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Malachi suspects something—has suspected, it’s clear to me now, since the raid on Medea Coven. I can see it in his eyes as we stare at each other across the War Wagon: something cool, dispassionate (even behind the smoked lenses of his gas mask), predatory, like a cat. He is on to something, he knows.

My headset crackles as the driver updates our status: “Fifteen minutes to target. Check your belts and harnesses—it’s going to get bumpy.”

I check my belt and harness, the wagon starting to rock, our tanks clinking and sloshing. Jeremiah offers me a stick of gum—but I shake my head. Nobody says anything.

“Remember, we’re going in fast and we’re going in hot,” crackles Patrobus (as though he has taken up residence in our very minds), “Look sharp. And don’t get so preoccupied with your kill count that you forget; this is an intelligence op. Find the lab, extract what you can, air it out, and then get out. Is that clear?”

Although he doesn’t mention him by name we all know who he’s referring to: Malachi, who once let a witch escape just so he could prolong the pursuit. A witch. A woman. A carrier of the M24 virus. Something to be killed on sight.

“It is clear, Captain,” says Jeremiah, glancing at his friend—at Malachi. “I’ll make sure Doctor Aluka leaves him some targets. We’ll keep him occupied.”

“Find the lab, Jeremiah. Find out what it is they’ve been doing there. Then get your men back on this side of the Transom.”

And then he is gone and there is just the twelve of us, our buckled hats canted low on our brows, our flame-retardant Puritan tunics black as night and white as snow, our muskets charged and ready to spew fire.

At which moment Malachi just looks at me, seeming to smirk behind his mask (which has been spit shined to a gloss), and says, “How about it, Brother Aluka? A contest! Who can kill the most women? That is—if you still have the jewels for it.”

“Lay off him,” says Jeremiah. “The Medea raid was tough on everyone. Besides, his record’s better than any of us.”

But I don’t say anything, only use the time remaining to dissemble and clean my weapon, wondering: What did he see and how much does he know? And what will happen when I can no longer hide my eyes—which have begun to turn white when I sleep, witch’s white, and take longer to clear each morning? How long is it until I—who am not fully man nor fully woman—have at last become neither; neither male nor female, neither Witch Doctor or witch?
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THEY DON’T KNOW, OF course. That I am so-called intersex. How could they? When I first came to the guild I had yet to even reach puberty, therefore my feminine attributes had yet to develop and I was diagnosed instead with a mild form of AIS, or androgen insensitivity syndrome. My face, in short, resembled a woman—at least, more so than it did a man’s. Nor was I drafted at the age of twelve as are most Witch Doctors—or so I’ve been told—but rather just showed up one day at the station-house: starving, dehydrated, dressed in rags. Lost. If not for Doctor Patrobus—who was not yet even a captain but argued effectively for my indoctrination—I would have perished. As for my life before that time, I have little memory. Only vignettes, which come to me in the twilight between sleep and wakefulness and—bearing more in common with dreams than truth—are best forgotten.

Concealing my identity from my fellow doctors, meanwhile, has not been difficult, for it is the expectation amongst the men of New Salem that everyone should become self-sufficient—and at the youngest age possible—thus, I have lived alone in a cottage near the station-house for nearly twenty years—and have never had to shower or otherwise disrobe in their presence. Only the machine men and women of the brothel know for certain (one man and two women, to be precise), and they do not speak, save for the words for which they’ve been programmed. And so my secrets have been kept safe even while my identity has been tested—enough so that I had determined myself to be a heterosexual male in a half-female body; feminine, it is true, and yet, psychologically, all male. All witch doctor.

Until, that was, the raid on Medea Coven. Until the oddly boyish girl in the crystalline shower—that haunted, singular girl, who’s eyes might have been a lover’s and yet, queerly, a sister’s too. The pale girl with the pale, milky, alabaster eyes—though not quite white. The witch with the labrys tattoo.
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THEY SWARM ME LIKE wasps the instant the elevator doors open, pale hands groping, white eyes flashing—and the raid on Medea, which has already been a disaster, becomes very nearly a route. In the end all I can do is to open my musket—even as they claw and tear at my clothing—and bathe the compartment in flame; hoping the fireproof quilting of my vest will protect me now that it has been so gravely compromised.

Somehow, it works—and I am able to climb out from beneath them, triggering the doors behind me before any can escape to continue their attack. (As Captain Patrobus likes to say: “A burning witch is not a dead witch—it is, however, a pissed off one.”)

Then the car is descending and I am clasping my tunic—which has been ripped open to expose a breast—knowing that if I am to sweep and clear the floor I will have to do so one-handed—something I am not sure I can do. But the Captain—my Captain!—is counting on me; this much I know too, as are Jeremiah and the others (whether they would admit to it or not). And so I push on to the first unit (the coven has squatted in an abandoned luxury hotel) and kick in its door—where, having begun to squeeze the trigger, I first glimpse the girl in the crystalline shower (by which I mean a shower so exquisite it seems to have been hewn from some great diamond rather than constructed of metal and glass; a shower, oddly, which stands at the very center of the room); and where, inexplicably, I pause. For she is looking directly at me.

It is a mystery—why I do not fire. Why I do not simply squeeze the trigger and send an explosive projectile hurtling into the glass. Why I don’t just drench the room in fire and smoke and quickly move onto the next: sweeping each and every unit, clearing the entire floor. Instead I find myself barking at her, ordering her, shouting for her to get out, get down, down upon the floor—hurry, hurry, do it now!

But she does not listen, only gently turns the taps, then, reaching for her towel, wraps it about herself and exits the stall—calmly, serenely—until she is standing before me and simply staring, her eyes beginning to widen, her expression one of complete puzzlement. And it is at this moment and none before that I realize that, in my haste and terror, I have gripped my weapon in both hands—allowing the torn flap of uniform to fall. Allowing my breast to fall and be visible. And though I push it back up immediately and press it to my chest, the damage has been done; so much so that the girl feels emboldened to approach me, to enter my immediate space, to reach up and to touch my mask, feeling its rubbery flesh, tracing its cruel contours, as though I were a book of Braille beneath her fingers.

“You poor, poor, pitiable thing. How lost you must feel. How lonely. What have they done to you, that you could do this? That you could eat your own so—willingly. How did they break you so completely?”

But I am frozen, paralyzed, managing only to divert me eyes, managing only to note the tattoo on her shoulder: two female symbols entwined, what is known as a labrys—the symbol of female solidarity, the symbol of mutual Eros. And I feel myself coming undone, feel my hand lower and the torn fabric fall, feel my legs buckle like so much rubber until I collapse against the floor in a jangling heap and she reaches out to me in a way no one has ever reached out to me, feeling my pain, anticipating its reach, empathizing as though I were a sister, touching me as though my weakness could not only be forgiven but was to be expected, as though—

And her head simply explodes—blasting apart like a watermelon, speckling the lenses of my gasmask with blood, spattering the crystalline shower like shot. And when I look behind me I see Malachi seeming to laugh through his mask; laughing and feigning to blow on his gun, before twirling it like a gunslinger and depositing it into its holster.

After which he says, “And an Empath makes twenty. Oh, Aluka! If I didn’t know better I’d say you were about to dance!”

He goes to the girl’s flaming corpse, and, snatching up her towel—which has somehow survived the blast—begins beating out the flames. What he does not do is to help me up. What he does not do is ask me if I’m all right.

I clasp my uniform against my chest and stand, hoping he hasn’t seen anything, hoping he is just as self-absorbed as he seems, praying he has paid no witness to my failure. At last he asks, “Do we need a medic, is that it? You look as though you’ve been shot. Let me have a look—”

I jerk away before he is able to touch me, gripping my uniform like a vise, retreating back through the door.

“It’s nothing,” I say, “Screamers outside the elevator. It’s just—just a flesh wound. Where’s Jeremiah?”

He pauses, abruptly, as though it wouldn’t have occurred to him to ask that, not in a thousand years. “He’s—being Jeremiah, killing witches on the seventh floor. What am I, his mother?” He looks me up and down once—twice. “Are you good to go, or what? We’ve still got the rest of this floor to clear.”

I hold my uniform, feeling suddenly nauseous, suddenly disoriented. “Maybe—maybe it’s worse than I thought. Maybe—can you handle it, you
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