sends them to dark, dark places and we’re skipping most of the process here, we still have the tech, it’s just a matter of implementation—don’t you see how close we are to falling right back into the old shit?”
“Cora I don’t want to have to depend on firewood through the winter-”
I don’t let her finish, I can’t help myself, it’s all spilling out at once.
“It nearly killed you!! It nearly killed you and me and Annalise and everything we ever loved and cherished, it-… ate the world, don’t you remember!? The Sea, the blur, it was despair manifest, you KNOW where it came from!! You know who gets the shit end of the stick if it happens again!! Because it’s us. It’s always-… always us.”
My throat is tight, my eyes are burning—but then she’s there, her cane thudding against the floor as she makes her way over, and pulls me into a tight hug. I don’t quite break down but it’s a close thing, blinking back tears in her arms.
“As long as the ground’s solid beneath our feet we will be okay,” Sarah’s box says, her voice firm. “Without Luna and the Pax and all the hell they can unleash, I have faith we’ll figure it out. Maybe it’ll be rough, maybe it’ll be stupid, maybe we won’t live to see it, but I believe in what we’ve got here. I have to.”


Well look at that, I guess you’re not the only idiot in town. Maybe you aught to keep your distance, keep her from rubbing off on you.



“How do you stop the fear from eating you alive…” I whisper.
“I guess I just don’t think about it that hard,” her box says as she shrugs a perceptible shrug, “there’s enough here to keep me preoccupied. Could do you good, maybe—staying put. Planting your feet. You don’t have to look into all the places where things aren’t working, here, and I’d be lying if I said another pair of hands wouldn’t be an enormous help.”
I curl up a little, against her.
“…don’t you feel like you’re just… going about your life with the muzzle of a gun to the back of you head?”
That’s when I feel her stiffen. A little of my poison given unto her.
“I suppose I didn’t, until now,” her box says quietly.


Now look what you’ve done. Maybe there’s still a little wiggle room left for you to kill each other.



“…sorry,” I murmur. The house shifts, floorboards creaking as someone approaches from behind, and I recognize the gentle touch of Annalise’s hand as it rests on my back. An affectionate little stroke.
“Why don’t we focus on problems we can solve?” she suggests gently, “I’ve got my tools, you’ve got a list of gripes… just lie down and we’ll get you fixed up. Okay?”


You should ask if she’s got one that can cure-



“Yeah, yeah, that sounds good.”
Slowly, carefully, Sarah lets me go, and when I go to show her my best halfhearted smile, I find she’s already got one of her own. We never were any good at this. But Annalise is right. Moments like this, the best thing I’ve ever done is get solutions-oriented. So I hop onto the bed, lie down, and steady my breathing as Annalise takes a seat next to me, cross-legged.
“Are your legs still behaving? Do you want me to take a look?” she asks, and I shake my head.
“I’m… mostly fine, actually,” I reply, “if you could just give the new parts you put in last time a once-over that’d be great.”
“Any pain points?”
I shiver a little, as she slips the seam puller into the gap at the pit of my collarbone, and draws it downward, delicately unzipping the seam that runs vertically between my breasts. The intimacy of it is impossible to deny. The cold of the tool against hot skin. The gentle brush of her palm as it passes over.
“Nothing I can’t attribute to new-print stiffness. My new arms are serving as well as Sarah’s, I think, no real issues that weren’t in the pamphlet, but I am seeing a few problems with the heart. It, uh… it likes to race.”
Annalise nods, her hair bobbing with the motion where it’s been hastily bound back into a fluffy ponytail. Her eyes are focused. Like the dialed-in lenses of a VOHTA’s Pax-pruner. Like at any instant they could come alive and cut me apart. I shiver.


Detachment. Judgment.



Professionalism. And she is professional. She’s as professional as I could ask, as she lifts away chest panels and starts on the ribs, the key working away with a rhythmic ‘click, click, click’ as she pops ribs free one by one. I can feel it in the pit of my skull. Vibration carried through ceramic skeletal mounts.
“Sarah, could you?” Annalise murmurs, and she flashes one of those sun-warm smiles as Sarah takes a seat, before leaning in to lift the ventral rib module out of my chest. Another little shudder arcs through me. So terribly, perfectly vulnerable, but I can’t find the joy in it—lust is there, smoldering away, but it’s smothered by the rain of unbelonging that’s hammering down on me like the worst of the early-winter storms. 
Maybe Annalise can sense it. She was always good with that shit, maybe that’s why she’s being so careful not to push. There’s that warmth, again. Love. Not just for her, for both of them. Annalise’s gentle care, Sarah’s secure and sheltering pragmatism, I want to stay forever, safe and warm between them, but… maybe that ship has already sailed. If I was meant to be here, I wouldn’t feel this way. Surely.


You never were any more than a stuffed animal. Warm and soft to cuddle and fuck in times of need but never anything more. Useful. Fun. Eminently disposable.



“You okay?” Sarah’s box asks, brows sharply furrowed with concern as her eyes linger on mine.


Even the illiterate ape can read the sickness on your face, that’s a bad sign.



Don’t you dare talk about her like that.
“Yeah, just… going through some stuff, I guess. You know how I am, crisis is in my nature, don’t worry about it.”
I laugh, like it’s a joke. But the two of them just share a pained little look. They know it’s not.
“…if there’s… anything you need, or anything you want to talk about…”
I’d forgotten how Sarah’s protectiveness can start to feel suffocating.
“I’m fine! Promise. Everything is fine.” Both of them grimace, and it takes me a few long moments of wondering why to realize what I’d just said. Shit. Time to stammer out a hasty correction. “Not-… not like that, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m okay. ”


Such a perfect little Freudian slip. You never fail to entertain.



“…well… standing offer,” Sarah concludes, nodding one of those sage little nods she’s so fond of when she figures a matter’s closed. ‘Talking is done now, moving on to action.’ I wish I worked like that. Breaking the world up into neat little building blocks. I’d be stupid to suggest Sarah’s never had her flaws or… maladaptive solutions I suppose would be a way to put it gently, but I envy her motion. How she just… does stuff.
Or used to. 
All that concern for me, I wonder if she’s really okay, under there, or if she’s just… shifting things around. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s let the hurt fester, huddled around it like a bird whose wing just won’t heal right.
I’m jolted from my thoughts as Annalise’s fingers slip between organs, a cable trailing behind them. It tickles. Then it clicks into place, a tactile little ‘snap’ and an arc of nervous system electricity I can feel in my teeth, and her eyes are on the scanner in her hand. I lunge after the opportunity to move on.
“Find anything cool in there?”
“You’re not a cereal box, Cora,” Annalise murmurs distractedly, “to be honest, I’m not seeing much of note, and nothing I could reasonably fix. If you’re heart’s racing, I hate to say it but it’s likely just… stress.” Shit. That’s not the answer I was looking for, not at all—and like a prophet under a clear full moon, my heart starts to hammer. “…yeah. Just like that,” she sighs, and gently guides the cable free of my chest cavity, “all I can really do for you is routine maintenance on joints, things like that. It’ll help with that ‘new-print stiffness’.”
I let out a tense little breath, and let my eyes drift close.
“Okay. Go ahead.”
But she hesitates. She opens her mouth, she takes a breath, halfway to speaking, but then, with a little grimace, she focuses on winding the cable back into her scanner. I almost ask if she’s okay, if something’s going on, something deeper than she wanted to admit at dinner, but she speaks first.
“Can I ask you a favor?” she says, those deep, rich eyes turning to mine.
“S’pose it depends on the kind?” I reply.
“Nothing that’ll take you out of your way. As… long as you’re staying, that is.”


Even they don’t believe you.



I rush to my answer.
“Sure, then. I am staying, after all.”
Annalise smiles, her expression relaxing, but not entirely. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Falls just short. She glances back to the door before she speaks, makes sure it’s closed.
“Something’s wrong with Minerva,” she says, her voice lowered, as she looks back to me, “she used to tell us anything but now… something’s… haunting her, in a way that reminds me uncomfortably of myself, and the way I concealed Luna’s prophecy when I was young. She hides pain well. Something I’m afraid she’s learned from us.”
Unease starts to twist deep inside me.
“You think you’ve passed something down to her?” I ask quietly, “some kind of metaphysical… something or other?”
“I’m not sure,” Annalise replies, “and it may be nothing. All I ask is that if she tells you anything, you tell us. Okay? I’m afraid for my girl but I know that if I ask her to her face she’ll bury it even deeper.”
My eyes flick uneasily to Sarah. Her face is wound tight, like she wanted to let this sort itself out but she doesn’t want to openly disagree with Annalise.
“…aren’t you afraid going behind the kid’s back will make the problem worse?” I ask, looking back to Annalise. She shrugs.
“At this point that’s a price I’m willing to pay. It’s been months and she’s said nothing, but I’ve heard her, sneaking out at night, more and more.”
“Like she’s seeing someone,” Sarah murmurs.
“Or dreaming something,” Annalise adds, “please. Cora.”
“But what about me?” I ask, with a nervous little laugh, “like… she’s already kinda holding me at a distance, right? And that’s fair, but if I immediately turn around and betray her trust…”
“You’re welcome to blame us,” Sarah’s box says firmly. They’re both looking at me, Sarah’s eyes dark with fear, Annalise’s full of pleading hope. I groan.
“Don’t… don’t look at me like that, okay, okay fine I’ll do it.”
And all at once, Annalise is beaming. She leans in to press a gentle kiss to my lips. I can’t help but flush.
“Thank you, Cora. Don’t worry about Minerva and how she looks at you. We’ll sort this out together, I promise.”
“Holding you to that,” I murmur, “now… go on, you promised me a once-over and I’m getting cold!”
And with a little nod and a little smile, she goes to work.

      ***It’s late when we’re done and all the panels are back on, late enough that Annalise was visibly pushing through it by the end. They invite me to bed. Warm smiles. ‘Cmon, just like old times.’ You scream at me for it but I take the invitation. If I don’t try then why be here at all? Maybe everything’s okay and I just can’t see it yet. I don’t have a good track record with this shit, after all.
My stuff is back at my rented place in town so Sarah lends me a shirt of hers to wear as a makeshift nightgown—thing’s nearly down to my knees so it works great. Annalise puts on one of the real ones, a pretty thing that implies shape in the way it hangs, speaking poetry on things just out of sight. Sarah just goes to bed topless and wearing boxers, as she would.
I don’t want to stare so I spend a lot of time staring at a corner instead.
“Still wanna be in the middle?” Sarah’s voice asks from the nightstand, where the box has been set. I’m caught off guard so I just answer from the gut.
“Uh, sure! Sure.”


Mistake.



The way Sarah smiles, one of those rare, precious smiles, like everything is suddenly okay… yeah. For once, I agree. But I’ve dug my grave and now it’s time to lie in it, so I climb into bed, and I curl up beneath the sheets as Annalise blows out the candle, and they come to bed—Annalise on my right, Sarah on my left. They close in like the jaws of a trap, arms around my waist, a gentle touch at my arm, seeking my hand… keep your head, Cora. It’s okay. This is what you want. This is what you’ve always wanted.
But then Sarah’s hand wanders a little lower, the stiff and cool material of her palm resting on my leg, stroking a few inches up my thigh, beneath the shirt. Fingers gently pressing in. Caressing shape.
“We don’t have to be so formal, if you want,” her box says softly, “I know things are… weird, but maybe we could… welcome you back. Have a little fun. Maybe it’d help you deal with whatever’s tangled up in your head right now.”
I tense. Recoil.
“What’s that supposed to mean,” I reply, but it doesn’t come out like I want, the words are full of venom, sharp with bared teeth, that’s not what I meant, I didn’t-
She pulls her hand back. She doesn’t say anything but even in the dark I can see the hurt and confusion in her eyes. That luminous blue behind her pupils lingering on me with all the delicacy of a spearpoint.
“Cora? What’s going on?”
Annalise’s voice, her words are prickly, not sharp but I can feel the reproach dripping from them-… no, no that’s not fair, she didn’t say that, she didn’t mean that, I can’t-…
“I’m sorry, I just… I need a minute,” I blurt, and I scramble out of bed, fumbling my clothes back on as I hurry out into the hall.
“Cora!?” Annalise calls after me, but I hear Sarah’s voice, low, hushed, cautioning her to let me go.
I need some air.






  
  2
The Authority of Failure
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There’s something special about winter nights. The air is sharp, abrasive, it cuts and prickles as it passes, but it has a certain texture on the tongue, it fills the lungs in a way that revitalizes, refreshes… I breathe deep, as I sit on the porch, and stare up at the stars. I wonder whose stars they are. Is it a real sky, so rich and bright with countless lights? Even in the records of old earth, you could see the mark of the Pax. 
Holes in the sky.
There’s nothing like that here. Are we somewhere they can’t reach, or… is it all just fake?
“Mom?”
Shit, is that Minerva? What’s she doing out here? I rise to my feet as a figure trudges closer, only visible for how she’s silhouetted against the starlit snow, hands in pockets and bundled heavily against the cold. Gotta correct her.
“Hey kid, just me, sorry, I was just, uh…”
I trail off, as I realize I have no explanation. There are a few moments of silence.
“…you couldn’t breathe in there,” Minerva says quietly, “it’s okay, I… I get it.”
More quiet, as I think on Annalise’s request. How to handle this…
“Can’t sleep?” is the question I settle on.
“Yeah. Just life, sometimes, but it’s… happening more than it used to, now. I like to take walks, when it happens. It helps, I think. ‘Feeling the steady earth beneath my feet’ or something like that, Mom says it a lot.” She pauses. “…Mom is Sarah and Mum is Annalise.”
That tracks. Logic lines up. Can’t explain how, it just works.
“Wanna take a walk, then?” I ask.
“On one condition.”
“I can look but I only have so much trashy lesbian mecha manga in my collection.”
A weak laugh escapes her.
“No, no, I just… I have some questions I want to ask you. Things that the moms might consider… inappropriate. Prying. But they’re answers I need so I can feel okay about everything.”
I get that.
“Yeah. One honest chat. I can do that for you, it… might do us both good, actually.”
I can just barely make out Minerva nodding back to the trail her passage has carved in the snow.
“Alright, come on, this way.”
And I follow, trudging into snow whose crust sparkles in the starlight and crunches pleasantly beneath my tread. Good stuff. I always miss it in summer, such a sensory feast. We walk in silence for a few minutes, wandering back to the cliff’s edge, and then following, a few meters back from the edge but close enough to see the lights of Ashen Meadows below. The definition of the path suggests Minerva’s made a few loops already.
“So why’d you leave?”
The question startles me from the pleasant silence, and I have to spend a few moments picking my words.
“So… I don’t know how much your moms have told you about me, but I’ll just… start from the ground floor and work my way up, I guess. The cliffnotes go something like this: I’m not quite right in the head. My class of fabricant, the CORA unit, Crew Observation and Recordings Analyst, we’re… famously unstable. That sometimes shows up as psychosis and that’s what I’ve got. I hear voices. Rooming with someone… really cruel, actually. It picks up on all my deepest fears and worst impulses and just shouts them into the front of my brain where I can’t ignore them.”
There’s audible surprise in Minerva’s voice when she replies, “I’m… sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Yeah I think I remember asking them not to tell you, actually. I can’t remember why but it sounds like something I’d do. Anyway. I guess you were too young to remember it, but when you were… I dunno, two, maybe three, I had a psychotic break. Like… curled up in the living room, sobbing, screaming at a person that isn’t real, it was… bad. The worst I’ve had. Scared the living daylights out of you.
“Your moms… they know how to deal with it, y’know, what to expect from me in general. But suddenly I was in the same house as a child, and I didn’t want to be responsible for traumatizing you because I lose control of my shit sometimes. That’s on me, not you. So the plan—my plan—was that I’d go travel the world until you finished growing up. I’d be present, I’d visit, and then when you hit adulthood, I’d come home. And if I have another break, now, it happens around an adult, not a scared little kid.”
My voice echoes to silence on the still night air, and for a little while, there’s nothing but the crunch of the snow and the sound of our breathing.
“…I wish I’d had an opportunity to weigh in on that,” Minerva says quietly.
“Me too, but… what I gather about parenting is that sometimes you need to make executive decisions, and sometimes they do more harm than good, but there’s no way to know ahead of time. It was the choice I made, your moms agreed it wasn’t unreasonable, and now I guess I get to deal with the consequences.”
“Okay, but do you really think it was fair to you, to send you into exile like this? My moms and I, we got to live together while you paid the price alone, there must’ve been a better solution, something that split the burden a little more evenly.”
“I dunno,” I sigh, “but it was the decision I made and I’ve gotta live with it.”
“You sound like you regret it.”
A weak laugh escapes me, “are you kidding? I-… I never had another break like that, and now, out of fear, I’ve been… barely present for twenty years, I don’t feel… at home here, anymore. No matter how much I love your moms, no matter how much I want to be a parent to you alongside them, I feel like I’m intruding, now. Like the life I built here with your moms withered up and died while my back was turned.”
Another lengthy silence—and as the emotion dies down a little, I remember who I’m talking to.
“…sorry,” I murmur, “didn’t mean to just… spill my guts at you.”
“Hey, you waited until I was an adult to come home… I figure this is one of the perks. Nothing to shelter me from, now. If you want to talk, then talk, and I’ll listen. I’ve spent years hoping to get to know you, this is that chance, for both of us.”
Something about that really catches me in the chest, and all at once, there’s a lump in my throat.
“…that’s… really nice of you to say, Minerva. Luna you grew up quick.”
A dry laugh escapes her, and she stuffs her hands into her coat pockets.
“I didn’t have much of a choice, watching Mom start to… rot away like that.”
And all at once, the feeling in my chest shifts to something darker.
“…is it that bad?”
“It’s not good, that’s for sure. She has good days and bad days, but Mum could only do so much for her once the leg started to go. The hurt’s emotional, now, rather than physical. It’s been… hard on her. Really, really hard.”
“Yeah. She always did hate things being out of her hands.”
Another brief silence, but I can tell Minerva is chewing something over—she keeps starting to speak then thinking better of, sucking a breath back through her teeth as she thinks better of it. I let her mull.
“…what was she like, when she was younger?” is the question she settles on. That gets a warm laugh out of me.
“A force of nature like you wouldn’t believe. She’s mellowed out a lot, when we first met on the Silver Tides, she was intense, this… quivering ball of feeling and suppressed lesbianism. Like… one of those dogs, the tiny ones they had on old earth that could fit in a purse and always seemed like they were about to explode. But also… huge, never mind, I guess it doesn’t work.”
A little chuckle escapes Minerva at that.
“You almost sound like you miss that version of her.”
“Egh, yes and no. She could get… mean, really, really mean, not really out of any sense of true malice, just as a reflection of her own hurt. She felt trapped, as long as I knew her before we came to Trailhead, and I didn’t blame her, but… yeah. Keep the gossip to yourself but your moms nearly got divorced at one point, just because Sarah was suffering and it made her cruel. I don’t miss the anger. But I do also think a lot of her mellowness is… not having given up, but… I think you get what I mean.”
“Like she’s letting life wash over her because if she tries to stand up in the current it’ll bowl her over,” Minerva says quietly.
“…yeah. Exactly. I’d do anything to help her but I don’t know what. I’m just not that smart, not like Annalise. I’m good at putting people at ease, it’s why I do what I do for work, but I’m not good at the… emotional stuff, I guess. Reading people. Figuring out what they need to feel better.” I pause a moment. “You remind me of her, actually. Annalise. Got that… quiet wisdom about you.”
“Quiet wisdom,” Minerva laughs, “alright, I’ll take it.”
I think I’m getting somewhere with her. Maybe all she really needed was to be given a reason why. Maybe keeping it from her was stupid. There’s that perfect hindsight again, I wonder how Sarah and Annalise handle it, that weight of every decision being make or break in its own particular way…


If you think she’s forgiven you already, you are beyond saving. You abandoned them. You abandoned her, you abandoned her mothers, you abandoned their farm and their business prospects—and they are now shorthanded, I would assume. Your absence may well have forced Sarah into the fields, limping on a cane.



You don’t know that. You can’t. Not any of it. I’ll fix this yet, I can, I know I can.


I will be here to watch you fail.



“You got anything you want to know? Since you’ve been a good sport and all,” Minerva asks. One question looms over all the rest, nagging, gnawing, you won’t let me forget it, I can feel you in there, sneering, waiting to say it.
“Hey they still love me, right?” I ask with a shrill laugh, “it’d just… uh… it’d be kinda funny if-… if y’know after all this, they… they didn’t, anymore.”
I can see her shift as her eyes turn to me, a moment of quiet.
“Mom told me about this. About how you sometimes feel the need to pretend sincerity is a joke even when nobody’s laughing. Like looking it dead in the eye scares you. She said that she could always tell, because you’re always trying to be funny, and it works when it doesn’t matter to you, but it’s just a little sad when it does.”


She barely knows you and already she knows to sense your frailty…



“…okay, that’s… uh.”
“Not… trying to be a dick, it just explains a few things.” She takes a breath, holds it, and lets it out, her words chosen. “Listen. They talk about you all the time. They reminisce, a lot, I can hear them talking about you even when I’m not in the room. I have no reason to believe they’d lie—to me, or to each other… but that said, it’s been twenty years, on and off. It’s natural that things are a little stiff. But if you stay, like you’ve promised… it’ll be okay. That’s what I think.”


Sugar for the poison. You know where this ends, we’ve walked this road a dozen times before.



Quiet.


How simple do I have to spell this out, she is lying to you.



QUIET.
“…you really think so?” I ask, quietly. I can feel her eyes on me again, even if I can’t see them.
“Yes, Cora. I’m sure. I know my mothers, and I know how they look at you. Anything they do, anything they offer, any attempt they make to bridge this gap, it is sincere, and it comes from a place of love.”
I just… nod, slowly, and chew that over, as the cold slowly bites deeper and deeper.
“I have a… thought,” she says, “or an offer, rather, that might help you feel a little more at home. If you’re interested.”
“I’m listening.”


Like a drowning man at straws.



“You used to do salvage, right? Delving runs down into the old shipwrecks, coming back with usable tech?”
That’s a throwback.
“Yeah, sure, I used to, it’s been a few years but… sure.”
“Would you take me on a run?”
I blink.
“…like a delving run? Really, you’re that interested?” I ask.
“It’s an opportunity to work together, to learn about you, the world around me… and maybe earn a little pocket money while I’m at it. Win win, right?”


This is coming from nowhere, fully formed in all its bizarre specificity. Strange and sudden. I don’t trust it.



You trust nothing.
“Yeah, uh… yeah, we can do that. There’s a wreck near here that I’ve made a few runs to. Would you be content with that one?”
I can see her nod in the dark.
“Absolutely. It’s not really the where, but the what, y’know?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I follow. Okay kid, I’m down. It’ll be good for me to get out of town for a bit, I think. Good for both of us. Get some country air in our lungs, before… uh… before all the rust.”
A heavy breath escapes her, it almost sounds like relief.
“Thanks, Cora,” she says, warmth in her voice, “you won’t regret this. It’ll be fun!”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” I chuckle, “maybe not fun, but… good. I’m looking forward to it.”
“Let’s go get some rest, then? Make sure we’re good to go in the morning?”
That soon?
“You’re very eager.”
“Sure! Yeah! Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I suppose that’s fair. Alright, Minerva. You win. Let’s head back.”

      ***I sleep on the couch.
Nobody questions it, but there’s a tension in Annalise’s smile, when she greets me in the morning. Sarah talked to her, I think. ‘Don’t ask about it, don’t worry about it, if she wants to talk about it she will,’ I can almost hear the conversation in my head.
Breakfast is strange. Sarah’s trying to give me space, Annalise clearly wants to say something but is keeping it under wraps, avoiding eye contact in the process, while Minerva and I are both just… dead. I can see the exhaustion in her eyes, where she sits opposite me, poking at her food. Shit. Maybe we should’ve turned back earlier. I don’t regret it, though. It was a good talk. It helped. Helped me, at least.
I wish I could share that feeling of resolution with Sarah and Annalise. I would tell them, why I didn’t stay in bed. If I knew. The food’s good, those two were always capable of extraordinary things in the kitchen, but a good meal doesn’t keep the pressure from mounting higher and higher with every passing second. I can see Sarah’s face shifting. Increasing worry. Tension. Her eyes are lingering on Annalise, she sees how tense she is and it makes her tense in turn.
I try to pretend I’m focused on eating, and the moment I’m done, I take my opening.
“Delicious, as always,” I say, forcing a smile as I rush to my feet, plate in hand, “lemme go clean up, help out.”
“Cora… wait, please,” says Sarah’s box. Fuck me, here we go.
“C’mon, I won’t break anything,” I try to laugh, but she’s seen right through it.
“What happened last night? I’ve been trying to give you space but I’m getting worried, you bolted like you were afraid of something.”
Cutting straight through the static, her words firm and tense, eyes locked with mine. Another weak little laugh escapes me.
“Why do I gotta be afraid of something? Maybe I’m just… getting used to things again, I mean… it doesn’t have to mean anything, it’s… I’m fine.”
“Cora,” she chides, her expression briefly twisting with a wince, “I know something happened. I know you. This isn’t just… stress, or alienation, you… had that look on your face, when you were scrambling to leave. The-… the one from the Beauty In Night.”
Fuck me she has me nailed like a roofing shingle, what do I say!? I glance to Minerva in desperation, hoping on her face I’ll find some kind of escape, but her eyes are elsewhere. A thousand yard stare, vacant, wide-eyed, seeing something only she can see. I think I get why Annalise is worried about her but I’ve got nothing yet. Maybe after the delve, though…
The delve
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