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INTRODUCTION 

Rhonda Parrish

I think I ought to just straight-up embrace my hypocrisy right now. Because the thing is, I’m occasionally asked for the #1 bit of advice I would give to people just starting to submit to anthologies and my answer to that question is always the same. Read and follow the submission guidelines.

But then, despite my constantly encouraging people to know and follow the rules, I occasionally blatantly break them. I did it in Grimm, Grit and Gasoline (and admitted it in the Introduction) and I’m kind of doing it again in this anthology. Sorry not sorry.

While these stories all capture the things I love most about cyberpunk, one or two of them might be more accurately described as ‘cyber-inspired’. And there’s definitely a couple stories which are more ‘fairy-powered’ than they are fairy tale. But overall, they come together to strike the notes I was looking for.

It’s also a much more hopeful anthology than the previous one in this series.

I think anthologies definitely reflect a moment in time, a state of mind. Or, really, of minds. The individual stories that end up in my slush pile are each a bit of a mirror on the author’s state of mind when they wrote them, and the ones I eventually pick to make up the Table of Contents show something of what/how I was thinking and feeling as I read and picked between them. 

I can’t speak to how the authors felt writing the stories for Clockwork, Curses and Coal, but I was choosing them and crafting the Table of Contents at a time of very high COVID-related anxiety. With this anthology, I feel like the world is turning a corner in this pandemic. The tunnel is still very long, but I’m pretty sure I see light at the end of it and I think that’s reflected in these stories. Again, this isn’t due to a conscious decision on my part, but looking back at the stories in order to write this Introduction, I do think it’s the reality. These stories are far from light and fluffy but there’s hope in them.

And given that this is going to be the last anthology in this series, I think that’s the perfect way to leave things.

Rhonda Parrish

Edmonton, Alberta

5/11/2021




A BEAUTIFUL NIGHTMARE

Sarah Van Goethem

The Future Belongs to the Curious. This is the saying I repeat in my head and the reason it’s me who sees the new girl first; I’m always watching. First one up in the pale dawn light, prowling, hungry, always looking for answers. I’m nibbling on my breakfast—a Belgian waffle minus the syrup—on the chemin de ronde, the walkway that circles the high walls of the castle, when I happen to see a splotch of black.

 Something that doesn’t belong. 

Something that gives me an odd sense of déjà vu.

I don’t say anything at first; I suck in a breath, letting my fingernails scratch against the old stones. No one new has come in such a long time. We’ve been abandoned by the staff, forgotten. The five of us left to rot (maybe rot is the wrong word) on this lovely island. But now—someone new. I shut my eyes. Count to three. Open them again against the too-blue sky.

She’s still there. 

I finally find my voice and call for the others. “Bones! Shade! Night!” I tear my eyes away from the girl and run, hoping someone will hear me. “Beauty, come quick!” Down the stairs I go, my heart thudding in my chest like a wild hopeful thing. Will she remember?

None of us do. Sure, a faint whiff here or there, a smidgen of our memories that leaks through, but mostly—nothing. Just a dark space, holes in our minds of how we came to be here on this rock of an island. Of how we exist at all.

“Nova, what is it?” It’s Shade, bursting through the heavy wooden door as if it weighs nothing at all. Besides me, he roams the castle the most. Repeats the same actions a hundred times a day. Pumps iron until he sweats buckets, his way of escaping our beautiful nightmare.

I don’t answer; he’ll see soon enough. And there she is—a slim figure shrouded in the mist by the shore. The girl. Relief washes over me; part of me expected her to disappear, to float away like the ghosts Night sometimes sees. 

Shade sees her now too. We take off across the drawbridge and reach her at the same time. Her clothes are sopping wet, as if she just crawled out of the ocean, some dark sea creature flailing on land. She wraps her arms around herself and shivers in the frigid November air. Ice is already forming on the tips of her jagged chin-length hair, her lips frost-blue. She backs away from our advances like a caged animal.

I catch Shade’s eye and know he’s thinking the same thing; her clothes. So different than our own loose and flowy linens. Black on black on black, all matching her hair. Tight cropped black top exposing her midriff, black cargo pants with too many pockets to count and—I just know this will be her nickname already—Boots. Black, with a row of tiny silver bullets embedded from the toe to the heel. Mid-calf. Shiny buckles. 

There’s something about them that pokes at my mind, elbowing into that empty spot.

“Where did you come from?” I ask, and I try to keep my voice level. “How did you get here?” Do I sound desperate? I must. But aren’t we all? Being trapped here with no memory definitely equals desperation. 

Shade is barely breathing beside me, hands held up to her like he’s calling some truce for something. Like it’s our fault she’s suddenly here.

But she isn’t looking at us. Her dark eyes have flickered over our shoulders, her mouth dropping open as she takes in Castle Vale Sanatorium.

I can’t help but turn and see it through her eyes, for the first time, all over again. Sharp grey rock—fieldstone I think, though there isn’t a field anywhere around. Miles of rolling green grass the shade of emeralds, and ivy that’s grown and twisted over time, pushing its tendrils in, embedding itself in the mortar. 

It’s gorgeous, really. That’s the thing. It’s all golden light and blue skies. A place that was meant to heal us, or so Nurse Ginger said. You’ll feel better in no time, dear. Just a little rest from the world.

But therein lies the problem. None of us remembered what world it was we needed a rest from.

I turn back to the girl. Her face has drained of any color. “Who are you?” I demand.

But she only shakes her head. Just like the rest of us, she doesn’t know. She collapses at our feet, a frozen heap, and I should’ve remembered that part; how the shock takes hold at first.

Shade scoops her up easily. “Better get her inside. She’ll freeze like this.” What he really means is we better take her to Beauty. He’s the unofficial leader of our sad little group, the first one to arrive here. Shade’s nickname aptly reflects the way he shadows Beauty.

“I’ll be there in a minute.” My fingers close around the small charm I keep in my pocket—a tiny silver key I found when the candle in my bedroom had melted halfway. Almost as if it’d been stuck in the candle for me—a clue. But left by whom? “I’m going to do a sweep of the area, see if she brought anything else.” I hope he doesn’t hear the crack in my voice, but he hesitates a moment too long and I know what’s coming.

“Nova,” he begins, but no more words come. He’s said them all before. It’s not so bad here. There could be a lot worse. It’s kind of a paradise, really.

He’s not wrong. But sometimes I hate how much easier it is for him to accept everything.

I turn away before he can see the tears in my eyes. This is what I’ve learned here: something can be perfect and still not be enough.

***

Sometimes I think back to when I awoke here. Dissect my memories. Nurse Ginger’s voice soft, but firm, in my ear. You’ll feel better in no time, dear. Her palm, cool on my forehead. Just a little rest from the world.

Pink behind my eyelids. And then the brightness, the way the sunlight, so delicate, warmed my face. The faint whisper of a salty breeze through the billowing curtains. The gentle lapping of the waves on the shore. The traitorous blessed peacefulness of it all.

Like a calm before a storm. 

I ate it up at first, truly. I let her dress me in draping linens and spoon-feed me delicious puddings and I told myself it didn’t matter that I couldn’t remember anything from before.

And when nurse Ginger decided I was ready—stable enough to leave my room—I met the others.

I met Beauty.

***

The new girl’s arrival is not like mine was. There is no Nurse Ginger to whisper sweetness into her ear. Nurse Ginger and the other staff are long gone and for the life of me I don’t know how they left. 

Or how the new girl arrived.

I find the others crowded around her in the parlor. They’ve placed her on a sheepskin rug near the fire and are stripping her of her frozen clothes.

Bones rushes to my side, her bird-like hands jabbing into her hips; she’s never happy with change, especially when it involves a new female. She arrived here second to Beauty and it was the pair of them that started the nickname game. “Can I grab one of your dresses for her to wear?” she asks, adding, quite unnecessarily, “Mine won’t fit her.”

I nod, watching her dash away. Bones’ name is fitting; although she’s gained some weight in the past months, she still barely has any meat on her. Despite all the good food Night prepares, Bones merely nibbles. 

Beauty catches sight of me and waves me over. A warmth snakes through my belly. When I sidle up beside him, he touches the back of his hand to my reddened cheek. “Your skin is so sensitive,” he murmurs. I wonder if he knows the effect he has on me. The way my insides twist into knots. How my lungs forget to take in air. I think he does; his gaze shifts away, unable to meet mine. “You look as if you crawled out of the sea with Boots here.”

A smile twitches on my lips as I catch sight of the tall black boots drying by the fire. “I knew you’d call her that.” 

They’ve got her socks and shirt off now, but Night hesitates at her pants, his eyes darting to the door for Bones’ return. And just like that he’s spared the decision; she elbows her way into the room again, one of my linen dresses draped over her arm.

“Go on now,” she says, raising a thinly plucked brow at Night. “Nova and I will do the rest. Give the poor girl some privacy.” As if she gives a hoot about Boots’ privacy.

Night skitters away to the corner of the room, and Shade and Beauty reluctantly follow. As Bones and I finish undressing the rag-doll girl (Bones using more force than necessary), I can hear the clink of the decanter from the side table, the slosh of scotch in glasses. 

The tell-tale sign from Beauty that we’re about to have a discussion about this. Even if it is morning. Even if the others haven’t had breakfast yet. There are no rules here, not anymore. Either way, I’m secretly glad. It’s been too easy for the five of us to ignore our strange situation for too long. I’m tired of endless days that stretch into one another, days of listless lounging or games or sex, all of it with no consequence. Days that go nowhere.

I yank the girl’s pants over her feet. Her skin is like ice. We remove her bra and panties lastly and slip the linen dress over her head. 

Then, I grab the knitted blanket off the sofa, the one Bones always wraps herself in (she’s forever cold), and drape it over the girl, tucking in every corner around her while Bones scowls.

“All safe,” Bones calls to the boys. “Now pretend you are gracious gentlemen and make me a coffee. It’s too early for the hard stuff.” She saunters off toward the boys, head held high like a princess, but I’m not finished yet.

I quickly turn the new girl’s pants right side out again and deftly slip my hand into one outer pocket after another. I pull out a pocket knife, lip balm, a pair of black gloves, and a face mask. I find something else in an inner pocket just as the floor creaks behind me, and my heart flutters in excitement. Is it possible? Is this what I’ve been looking for?

Beauty’s breath is warm in my ear as one long arm reaches around me to dangle a glass of red wine in my face; he always remembers what I like. “She moved at all?” 

“No.” The hairs on my neck stand on end at his closeness, and it’s beyond me how I’ve never slid into his bed at night the way Bones slides into Night’s. I clear my throat. “I’m just going to hang her pants to dry.” I step away from him, quickly plucking out the final item—a small square chip—and slipping it into my own pocket with the key.

When I spin around again, Beauty’s still there. He holds out the glass of wine, his hazel eyes drilling into me, and I know he saw. But he only smiles widely, displaying his perfectly straight teeth, and I can’t help but think for the thousandth time that Bones really got his name right. Beauty. He’s fucking gorgeous. Chiseled cheekbones and skin the tawny brown of the sand on the beach. He’s like a fiery sun, filling the sky. He could probably fill my world here, if I let him.

And yet. 

I force a smile to match his.

There’s something between us, something from the beginning that I can’t quite understand. And for some unspoken reason, neither of us trusts the other.

***

Beauty chose my name.

Nova. He watched me steadily in the breakfast room before announcing this. Shovelled eggs into his mouth while his brow furrowed. I’m not sure I tasted a bite of my own toast. And then when Nurse Ginger left us alone, he leaned back in his chair, hands stretched behind his head like he owned the place and wasn’t just a patient. Nova. Like a supernova. Because you look as if you may explode.

Shade nodded in agreement, curly hair bouncing, clearly in need of Beauty’s approval. Yeah, you’re right man. She’s kind of burning up, huh?

I wasn’t sure if I loved or hated how he saw me. It’s funny, looking back. Because I was seriously scorching. The first minute Nurse Ginger led me into that sunny morning room and I laid eyes on Beauty, something wild sparked inside of me. I sat there ablaze, my fingertips digging into my thighs. And I had no idea why.

Bones rolled her pale blue eyes, too big in her hollowed-out face. That’s a stupid name. She looks pretty tame to me. But I sensed her jealousy. She’d been the only female patient until I’d arrived, and now here I was, being gifted a more exotic name than her. She shrugged before her chair scraped back, leaving her plate full. Supernovas only burn for a short time, she whispered loudly as she passed behind me.

And although I couldn’t remember where I came from, I did remember other stuff. Bones wasn’t the only one who knew her science. Who knew how to flirt. Supernovas can also tell scientists a lot about the universe, I told the boys with a wink.

They roared with laughter before Bones had even made it to the door. Her shoulders tensed and she whirled about. Go on then, tell us, she hissed, her small chest heaving. Tell us where you came from.

But I couldn’t of course and it wasn’t funny anymore. 

Everyone looked anywhere except at each other. Everyone except Beauty and I, our eyes meeting and holding across the table in a way that brought to my mind the space-time continuum. And I wondered if I hadn’t slipped down some wormhole, bent space, and time travelled. The question was…from where?

***

Beauty sloshes the remainder of amber liquid around in his glass before downing it in one gulp. “Well, I guess there are six of us now.” His eyes wander over the unconscious girl on the floor and then to Shade, his meaning clear. Three pairs now. Three girls, three boys. Not that Beauty and I have ever ‘paired up’ so to speak. “Looks like we found you a girlfriend, Shade.”

I grind my teeth together afraid I’ll blurt out something I’ll regret. But if Beauty really hasn’t figured out yet that Shade is madly in love with him, he must be the most unaware person I’ve ever met. And yet—here we are. He just drew the line in the sand. He isn’t claiming the new girl for himself. Or Shade.

He’s claiming me.

Shade rounds back to the corner, pours himself another healthy dose of scotch, his jaw tense. I’ve gathered it always takes a while for the dust to settle when someone new arrives. 

But this is the kicker of it all: this is what Beauty wants to talk about? How this new girl affects our group dynamic?

I don’t think so.

I sip my wine for liquid courage. “Anyone else recognize her clothes?” I blurt out, addressing the most obvious point.

Night is pacing a circle around the girl. He’s the smallest of the guys, with a slender frame and shaggy blonde hair. He was named for his insomnia, his patrolling of the halls every night. “Yeah,” he says, bending to run a hand over the drying boots. 

“Does anyone remember what they were wearing when they arrived here?” I press. I’m not sure how I never thought to wonder this before. 

A shake of heads. My own memory produces nothing. Only linens. Shades of ivory, ecru, oatmeal, and taupe. All of us dressed in calming neutrals.

I find myself itching for her black.

Bones is too, I can tell. She pushes around the pile of items I scavenged from the girl’s pockets, and pulls on the black gloves. Then, she holds up the face mask, pondering it. “Why the mask?” 

“Air quality,” Shade says straight away, returning to the group and pouring more scotch into Beauty’s glass without being asked. “Maybe where she comes from the air is no good.” He looks out the window at the crystal-clear sky, and I know what he’s thinking: where she comes from is probably where we come from, and do we really want to know?

“Or germs,” Night suggests. “Illnesses.” He’s pacing again, a finger to his stubbled chin. Eyes narrowed.

Whatever he’s feeling, I can feel it too. An opening in the hole in my mind, blue sky peeking out of clouds. Bones sucks in a breath, then pulls the mask over her nose and mouth.

There’s a stillness in the room, everyone frozen like statues. My chest tightens.

“Shit,” Night says. 

Bones’ eyes water and she rips the mask off. “I remember wearing one as a small child.”

And, so do I. 

I set my half-full wine glass shakily on the polished table, afraid I’ll drop it.

The memory is faint, but there.

A pandemic. 

The whole world afraid of something we couldn’t even see. But then what? What came after that?

It’s like figuring out one piece to a puzzle, but I can’t see the whole picture. It’s maddening, and my chest aches like homesickness.

Beauty has been oddly silent, but now his eyes are piercing into me again. For a moment, I think he’ll call me out in front of the others, make me produce the chip in my pocket, the thing I am dying to inspect. But he doesn’t. He only says, “Boots will probably wake up soon. Perhaps we should give her a nice dinner to welcome her? She’d probably enjoy the hot springs tonight.”

And just like that he pulls everyone back to the present, back to our safe little prison. 

***

There was a moment a while back. Right after Nurse Ginger disappeared leaving the five of us on our own. I left my room when the moon was full and high in the sky, leaking through the hall oriel window in a trail of silver. It was practically carving a path right to Beauty’s door and, in a moment of weakness, I followed it. A fair maiden, clad in a white nightgown (the attire here, linen and cotton, no other choice). The irony didn’t escape me. Somehow, I knew Beauty would like that—me, the picture of romance, a lady of the night. I hated the thought as much as I wanted to be in his arms.

A war raged inside of me.

I can see still my hand, fingers about to grace the knob of his door. 

But then—a cold draft behind me. And Night skidded around the corner, neck taut. He took me in, his eyes wild, before raising a finger to point. I turned quickly and saw…well, what did I see? I’ve pondered this numerous times. Moonlight. Darkness. But also, a shadow? A figure? A ghost?

It ducked out of sight, turning left, and Night took off. I hesitated only a moment, and then I hitched up my ridiculous nightgown and chased after him. Down the curving staircase we sprinted, our bare feet padding on the wood treads. 

The ghost was fast, a streak in my peripheral vision. It wasn’t how I pictured ghosts: ethereal, airy, see-through. Like me in my nightgown. No, it was more like a shadow, all cloaked in black. I didn’t want to take my eyes off of it. But I missed the second-last step and ended in a sprawling heap on the cold stone floor. A sharp pain tore through my ankle. Still, I looked up in time to see Night slip into the library, and I crawled as fast as I could to the doorway.

Night stood in the middle of the room, turning in circles. “I swear it went right into that bookcase. I swear it.”

Our ‘ghost’ had disappeared.

And I remembered why Nurse Ginger said Night was here in the first place; hallucinations. Seeing things that were never there. 

Somehow, I’d been swept up in the excitement.

At least my twisted ankle kept me from going to Beauty’s room again. Since it’s healed, only my own resolve has kept me away.

***

This time Beauty will come to me. 

Night is busy rustling up dinner, chicken stew and homemade bread (another thing I don’t understand: how we always have plenty of food and drink). Bones will not leave Boots’ side, a self-made, suspicious nurse. And Shade is in the basement, lifting weights. 

It’s only a matter of time.

I slip the chip from my pocket. It’s itty-bitty, about the size of a front tooth. Matte black. I pinch it between my thumb and forefinger and bring it closer, squinting to see. Tiny silver letters run along one side and I can barely make them out.

Aurora.

I gasp. The chip falls from my hand and lands on my bed. A coldness slithers through me, straight from my gut, up through my ribcage to circle my throat. I think for a moment I won’t breathe, and it’s been so very long since I had this feeling, that I almost forget how to cope. But then it all comes back in a flash flood. Breathe Nova, breathe.

And I do. In and out. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. 

This is why I’m here right? Anxiety? Panic?

A wild feeling races through me and I punch at my pretty bedspread, at the feather-filled pillows. Screw anxiety. I swing again and again. 

Aurora. 

Aurora.

I know that name. I know it deep inside of me. I thump at the pillows more, and then rip them to shreds.

This is how Beauty finds me, drowning in a flurry of snowy feathers. Did he even knock?

Either way he’s there, towering in the doorway. Forehead creased in confusion. 

“Aurora,” I breathe, wanting to see if it has an effect on him, too. And it does. His shoulders tense before an empty look glazes over his eyes, like I’ve done something wrong. And suddenly I remember that about him. That haunted look. Numb and empty. Emotionless. Like he’s lost in a fog.

It’s the worst feeling. Because I know I’m seeing the real him finally, the one I know from elsewhere. Not the cocky Beauty, the one that pours us all drinks and acts like the king of the castle, the one I’ve never fully trusted.

No, this is the person I’ve been waiting for. The person with a soul, as sad as it may be. A person I once knew, even if I can’t fully remember him. All I know is this: I want to save him. 

I bounce onto the bed again, dig into the heap of feathers. Dig and dig and dig until I find the chip. Until I find Aurora. 

Because I know this tiny chip is the key out of here.

And I know exactly where it goes.

***

I’ve found things here, at Castle Vale. Not just the tiny key charm. In all my searches, I’ve found nooks and crannies, cubbies in low-sloped walls and stones that pop out, places for secrets to be kept. After the ‘ghost’ experience, I went back to the library. Just before dawn, while everyone slept. I studied the plaque on the wall again, the one that reads, The Future Belongs to the Curious, and I ran my fingers over the gold-lettered, old books, trying to figure out why my eyes welled with tears at the musty smell.

Frustrated, I tore the books from the shelves, let them spread their wings like butterflies, then crash to the floor like rocks. And when I’d removed almost all of them, I saw it—a door. Barely visible, just part of the shelves really, but I remembered what Night had said about the ghost, I swear it went right into that bookcase. I swear it.

I removed the rest of the books but none triggered the secret door to open. I inspected it from top to bottom and finally found the lock. But it didn’t look like anything that matched this place. There was no heavy iron lock awaiting a skeleton key. And my silly little charm key would never fit.

No, all I found was a small slit in one of the shelves. 

A square. 

I didn’t tell anyone. I shelved all the books again and was eating a grapefruit in the morning room by the time Shade came down.

***

I pluck the chip out of the feather pile and hold it up like I’ve found the holy grail. “We’re getting out of here.”

“No.” It’s a single quiet word and I’m not even sure I heard him right.

“Excuse me?” I clutch the chip tightly, inching forward; Beauty is blocking the only path out of this room, and I have a sinking feeling he doesn’t want to be saved. 

He sets his jaw and holds out his hand. “Give it to me,” he says. “No one is going anywhere.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” I can feel heat prickling up my neck again. “We’ve been stuck here for who knows how long, none of us remembering a thing of our pasts, and you mean to tell me you don’t even want to know what’s out there?”

“Nova,” he says, but there’s a pleading in his voice now. His fingers twitch, still waiting for me to hand over the chip.

But I’m not giving him anything.

As if he can sense this, he steps toward me. “Nova, you don’t understand.”

“And you do?” I’m a bomb, ready to detonate. But then I see it flit across his face—something else. Guilt. “Oh my God, you do know.”

It’s plain as day suddenly. My hesitance with him. The way we eye each other but keep our distance. He flinches, but there’s something else I’m missing. That haunted look still lingers.

Numbness travels up my legs and into my torso, coursing down my arms. “How long?” I ask. “How long have you remembered?” And what, I want to scream. What do you remember?

At least he has the decency to look shamefaced. His shoulders slump. He looks at the floor. “Since you got here.”

He mumbles more after this, but I don’t hear it past the blood pounding in my ears. All this time he’s known and I’ve been searching like a fool. I can see myself, studying Castle Vale. Roaming the grounds. Searching. For some sort of clue beyond the tiny key charm. Meanwhile, he’s known. He touches my arm and I’m jolted back into this treacherous moment. I shake off his hand like it’s pure fire.

“I don’t remember everything.” His words rush at me like a tidal wave. “Just tidbits of where we came from.” I glare at him, hold his gaze like my life depends on it, like maybe I can scorch him with my eyes, make him hurt the way I do now. Drowning in deception. He can’t handle it; he looks away, and I use the opportunity. I rush around him and dart out the door. He reaches out, tries to grab me, but he’s too slow.

I’m gone.

His words echo in my ears, where we came from.

I have to get to the library to find my way back. Back to where we came from.

“Nova, wait!” He’s gaining on me but I keep running. Down the curving staircase where I chased the ghost with Night, puzzle pieces clicking together in my head. 

Ghosts. But they weren’t ghosts at all.

My head is buzzing, my chest tight. The picture is becoming clear. The too-blue sky. The emerald grass. Castles and linen and soft golden light. Supplies for forever.

All of it too perfect to be true. To be real.

There is a sour taste in my throat as I reach the bottom of the stairs and find myself face to face with a seething and very conscious Boots. 

Bones is behind her, arms crossed. “She’s slightly unsettled. Maybe even crazier than you were when you got here.”

“I’m not unsettled.” Boots narrows her eyes at me and slaps at the linen dress we’ve put on her as if it’s poison. “I’m missing something and I’m told you’re the one who emptied my pockets.”

I swallow. “I put everything in a pile by the fireplace.”

“Bullshit.” She’s not buying it, and I immediately regret my decision to play stupid. She holds out her hand. “Hand it over now.”

“Hand what over?” Bones’ eyes flick between us. “What is going on?”

I can hear Beauty’s footsteps on the stairs behind me. I’m surrounded now, by everyone who wants this tiny little chip. The whole world in the palm of my hand. Like hell I’m handing it over. I’ve waited a very long time for this. For an escape.

“Boots brought us a ticket out of here,” I say, stalling for time, edging my way down the last step. 

“Out of here,” Bones whispers, finally catching on. “There’s a way out of here?”

Boots puts her other hand on her hip. “A ticket for one. Give it back now.”

I underestimated Boots. She didn’t forget anything, like I thought. She was only in shock, the kind of shock this place first brings until one adapts. She’s still not fully adjusted. She keeps blinking, like the light is all wrong. And swaying, like the floors are uneven. I remember the feeling well. I nearly double over now. The realization of where we are is crippling. 

“Just give it to her,” Beauty says, and I turn to look up at him, aghast. “Just let her go.” He’s standing in a shaft of sunlight, his hair lit like a halo.

“Let her go?” And suddenly it all makes sense. If I give Boots the chip then she can disappear again, same as the other ‘ghosts’. Beauty wants to keep me here, in his self-made slumber. The two of us forever entrenched in the past. That’s what he’s done, isn’t it? Created a world of nostalgia, a place where he can pretend the real world doesn’t exist.

Is the real world that bad? A shiver climbs my spine; whatever the answer is to that question, I know I’m going to find out.

I dig my hand into my pocket, my fingers brushing against the chip and the charm. Two keys. I hate to lose either of them. “Take it,” I say, hurling the charm toward the double front doors.

Boots scrambles for it and I storm off toward the library in mock anger, my bare feet smacking against the pretty old tiles. But Beauty is right behind me; maybe he knows me better than I give him credit for. As soon as I make it to the door, I run. I have only a few moments before he reaches me. 

I quickly tear a green-covered book off the shelves, The History of Castles. “Nice touch,” I say, and I don’t mean it the way it comes out. It’s truly magnificent, this whole sanitorium. Even the perfect little charm key, the hint of something more. Impressive.

“This isn’t my key!” Boots screeches from the foyer, and I can’t help but wonder if she appreciates the humour; the charm is, in fact, a key.

“Don’t do it.” Beauty slams the door behind him, locking us both in the library and keeping Boots out. “Don’t go back.”

But I’m going. There’s no way I’m not. Because whatever this is, whatever he’s created, it isn’t real. It isn’t life. 

“This isn’t love. You can’t keep me here.” It feels strange, me saying that. Because I can’t specifically remember love between us, and yet the feeling exists. Somewhere between this make-believe world and whatever lies out there, I know this much: Beauty loved me and I loved him. 

And maybe he thought I’d love him here, too. Maybe something went wrong. A glitch.

Despite everything, I desperately want to kiss him. To say good-bye. But neither of us moves. We only lock eyes, so many unsaid words between us, and our murky minds keeping us apart.

I slide the chip into the small, square space.

And leave the simulation.

***

It’s like surfacing. Breaking through the water and gulping for air. I gasp for breath, my eyes opening into a dark room. Bright lights flicker outside a narrow, horizontal window. I’m in a basement then. My limbs twitch, but feel sluggish and heavy when I try to move them, like I’ve just discovered gravity. I’m laid out, my feet elevated, wires dangling from a monitor hooked up to my head. I dig my fingers into the leather arms of the chair, and feel the weight of something on my wrist—a charm bracelet.

A sob catches in my throat.

And my heart thumps in my chest, too fast. In through the nose, out through the mouth, I remind myself, my eyes darting about the room. The lights from the street comes in waves, like a lighthouse beacon, pouring neon pinks and greens and florescent whites over the walls. And there—yes, the drawings.

The creation. 

I push myself up, slowly, my limbs not as weak as I’d expected. After tearing off the wires, I roll out of the chair, landing on my knees on the floor. That’s when I realize what I’m wearing—black pants and a t-shirt with a purple grid pattern that looks like an astronomical wormhole. The clothes feel right. They feel like me. 

I pull myself up and trudge barefoot toward the illustrations pinned on the wall corkboard. There are detailed sketches, pencil drawings on sheets of smudged white paper; I recognize the turrets and the bridge and even the chemin de ronde. 

I stagger backward, fragments of memories flooding into my head too quickly. Beauty’s long fingers holding the pencil. Books of castles. The light in his eyes. It’s like an intense migraine.

Suddenly
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