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      Over the last decade or so, I have written more than fifty short stories or novellas. Most of the novellas have been published as stand-alone books, while my River City shorts are packaged as The River City Companion, my Tharassas shorts are in one volume, titled Tales From Tharassas, and my contemporary gay romances are in the Love & Limitations collection.

      You hold the rest in this new volume, which bundles stories from my previous collections Spells & Stardust, Tangents and Tachyons, and Androids and Aliens. There are comedies, stories of wonder, deep sadness and resilient joy to be found in these pages.

      I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I did writing them!.
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      Cinzia grasped Kendra’s hand, pulling the child away from the edge of the traghetto, which floated in midair fifty meters above the waters of the lagoon. They’d have one of the best views of the Rise. Being old has its advantages.

      Her granddaughter was a little chiacchierona today, chattering up a storm, unaware of the monumental undertaking finally coming to fruition below.

      Solar-powered buzz drones zipped through the crowd, beaming images to the news corps and the huge tri-dee sky board hovering above the lagoon in front of them. Around her the crowd murmured, sharing a communal sense of awe.

      Satisfied that Kendra wouldn’t get too close to the edge of the airship, Cinzia let her go to pull out the golden ticket from her pocket. She stared at it, still amazed that she’d been chosen as one of the first hundred to enter the lost city. Along with one guest.

      For Italians, it was a moment of fierce national pride, a reclaiming of the spirito nazionale that traced its heritage back through greats like Da Vinci, Galileo, Mazzini, Dante, and Beneficio. To the gathered masses from the rest of the world, real and virtual, it was a spectacle the likes of which they’d never seen before. A symbol of hope in a world starved of it for far too long.

      Cinzia put away the ticket and knelt next to her granddaughter, her old back protesting. She brushed the little girl’s kinky hair from the tawny skin of her forehead, her own spotted olive skin reminding her of the seventy years that stretched behind her. “Calmati, bambina,” she said through the thin, clear rebreathing mask that pulled compressed oxygen from the air. “This is a great moment, one you will remember when you’re as old as I am.”

      The little girl frowned, reaching up to touch her face. “How old are you?”

      Cinzia cackled. “Old enough to know when to be quiet. Come here. I’ll lift you up so you can see.”

      Though Kendra was only five, she was a handful, and Cinzia’s aching back protested as she lifted the girl onto her hip.

      Lucia, where did you go? Cinzia wished her daughter were still there. She’d run off with that scamp Hassan, the girl’s father, chasing happiness. Or whatever her menthe-addled mind thought of as happiness now. Apparently, it didn’t include family, home or a steady job.

      The sky board cleared, and the young Prime Minister Enzo Speranza filled the sky. They looked sharp today, in a silver Italian suit sparkling like sunlight off water. “Welcome to the day of the Rise. We have worked long and hard for this. As a nation, we survived the Dark Decade of the twenties and the rise of the Mediterranean Sea. We weathered Hurricanes Diego and Lorenzo, and the flows of refugees from Africa and the Middle East that transformed our identity and culture.”

      Cinzia snorted. And not always for the better. She squeezed Kendra’s hand. It’s not all bad. If only Lucia were here to see this.

      “Today, we reclaim our history. Our pride. Our Nation.” Speranza raised their arms. “Viva l’Italia!”

      “Viva l’Italia!” The shout went up from the hundred people gathered on the traghetto, and from hundreds of thousands gathered along the distant shore with their silver tickets. And from the throats of Italians across the country too, relayed through the sky board. Bug drones showed the view from the Colosseum, from Piazza della Signoria, from the slopes of Mount Etna, and from places around the world, even the drowned city of New York.

      “What’s going to happen?” Kendra’s eyes darted back and forth, from person to person and up to the sky board and back. She was squirming in Cinzia’s arms, so she put the little girl back down.

      “A miracle.” They’d discussed this the night before, but Kendra had a notoriously short attention span. “Just wait. We’re almost there.”

      Cinzia grasped the railing again with her free hand and closed her eyes, remembering how her own mother had led her through the city streets.

      Mamma waved at the shop owners they met along the way. “Marco, did you get those new shoes in yet?” “Paolo, I’ll be by later to pick up some steak.” “Elena, I hope you’ll stop by tonight. I made some limoncello for you!”

      And always, the return calls of “Certo, Signora Russo!” Everyone knew mamma.

      “… and now, across the city, the injectors are about to do their work.”

      Cinzia opened her eyes in time to see the Prime Minister step aside to allow their Minister of Reclamation Sciences, Francesca Horvat, to speak.

      “For twenty years we have planned for this day.” In the background, divers swam through the lagoon, checking equipment and removing debris. “Advances in regeneratic biology have made possible what we will do today, but we had years of work to stabilize the most important buildings, and to prepare the city first. Our workhorses, the genetically modified coral polyps that will do the lifting, have been time-limited…”

      Cinzia tore her gaze away from the sky board to look out at the water. Its placid surface belied what lay below, outlines barely visible through the rippling green waters. “I grew up there.” She pointed at the lagoon.

      Kendra followed her gaze. “Underwater?”

      Cinzia laughed. “No. It was a different place back then. Totally above water.” Except when the seasonal floods had come, with increasing frequency and fury every year.

      Doctor Horvat had gone silent. Cinzia glanced at the sky board.

      Both Doctor and Prime Minister were staring ahead intently.

      There was a deep thumping sound, and the world below rumbled and purred like a stirring dragon. The sea water bubbled, obscuring the view.

      It’s beginning. Cinzia leaned forward to watch.

      “You lived here?” The young man next to her, with dark hair and two curling rows of effervescent tattoos across his face, was about her daughter’s age—maybe forty? Youth was such a relative term anymore.

      Cinzia nodded. “In the Cannaregio, near the northwestern edge. Such a beautiful place.” She closed her eyes, seeing it as if the intervening sixty years didn’t exist. “Mamma used to take me to piazza San Marco for lunch. We’d get a pastry and find a spot at the edge of the piazza to watch the tourists go by, faces buried in their screens.”

      “You were so lucky. To see it back then.” The man grinned. “I’m Gio.”

      “Cinzia. And maybe so.” She bit her lip—he didn’t know the half of it. She’d lost her mother in the Great Flood and the city evacuation after. “Where are you from?”

      “Forlì. But my grandparents were from here.”

      She nodded. “I’ve been living in Imola with my granddaughter.”

      Gio stared at the shimmering waters. “I wish I’d seen it in its prime. Before the Flood⁠—”

      The rumbling beneath their feet suddenly increased in tenor. She set a hand on his shoulder. “I think it’s about to happen.” The world went silent, save for the grumbling of the Earth. All eyes were on the lagoon below. Cinzia took a deep breath, reaching up almost unconsciously to touch the breathing mask on her face.

      Kendra peered over the railing. “What’s happening?”

      The waters were stirring. Something was churning in the depths.

      The new shoreline, established with seawalls after the Flood, was almost ten kilometers away. The domain of the Mediterranean had vastly expanded since she’d been a little girl, like Kendra. “Little creatures are building new shells under the old city. Billions and billions of them.”

      The girl peered over the edge, as if she could see those tiny polyps.

      Cinzia smiled, remembering how new the world had been when she’d been little. Hard to believe the big day was finally here. The government had been planning this for decades.

      She’d seen the little genetically engineered creatures that would convert salt and sea water to cement in a grand magical alchemy. She understood almost none of it—this world was as different from hers as that time had been from the 1950’s when her own grandmother was a child. But Cinzia had chosen to believe in this grand project. Her hand sketched out the sign of the cross on her chest as she said a prayer for the dearly departed.

      “Look!” Gio pointed at the lagoon.

      There was a dark spot just below the surface.

      Cinzia held her breath.

      “Look mamma!” Her hands stretched out like a scarecrow, but the pigeons weren’t scared of her. They perched on her arms.

      Mamma laughed. “Come on—let’s get a merenda. Want some gelato?”

      The rumbling increased to a roar, and more dark patches appeared in the green lagoon waters. So expensive. So laborious to stabilize what was left. But every bit worth it, in this moment.

      A great spume of water sprayed high enough to throw a shimmer of mist across her face as the first part of the old city broke the surface. As the spume cleared, the top of the Campanile di San Marco rose above the water, green domes gleaming like new. A nice touch. The Restoration Guild must have worked overtime on that one. Its golden weathervane was gone, but the bas-relief of the lion of St. Mark made her clutch her heart.

      “Mamma, what’s the lion for?” She licked chocolate off her hands, desperate to make her afternoon snack last just a little longer.

      “It’s the symbol of the city.” Mamma put her hand on Cinzia’s chest, patting it—boom boom, boom boom. “The beating heart of who we are.”

      Cinzia stumbled. It felt like yesterday.

      “You okay?” Gio’s brow creased.

      “I… sorry, yes. So many memories.”

      Skipping over the bridges. The bad days of the quarantine. The corner market where mamma used to do her grocery shopping…

      The Flood.

      Another building broke the surface nearby—the Santa Maria della Salute, the beautiful basilica. Water poured off the gorgeous green domes in a thundering flood. They were mostly intact, though one of the smaller ones had a gaping hole—water poured out of it, cascading down to the lagoon like a waterfall, joining the general uproar of the Rise.

      “Look, Kendra. You can see the outlines of the Canal Grande now.” The old waterway—the pulsing artery of the city—snaked away from them like a backwards ’S.’ In the distance, she could make out the edge of the Sestriere Cannaregio, the district where her mamma had lived in a modest apartment in an old stone palazzo that looked out on a concrete courtyard.

      Waters rising, as it rained for close on a month, coming ever closer to their own second-floor balcony.

      “What if the water doesn’t stop coming?” Cinzia stared out at the concrete courtyard, where the seawater swirled and churned.

      “Don’t worry about that, tesoro. The water always stops, eventually. Now come here and help me with dinner.”

      She had been lucky. She had survived.

      All across the lagoon, the buildings of Venice were rising from the water. Many were broken, piles of bricks and debris covered with algae and surprised fish that flopped around on suddenly exposed land. The outlines of the city were becoming clear as water poured out of the buildings, churning the lagoon into a muddy, frothy mess.

      A row of palazzos along the edge of the Canal Grande collapsed, sending up a deafening roar as they crumbled into rubble. Cinzia stepped back instinctively, pulling Kendra with her as the platform rose thirty meters into the air to avoid the cloud of debris that briefly rose above the lagoon before settling back to earth.

      “Nothing to be alarmed about. Not all buildings were stabilized prior to the Rise.” Doctor Horvat’s lined face nodded reassuringly from the hovering screen before them, her voice broadcast across the world and to the Lunar colonies far above. “We expected some collapses. We will keep you away from the dangerous areas.”

      “What if the city doesn’t stop rising?” Kendra grasped the railing, her gaze locked on the scene below.

      Gio knelt next to the girl. “There’s no chance of that. The polyps have a very short lifetime…”

      Cinzia was grateful to him. He probably understood the science behind all of this far better than she.

      Her mind drifted.

      They ate the last of the almond cantucci, savoring the hard cookies even though they were stale. Cinzia was still hungry, but she knew better than to ask for more. There was no more.

      Outside, the rain had finally slowed to a constant drizzle.

      Mamma ruffled her hair, managing a wan smile. “I need you to stay here, Cinzia. Someone will come for you, I promise. I will find us help.”

      The helicopters had stopped coming days before, and the boats that had been plentiful the first few days, with men telling them to stay put, had bypassed their part of the city ever since.

      The rumbling subsided.

      Cinzia opened her eyes and looked around. For just a moment, there was absolute silence on the traghetto, along the shore, and on the sky board.

      She looked over the railing.

      Venice—her Venice—lay before her. It was in sad shape. Many of the landmarks she remembered were tarnished or broken. Whole zones of the city had collapsed, and except for Piazza San Marco, a green film covered the risen city. She was a ghost of her former glory.

      But she was there, as solid and real as the hand before Cinzia’s face.

      Gio raised his arm. “Viva Venezia!”

      Everyone on the traghetto picked up the rallying cry. Cinzia raised her own arm, shouting “Viva Venezia!” as a thrill raced up her spine.

      The call was picked up by those on the distant shore, seen through the sky board, and soon everyone was chanting it in unison. “Viva Venezia! Viva Venezia! Viva Venezia!”

      Pride flared in Cinzia’s breast, something she’d not felt in fifty years.

      The traghetto slowly descended toward the Canal Grande, and Cinzia watched raptly as the city rose around her. A heartrending grief threatened to overwhelm her, followed by a profound sense of homesickness. Mamma.

      The platform settled into the water next to the edge of Piazza San Marco. The chanting died out.

      A hundred bug drones hovered above them as the railing in front of her lowered and disappeared. All eyes turned to Cinzia, the oldest person chosen among the one-hundred.

      “What?” She blinked in confusion, looking up at all the faces staring at her.

      Gio pointed to the ramp that led down to the piazza. “This was your home. You should be first.”

      She looked around.

      Everyone nodded solemnly.

      Cinzia turned to face the plaza. The underwater restoration teams had scraped it clean. Though the ground was not the uniform gray it had once been, it was still recognizable.

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      “Come on, nonna! Let’s go!”

      Kendra was tugging at her arm, her beaded braids swinging in the air.

      Cinzia followed her down the ramp, taking a step, then another toward the wet tiles of the plaza. When she and Kendra stepped onto not-so-dry land, the cheer went up again.

      “The old Italy and the new, together,” the Prime Minister’s voice echoed through the air above her.

      Cinzia didn’t hear them. She looked up, and her mother was there just like Cinzia remembered her, electric-red hair pulled behind her ear, wearing a checkered black and white dress. Cinzia looked down. She had her yellow Sunday dress on, and her hands were small, the skin unblemished.

      She peeled the breathing mask off her face and let it fall to the floor, and took in a lungful of sweet, fresh morning air. “Mamma!” She threw herself into her mother’s arms. Mamma smelled like yeast and rosemary and pasta sauce.

      Cinzia let go. “Why didn’t you come home?”

      Mamma pulled out a tissue from her pocket and wiped Cinzia’s cheek. “I wish I could have. The flood… it was too much. But I always knew you would be okay.”

      Cinzia sniffed. “I’ve missed you, mamma.”

      “You’re home now. That’s all that matters.” Mamma hugged her again, kissing her cheek. “I love you, tesoro.”

      “Nonna.” Someone squeezed her hand.

      She opened her eyes to find Kendra there, staring at her expectantly. She lifted her other hand—covered with spots, the skin aged and wrinkled.

      The smell of her mother lingered. She closed her eyes, willing mamma to return.

      “Everybody’s waiting.” Kendra sounded annoyed.

      Cinzia sighed. “Of course.” She reopened her eyes and turned to find the ramp crowded with her fellow passengers staring at her. “So sorry.”

      Cinzia’s breath was ragged. She picked up her mask and reattached it to her face, and the compressed oxygen began to flow again. She took a deep breath and led Kendra off to one side. She looked up at the Campanile, towering over them in the afternoon Italian sun.

      She began to cry again. This time it felt good.

      “Nonna? Why are you sad?”

      Cinzia squeezed the little girl’s hand, tawny against her own almost translucent skin. “I’m crying because I’m happy.”

      Kendra frowned. “You cry when you’re happy?”

      Cinzia laughed. “No. I’m crying because I’m home.” She leaned over, ignoring the ache in her back. “I love you, tesoro.” Her mother’s words echoed in her head.

      “Love you too, nonna.”

      This was Kendra’s world now, a future ahead of her that Cinzia could only imagine.

      The image of her mamma’s face in her mind was as clear as on the day she’d left. Cinzia took another deep breath and laughed. The air still smelled of yeast and rosemary and pasta sauce.

      Kendra was staring at her.

      She touched the little girl’s cheek. So smooth and soft. “Let an old woman have her secrets.” Kendra clearly didn’t understand what she was talking about. You will someday.

      She took her granddaughter’s hand, just like her mother had so many years before. We’re finally home. “Now come on. I’ll show you where your nonna used to get the best gelato!”
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        I wrote this story in 2020, during the first year of the pandemic. It was inspired by a news shot of Venice showing an empty city. As fear and darkness spread across the globe, I felt the need to write some light, beauty and hope. And so Rise was born. It first appeared in the Fix the World anthology.
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      You wake screaming, but no sound comes out of your mouth. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.

      It’s a regrettable part of the transfer. I wish it were different, but I have only a few seconds to cross the transom, and no time to make it easy.

      I enter you.

      Our eyes flicker open.

      I can feel the frightened fluttering of your heart. Our heart.

      We are one now. Your body, my soul. You are my puppet. I am truly sorry it had to be you. I don’t get to choose.

      We reach down between our legs, and our body quickens at our touch. It’s soft there. Warm. Our body is covered with pliant pink skin. Four limbs. A head covered with hair.

      Not scaled, like the last time.

      Time. Time is short.

      I can’t get distracted by your needs and fears. This has to be it—I have to stop Him this time. I owe Aiaia that much.

      We get up, slipping out of bed, leaving your mate alone under the coverings.

      His fleshy, hair-covered arm is splayed across your pillow. Oblivious of what’s happening to you. To us.

      You wail in protest, but you have no control, no voice to scream with.

      I can feel Him coming. The disruptor, destroyer of worlds.

      He’s here now too. On Earth.

      I roll the name across our tongue. It’s a strange word, but beautiful enough. Exotic.

      We don’t have much time. I remind myself. There can be no distractions. Transfer is always disorienting, for the host and for me.

      We must stay focused, you and I.

      We are crying now, a strange sensation as warm water runs down our cheek. I force us to stop, and we wipe our cheeks dry.

      This will go easier if you stop fighting and surrender to me. I won’t hurt you.

      I feel you retreat inside of us.

      Our shoulder itches. We reach up to scratch it absently with our strange configuration of five fingers.

      Fumbling quickly through your closet, we find clothing. Jeans. T-shirt. You supply the words, your fear slumping to a dull, thrumming ache.

      “What are you doing?” Your mate is awake. Kevin. Another male of your species. Humans.

      I gather only the information I need from your mind. “Go back to sleep. I’m going for a walk.” The words, though alien to me, seem to make perfect sense to him.

      Kevin nods. “Be careful.” He lays back down, and soon a heavy, rhythmic sound emanates from him.

      Snoring.

      This is something you do sometimes—you are restless, like me.

      I can see it in our head. Hundreds of walks on different nights, all down the same street. Streets. Not airways.

      The moon high above, or the halo of light panning the street and Mrs. Neely’s well-trimmed photinia hedge, its new red springtime leaves glowing golden in the light of the streetlamp.

      So many new words. I shake our head. No more distractions. Last time, he got there mere seconds before I did, and she was lost because of it. Let’s go. We nod. Together, we slip out of the room and out of the residence.

      We stop to stare at the stars. You have a beautiful world. I can feel your thrill of pleasure. Lovely growing plants fill your neighborhood—trees, bushes, grass and flowers. The air is cool and fresh on our face.

      It’s nothing like my own world. Burnt and blasted are two of the kinder adjectives I could use. The heat suited me, though, finding relief in the higher climes. Aeries reaching halfway to the stars.
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      Your car is in the driveway. How quaint to have your own mode of transportation. You must live in a time of great riches.

      We slip behind the wheel, and you start the car.

      I miss my wings.

      My unerring sense of direction is quickly merging with your own knowledge of this world. I’m lucky this transfer—your mind has a knack for maps and streets and how things fit together.

      Maybe this time things will be different.

      When I transfer across the transom, I never know who I will enter, what skills they will have. Or how well they will take to the merger.

      Some fight me until it’s too late.

      I feel you shiver inside of us at the thought.

      Don’t be frightened.

      If we survive this, you will be as you were before, and I’ll be gone. Or after Him again on the next world.

      It’s dark out, and the streets are empty this early in the morning. We roar down Gage Court to Village Green Drive, and then out the gates, peeling around the corner onto the parkway.

      We’re headed into the city.

      Sacramento.

      That feels right.

      With any luck, He will find a poor host this time, one who will hinder Him more than help him. From your mind, I can see that your world is full of these. Humans who don’t know how to think for themselves.

      No, I don’t know his name. Only the burning coals of his eyes, the anger and hatred for life and order and progress that fuels Him. He is entropy, darkness, a primal scream against the organized structure of life and the universe.

      But sometimes He is his own worst enemy. I hope for our sake that this is one of those times.

      You feel less scared now. Strange, that would have scared the hell out of me. But you are strong.

      Together we have a purpose. You see that now, right?

      As we practically fly onto a wider road—freeway—our hand slips unconsciously into a dark nook in the car’s interior and comes out with a metal tin. It pops open, and we drop a small pellet into our mouth.

      It explodes with flavor on our tongue.

      Altoid. Mint.

      I let you stretch our mouth out into a smile.

      It’s a flavor I’m unfamiliar with, but I can see that it has its charms. A little like me’iorcha grass, maybe?

      It calms you a little, and that’s good.

      We zoom down the freeway toward the city. I can see it in the distance—a collection of stout multi-story buildings you call skyscrapers.

      We laugh. These stacks of windows are tiny compared to the ey’alin that my people, the orn, created on our own world. Enormous, elegant structures of light and air that stretched into the red sky, challenging even the gods themselves in their heavenly kingdom.

      I would spread my wings from my aerie and leap off of the balcony, feeling the sun hot on my leathery membranes, drinking in the warm morning air.

      Gl’orn was a harsh world, but a beautiful one.

      Until He came and stole our future.

      I have been chasing Him ever since.

      Red and blue lights flare up behind us, accompanied by a wailing howl. We tense up, our shoulder blades drawing together.

      Authorities. Police. We were going too fast for your local regulations. I don’t have time for this.

      Dutifully we pull the car over on the side of the road.

      The police officer pulls up behind us on a two-wheeled vehicle—a motorcycle—and strolls up to the car window.

      We open it.

      The police officer glares at me, looking like authorities everywhere. “License and registration.”

      We hit him hard with our fist.

      He goes down in a pile on the roadway.

      We start the car, ready to pull away, back onto the freeway. We must hurry now. There’s no time left.

      He’ll die if you leave him there.

      You found your voice, at last. It happens, sometimes.

      We grunt. So will many more if we don’t arrive in time.

      You are insistent. Please don’t let him die.

      I admire that trait in you, even if it might cost you your world.

      We sigh heavily.

      I am not that person. I don’t kill needlessly or without remorse. Still, time presses us forward.

      We get out and haul the police officer’s body away from the edge of the road as fast as we can, lying him down between his motorcycle and the brick wall. It’s all we have time to do.

      In seconds, we are on our way again.

      Thank you.

      We nod. I have not come so far, across so many worlds, that I have forgotten what I am fighting for. Or who I am. I will never be like Him.
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      I don’t know why I’m so chatty tonight. Nerves, I guess. Killing time. Can’t this car go any faster?

      I don’t know how I first managed to slip through the transom to another world.

      I came home early from work in the sti’rine mines and found Him in our bedroom, standing astride her.

      His gleaming green knife in hand, his black wings spread in threat, her yellow ichor splattered across his chest like a war banner.

      Aiaia was dead. My er’rech. My wife.

      I threw myself at Him, knocking Him against the wall, and felt his surprise at my presence, my strength.

      I wasn’t supposed to be there.

      And in that second, it flooded through me. What He was. Why He had come to my home. How He had just sealed the fate of my world by killing the one person who could have stopped what was coming.

      I knew these things in an instant, burned into me like a brand by her death and his touch.

      I stared at Him, my mouth opened in horror, feeling his knife as it sank into my own gut, reaching my hearts with expert precision.

      The chaos-bringer had tried to wrench himself away, and when that failed, He fled in the only way He knew how.

      Across the transom.

      It was a golden light, a sudden rift in the air above Aiaia’s body.

      My body dying, I thrust my su’rrrah, my essence, after him. I followed Him, reaching out to Him instinctively, thrusting my very self after Him and leaving my dying mortal body behind.

      It was the last time I saw her. Or our home.

      I have chased Him across fifty worlds. Every time, I have failed to stop Him.

      We slip off the freeway into downtown Sacramento.

      You work here. You know the city well, including all of its streets and back ways.

      Fate has chosen you to help me. Maybe this is the time I will end Him.

      This part of town is marked mostly by residential units and short commercial buildings. It is a pretty enough city, not like the marvelous soaring white buildings of the Verills or the lush black garden parks of the Onri. But neat and tidy, filled with enormous trees that sway in the night breeze.

      Regularly placed streetlamps light up the night, and residential windows glow golden with internal and reflected light.

      He is getting closer. I can feel the pitch blackness of His soul.

      Here, you can feel Him too.

      You recoil—it’s like touching hot acid. Maybe now you can understand better why I need you tonight.

      If we fail, all is not lost, not right away. Your world will go on for a time. But there’s a nexus coming, a stark choice to be made. And if He succeeds, she won’t be there to make that choice.

      Eventually your race will die, within the lifetime of your children or your children’s children. Your world as you knew it will be no more.

      All of these things and places… trees, Victorians, people—men, women, and children. The natural world that nurtures you.

      All of it will be gone.

      You are crying inside. We’re crying on the outside too. Water from our eyes. How it releases those rampaging emotions inside of us.

      My Aiaia was a beacon. The light of the orn. Or she would have been, if she had lived. If she had the time to come to her potential.

      Crying feels right.

      I have reached a beacon before Him five times. And this early before Him—twice.

      All of those times, I failed to stop Him.

      One of these times, I will beat Him and kill Him—then this will be over.

      We’re here. We pull up against the curb, the car’s brakes screeching. Blocking someone’s driveway.

      No matter. Your world’s laws are nothing next to this. Your life is nothing next to this. Neither is mine.

      Mine is already over. I just haven’t accepted it yet, but I have nothing left to lose.
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      We leap out of the car and run up the steps of the squat two-story residence.

      Bungalow.

      Our lips quirk. It’s a funny word.

      We bang on the door.

      Silence.

      He draws rapidly closer, coming from the west. His presence brings up hives on our skin, our forearms rising in red welts.

      His host is not as fast as mine. Or so I hope.

      We bang on the door again.

      A light comes on inside. “Who is it?” Her voice is strong, unafraid.

      “Please, let me in. You’re in danger. I’m here to help you.” We try to sound calm, reasonable. Safe.

      Her face appears at the window. Her skin is a few shades darker than ours. She is beautiful, like Aiaia. “Go away, or I’ll call the police.” She is scared.

      Well, she should be. Just not of me.

      We are becoming frantic. “There’s no time. He’s coming!” It is always like this—they never accept us right away.

      She retreats, picking up something in the darkness of her room.

      A phone.

      We throw our weight against the door. Once, twice.

      It rattles but does not give way.

      A third time and it flies open, slamming into the wall behind it with a heavy crash, knocking several pictures off the wall.

      She stands before us holding the phone, angry as she is frightened. “My name is Olivia Wells. Someone just broke into my home!” She backs away, reaching for something behind her as I approach.

      She glows. Golden. Like the transom. We can see the light inside her. I was right. She is a beacon.

      “Olivia, I’m not here to hurt you.” We put our hands out, open palmed, in a way that you assure me is non threatening.

      “Get out of my house, or I’ll make you regret it.” She’s holding a long, pointed metal thing.

      Fireplace poker.

      He’s here.

      There is no more time.

      We surge forward and put our hands on her face as she pushes the poker into our gut—a horrendously painful violation of pain and torn flesh.

      We scream, but we hold on.

      You scream inside me too. I block you out. And the pain, too. I must stay focused.

      The light source—lamp—flickers and goes out.

      The night is suddenly absolutely silent.

      I can feel his presence, like a bloody tear in the fabric of the world. Like the gash in our stomach.

      He is behind us.

      Your life force seeps away with your ichor—blood—but I have enough time. Just enough time.

      I slip from you through our hands, into her.
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      Olivia. I feel you screaming inside of us.

      I am not here to hurt you. I open my heart and let Aiaia pour out of me into you. Everything she was to me. Everything I loved about her.

      You feel it. Your scream trails off into a whimper. You won’t hurt me.

      No, Olivia. Never you. Only Him.

      I feel your assent. You are strong, stronger than any I have ridden before.

      We open our eyes. He stands before us.

      It’s dark in the room, but I know Him. Though wrapped in a plain unassuming package of human flesh, his eyes burn like coals, black as night, filled with the cold light of dying stars.

      He raises his arm, holding the green knife he always carries with him.

      I reach out to you. You must trust me. I feel your strength. Your resolve. You know. I don’t know how, but you know what you are.

      There’s no time to marvel at it.

      As His arm flashes down with the knife, we reach our arms out wide and scream.

      Golden light blossoms in the room, flowing from us, bathing the chairs, the walls, and the floorboards where my last host lays in a pool of blood.

      His wound stops bleeding, his skin stitching itself up.

      The whole room ripples, and my nemesis howls as He begins to melt.

      He screams at us, his darkness pushing back our light just a little.

      We are stronger. Together we push back, and step by step against the howling wind, we force his black fire back into Him.

      The curtains by the window flail about like the tentacles of an or’auch.

      Bits of Him slip away, stripped off of Him like leaves in the wind—hair, fingernails, his ears.

      His knife, held up in the air, glows red, then yellow, then white, and then the blade vanishes in a screech of dust, carried away on the wind of our voice.

      The hilt clatters to the ground.

      He loses form, blown away like black dust.

      We push against him like the bitter vengeance of Fa’rad.

      He reaches for us once more, his fingers sifting away into nothing as a dry howl comes out of his throat.

      His eyes are the last to go, staring at us with bitter hatred and disgust.

      Then He is gone in a cloud of dust. His host is gone too.

      Poor soul.

      The room plunges back into darkness.

      The room’s electric lights flicker back on, the lamp laying on its side on the wooden floor.

      We kneel to pick up the hilt of his knife.

      It’s metal. Silver. Intricately cast with whorls and letters in some illegible language.

      It glows in our palm, getting hot. Its blade growing again from the base to form a new knife. Golden this time, not green. Its knowledge passes into us.

      There are more of them, like Him. I can feel Them now, all connected to him, part of a mission of chaos and disruption. The nameless ones. Someone must hunt them down.

      I have more work to do before I go into ne’alia to find Aiaia’s soul.

      I am ready to give chase, but Olivia grasps me tight one last time. She opens up her su’rrrah to me, her very soul.

      She is Olivia, Aiaia, and is a hundred others. A thousand. She is a beacon—all the beacons. They are connected, like the disruptors.

      There are others like me out there too—the hunters.

      All of us—disruptor, beacon, and hunter—are locked in a deadly dance of order vs. chaos.

      I see it as clearly as I see the knife in our hand.

      She lets me go.

      The golden light of the transom beckons, opening for me alone now.

      I blink in disbelief. I recognize the other side.

      It’s my home, undisturbed—before He came. The transoms cross not just space, but time as well.

      I understand. They have given me another chance at life. I don’t know how—I don’t understand space-time or the transom, much less the byzantine twists of paradox.

      I've done my part and ended one of the disrupters. If I choose, I can have a normal life again, with her. With Aiaia. The other hunters will carry on without me.

      I slip away from Earth to Orn, back into my own aerie, back into my own body. I am a familiar host, yet strange now to myself.

      Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.

      You recognize me, even though I am not who I was.

      We nod and hide ourselves in the darkness, waiting for Him to come.

      I no longer know what it is to be normal. I am bent and twisted by the chase—Aiaia would no longer recognize me.

      We will save her.

      Then we will continue the hunt.
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      James woke. He was lying in a hospital bed. His stomach ached, but everything was fuzzy. “Kevin?”

      His husband was at his side in an instant. “Hey, you okay?”

      “I think so.” He reached for his midsection. It felt whole. Sore, but not torn in two. He remembered gut-wrenching pain. Was it all a dream?

      “Careful there. You took a fireplace poker to the stomach, though the doctor said it looked like it hardly nicked you. And that was after you punched a cop on the freeway and broke into some poor woman’s house in midtown. What the hell happened on that walk?”

      James shook his head. He remembered bits and pieces—racing down the highway. The stars shining above. Eyes black as night. But it was fuzzy, like a dream that slipped away when you awoke.

      Something about saving the world? “I don’t know. It’s all a blur⁠—”

      Someone knocked at the door.

      James turned to see who it was. Even that hurt. Then he stared at the woman who entered. He knew her. Somehow.

      Kevin put himself between them. “You shouldn’t be here, Olivia. Our lawyers will sort things out for us.” Kevin put himself between James and the new arrival.

      “I’m not pressing charges. He… clearly wasn’t himself last night.”

      Kevin looked at her, then back at him.

      “Look, I just want to see how he is. I come unarmed. There’s no harm in it.”

      Kevin frowned. “I guess not?”

      “It’s okay, Kev.” James felt no threat from this woman. He hoped she felt the same about him, after what he supposedly had done.

      Kevin stepped aside, letting her pass.

      “Just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” She sat on the edge of James’s bed, putting a warm hand on his cheek. “Are you?”

      It tingled where she touched him, and he felt instantly better, the pain seeping out of him like coffee through a filter.

      James croaked. “I’m okay.” The two of them had a connection. Something in common, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something had happened the night before. Olivia was a beacon. Someone had told him so.

      Olivia smiled at him, and for a moment he thought she was glowing.

      He shook his head. Those must be some damned good pain meds.

      She was here. And alive.

      Somehow, he knew that meant everything was going to be right. “I’m a little tired.”

      Kevin kissed his forehead, and Olivia squeezed his hand.

      “Go to sleep. We’ll work things out when you’re feeling better.” Kevin exuded warmth, love, safety.

      James nodded, grateful. Later sounds good.

      He closed his eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of gossamer buildings that reached halfway to space under a hot red sky.
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      Dex walked into Ransom on a Thursday night like he owned the place, grinning at the bouncer, who sneered at him even as he waved him past the door.

      Jealous. They were all jealous.

      The music was the usual thumpa thumpa beat—a mix of house techno and the latest hits this week from the youngest, cutest artists.

      Dex was born for this life—tall, blond, blue-eyed, a beautiful athletic build with six-pack abs, and a body that everyone in the club acknowledged was gorgeous. And he hardly had to work for it at all.

      And so what if he didn’t have a boyfriend? Who needed to be tied down like that? He was still well on this side of thirty and had a virtual lifetime of casual sex ahead of him. He flashed a perfectly white smile at one of the go-go boys on the bar, and the boy blushed and grinned back.

      Dex had a certain kind of sexual power, and he wasn’t ashamed to use it.

      He slipped onto a barstool and grunted “beer” at the bartender. The man set down a pale ale, a local brew, his favorite. They knew him here. They knew him well. Many of them knew him very well.

      Someone sat on the stool next to him, one of the guys everyone was calling bears these days. Far as he was concerned, they were just fat. Fat and ugly, men who didn’t care enough to take care of themselves.

      “Buy you a beer?” the guy asked.

      “Sorry, dude, got one.”

      “I’ve seen you in here before....”

      “Not interested. Fuck off.” He pushed away from the bar and took his beer with him, ignoring the muttering of the man behind him.

      He approached the go-go boy on the bar, a cute young twink with golden eyes who was maybe eighteen, and the guy leaned down to talk to him. “What time you get off?”

      “That depends on you,” the boy grinned, his teeth as white as coke. “I finish work at one.”

      “I can wait.” He slipped away into the crowd, finding a group of his friends dancing in the middle of the floor. Well, fuck buddies, anyway. He slipped in among them, sipping his beer and dancing his ass off, forgetting all about work tomorrow, his bills, and the rest of his life.

      Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around and saw the bear from the bar.

      “Look, I just want to talk.” The bear was frowning, like he was the aggrieved party.

      “I thought I told you to fuck off.” Dex turned away again.

      The man grabbed him by the arm, and an electric shock ran up his arm, like the worst static ever. “You shouldn’t treat people like that.” The bear sneered at him. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

      And with that he let go of Dex’s arm and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Fucking weirdo.” He wasn’t going to let the strange encounter ruin his night.

      Two hours later, he left the bar, go-go dancer on his arm, and forgot all about the bear at the bar.
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      Dex woke up the next morning feeling thickheaded and groggy. He rubbed his eyes and turned over to find the bed next to him empty. The go-go boy from last night was long gone. Man, I must have been drunk.

      Something was off—he couldn’t quite place what it was. He rubbed his eyes, and his hands felt heavy. Shit, what did I drink last night? He wasn’t usually so fucked up the next day. He sat up and looked around.

      “What the hell?” He wasn’t home. Not his home. He was sure he’d taken the trick back to his place, but this place was nothing like his own.

      Instead of Scandinavian modern, the room was stuffed with dark, bulky furniture. And there were books everywhere—piles of books, shelves of books, books on the nightstands and stuffed into drawers. It was a professor’s wet dream.

      This didn’t look like a go-go boy’s place, either.

      Dex eased himself out of bed. His whole body felt heavy, and strange. He looked down at his arms. They were thick and covered with coarse black hair.

      What the...? These weren’t his arms. His arms were strong, corded with muscle, and smooth. These....

      He ran toward the nearest door, praying it was a bathroom. It was, and it was empty. He glared at the bathroom mirror.

      A stranger looked back at him.

      He pinched himself, but nothing changed, and he didn’t wake up from this strange nightmare.

      His beautiful blond hair was gone, replaced with a badly balding pate surrounded by a fringe of black hair that was cropped close. His face looked swollen, and he’d sprouted a thick black beard. Worst of all, his stomach stuck out before him as though he were pregnant. And his entire body was covered with thick black hair.

      This had to be some kind of sick joke. His friends had broken in during the middle of the night and had done this to him. It was some kind of makeup... a costume... something.

      He tried to pull off the mask, but his fingers met only skin. He wrapped his hands around his belly, but it was as much a part of him as his cock. Which was about half the size he remembered it.

      “Shit shit shit shit shit....”

      “Honey, you okay up there?”

      Dex froze. He wasn’t alone in the house. Worse, the other man thought he was someone else. His mind raced. “I’m fine,” he called, stalling for time. His voice sounded deeper than he remembered.

      Footsteps up the stairs. He looked around. No place to hide. Except....

      “Colin?” A man’s voice called from the bathroom doorway. “Are you in here?”

      Dex huddled in the bathtub, the heavy shower curtain (covered with fish!) drawn to hide himself. Don’t hear me breathing, don’t hear me....

      The curtain was pulled back with a whoosh. “There you are.”

      The voice came from a young man, probably Dex’s own age, what he supposed the guys at the bar would call an otter. Slimmer than a bear, hairy but in kind of a sexy way. Dirty blond hair and a neatly trimmed beard, with blue eyes.

      And he apparently knew Dex—or at least the guy whose body Dex was wearing.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, scared shitless. He squeezed his eyes shut. This isn’t right. This isn’t right. But when he opened his eyes again, nothing had changed. He was still in a strange place wrapped in someone else’s flesh.

      “One of the nightmares again, huh?” the man said, his voice kind.

      “I guess so,” he managed weakly.

      The man laughed, a pleasant sound. “Come on, get yourself out of there. I love it when you play little games, but I’ve got breakfast on, and then I’ve got to run.”

      He took Dex’s hand, and Dex felt a strange warmth. He allowed himself to be helped out of the tub.

      “Get yourself dressed and hurry down to the kitchen,” the man called from the doorway.

      Dex found the closet, pulled on a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, and followed his host downstairs. He’d bide his time and figure out what had happened. For now, it was probably easiest if he pretended to be this Colin guy.

      What else could he do?

      The whole house was decorated in earth tones—pottery barn colors on the walls and tasteful sculptures, vases, and wall art in ruddy oranges, chocolate browns, and the occasional fiery red.

      There was a wonderful smell emanating from the kitchen. As he entered, the man gestured to him to take a seat at the bar. There was a pile of mail there, and he glanced at it surreptitiously. Colin and Alvin, one of the pieces said.

      “Alvin,” he said, tentatively....

      “Yeah?”

      “I-I feel a little out of sorts today. I think I might stay home.” He sat down, but his belly wouldn’t let him get his chair all the way under the counter.

      Alvin laughed again. “Funny. Like you ever leave the house.” He served Dex a plateful of eggs and breakfast potatoes with a side of bacon.

      Dex practically drooled. He hadn’t eaten a breakfast like this since he had been a fat kid in high school. He usually had a slice of dry toast and a glass of Powerade. Oh my gawd, it smells wonderful.

      Alvin slid over a glass of orange juice. “You gonna get some writing done today? You know the publisher wants your first draft in a couple weeks.” He sat down next to Dex and started eating.

      “Um, yeah, I’ll try to do some today.” A strange feeling was swelling inside him. It wasn’t sexual. Not exactly. He felt a strange affinity for this man, some kind of connection that made him feel safe and warm just being next to him.

      It was weird. But kind of nice, too.

      They finished breakfast together in silence. At some point, Alvin’s hand strayed over absently, squeezing his own gently.

      Finally Alvin turned to him. “I’ve gotta run, really. Tony is waiting for me—we’re doing the June layouts today. I left you a little surprise in the oven. Can you clear these plates?”

      Dex nodded. “Thanks.” He pushed away from the table.

      “For what? I do it every morning.” Alvin gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll be working late—maybe we can catch a bite when I’m done?”

      “Sounds good,” Dex waved after his newly-acquired life mate. “See you tonight.” He waited until he was sure Alvin was gone and then put away the dishes. Then he set about exploring the house. But not before having eaten the fresh cinnamon roll awaiting him in the oven.

      Whatever this body-swap thing was, it did seem to have its perks—eating like this and no guilt.
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      What he learned in his explorations was this: Colin was a gay writer of some renown. He had a shelf full of his published books and anthologies, mostly gay romances.

      He and Alvin Alvarez had been together for at least five years, based on the photos he found, which included a Christmas Eve shot under the mistletoe.

      And Dex was most definitely playing the part of Colin. To be sure, he’d taken one of the books into the bathroom and compared the photo on the dust jacket to his own new face.

      Although he’d never read any of Colin’s books, the face seemed vaguely familiar. He itched at it in his mind for a bit, but no answer was forthcoming.

      He tried pinching himself again. He tried slapping himself too, hard. He even tried jacking off, just in case, but he couldn’t quite get a handle on his new equipment.

      But none of it seemed to matter—he continued to be, stubbornly, a bear.

      It was still early—he wasn’t due to be at work for another half  hour. Well, obviously, that wasn’t going to happen.

      He found Colin’s cell phone and called his office secretary.

      “Jenny, this is Dex.”

      “Dex? You sound weird.”

      He brushed her off. “Whatever. Let Alex know I won’t be in today.

      I think I’ve come down with something.”

      “You’ve got a meeting with Applied Dynamics at ten....”

      “You must have that wrong,” he said. “I met with them yesterday. Just tell Alex. I can’t come in today.”

      “OK, see you tomorrow. Hope you get better.” He threw the phone down on the counter and sat down on the barstool. What the hell is going on?

      David. David would know what to do. David was his ex, his first—they’d been together for two years after Dex had come out, and even though they’d been split up for five years, David still answered when he called.

      He called David’s number—thank God he still remembered it. Who knew where his own cell phone had gotten to? “Hey David, it’s Dex? I need your help. No questions asked. I’m at—” He grabbed a piece of mail from the kitchen counter. “—1432 Walden Avenue. Just come over here, now.”

      “Dex, what’s wrong? Your voice sounds funny—are you feeling okay?”

      “Just get over here. And David....” “What?”

      “Keep an open mind.”
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      Dex paced back and forth across the living room filled with issues of National Geographic, solid mission furniture, and Tiffany lamps, waiting for David to arrive. This whole situation made no sense.

      It was like some kind of body swap thing—but that never happened in real life, did it?

      He racked his brain for other possibilities. Some kind of strange illness that had come upon him during the night? God, maybe it’s a new STD. But surely no disease would work this quickly. Even that flesh-eating virus took days to kill you.

      Am I dying?

      Finally there was a knock at the door. He went to open it and then thought better of it. “David, is that you?”

      “Yeah, Dex, open the door.”

      “Not yet. Something weird happened to me last night.” He searched for the right words. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      There was a long silence. “I can’t help you from this side of the door.” David sounded annoyed.

      This time it was Dex’s turn to be silent.

      “Are you there?”

      “I look... different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Umm, not like me.”

      “Come on, open the door. I don’t have all day. Stop fucking around with me, or I will leave.”

      “Okay, okay. But just let me explain.” He opened the door. David started to enter, took one look at him, and jumped backward.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “It’s me. Dex.”

      “You’re not Dex. You don’t look anything like Dex. I’m calling the cops.” He pulled out his cell phone and started dialing.

      Dex grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, slamming the door behind them. “Ensenada, 2004. You in a yellow Speedo. Three nights, one hotel room, too many margaritas.”

      David’s mouth dropped open. “No one knows about that.”

      “The day we met, it was the third of July. I remember, because⁠—”

      “Because you wanted it to be the Fourth of July. So you would always remember it.”

      “And I always have.”

      David’s hand came up, two fingers raised, and Dex met it with his own, unthinking. Together they drew the two sides of a heart in the air, something they’d always done as an unspoken I love you when they’d been together.

      David sank into one of the mission chairs. “Shit, Dex, it is you. What happened to you?”

      Dex shook his head. “I don’t know. I brought a guy home last night—cute go-go boy, you would’ve liked him. When I woke up this morning... this.” He spread his arms.

      David started dialing his phone again.

      Dex hissed, “Come on, David, don’t call the police....”

      “I’m not.”

      “Hello?” a voice said at the other end of the line. Dex could hear it through the phone’s speaker. It was his own.

      David hung up. “Seriously, Freaky Friday-Thursday.” David shook his head.

      “This is weird. I’m gonna need coffee before I can take this all in. Come on, there’s a coffee shop at the corner.”

      Dex shook his head. “No way. I’m not going out like this.”

      “Come on, Dex, if that’s really you—no one will be able to tell who you are anyway.” He opened the front door and started down the stairs.

      With a frown, Dex grabbed Colin’s keys and wallet and headed out into the world that had suddenly turned upside down.
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      Dex followed David down the street to the coffee shop on the corner—the Everyday Grind. Cute, he thought without much humor.

      It was quiet inside, thank God. David ordered a skinny vanilla latte, getting a sly smile from the barista.

      Dex flashed the boy his trademark smile, but the barista avoided eye contact. “What can I get you, sir?” he asked, staring at David’s retreating ass. Dex felt worse than invisible.

      “A no-foam skinny chai latte, extra hot.” He looked away sheepishly. “Name?”

      “De... Dennis.”

      “Ok, Dennis, that’ll be three fifty.”

      He paid in cash from Colin’s wallet, not wanting to have to show his ID. He hadn’t worked up the courage yet to look at it—it would match his new face, he was sure, and he wasn’t quite ready to deal with that.

      He retrieved his coffee and joined David at a semiprivate table by the window. He watched a group of young guys walk by outside. Not one gave him a second look.

      “Ok.” David pulled his chair up close to the table. “Tell me what I said to you the night we broke up.”

      Dex sighed. Another test. He supposed he would have done the same in David’s shoes. “You said, ‘you’ll never find what you’re looking for until you know what you’re worth, and I can’t do that for you.’”

      David shook his head. “Shit, Dex, I always thought you were a little too devoted to the gym, but this is ridiculous. What happened?”

      “Hell if I know. So, you believe me?” He drank David in like a man dying of thirst—all of him, his warm brown eyes and skin, the concerned look that made his face look so sweet.

      “I still think this could be some elaborate joke, but let’s say yes for the sake of the argument.” He stared out the window as if collecting his thoughts. “Walk me through the last twenty-four hours.”

      Dex nodded, grateful. He could feel the weight of his stomach pressed against the table. He tried not to look at his hairy, beefy arms. “I went to work, got sucked off in the copy room at lunch by one of the new interns, went home, hit the bars, and brought this cute go-go trick home for the night.” He sighed. “Then the next morning, this!” He indicated his ridiculous new body.

      “Did anything unusual happen?”

      “Um, I had a bad salad for dinner at Pronto. And the go-go boy wasn’t all that great in bed. Nothing else I can think of.... Wait.”

      “What?”

      “The bear at the bar!”

      David smiled. “That sounds promising.”

      “This bear came on to me—really out of shape—a fatty.”

      David looked him up and down. “Like you’re one to talk.”

      Dex blushed.

      “So what happened?”

      He snorted. “What do you think happened? I blew him off.”

      “Like ‘sorry, not interested’?”

      “Like ‘fuck off.’ Twice.”

      “Ouch. That’s harsh.” David leaned back, raising an eyebrow.

      Dex didn’t like the way David was looking at him. “I know. I just hate when they think⁠—”

      “Think what?” David’s eyes bored into his.

      “That they’re good enough for me.” Even as he said it, he realized how stuck-up it sounded.

      David laughed. “I believe you now—you’re definitely Dex.”

      “You do?” The place was busier, one of the morning rushes. Dex looked around nervously, hoping not to see anyone else he knew.

      “Yup. No one else I know is such a conceited ass.”

      Dex blushed. “Guess I deserve that. So what do I do?”

      “What, do you think this guy put some kind of curse on you?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, that’s crazy, right?” He’d missed this back and forth with David—it had always been one of their strengths as a couple.

      “No crazier than you in a bearskin suit. Where did you see him?”

      “At Ransom. It’s where I pick up some of the best tricks.”

      David arched an eyebrow.

      “Where I used to pick them up. I mean, look at me.” He stared out the window, wondering once again how he’d gotten here. And remembering how things had been before, with David. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, hit me.”

      “Where did we go wrong?” he said at last.

      David laughed ruefully. “How long have you got? Geez, it’s weird seeing you like this.”

      Dex took David’s hands in his and said, “I mean it, what happened between us? We were happy for a while, right?”

      David rubbed his chin, staring off into space. He took a deep breath and turned away before speaking. “I was happy, for a while. I’m not sure you ever really were. You always wanted the next guy in the bar, the open relationship, the thrill of the conquest. That was fun for a while, but after a couple years, mostly I just wanted a romantic dinner together, a night in front of the TV, in bed by ten.”

      Dex grinned. “I can’t remember the last time I was in bed by ten.”

      “But are you happy?”

      Dex stared at him as if he’d just been asked if he liked to breathe. Of course I’m happy. Aren’t I? But the words wouldn’t come out.

      “Being a gay guy is an amazing gift. And don’t get me wrong. The sex is one of my favorite things. But it’s not the only thing. We went wrong because it was the only thing, for you.” He squeezed Dex’s hands. “So did it make you happy?”

      Dex wanted to say “This makes me happy, being with you, right here,” but he couldn’t bring himself to admit it. “Yeah, it makes me happy.” He let go of David’s hands.

      His ex’s eyes changed, like a light had gone out. “Maybe you could call him?”

      “Tried that.” Damn, I’m an ass.

      “Try again. Here, use my phone”

      Dex sighed. He dialed the number, but it went straight to voicemail. “No go.”

      “So, Ransom?” David’s tone was businesslike.

      Dex nodded miserably.

      “OK, if that’s where this all started, that’s where we have to go. Here’s what we’re gonna do.”
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      Half an hour later, Dex was walking down Queen Anne dressed in a heavy sweater, a baseball cap, and sunglasses. He didn’t want anyone else to see him like this, even if they didn’t know who he was. He would know.

      He stopped at an ATM to get some cash. The screen asked for his PIN, and he automatically entered his usual four-digit number. It flashed “wrong PIN entered, try again.” Crap. This isn’t my card.

      There was a convenience store at the corner. He grabbed a pack of Altoids and slid Colin’s ATM card through the reader at the register. “Credit or Debit?” the clerk asked.

      “Credit,” he said, and breathed a sigh of relief when the transaction went through. He scribbled something on the receipt and handed it back to the clerk, who shoved it into his drawer disinterestedly. Then he pocketed the cash.

      He was supposed to meet David at the bar that evening—he wasn’t sure how he was going to get in like this. But cross that bridge later.

      For now, he suddenly had a free day, and David had suggested he get outside and forget about his strange dilemma for a few hours.

      His new body felt profoundly unnatural. He found himself out of breath climbing the slightest hill, and Seattle had a lot of those.

      He made his way down to Pike Place, where he would blend in with the crowd. He wandered through the aisles aimlessly, finding he almost enjoyed the anonymity of looking average. Few people gave him a second look.

      He did catch the eye of one of the vendors, a man tossing fish in one of the seafood booths. Their eyes met, and Dex smiled sheepishly, as if in apology for the way he looked. But the man shot him back a broad smile and waved between tosses.

      Stranger and stranger.

      He spent so much of his life taking care of himself. Every morning, he was at the gym before work for an hour. He drank only protein shakes for breakfast and lunch. He did crunches at lunchtime in the company gym. He’d even had a secret procedure or two to enhance his gym-toned body.

      When he thought about it, maybe it was really a lot of work.

      And everyone around him was always jealous of him. He could see it in the way they looked at him. He was better than them, and they all knew it. So maybe it separated him a bit from the crowd. Maybe he was just a little lonely, sometimes. But he had the life—and whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted them. What more could he want?

      He found a seat at the original Starbucks and watched the people go by out on Pike Place. Somehow today, in this strange new body, he felt more connected to the ebb and flow of life all around him. It seemed to include him, not exclude him. Instead of the jealous sneers and whispers he was used
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