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CALPHAGAS THE WEAVER of Doom’s Engine sat upon the windowsill and considered her next move carefully. The glass caught a ray of light from a split in the clouds and startled her, driving subtle and wondrous plans out of her head. In anger and surprise, Calphagas reared her head back and pecked at the glass. The glare didn’t go away under this swift attack, so Calphagas felt no recourse other than a renewed attack, her beak tap-tap-tapping against the window.

One loud FLUMP from a pillow hitting the other, interior, side of the window and Calphagas took an astonished step backwards, right off the windowsill. Four feet into free-fall and she’d recovered; stretching her wings, she flew away into her own story and out of this one. 

“Fuckin’ pigeons,” Jake Meyer muttered, waving a hand toward the window, trying to will his pillow to return to him. The pillow, quite stubbornly, refused to obey and sat on the floor sullenly. Grumbling the whole time, Jake got out of bed and walked the few feet over to the window. He grabbed the pillow and walked it back, but as he started to climb into bed, his bladder woke up.

Jake set the pillow down, looked at Casey, who’d slept through the pigeon’s needless alarm impression, and stumbled into the bathroom. He peed. He kept peeing. He...this gets awkward after a while, all right? For now, let’s go and skitter along the floor, avoiding the dropped guitar picks, padlocks, socks, and other debris of life. 
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THE WINDOWSILL – WHITE paint streaked from years of grit and grime until the black streaks merged with the paint, becoming an integral structural element – is of no concern. We slid through it before you even noticed, the way Calphagas only wishes she could. From this vantage point, looking down on Jackson Street from the fourth floor, you wouldn’t see many people yet. A small side street, you’d need to shift over to the corner, to Avenue H, to really begin to see life moving at speed. 
Enough of people watching, though. If you’re going to be a floating, invisible specter you should take full advantage of it. We can head up, right into the sky, past the clouds and brightening sun, into the blackness that should be normal space. This is where it gets weird. 

Normal space, it’s known, smells like hot metal, a welding-fume type of stench. But here, this space, is different. If you could inhale here, if there were enough particles to draw into your lungs, it would smell faintly of cinnamon and wet wool. No stars. Nothing to distract. Only void. Which is fine as far as it takes us—which, admittedly, isn’t far just yet.

Just work with me here. Let’s look back the way we came. See the city now, as a whole? Mur. The Eternal City. Hanging alone in the sky in impossible ways. So let’s go back into it. Let’s go back down until we can make out the circular, labyrinthian layout of the city. In the center of the city stands the Spire. When first constructed, tens of thousands of years ago and many stories shorter, the Spire was built to be Mur’s main temple. Now it serves as City Hall, as well as a more general administration hub. Around it buildings sprawl, done up in every type of architecture imaginable, with no real pattern discernable. Sloppy city planning, sure, but interesting to look at, at least. 

People dot the sidewalks on the main roads, stores starting to open as the day shift begins to arrive. The night shift has already moved offstage, mostly, slumping wearily back to beds and food. Not necessarily in that order. Mur sits below us, roughly twenty-five square miles of city, coiled and ready to spring. That sounds cool – it can even sound dangerous, and sure, Mur can be both, but then the same could be said about every major city in the history of the world.
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IT’S TIME WE TURN AWAY from the center of Mur, moving further out toward the wall that rings the town, back down toward Jackson street, between Seventh Avenue and Avenue H. That same five-story walk-up, fourth floor, left corner, first window from the edge. The window now stands open. Jake gave up on going back to bed and decided to make coffee. Casey woke up but stayed in bed, sitting cross-legged, tapping a pen against her teeth, a worn and cracked notebook resting on one knee.
Coffee brewing, Jake walked to the window, resting his palms on the only parts of the windowsill not coated in the grime of the city. He looked down at the sill and wished they’d moved in before the damage had been done to the paint. 

Either of them could scrape away the old paint, infused with grit, and repaint the sill. He knew that. But he was just as sure their landlord should’ve done the work instead. Locked in that sort of unspoken stalemate, a contest of wills that neither side is really confident they’re having because no one brings it up, the windowsill lost. 

A fresh breeze came down along the street until it found its way into the window and brushed against Jake’s face. He smiled, inhaling deeply, and pushed off against the sill to stand straight once more. He turned away from the window, back toward the coffee maker, and stopped when he saw the pot hadn’t finished brewing. Jake glanced around for something else to distract him for a few minutes.

He worked hard to not bother Casey. With her notebook out – or head down, curled bodily around a guitar and thinking – Jake knew to leave her to thinking and to work. He didn’t say a word, avoiding even her line of sight if possible. 

Casey Harrison didn’t wake up and feel the need to grab the notebook before managing even a hello to Jake very often. She’d learned to not ignore the need when it did come up, though. Thankfully, she’d also finally gotten used to Jake understanding – and, better yet, being all right with – her need. Regardless, a tiny pang of guilt floated through her head, just at the edges. The right corner of her mouth curled slightly upward and she used the feeling, pen scritching over paper in a short bursts. 

The notebook was full of a collection of both musical notation and strange glyphs that only made sense to Casey. Combined, and played, they were music. Older notebooks sat stacked neatly in a small, metal safe by the bed. Casey didn’t worry so much about her music being stolen, but the older notebooks, also containing notes and strange symbols, weren’t just music. Those notebooks she hoped to never need to touch again. 

The coffee maker gurgled a final time, brewing finished and a job done. Jake stood up from where he had laid down on the floor for no good conscious reason and stretched, biting back a yawn. He made two cups up, black for himself and sugar for Casey, bringing hers over to the bed and setting it down on the floor in her reach, still without saying a word. 

Taking his own cup over to the table, placed between the kitchen and the bed in some old, failed, plan to try and split their small loft into different-feeling spaces, Jake scooped up a combination padlock from a box of various locks. He spun the dial quickly back and forth for a few seconds, sipping at his coffee. Lightly placing two fingers on the back of the lock, Jake twitched the dial slowly with his thumb and stared into space. 

Sliding her foot over, Casey nudged her coffee mug slightly. Reaching down to grab it, she took a quick sip before returning it to the floor to do double duty as a side-of-foot warmer. She jotted down the next phrase into her notebook and tapped her teeth with the pen again.

In the time it took for her to do that simple set of motions, Jake had the padlock open. He snapped it locked again and resisted the urge to lob it back into the box, setting it down gently instead. 
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LOOKING AT THE LOFT, it really isn’t much. For Casey and Jake, though, it was home. A small, cramped home, but even so. Casey and Jake had lived together for seven months. Before moving in together they’d dated for three months, a time they both looked back on as chaotic in the best of ways. 
The night Casey suggested they move in together, they’d left a gallery opening tipsily, walking home through the winding streets of Mur. The air felt heavy with an impending rain, and Jake had tossed the hood of his jacket up over his head. Sound being slightly muffled, he asked her to repeat her idea. Casey started to feel she’d made a mistake, his request coming across like an attempt at dismissal. She took a deep breath and asked again, reaching up to tug his hood out on one side. 

Laughing at her gesture, he’d agreed, and they’d started the process of finding a new place to live. Neither of them seriously considered keeping their contemporary apartments, both of them too small for two people – smaller by half than the tiny loft they lived in now. After a search too annoying to detail, they’d found a loft just big enough for them both and broke their individual leases, settling in as smooth as anyone does at first – which is to say not really well at all. 

The only lingering issue was Jake’s desire to name the space. He favored names including: Hovel Manor, Bonkers Palace, Lofty Loft-loft, The Cave of Forgotten Dishes, and Flappity-Doo. The last being a name he’d been trying to assign to something since childhood, but had never found quite the right object to deploy the name upon. Casey didn’t think the loft needed a name; didn’t deserve one, being, as she put it, only their starter loft. She described a future loft, with pneumatic tubes going to the theoretical coffee shop that would be downstairs, designed to deliver them coffee and baked goods at speed. 

Mostly she just liked the idea of pneumatic tubes. The whoosh and thwump of them made her smile. Finding small presents delivered as if by magic also had an appeal, she admitted to herself—none of which really had anything to do with where they lived. 
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FOR NOW, THOUGH, ABSENT any thwump or whoosh, Casey set down her notebook, pen clipped to a worn indentation along the cover, and snatched her coffee cup off the floor before standing. Draining the cup, she crossed the forty-odd steps from the bed to the sink before backtracking to the table and sitting next to Jake.
“We should really find some kinda food,” he said after a quick kiss good morning.

“Or,” Casey countered, “we could go back to bed first.”

“How are you still tired, even?” Jake asked, sipping at his own, quickly cooling coffee.

A roll of the eyes answered him, followed by a quick, silent laugh faked for effect before Casey asked, “Who said I was tired?” 

“So,” he said, “I’m just being dense then?”

“You’re just being dense,” Casey confirmed as she stood, holding his hand lightly, and led him back to the bed. And with that we’ll leave them be for a while, again, letting them have their privacy for a few.

*
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WE WERE, EARLIER, TALKING about Mur. Mur, the original city. Mur, the mighty and timeless. The city itself spun around space and time like a child’s toy kicked by the family dog on a bender. A word not often used to describe Mur: simple. Words often used to describe Mur: annoying, desperate, and “Where the fuck am I and where are my shoes?” 
That last isn’t, strictly, a word, but allow for a bit of license.

If you’re going to understand Mur, you need to know that this is true. Pure truth, uncut by niceness and concern for the established structures of how most people think the world works. Back when humanity split into three kinds of people – hunters, gatherers, and assholes – there came a time when the existing, easily movable structures weren’t enough. 

Wait, let’s back up. There used to be three primary roles in any sizable grouping of humans:

Hunters – These were the folks who crafted weapons, went out into the fields, and alternatively killed and were killed so that the others might eat something besides berries, roots, and fungi. Humanity wasn’t good at those three, constantly tripping over yet another poisonous variation. So there came a diversification in the form of an omnivore shift.

Gatherers – At first these jerks kept killing off large numbers of people by grabbing the wrong berries, roots, and fungi. Later, after Homo sapiens started to add meat to its diet, they were in charge of looms and fabrics, as well as general upkeep back at the so-called ranch. Function following form, really.

Assholes – More important than originally thought, the first assholes were the ones who refused to do either of the other jobs, claiming they had to either create or administrate. People didn’t look highly at these skills in the beginning, for good reason. Art is fantastic when you have shelter and food. Until then, it’s a bit of a hindrance when a key part of your tribe flat-out refuses to help skin lunch because their muse is on them. 

Once small, mobile tribes started to wane – due to population increase, which was due to the hunters and the gatherers getting much better at what they did, from speed of the kill to knowing which fucking berries not to shove down their throats – the assholes found their calling. They would organize stable, long-lasting structures to live in. Places multiple tribes could move into and become supratribes, combining forces and creating a leisure class, which sounded much better than “assholes.”

Eventually they founded the first city: Mur. Some historians, looking back through broken lenses that could only see bits and bobs of reality anyway, declared, feeling quite informed, it had been named Ur. Others claimed it had been named Mu, and belonged with the lost continent of Atlantis. Either way, evidence of Ur or Mu couldn’t really be found, but the existence of such a city made too much sense to let go of. Historians held on to the concept partly because it was actually true, and partly so they could spread the idea of a smarter leisure class being the root of all cities, while removing the idea that they were really just assholes. Historians – back during the founding of Mur – of course, were assholes.

Mur stood as a shining example of what humanity could achieve, if it bothered to care to, for centuries. And then, one day, it vanished. Poof. Gone. No trace remained, except a few stories. What actually happened remains fairly simple, if looked at the right way. The city simply fell out of time and space in a rational sense, going about and spinning directionless across all spaces and times simultaneously. 

At fault was an antelope, which became later, among other things, a cat. We’ll get there, I promise. Sort of. But for now, you need to know that Mur stood alone and yet accessible.

The city, laid out in a circle for aesthetic reasons by the assholes known as city planners, was built with a wall around it. 

Into the wall were cut seven gates. Each gate was fitted with a heavy door, and the ability to secure it against invaders as needed. But like any mass with an irregular spin and orbit through space and time that allows it to touch all points simul-multi-taniously (you’d be surprised how many small objects exist in that state, really), Mur touched, and interacted with, the rest of the world at different points. 

Unwary people could walk through certain doors and find themselves in Mur. Unfortunately, if they were dumb enough to walk back out, confused, they would find themselves in a totally different place and time on Earth. Turning back and trying again wouldn’t work, as that door to Mur had already spun away. So they were stuck. This happened to many of the people who found Mur. Signs were put up trying to warn folks about the problem at all seven gates to the city, but since language evolves they were pretty damn useless more often than not. But, hey, the city coordinators reasoned, we tried, and past that what can you do, stand there and shout? Not going to happen. 

A few lucky ones, for reasons that no one has ever explained, were capable of not only entering and leaving at the same spot, but of finding their way back to Mur as often as they wished. Those people made the rest fairly uncomfortable, possessing an ability others wanted, not to mention the new revenue stream that being able to take people with them brought.

Mur spun on, growing with internal time and population, expanding upward and using as much of its land as it could. How it kept seasons, night and day, and access to crops and fresh water, much less a sun that shone, remained more of those unexplained facets of life that kept many scientists in Mur in money. The closest they’d come was to insist that since Mur was everywhere, it had access to those things the rest of the Earth normally enjoyed. That didn’t make more sense than shrugging, honestly. Time passed and people learned to not ask, because answers cost money and made no sense, regardless. 

Along the way, Mur gave birth to other cities of myth, such as, but not limited to: Brigadoon, Asgard, Oz, Stars Hollow, and Tartarus. Some claimed Camelot was a Mur analog as well, but that’s silly, as Camelot existed exactly where you think it did – north of what would become Vancouver, Canada. But that’s a different story and we’re talking about Mur, here.

Life inside Mur stood fairly normal, despite all of the previous. Let’s face it: humanity is very good at just going about a day without letting the impossible bother them. Plus, the longer the impossible hangs there, the more it seems perfectly possible. Days rolled past and new days dawned and life continued. So why waste too much time fretting about how?

Spurred on by technology, ethical standards, and information from what you might consider both the past and the future, Mur accessed and developed a hybrid of internal ethics and technology that worked better than anywhere else on Earth. They had, if you’ll allow, something of a cheat sheet, being able to see where they’d come from and where they would’ve been going if they’d remained on the chess board. This let them cherry pick which structures to hold tight to. 

People born in Mur learned to not venture forth and enjoyed a fruitful life in the city of cities – still dangerous enough to stab you in a dark alley, but also still fabulous enough to elevate consciousness to where even the objectively worst performance art could be appreciated by someone. Once you lived in Mur, you, generally speaking, never wanted to live anywhere else. Some claimed this was mostly because you couldn’t pick where and when you would live, if you just left, but they were fooling themselves. It was the best-worst place ever to exist on Earth, and they knew it.

What people didn’t know about Mur, but which you’re allowed to know about because chances are you won’t tell anyone of import, is one of the big reasons for the continued survival of Mur. One of the city’s great hidden strengths remained...we’ll come back to that, actually. Don’t worry, this contains no lies, including that promise. Just remember that every inch of this is true and you’ll be fine. But Casey and Jake are laying in bed and busy debating what to do about food, and really, isn’t that more important?
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“TECHNICALLY,” CASEY said, stretching her arms above her head until her hands hit the wall, “we missed breakfast.”
“Meal times are a state of mind,” Jake said, rolling onto his side to face her. “I thought we agreed that ages back.”

“It’s true,” she agreed, “but the picky places we can get the food from don’t go along with our decrees in this.”

“So it’s, what, a search for brunch?”

Casey sat up, feet kicking at the covers to get them off her. “We could go to Ron’s,” she suggested, knowing it would be rejected.

“Ron’s has the worst brunch of anywhere to ever brunch,” Jake said. “Why not The Old Chicken?”

“Do they still insist on making everything spicy?” she asked.

“Not everything,” Jake said.

“All right, their water is decidedly plain. Fine, look, we can just go to the—”

“Square?” Jake said, finishing the thought for her.

“Yup,” she agreed, standing and heading for a shower. 

Jake lay in bed, waiting for her to finish, for his turn at some hot water, and laughed to himself. Nine times out of ten they ended up at the Square, their preferred diner of choice. They still both insisted on offering up other options in some strange attempt to stave off the restaurant becoming so default that they never even darkened the door of another place. The discussion was ritual – now complete, they could finally start their day for real. 

Jake busied himself washing the coffee maker and their mugs, content. Soon enough, Casey traded places with him, letting him grab a shower while she finished getting ready and straightened up the apartment some. Jake got dressed, post-shower, and realized as he grabbed a jacket that they hadn’t said a word to each other, moving around in a combination of routine and something close to ceremony. 

They locked the door behind them, walked downstairs, crossed the lobby, and Jake pushed open the door, letting Casey sweep past him onto the street. The full light of the day hit them both square in the face, slapping them fully into what remained of the morning. 

Turning left, they started the winding path to the Square diner. Walking anywhere in Mur started off as a lesson in frustration. Along with the wall surrounding the city, the paranoid City planners, afraid that they would be discovered for being assholes, had laid the streets out in a labyrinthian pattern. You couldn’t go more than three blocks in any direction without needing to turn. You’d find yourself going half a block out of your way, and then back again, just to walk a theoretically straight line from A to B. 

Jake didn’t even notice it, at this point in his life, having been born there. Casey, on the other hand, having only arrived in Mur a few years ago, couldn’t let it go, grumbling to herself at least once a day. Store owners had taken advantage of it over the thousands of years of the town’s history; knowing all the ways straight through were blocked by solid buildings, and through-paths being illegal, they’d built stores along many of the switchbacks and deviations knowing people would be forced to traverse them, Mur being a big town for walking. 

Two blocks over, half a block Spireward, half a block wallward, another block over, and a block Spireward. Casey kept her morning grumble to herself, letting her love of the city override it. They passed a small deli, nodding at Sharlene, the owner. Sharlene waved back, looking up from her work sketching new specials on the front window in grease pencil. 
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SHARLENE HAD MOVED to Mur by accident twenty years earlier. She’d come from a time post-discovery-of-fire but pre-wheel. People walked in to Mur from all sorts of times, including the time before Mur even existed. It works out in the end—trust in that. But Sharlene, nee Klunt, walked through what she’d thought was a very elaborate cave entrance and found herself in Mur. Shocked, scared, and ready to kill anything that moved, she’d been taken in by Emily Frain. Emily ran a small flower shop and hated to be alone. Both her sisters had died recently, leaving her to manage the family store by herself, so the addition of Klunt was seen as a boon. Well, all right, it was seen as a boon once she got Klunt to stop punching and biting strangers. 
Slowly, Klunt settled into a feeling of safety. Emily renamed her Sharlene, after the dead sister who she’d actually liked, as opposed to the other one who we won’t even begin to get into. They worked well together, Emily teaching Sharlene to read and write, while Sharlene taught Emily how to fight and protect her property. If anyone had thought to offer an award for the least successfully robbed flower store, Emily and Sharlene could’ve, by year two, won it. 

Emily died around the seventh year of Sharlene’s import to Mur. Bad luck, really – just the sort of accident that happens in a big city. Construction is rampant, of course, and sometimes chunks of stone or brick, sometimes half the size of a human head, fall off a large structure and plummet to the ground. People get fired over it, of course, but when the path of the falling rock intersects someone, there’s not only job loss but monetary repayment. Of course, a bunch of money could not even begin to make up for the loss of Emily Frain, a woman who was willing to take in an almost feral human and discover the happy woman inside, who loved to waltz.

Without Emily, Sharlene found she didn’t like flowers and turned the store into a deli instead, using her influx of horribly earned cash. She had no partner, no employees yet, but was planning for it. She was waiting for the right fit, the correct twist of life, to reveal to her the perfect partner. 

Until that time came, she worked her deli and worked on her art, enjoying drawing specials on the windows and smiling at regulars as they walked past. 
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THE BELL ABOVE THE door of the Square diner rang as Casey nudged it open with a foot. Jake’s hand caught the edge of the door as it swung back toward him in Casey’s wake and they took a table near the front window. 
The Square didn’t actually serve brunch so much as it served everything all the time. That played into Jake and Casey’s platonic ideal of brunch: ordering random mixes of breakfast and lunch items like children demanding cereal and spaghetti for dinner.

“What’s the plan?” Casey asked as she unslung the thin crossbody bag she wore, putting it between her knees. The top of the bag remained unzipped, and the head of a small, electric travel guitar peeked out. 

Casey hated to leave home without an instrument on her, specifically the travel guitar, if possible. Realistically a metal stick with six strings, frets, and some tuners along one side, she’d plugged a wireless transmitter into the jack, paired to a small travel amp hooked to her belt. Jake used to ask, he used to insist she wouldn’t need it and that she almost never actually touched it when they went out, but he stopped after a few protests, figuring the guitar worked as her security blanket. As they got closer, he discovered the real reason behind the habit and still categorized it as mostly security blanket – just a very strange and theoretically deadly one. 

“The plan?” Jake asked, shifting all of his cutlery slightly until the arrangement pleased him. “The plan is to eat brunch.”

“I mean after that,” Casey said, adjusting the amp on her belt so it didn’t knock into the side of her chair.

“Pay the bill?” Jake asked, smirking.

“All right, jerkbutt,” Casey said, sprinkling it with laughter, “you know exactly what I mean. I have a show later, you have a thing—”

“Work,” Jake corrected.

“Yeah, a thing, like I said,” Casey agreed, smiling, “but that leaves a lot of day. I was just thinking, we could go see a new couch maybe.”

“Do we need a new couch?” 

“Don’t we?”

“We could replace the couch with something better than a couch, is all I mean,” Jake said, looking over at the waiter who’d appeared seemingly out of nowhere (but really just out of the back the way waiters normally did). 

They ordered without looking at menus, and thanked their waiter, before returning to the matter at couch-like hands. Not that couches have hands. Well, sure, all right, some do, and Jake thought that if he found a couch that had arms that looked like arms, with hands at the end, he might be into that particular couch, but otherwise a couch was just a cushiony butt-bench and a place to feel bad about accidentally napping and he could take them or leave them.

“What would be better than a new couch to replace the horrible thing we have now?” Casey asked.

“A daybed, maybe,” Jake said. He sipped at his water and reached down to twitch the placement of his fork again.

“A daybed is just a couch without a back,” Casey pointed out.

“Right, but that would open the room up.”

“And be annoying for sitting on – no way to lean back. How about we just get a really nice couch?” 

Jake shrugged. “We can do that, too. I just think there are other options.”

“Such as couches that are missing part of their couchness,” Casey said, nodding.

“Or a few armchairs, instead of one big couch,” Jake offered.

Their food showed up: eggs, sunny-side up, a cup of tomato soup, and a salad for Jake; pancakes and chicken wings for Casey. They started to eat, Jake crumbling crackers into his soup. They ate in silence for a while and then started to snicker and laugh as they snarked at people walking by outside. 

“Oh, see,” Casey said, using a wing bone stripped of all meat to point at a man walking by outside before dropping it onto a side plate, “that guy isn’t a native. He’s been here maybe two years?”

“Hey now,” Jake said, laughing, “careful casting stones, newbie.”

“I’ve been here five years,” Casey protested, “I’m a native, now, retroactively.”

“Are you, though?” Jake asked. “I mean a native is someone born here. You weren’t. So...”

“So even when I’m eighty, I won’t be a native?”

“Technically, no,” Jake said, swallowing some salad. “That’s just not how it works.”

“I don’t see why not,” Casey said, “I mean, I know the city, I live here – I love it here, in fact.”

“But you weren’t born here,” Jake pointed out.

“Better, I choose to stay here,” Casey said, raising an eyebrow. “Or is that not better?”

“I think it’s terrific,” Jake said, “but it still doesn’t make you a native.”

“See, it’s that sort of attitude that makes people feel like people born here are just smug.”

“We’re not just smug, and you know it. We’re also occasionally rude and pretentious.”

Casey sighed. “I’m serious, though. I can feel the city in my bones as well as you can, at this point.”

“Sure, and if we had a term for native-in-all-ways-except-born-here, you’d be dead on. But we don’t.”

“So let’s use native,” she said, chewing on another wing.

“It just feels wrong,” Jake said, poking at his eggs. He didn’t want to fight, and even though this wasn’t yet a fight, he knew it could become one fairly quickly. He had a problem – the same one as Casey, actually – avoiding a fight just because it wasn’t wanted. Stepping back, even when they thought they were right, was a problem they both shared.

Somehow, though if asked neither of them could explain how, that hadn’t sunk their relationship yet. They’d each go at it along rigid lines, neither of them actually wanting the fight, both of them wishing they could let themselves back away. Along the way to complete implosion, though, one of them would just fizzle out. Both of them would swear the dissolve remained unintentional, but the move was as reliable as their ability to forgive each other seamlessly for the fight itself. 

Today, though – well, today Jake decided to actively try something different. He chewed, swallowed, and nodded at Casey. “Then again,” he said slowly, “what do I know, right? I can’t be the arbiter of nativeness. Nativosity. Nativity...no, that’s totally wrong. But, you know, I mean it’s not up to me, right?”

“I...” Casey thought for a second, feeling the shift out carefully. “Well, let me ask one question.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you all have meetings where you dole out flash cards of people in town and decide who is and who isn’t a native yet?”

“We’re not supposed to talk about it,” Jake said, smiling. 

“Then I guess,” Casey said, throwing the same sort of argument life-line Jake had thrown her, “you might be the nativeness arbiter but couldn’t admit it, so no, you’re not. And I only say that to preserve your cover, sir.”

“Why, thank you,” Jake said, nodding slightly. “So furniture hunting, then?”

“Sure...no, wait, we can’t. I mean we can later, but I should go by The Alibi and check the new sound system for tonight.”

“And I guess I should have a quick meeting about tonight myself,” Jake agreed.

“Calling one, or forgot about one you had planned?” Casey asked, knowing full well what the odds were.

“Forgot,” Jake admitted. 

Casey nodded and set her napkin on her plate. “Then we should probably get moving.”

“I’ll grab the bill—meet you outside?”

“Sure,” she said, standing, guitar bag in hand. She fished in her pocket and left a tip as Jake went to go pay the bill. 

*
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JAKE HADN’T WANTED to tell Casey that there was a bad side to being a native of Mur. He ran his fingers over some money in his pocket, waiting in line to pay the bill, and thought about the cost of it all, as he saw it. Well, he thought wryly, all your childhood friends and enemies still lived in the same city, and if any of them moved you never heard from them again, period-full-stop. 
There was no place for your best friend leaving but keeping in touch and running into each other later. Stories like that fascinated Jake. People would come to Mur with them and share them over a drink, always told in hazy ways that kept their past at a distance, and Jake would just be swallowed by the very idea of it. But that hazy distance was the other thing. People didn’t talk about their history outside of Mur much. It made sense but also left Jake, and all the other natives, with this annoying blank space.

His history, on the other hand, was routinely dragged from him by strangers once they knew he had been born here. They were somehow more fascinated by him then he was by them. And it grated after a while. A silly, stupid sort of annoyance that was easily shrugged off, but it was there.

The woman ahead of Jake was taking forever to sort out a tip while she paid, and Jake caught himself idly watching the till. Tracking how the guy behind it moved, how often he glanced down at the open money drawer, or moved enough of his body away from it that you could pass by, bump into him, and probably slip some money out of the till and into a pocket. 

That sort of lift wasn’t what Jake did, but as a kid he’d found his innate talents aligned well with removing bits of money from people in ways they didn’t see coming. Picking locks and pockets, small con games, even plotting a decent robbery – these were the life skills Jake discovered and explored. 

His parents both worked honest jobs and wanted Jake to do the same. He liked music, they knew – even if he showed zero aptitude for learning to play it, he could run a music shop, or work in a concert venue. Plenty smart, they felt he could even own such a place after a few years if he really applied himself.

Instead of any of that, Jake and his first boyfriend, Sylvan, had decided to teach themselves how to steal things. They held each other to what they thought were exacting standards, inventing from whole cloth how to pick pockets and do card tricks. They actually weren’t bad, considering they had no idea what they were doing. They practiced on each other for a good long while and then decided to try their newfound skills on random people in a park near where they lived. 

They got arrested inside half an hour. 

The scare of it made Sylvan back away and declare that he really did want to be a cobbler like his dad. For Jake, though, the sheer failure of it forced him to double down and try harder. Without a friend by his side, Jake ended up talking with shadier and shadier people, trying to find an in. Mur, like anywhere else ever to exist on Earth that contained over three hundred people, had organized crime. Really, the only difference in settlements was that the larger your urban area, the more organized your crime tended to be. For Mur that ended up very organized indeed. 

Jake worked for them for a while, but never warmed to the idea that crime would be a job like any other – you worked for a boss, did what you were told, and stayed in your lane. So he tried to leave. The problem with organized crime and leaving is it makes said organizers feel bad. No one wants to put in years of training, and by that time it had been a few years, only to have their worker up and go freelance. 

Jake was barred from doing anything big, and he was all right with that rule until he found out that it really meant not doing anything at all crimelike if he got noticed in the least. He ended up working for the same crime bosses he hated a second time, out of frustration. 

The second time, his leaving took. He made it clear that he didn’t want to step on their toes and that, honestly, it would be way worse to have someone in their organization who worked actively against them. When it was pointed out to him that he could simply be disposed of – either killed or bodily tossed out of Mur – Jake shrugged, laughed, and asked a simple question: “But what if you didn’t do that?” 

Havelock, the big boss at the time, laughed in return and nodded at the little snot standing in front of him. “Then you’d get what you want.”

“I mean...” Jake said thoughtfully, “that sounds like a good idea to me.”

“I bet it does, Meyer,” came the reply, “but it doesn’t answer why I should. You go solo, you could expose our inner workings—”

“Which would get me killed.”

“Or work against us, hit targets we’re working on. Meyer, this isn’t something we do. You work for us or you don’t work.”

“There was a guy,” Jake said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at an imaginary person, “playing some Find the Queen in the park the other day. He work for you?”

“No, of course not,” Havelock said.

“Some rich guy Spireward. Last week he got robbed. You care?”

“Of course not.”

“Then there you go. I don’t want,” Jake told his boss honestly, “to be some giant fish laughing as I mess with you. I’m just good at this stuff. And I don’t want to do it for you. No offense, right? I just wanna be my own guy. That’s—”

“That why you got into this line of work in the first place?” Havelock finished for him.

“Exactly,” Jake smiled.

“You’re fearless, Meyer, I’ll give you that. Most of my guys, they wouldn’t dare just stand here and pitch this to me. You could stay here and go places.”

“Thanks, but...” Jake trailed off and finished his sentence with a shrug.

Havelock nodded. He understood and – despite the general rules he worked with, rules that kept things in check for him – he agreed, and let Jake leave. Even after Havelock retired, in that way almost all crime bosses retire, in the middle of the night with a gunshot, Jake worked alone or with a small group of friends on slightly larger jobs. Just nothing too big, ever. The current organized crime working in Mur didn’t like the fact that he remained one of the few exceptions but also hadn’t been able to scare him into working for them, so Jake followed his own path, watching his step exactly as much as he thought he absolutely had to.

He smiled, the woman ahead of him finally having worked out a tip, and paid the bill, overtipping out of habit. He felt you should reward good service.
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CASEY LEARNED AGAINST the building, near the door to the Square. She made sure she kept out of the way and that she leaned without taking either leg off the ground. None of that one-foot-propped-against-the-wall business for her. Instead, she managed to look relaxed, slouching along the wall like it’d paid her to promote something. She knew she was doing it, unnaturally seeming relaxed even as she kept an extra-close eye on her surroundings; situational relaxation, her Commanding Officer had called it. All right, fine, the CO’d called it SitLax, because military people love to shorten things. Casey refused to call anything SitLax on principle, given how it sounded to her. 
Either way, she scanned the street quickly, making it look slow. Big, obvious head movements coupled with quick eye scans; drumming her fingers on the wall behind her to keep count of things, setting a rhythm up to make the counting automatic. The guitar bag barely even touched the wall, no pressure on the instrument itself, but if you glanced at her – hell, if you looked right at her and stared a full minute – you would walk away swearing she was slumped against that wall.

So yeah, Casey knew she was doing it; she also hated that she did it. But reflex bests us all at times. Worse, to her mind, she knew she did it, caught herself doing it, and still didn’t stop. She wanted to stop—she told herself to at least twice, but couldn’t. Casey sighed even as she thought the word ‘couldn’t,’ knowing that abdicated responsibility yet again. 

Her annoyance with herself reached a definitive middle as Jake came out, the bell above the Square’s door ringing as it opened. Snapping back at the waist lightly, Casey bumped her ass against the wall, pushing off and taking a quick step to match Jake’s gait. She reached out and took his hand; he squeezed it tightly, once, while he searched her face. He could feel, just that sense of a partner, that something was off. A thrum in the machinery that didn’t belong there. Casey looked away from him, shaking her head just enough for him to notice. He took the hint and smiled at her.

“So off to The Alibi?” he asked, letting her set the agenda for the conversation.

“Yeah, you got your meeting?” she replied, feeling her tension ease with the regaining of the familiar.

“At home, yeah. Probably take about two or three hours, that work for you?”

“Yup,” she agreed, “have to run through the new sound system, can get some practice in while no one’s there—three hours, then a couch maybe.”

“Then a couch,” he agreed, “maybe.”

She squeezed his hand once, hard, and let go. They walked together for a few blocks until the next block twist, Jake going back to the apartment and Casey turning the other way to head to The Alibi. 

*
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THE ALIBI INHABITED a two-story building, wedged between a shoe store (Bob’s Sole) and a pawnshop (Eight Pawns). The Alibi’s façade contained three things besides brick: a door, the bar’s name painted in big, dark-blue letters against black above the door, and a single, wide window painted black with house paint, the thick brush strokes still visible in the final, dried effort. 
The owners of The Alibi, currently the third set of owners, actually, didn’t want the place to seem uninviting, but they also didn’t want to actually invite people. They needed to, to keep the doors open and lights on – they’d admit that quickly enough. When Billy and Rhona had bought the bar from the previous owners they’d wanted a place they could hang out with their friends. 

Their friends could bring other friends, all right, that would be fine—but strangers? You never knew what you would get with strangers. Rhona felt that whole scheme smacked of too much risk. Billy pointed out to her wife that specific risk came with owning a bar, so they kept the place open to the public and just friendly enough to get people in.

Then they started bringing back live music. This was, in both their estimations, where the whole thing had gone sideways for them. Suddenly The Alibi was not only getting strangers, it was becoming popular; the bar threatened to become a place talked about far further out than their immediate neighborhood.

Billy had just grown sick of the jukebox and wanted some live music to listen to, and the idea snowballed from there. So they painted over the window and darkened the bar a bit more and hoped the balance would be restored. Which it may have been, except both women were fans of good music so they kept booking artists people enjoyed. One of their, and the crowd’s, favorites was Casey. 

Casey, had a standing invite and filled in any quiet nights The Alibi had so long as her schedule allowed for it. Casey didn’t want to be a famous rocker, she had no big dreams of stardom, but she adored playing for an audience.

*
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BRIGHTLY LIT, WHILE the place stood closed but setting up, The Alibi revealed its scars and bruises to Casey. She took in the small, red, round tables that dotted the floor, each meant for two to stand at and each routinely hosting four. She smiled at the booths, done up in blue vinyl, remembering as she
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