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  one
The Stone


100 Days Left 
Tess would be dead in three months.
Maybe five if the universe felt generous, but the universe was never generous. No, she fully expected to be dead soon. The news sat behind her eyes like the headache that had haunted her for the last two months, a fist pressed to frosted glass. Steady, patient, a pressure that turned lights and sounds and movement into something to be feared. First she blamed the fluorescent lights at work, then the screen glare, then she was out of excuses.
So, at the ripe old age of twenty-eight, her life was over.
Dr. Voss pointed at the MRI with an uncapped black pen. High-end brand, reliable, expensive. Shit, what would she do with all her pens? Donate them to a junior editor? Leave them to Leo? She had some valuable ones.
“Ms. Moon?”
She blinked and looked back at the gray and white image. The shape of it was abstract in a way she didn’t want to consider. Shaped like a wrong word inserted into a perfectly good sentence.
Glioblastoma multiforme, grade four.
How many other nine-syllable words could kill you? She’d google that.
The doctor’s mouth kept moving. Words like treatment windows. Surgical options. The word aggressive was spoken twice, realistic once, and she never knew the gap between those two words was so large.
Aggressive. Realistic. Aggressive realistic aggressive.
“I strongly suggest that you start treatment immediately. My realistic estimate is six to eight months with immediate and aggressive treatment. I can schedule…”
The fist behind her eyes tightened. She didn’t blink.
“Realistic is an interesting word choice. You’re not even sure it buys me that.”
“Ms. Moon.” Voss leaned forward, the movement too practiced to be anything but habit. “Do you have someone you’d like to call? I can explain treatment options with someone…”
“More willing? I have follow-up questions.” She didn’t look away. “Because of the size, you said surgery is inadvisable. At what reduction would it become an option?”
His expression shifted. Not pity. Something closer to recognition.
“At a significantly reduced rate, with substantial tumor shrinkage, there are surgical options we could discuss. But I want to be transparent about the likelihood of that outcome.”
“What are the numbers?”
“The numbers?”
“Median survival. With and without treatment. I want the data, not the speech.”
“Ms. Moon…”
“Tess. And I’ve sat through four ‘options’ in eleven minutes, so I know what the speech sounds like. Just the numbers.”
She watched him recalibrate. His pen clicked several times, and he blinked rapidly. Exhaling, he sat back.
“Okay. Three to five months without intervention. Six to eight with aggressive treatment, though the quality-of-life trade-offs in the later months are significant.”
“Significant meaning what, specifically?”
“Significant meaning you would lose motor function, cognitive clarity, and independence in roughly that order.” Sadness sat in his voice. He already knew she would refuse. “The treatment buys time. I won’t tell you it buys good time.”
Her thumb pressed into the cloth armrest, her nail turning white. “Are those estimates or deadlines?”
“You can work as long as you feel able.” He refolded his hands. “I’d recommend telling someone. Your emergency contact is listed as Eli Moon?”
“My brother.”
“It might help to have someone with you at the next appointment.”
“I’ll look at my calendar.”
She stood, and he offered his hand. She debated not taking it, a final fuck you to the man who sentenced her to death. But that was wrong and petty. It wasn’t Dr. Voss’s fault that she had a tumor the size of a walnut. He was only the messenger.
So she reached out and shook his hand. The grip was warm, not overly firm, the perfect pressure of a man who shook hands with the dying regularly. Wouldn’t want to squeeze the life out of them.
She wore her resting face out through the hospital.
The crack came in the parking lot.
Sitting in her cheap Honda, the key in the ignition, the fading scent of the orange juice Eli had spilled still trapped in the carpet. She looked at her hands. They were the same hands. Same knuckles. Same short nails. Same yellowing bruise on the left thumbnail from a drawer she’d closed on it weeks ago.
“Fuck.”
“Fuck fuck fuck.”
Her phone rang, and she let it ring for another minute. She needed time to set her voice. Eli couldn’t know.
“Hey.”
“Hey, okay, actually, so…” Eli sucked in a breath. He had bad news to tell her.
He’d either lost another job. Torn another jacket. Lost another set of keys. How was she going to take care of him dead?
“The Rebecca thing.”
“Yes, but I hope you’re not calling her a thing.”
“No, no, God no. She may have chewed like a mastodon, but she wasn’t a thing. Well, we sorta broke up. I called her to go try this new coffee place with me, and well, she said, ‘it’s not working out’ and just hung up.”
“You didn’t match her, Eli. I wouldn’t worry.”
“You always say that.”
“It’s always true. You’ll find your person.”
Hopefully, before I’m dead.
She almost smiled, but it didn’t come. All she could do was offer the right sounds at the right intervals and hope that he didn’t hear the change in her voice.
“It has only been two weeks. Anyway. How’s your week?”
“Busy.”
Here she was sitting in a parking garage that smelled like gas and rubber, dealing with the worst news of her life. And she wasn’t telling him. Wouldn’t tell him. The worst part was that she was so good at hiding things that Eli, who knew her better than anyone alive, didn’t hear what was underneath.
“Second-pass edits due Thursday.”
“You always have edits due Thursday.”
“It’s a consistent profession.”
He laughed, and the sound was so specifically Eli, the same bright, half-startled laugh at twenty-five that she’d been listening to all their lives. Her grip on the steering wheel went white for a beat.
Keep it together.
“I should go. Got a drive.”
“Where?”
“The lake.”
He went quiet. She could almost hear him thinking. The lake was a wound, and she was about to open it again.
“Tess. Our parents died today. Are you sure that’s smart?”
“I need it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“Don’t. Don’t drive to the lake tonight.”
She closed her eyes and took a breath. He’d heard it. The waver in her voice. The hint that something wasn’t okay. She’d failed, the one time it mattered, and his ear found the frequency she’d missed.
“I’m fine, Eli.”
“Yeah. Okay. You’re fine.” A pause that was not an Eli pause. Too still. Too held. “Call me when you get there.”
“I will.”
She hung up before he could say anything else. Before he could ask one more time if she was okay.
The drive was long. Always had been long. They used to play road games on the way up, her mother trying to entertain them while her father complained about traffic.
She drove with the radio off and the fist behind her eyes pressing harder. The silence was total, so complete she could hear pebbles crunching under the tires and the whine of her exhausted engine. At least she wouldn’t have to finance another car.
Maybe she’d stop paying her student loans. Save an extra four hundred a month.
She passed the same worn billboard for a personal-injury lawyer she’d been driving past for years. The man’s face faded toward pink on the side that caught the sun. The produce stand that closed every fall and reopened every spring. They had great tomatoes.
They’d always pull over and buy a bag.
Eli would get whatever fruit was in season and end up spilling it down the road.
Everything was the same. The world was the same.
And it would stay that way after she was dead.
Just like it did when her parents died.
She stopped at the gas station at the turnoff and bought a bottle of bourbon, cheap, potent enough that she might forget her problems for an hour. The man at the register scanned it without looking up.
The world was dark when she arrived, the cabin abandoned at the top of the slope. She didn’t go in. The door swollen in its frame. The chimney starting to crumble. Gaps between the stones like missing teeth.
The lake house decomposing. Dying like she was. Like her parents were.
She walked past it and down to the dock.
The dock had always tilted toward the water. For as long as she could remember, her father said he’d fix it. He never did. The compensation was natural, easy, a habit she’d never decided on.
The boards were silver gray in the moonlight. The water moved against the pilings in a rhythm so old and so steady she could feel her pulse try to match it.
She sat. The dock took her weight with the same low groan it had given her father, the boards cold through her jeans, a splinter pricking the heel of her palm where it pressed down. She didn’t lift her hand. She just opened the bottle.
The first swallow was rough and warm, and she held it on her tongue before letting it go down.
“Fuck.”
The word vanished, replaced by the quiet that only deep water knew. Not a real silence, but a hushed whisper that went all the way to the bottom.
No wind. Only wood smoke drifting from a cabin across the way.
No warm laughter from people who loved her. Only the gentle breath of the water.
She looked up, hoping to find an answer. There were only stars. Thousands of them. Millions. The smudge of white falling across the sky. Three-dimensional, close enough to have some color and far enough to almost be eternal.
They’d been around long before the word glioblastoma had existed.
They’d be around long after she was dust.
The pressure behind her eyes ticked up at the thought, as if even the stars were too much for what was growing in there.
Her mother used to lie on this dock and point. Not at constellations. She didn’t know constellations, or pretended not to, because the pointing was the thing, not the knowing.
“That one,” she’d say, and Tess would say, “Which one?” and her mother would say, “The bright one. The one that’s winking at you.”
“They’re all winking. That’s what stars do.”
“Then they’re all winking at you.”
“That’s not how stars work, Mom.”
“That’s exactly how stars work. You just have to be the kind of person who notices.”
“Everyone notices stars.”
“Everyone sees them. Not everyone notices.”
Her mother’s shoulder pressing warm against hers. The dock still holding the day’s heat while the air above them went cold. Neither of them would say when they’d had enough. They’d just lie there until the cold won.
“Momma, I am so tired.”
Tess drank.
“Da, I miss you.”
She picked up a stone from the dock, cold and smooth where the boards had been keeping it, and threw it. The sound was small and swallowed. Another. Then another, harder, the motion sharp, her shoulder working with a force the task didn’t require.
Throwing stones into a lake in the dark because she was twenty-eight, and she was dying and she couldn’t hit the thing that was killing her so she was hitting the nearest available surface.
“This fucking sucks!”
“It can’t be true…”
“I’m going to be dead in months.”
“I hate this!”
And she would not cry.
She stopped when her shoulder burned and the alcohol made movement inadvisable. Knowing her luck, she’d topple into the water and drown. Which death would be better. Drowning or slowly wasting away.
The pressure behind her eyes went hot with the effort. She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead and waited for it to settle.
The memory came without permission, the way it always did.
Ten years old. The funeral home. Eli on her left, small in a suit that didn’t fit.
Through the double doors, a second viewing room. Smaller casket, white. A man she didn’t know was kneeling beside it with his shoulders curved inward, his whole body shaped around the weight of something she couldn’t see from this angle. She looked away. He wasn’t hers to look at.
A room full of adults who kept touching their hair and saying things that were meant to be comforting but were empty words. Eli’s chin quivered, and she put her hand on his back and smiled. Not a real smile.
The careful arrangement of a girl who understood, at ten, that if her younger brother cried, she’d cry. And if she cried, the room wouldn’t hold. All she could do was hold the room. It was the only thing she could give her parents.
That smile was the worst thing she’d ever done.
Maybe this was the cost.
“I’ve done everything I was supposed to do!” she yelled at the stars. “I held Eli together and I held myself together! I graduated, built a career. I called my brother every other day and visited my parents’ grave twice a year!”
She took another drink.
“I paid my bills! I helped old fucking ladies across the goddamn street!”
The inhale was sharp and burned with cold.
“What was my reward! A scan with a shadow in the wrong place! A man with kind eyes and a soft handshake saying I’ll be dead in months.”
“Then I lied. I lied to my brother, and my voice didn’t even shake.”
Her hands were shaking now.
She watched them tremble against the dock boards. It was fascinating, watching her collapse in real time. Eventually, she stood. The dock shifted, and she compensated, the lean-back automatic. The lake was silent, but the silence had changed, gone heavier, the air above the water too still.
She couldn’t have said what was different. The stars looked the same. The water moved the same. But her skin was reading a pressure shift she had no description for, a held-breath quality in the night she would have flagged as overwritten in a manuscript except she could feel it on her arms through her jacket.
Far across the lake, a loon called. One low, trembling note carrying over the water.
Then it stopped.
It did not trail off. It stopped mid-call, cut clean, the way a voice stops when a hand covers the mouth. The silence that replaced it was a different silence than the one before, and the dock board under her left boot groaned at a pitch she had never heard it make, low and tonal, the sound of wood remembering the tree it used to be.
A single shooting star arched overhead.
“I wish…”
Her hands were in fists and the words came up through her chest and through her tumor. They burned as they emerged. Those words would cost her. They’d been sitting lodged inside since the police officer said, “Your parents are gone,” and she didn’t cry at the funeral.
“Ruin all of it.”
She said it to the water and the stars and the sky and the dock and the cabin and the universe that graded on nothing and owed her everything, and she did not take it back.
The silence after was total.
Something at the base of her spine went cold. She turned.
A figure stood on the path. Between her and the cabin, where the rocky shore turned to dirt, a man stood. She hadn’t heard footsteps. The path was dry leaves and stones and a quarter mile of empty ground. She’d heard nothing, but he was there, and the loons had gone quiet. The night had rearranged itself around a new center of gravity.
It had arranged itself around him.
Tall. Dark coat that hung without moving in the small breeze of the shore. Dark hair. He stood completely still, without the small shifts of movement that meant someone was alive.
His stillness was old. The kind that meant he’d been standing for a very long time. He was looking at her and wore no expression. A flat, old, disinterested patience of something that had seen more interesting things than a drunk dying girl.
“Who the fuck are you? Please don’t tell me you’re a serial killer.”
He didn’t answer.
The air had changed temperature. Not colder. More precise. A precision that cut through her jacket and settled inside her bones. She shivered. Not from October.
“Well, kill me fast, please. Because I’m completely out of fucks to give right now.”
Still, he stayed quiet.
She should have moved, run for her life. At least what was left of it.
But she didn’t.
Instead, she composed her obituary. Tess Moon died alone in the dark, the hands of a stranger ending her instead of the Glioblastoma multiforme growing in her brain. She’d leave behind a brother, unpaid school loans, and exactly three thousand four hundred and eighty-two dollars in checking. But she wasn’t afraid.
There was nothing left in her to be afraid with. Voss had taken it. Eli had taken the rest, with that bright laugh.
Whoever this man was would be getting the scraps.
“Well, I’m tired of this shit and I’m more than a little drunk and I’m mad. So get on with it or I’ll dick kick you and be on my way. Well, not that I’d drive drunk. But I’d still dick kick you.”
He stayed where the water met the shore, neither moving nor leaving, occupying the threshold between the lake and the land.
She moved first.
Something pulled her forward. Below her thinking, below the planning and assessing and managing outcomes. Her body walking toward a stranger in the dark like he had all the answers in the world.
He held out his palm when she stopped within reach. Inside, a dark gray river stone. Not big. Rough mortar clung to one side.
“That’s…”
The color. The texture.
It was from the fireplace. Her father’s fireplace, the one he’d built with the cabin on the hill behind her. A cabin she’d not been inside for years.
“That’s from my fireplace.”
“The mortar had already failed.” His voice was quiet. Not soothing or gentle. The flat tone of a man giving a boring report on sales metrics he had no interest in. “I relocated what was falling.”
“Why the fuck do you have a brick from my fireplace?”
He held it out the way you’d hold out a receipt you found on the ground. Without ceremony. Without kindness. Without any particular interest in whether she took it or not.
She took it.
The headache broke. It did not fade or ease, none of the slow blunted softening of medication working an hour after swallowing. A knife pulled from a wound she’d been wearing for months. From seven to four in the space between one breath and the next.
“Shit.” Her free hand went to her temple before she could stop it, bracing for the pressure to come roaring back.
Everything sharpened. Her vision went clear, the dark became actual dark, the stars became bright. The sound she caught behind her teeth was the involuntary noise of a body receiving something it had been waiting for and could never get.
She looked at the stone. She looked at the man. Waited for the headache to get worse again. That was the part that made her pulse jump, because in the last two months the headache had never, not once, done anything but press harder.
“Holy shit. You’re the Grim Reaper.” Her voice came out steadier than her legs. “You’re a little early.”
He’d already turned, moving toward the tree line. His coat somehow darker against the dark of the trees. He did not react. Did not turn back. The wood of the trees groaned together, low and deep, the sound of structure bending and moving. The air went flat for a single breath, then resumed as if she’d imagined the pause.
Then he stopped. “I am not the Grim Reaper.”
“Then what are you? Because normal people introduce themselves. Normal people don’t show up on someone’s dock in the middle of the night holding a piece of their dead father’s chimney.”
He stood at the edge of the trees. He didn’t turn around.
“I am ruin.”
She laughed. One short sound, surprised out of her.
“Okay.” She clutched the brick. “Okay, Ruin. Right, like some poor woman would name her son Ruin.”
He walked into the dark, and the shadows of the trees received him the way the lake had received her stones. Closing over the space without evidence anything had been different.
No footsteps. No crunch of leaves. Nothing to mark he had been there.
For a time she stood at the end of the dock, a piece of her dead dad’s fireplace in her hand. The headache was a four. The alcohol burned her veins.
She tried to rationalize it. Tried to sort it into a convenient bin. She could process anything if she gave it the right label.
Nothing appeared. The category didn’t exist. There were no words for a stranger who left no footprints and said I am ruin like he was reading it off a chart.
She breathed. The night settled around her as if it had always been this shape, as if she had always been alone on a dock with a warm brick in her hand.
She looked at the brick. Warmer than the October air, warmer than it should have been. Instead of asking why or running after the stranger demanding answers, she sat down. She pressed her palms into her eyes. Then she finished what was left of the bourbon.
“You’re just drunk. Tomorrow you’ll laugh about it.”
She lay back on the dock. The boards were cold against her coat, and the sky was enormous, and the brick was warm. She closed her eyes because the alternative was keeping them open, and the open would bring questions, and she had no capacity for questions, not tonight.
Somehow she slept.
She woke later to gray light and stiff joints and a coat damp with dew. She did not wake to a headache. The brick was still in her hand. She had not let go of it in her sleep.
Tess sat up, her neck aching and her shoulder burning and the hangover pressing against her eyelids. The cabin was still there, sitting at the top of the slope, dark and patient and sagging.
Unwilling to speak, she walked to the car. Ran the heat with her hands over the vents, watching the windshield clear. The light hurt differently this morning, less like pressure and more like a buzz. A low-grade hum along the optic nerve she could feel in her teeth.
Better was the wrong word. Different. She sorted it into the same category as the headache, the diagnosis, the man on the dock. Things had changed while she was drunk on the dock.
She waited until she was steady enough to hold the wheel and the trembling in her fingers was the cold and only the cold. Then she drove home.
The highway was empty. October light beginning at the edges of the sky, the pale kind that doesn’t warm anything, that just makes the world visible without making it inviting.
She didn’t know what to do with the brick when she got home. Briefly she thought about throwing it away. A final fuck you to the stranger who handed her ruin. Instead, she put it on the counter. Still looking at it, she filled a cup with water and drank.
“God damn it.”
She turned to go to bed and almost missed it.
On the windowsill above the sink, the cyclamen she’d bought in July and watered twice and abandoned sat in its plastic pot. The leaves had gone brown weeks ago. The stems had collapsed against the rim. Dead, finished, past the point of recovery.
She leaned closer.
One new shoot had pushed up through the dry soil at the base. Pale green, barely there, curled tight against itself, leaning toward the window and the thin morning light just beginning to touch the glass.






  
  two
The Summons


100 Days Left 
The eighth floor was already gone. It just didn’t know it yet.
Ruin walked the stairwell between floors seven and eight, smoke rolling past him in sheets thick enough to taste. Outside, the firetrucks were arriving. Diesel engines crawling down the road, sirens, the shouts of panic that always carried over them.
Strange how the shouts of humanity stayed the same through the centuries.
He stepped through the door onto the eighth floor. Work waited before the firefighters entered.
The hallway was a tunnel of smoke and orange light. Fire was not one sound. It was layers. The crack of something fracturing. Distinct snapping from unseen breaks. Then the constant roar, from the floor below, the walls, the deep combustion finding open air and pulling it in like lungs.
Above him, ceiling tiles buckled and fell. One struck his shoulder. He felt nothing. No mortal creation could end him.
A sprinkler head hung loose from its fitting, spraying water in a flat arc across the melting carpet.
Where the water didn’t reach, the carpet curled back from the subfloor in black-brown strips that smelled of adhesive and petroleum and the particular sweetness of synthetic material burning at a temperature it was never built to meet.
A deeper groan moved through the air. He knew the pitch instantly. Load distribution failure. The floor would hold for a time. Then the joists under apartment 806 would give, and the collapse would begin.
Ruin continued, unconcerned with the ruin.
The endings were calling, and he’d have to complete them before the firefighters arrived. It would get more complicated to end them in the back of an ambulance.
A door was open. The smoke thicker here, a great mass of dark rolling against the ceiling. A man lay on his side next to a couch, one arm extended toward the hallway as if he could reach safety.
He couldn’t. His end was here.
All he could do was wait for Ruin, the way all bodies waited. Patiently, in the stillness of something whose clock was running out.
“Please.” The man’s voice was wet gravel, the words pressed through lungs that had already surrendered. “Save me. My daughter, she’s getting married, she needs me.”
Ruin knelt. “No, you are beyond saving.”
He placed his hand on the man’s wrist. The skin was warm from the fire, not from life. Tears collected in the man’s eyes, his mouth still trying to plead for time. Then he exhaled. The last breath releasing in the way a door closes.
He stood. Moved to the next body. Then the next. Always another life to end before the firefighters cleared the floor.
On the landing between eight and nine, a child’s shoe. Red, with a white rubber sole. The owner huddled in the corner of the stairwell, clutching the other shoe. Her face was smeared with charcoal and tears.
The girl looked at him. “I’m scared.”
“Do not be frightened. It is not your time to end.”
He stepped over her, did not look down, and his stride did not change, and he was past her, and the girl stayed behind him. The firefighters would be here soon, and they’d give her oxygen while she cried.
In the last apartment on the east side, an elderly man sat in a kitchen chair. He had not tried to leave. He had put on a clean shirt and faced the window.
“I’m coming, Martha.” His voice was steady and ready. “I’m coming. Wait for me, darling.”
Ruin put a hand on the man’s shoulder. The man exhaled, and his chin dropped to his chest, and the clean shirt settled around his frame.
He gave the endings no thought. His work had the texture of folding laundry. Practiced hands, the absence of thought that comes from doing something so many times the body performs it without consulting the mind.
And he’d been folding laundry for three hundred thousand years.
His work complete for now, he moved down the hallway. He passed two firefighters going door to door. They pressed against the wall to let him pass. Neither spoke. Neither would remember him when they filled out their reports.
He stepped through a doorway. He emerged into a hospital corridor, the smoke turned to antiseptic, the light to fluorescent, the sounds gone.
County General’s seventh floor was wide enough for two gurneys to pass, which meant it always felt slightly too wide when empty. The walls were the off-white of institutions that had bought paint by the gallon for decades, a color that offended no one and showed every smudge. The floors were institutional gray-beige, a color that existed only in hospitals and in the nightmares of people who had spent too long in them.
Ruin moved through the corridor at his pace. There were no endings pressing him to move faster. The nurses ignored him, registering him in their peripheral vision and deliberately choosing not to engage.
He passed two rooms whose endings were not arriving today. Life sounds. Insurance paperwork. A daughter’s voice rising with the specific frustration of someone arguing about money because the alternative was arguing about mortality.
The space around room 708 was heavier. A weight that registered the way a tuning fork felt frequency. A child’s ending would arrive soon. He didn’t need to enter.
He reached his destination. Room 711. Daniel.
Twenty-four. Just engaged. Ruin knew what was on his chart without having to read it. The paperwork was only an ode to a system humans built.
The fiancée was in a chair by the bed. Young. Facial features arranged in a configuration humans generally found pleasing. She was holding her phone in both hands with the screen dark, her eyes on the space between the bed and the wall, nowhere near the screen, nowhere near Daniel.
The mother was in the corner by the door, standing because she could not make herself sit. Her coat still on. Her purse strap still over her shoulder.
The father had stepped out. Coffee. The machine at the end of the corridor, the one that produced a thin brown liquid that served no medical purpose and existed because hospitals understood that people needed something to hold while they waited for the world to change.
Ruin stepped to the bedside.
Daniel had pulled his best friend from a wrecked car on the interstate twelve seconds before it exploded. The friend was upstairs, stable and complaining about the food. Daniel’s spine had taken the impact his friend’s body would have absorbed.
He placed a hand on Daniel’s wrist. Automatically, his fingers found the place where the skin was thin and the pulse lived close to the surface. He held. He’d held a hundred thousand wrists and would continue to hold a hundred million more.
Daniel’s pulse was already thready, the rhythm losing conviction the way a conversation stops when the most extroverted voice stops speaking. The monitor chirped its warning. Ruin didn’t let go.
Daniel exhaled.
A quiet sound, not dramatic or cinematic. Not the kind of death that movies presented. A breath held, then not. The monitor continued. Then the tone changed. The most administrative sound in medicine, and the fiancée did not understand.
She looked at the monitor. She looked at Daniel. She looked at Ruin, and her face was the face of a person doing math they had not been taught.
The phone slid from her hands and hit the linoleum, and the screen cracked, and she stood up from the chair crying.
The mother screamed. Not loudly. The sound came compressed through a throat already closed, closer to a word than a scream and not a word in any language. She grabbed the purse strap on her shoulder with both hands and held it as if it were load-bearing.
The father came back to the room with a coffee in his hand and stopped in the doorway.
His hands were steady. The liquid was still steaming. The realization had not arrived yet. The coffee would not spill. It would stop being coffee and start being the thing he was holding when his only son died.
Ruin walked past the father, close enough the father’s coat sleeve brushed his, but the father wouldn’t look at him. Nobody would remember the doctor who was present when Daniel died.
They would remember the monitor’s tone and the phone cracking and the coffee and the scream that was not a word.
They would not remember him.
In the corridor, the fluorescent light flickered as he passed under it. A brief dimming, the kind of fluctuation the maintenance crew would attribute to an aging ballast if they noticed it at all. They would not notice.
He walked toward the elevator.
Behind him, the paint on the doorframe of Daniel’s room developed a hairline crack, thin as a thread, running from the hinge upward.
The elevator doors opened. Prentice was inside.
“Dr. Shin.” Prentice held a paper cup of tea in one hand and a patient file in the other. He had his pens in the wrong pocket, the way he always did. “You smell like smoke.”
“I was elsewhere.”
“Elsewhere smells terrible.” Prentice took a sip of his tea. “Have you tried the new tea shop on Bleeker?”
The elevator doors closed. The panel display dimmed fractionally, the floor numbers losing a degree of brightness, and Prentice did not notice because he was describing a specific oolong with the precision and grammatical correctness of a man who believed tea warranted the same rigor as a differential diagnosis.
“The oxidation level is apparently quite unusual. Somewhere between a green and a black, which should not work but does.”
“Partial oxidation.” Ruin watched the floor numbers descend. “Fifteen to eighty-five percent. The range determines the profile.”
Prentice’s face shifted. Not a smile. Something more internal, more private, the expression of a person who has been talking at a closed door and heard the lock click.
“Exactly. Exactly that. I find the middle range most interesting. Not committed to either state. The uncertainty is the appeal.”
Ruin did not respond. The elevator passed the sixth floor. The fifth.
“They also carry a lapsang souchong,” Prentice continued, undiscouraged. “Which smells like someone is actively burning your house down, but with great commitment. I find it psychologically hostile. But I admire the conviction.”
“You would.”
Prentice looked at him. The look of a man who had received exactly one more word than expected and was recalculating the entire encounter.
“I could bring you one,” Prentice said. “Tomorrow. If you are working the evening shift.”
“I will be here during the evening shift.”
This was not an answer to the question Prentice had asked. It was a confirmation of schedule, offered in the flat register of a man filing a report. Prentice received it as a yes because Prentice received most things as a yes, which was either his greatest clinical weakness or his only genuine diagnostic skill, and Ruin had not determined which.
The elevator opened on the fourth floor. Prentice stepped out, then turned.
“Do you have a preference? The oolong or the hostile one?”
“The oolong.”
Prentice nodded, satisfied in a way that had nothing to do with tea, and walked toward the east corridor with his pens in the wrong pocket and his tea getting cold in his hand.
Ruin walked the floor.
He stopped at the nurses’ station, pulled a chart from the rack, and began reviewing the notes on a patient in room 716. The patient was eighty-one, pneumonia resolving, discharge by Thursday. The chart was unremarkable. His pen moved across the page in his narrow handwriting, noting an adjustment to the medication schedule that was technically unnecessary and procedurally sound, and gave his hands something to do.
The endings accumulated in their rooms.
Room 708: sooner than he’d estimated.
Room 722: a new weight, fresh, arrived within the hour. He would visit before morning.
Room 719.
Room 719 was different.
The ending in that room was not arriving. It was waiting. Something in 719 had chosen its own timing with a specificity that did not belong to a patient in a hospital bed.
He walked the corridor. Room by room. His shoes made no sound on the gray-beige linoleum. An orderly pushing a medication cart moved to the far wall when Ruin entered the hallway, adjusting his path without appearing to decide to.
Room 719’s door was open. The width of a decision.
Ruin did not enter. He did not slow his pace, though something in his stride hitched as he passed, the way a record skips a groove so briefly you wonder if you imagined it.
From inside the room, a voice. Low. Unhurried. The voice of someone who had been lying in that bed for months and had spent every one of those nights listening to his footsteps pass her door and had chosen this particular night to stop letting him pass without comment.
“You are late, child.”
He kept walking. His pace resumed its original cadence. The chart in his hand did not bend or crease because his grip had not changed, not measurably, not in any way that a clinical observation would register.
She had been in that bed for six months. He had been walking past her door for six months. She was not his. She was not anyone’s. She was the only patient in this hospital whose ending he could not schedule, because the ending did not belong to him. It belonged to her. She had chosen the body the way a tenant chooses an apartment, with the specific intention of dying in it.
She had been dying in it slowly. With method.
He’d lost count of the bodies she’d worn.
The corridor temperature shifted as he passed her door, and the shift was not a drop and was not his own ambient cold. Something else, coming from inside the room, from the woman in the bed. A warmth that had no business being in a hospital in October. The kind that suggested the room’s occupant was generating her own weather and had been doing so for longer than the hospital had existed.
He turned the corner. He did not look back. The fluorescent light above 719 held steady, which was notable because every other light he passed under had flickered.
He was writing on a chart when the sensation hit.
It was not a sound or a voice. A pull in the architecture of his chest, behind the ribs, in the space where a heart would be if he were human. The sensations had always been directional, clean, the way a compass is clean. This location. That body. The eighth floor of a burning building. Function.
This was not function.
It was a sensation he had not felt in his entire existence. Some had been close. The last time had been a woman in a churchyard who said it as an insult, but lacked the rage, and a curse was a coin thrown at a locked door.
This was a key.
His pen stopped moving and started listening. He put the pen down, walked to the end of the corridor, to a door that led to the east stairwell, and stepped through it.
He came out in the trees.
The October night was cold in a way the hospital was not. A living thing that moved through the branches and carried the smell of lake water and something mineral underneath. The dock was downhill through a path that had been worn into the slope over decades.
He stayed in the treeline and watched. The stars were three-dimensional in the thin autumn air, and the lake reflected them in a broken pattern that shifted when the water moved.
She was at the end of the dock.
He recognized the mechanism. It wasn’t in her face or her posture, not even in the way she held the bottle of bourbon with one hand. The weight was what he recognized. The density in his chest that corresponded to her ending. This woman’s time was approaching, but there was something else.
He recognized her from another time, another place, and had not thought about her for eighteen years. 
Now she was at the end of a dock, and she was drinking, and she was wishing for ruin. His name was a key turning something in his chest.
So he stepped out of the trees and onto the path.
He did not know why he had picked up the brick. The chimney was failing. The mortar had been giving way for decades. He had taken the brick because it was falling, and falling was his jurisdiction. That was the clinical explanation. The clinical explanation had been sufficient for thousands of years of bricks and buildings and bridges and it was not sufficient now and he did not examine the insufficiency.
He had to get closer.
Her shoulders dropped. A response her body produced before her mind authorized it. He watched the change move through her posture, and his diagnostic framework produced nothing. The relief was visible. The mechanism was not.
He was already turning away, moving toward the tree line, his errand complete, the summons answered. Three hundred thousand years of answered summons, and this was the first he wanted to look back from.
He did not look back.
Her voice came after him through the trees, naming what he had said, mocking it. Some poor woman naming her son Ruin.
He stood in the trees for a long time.
The dock was empty. The lake moved against the pilings in its patient rhythm. She had taken the brick with her. Had not dropped it or thrown it into the water. She’d kept it clutched in her fist.
He did not think about her, he thought about the grade four glioblastoma multiforme growing inside her brain.
Then he was looking at things that were going to continue, and the looking had a quality it had never had before, and he did not examine it, and the not-examining sat in his chest next to the eighteen years of not-thinking, and neither of them was the absence they pretended to be.
The plant by the dock railing, a small stubborn thing clinging to the joint where the post met the horizontal board, put out one leaf.
Pale green, barely larger than a thumbnail, unfurling in the dark toward nothing in particular.
Growing in October. Growing in proximity to him. Which should have ended it.
He watched the leaf for a long time.
Then he stepped into the gap between the trees, and the gap was a threshold, and he was gone.






  
  three
The Contract


There was a new stain on her ceiling. It was sort of shaped like a hand, or maybe an animal that had given up halfway through becoming an animal. Tess stared at it from her pillow. Marks spreading wide, pressing deep into the plaster above her bed. The edges bled outward in faint brown rings. Almost like water that had been sitting too long. But that wasn’t right. 
She had checked. She had checked. There had been no hand.
“Shit. What about the lease?”
She sat up slowly, the headache behind her left eye doing its dawn check-in. Water damage. Renter’s insurance. Super or landlord, and which one would respond faster on a Saturday. The thoughts were small and administrative and she held on to them the way she held on to the brick on the nightstand, palm pressed flat against it, warm even though the apartment was cold and the radiator had not come on yet and the October air through the window crack was raising the hair on her forearms.
“Do I need to cover the bed in plastic? Do I even have plastic?”
She rolled her head toward the nightstand. The brick sat next to the water glass and the bottle of pills she had not opened yet. She had put it there last night without thinking about it, skipping the counter, the kitchen table, the windowsill where she left keys and loose change and things that belonged to the day. The nightstand. Next to the water glass. Where she could reach it without sitting up.
“When did I decide that?”
She left her hand on it. A fragment of mortar and clay, palm-sized, the red of old chimneys, rough at the edges where it had broken from something larger, and warm the way a stone is warm after sitting in sunlight all day.
Curtains closed.
The headache, the one that had been a splitting, nauseating pressure behind her left eye for two days before the dock, was a low hum now. She could think through it. She could not think through it before.
Her phone showed texts from Reeve about her manuscript.
the second act still collapses
I’ve made notes
also I think Leo is interested in the sandwich girl
I hope he’s not into the sandwich girl
I’ve always hated sandwiches
okay thats a lie but I’ll never eat one again if he dates her
Eli texted next, starting with a photo of a blackened pan and the caption the fire department says I’m not allowed to make risotto anymore, then pivoting to a long theory about why crows recognize faces, and ending with the question she could hear him building toward the whole time.
you good?
Then, two hours later:
Tess. I mean it.
She typed back.
I’m good. Tell the crows I said hi.
She sent it. She looked at the words on the screen. Two texts. Two people who loved her. Two lies so clean they didn’t even leave a mark.
“You’re getting worse at this. Or better.”
She let the words sit.
“Same thing.”
The managed expression. The calibrated dose of truth. Tess did not place burdens. Tess carried. She had been carrying so long the weight had become posture.
Finally, the radiator ticked on. She stood close until the heat sat on her skin. October light came through the window at the angle that made everything look warmer than it was. Gold on the book spines. Gold on the framed photo of her parents she kept on the dresser and did not look at often. Gold on the water stain that did not belong.
The cyclamen on her windowsill, the one that had been dead until yesterday, had opened a second bloom. Small. White. The petals curled back like hands reaching for something behind them. Both blooms faced the bed. She did not remember cyclamen having opinions about direction.
“Come on. Come on.”
She did not know who she was saying it to.
She got up. Put the brick in her robe pocket. Her headache dropped another point.
She wasn’t holding it anymore. She was carrying it. The distinction should have mattered. She didn’t let it.
“Coffee. I need coffee. And a shot of morphine.”
She went to make coffee.
The hallway was wrong before she saw him.
The air had a density to it, a pressure like a big storm was about to break. The light above her bedroom door was buzzing, a thin insect sound she could feel in her inner ear. She took two steps toward the kitchen, and the temperature dropped and kept dropping, and the brick against her hip flared warm.
“Jesus jumping Christ.”
Her hand went to her sternum.
He was a shadow in her hallway, not walking through it, not arriving, standing in it as if he had been there long enough to become furniture. His coat was the same one from the dock, dark, heavy, the kind of coat that looks like it was not bought but has simply always existed on the body wearing it.
“What the living fuck are you doing in my house, dude?”
His hands were at his sides. Gloved. The wallpaper near his left shoulder had bubbled, a small blister where the paper had separated from the plaster. She was certain it had not been there yesterday.
“You have five seconds to get over this ‘silent as the grave’ shit before I call the cops and go Van Damme on your ass.”
“Your apartment is not structurally sound.”
“It’s too early for this.”
“It is after 9 am.”
“The Grim Reaper is in my apartment and being snarky about the time.”
“I am not the Grim Reaper. You invited me into your life. The hallway is in your life.”
“I was drunk on a dock yelling at a lake. That is not a binding agreement.”
“It was binding.” Outside, a car door closed on the street below. He waited until the sound cleared. “You meant it.”
She had. On the dock, in the dark, with eighteen years of dead parents and hours of terminal diagnosis and a brother she was going to leave alone in the world. She had opened her mouth and meant every syllable.
“You can’t tell me it’s real.”
“It’s real. When your ending is complete, the world will end.”
“Fuck. Take it back.”
“I cannot.”
“The wish. Undo it.”
“The wish does not operate in tenses.”
“Everything operates in tenses. I edit contracts for a living. Modify it.”
“I did not answer a wish. I was summoned by one.”
“Semantics.”
“Accurate semantics.”
Her fists clenched. She wanted to punch his perfect nose. Ruin his perfect nose. Ruin ruin. She almost snorted. She brushed past him, the hallway was narrow enough that not touching his coat required her to squish herself in half.
Her shoulders drew toward her sternum, and as she passed she caught it. The scent of him. Antiseptic, clean and chemical, and underneath it something older, mineral, the smell of stone rooms that have not been opened in a very long time.
She breathed it in before she could stop herself, the inhale pulling from her chest, deep and automatic, her body cataloging him before her brain could redact it.
And God damn, she liked it.
Then she was past him, and she was not going to inhale him ever again. Never. But her pulse was doing something she had not authorized.
“I haven’t had coffee yet. Go away. Post haste.”
She filled the kettle. Turned around.
He was in her kitchen doorway. Not the kitchen. In the frame of it, one shoulder against the wood, like a fucking fae lord with stalker tendencies. He occupied the threshold the way a period occupied the end of a sentence.
His cold reached her from across the room. A hairline crack spread in the paint above the doorframe, right where his shoulder met the wood.
“You’re literally destroying my apartment.”
“I am not leaving.”
“So you’re telling me I’m stuck with you.”
“I am telling you, the contract has no exit clause.”
“Then you are a very badly written contract.” She put her hands flat on the counter because they were doing something she was not going to let them do. “And I have read some truly terrible contracts.”
The nausea hit, something lower than the headache, a rolling wave through her stomach that climbed her throat and sat there, thick and chemical. The taste of the pills she had not taken yet and the body reminding her it did not care about cosmic contracts. It cared about the thing behind her left eye that Dr. Voss had pointed to on the scan and called a mass, and the mass did not negotiate either.
She gripped the counter and breathed through her nose and waited for it to pass. Great. She was going to puke in front of some sort of immortal. Very human. He watched her from the doorway and did not move.
The nausea receded. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
“What happens now?”
“Now the contract runs.”
“For how long?”
“Three months.”
Three months. Voss had said six, with treatment as a ceiling and a body that was already negotiating around it. Two countdowns, parallel and not aligned. The contract was the floor. Her body would decide the rest.
“And at the end?”
“At the end, the wish completes.”
“The wish to ruin everything?”
“Yes.”
“Everything everything. The whole world.”
“Yes.”
She poured coffee into her mug. The blue one with EDITOR on it and “I was a chainsaw” stamped beneath. She pulled a second mug from the shelf. The green one with the chip in the rim. Eli had put the chip there sophomore year, stirring hot cocoa as if the mug had personally forced him to go to college. She had kept it through four moves because the idea of throwing it out made her stomach churn.
She did not examine why she was pouring him coffee. Only that it seemed right.
“What do you do?” she asked. “When you’re not standing in my kitchen.”
“I end things.”
Three words. Delivered differently from everything that had come before. Tired. The exhaustion of a sentence that has been true for so long it has worn a groove in the speaker.
“What kind of things?”
“All things. People, among other categories.”
“That’s a very clinical way of saying you kill people.”
“I do not kill. I complete.”
“How many?”
“I do not track volume.”
“How long?”
“Approximately three hundred thousand years.”
The number landed in the kitchen like something falling from a height. She let it sit there. She did not pick it up.
“Show me,” she said.
He looked at her.
“You’ve been talking about function all morning. I don’t believe in function I can’t see. I’m an editor. Show me the draft.”
“I do not end things before their time. It is against the rules.”
“And yet you’re literally ruining my apartment.”
“Proximity only reveals the natural deficiencies.”
“Well. Find something with a natural deficiency.”
His hand moved toward the cyclamen on the windowsill.
“Not that one.” Fast. Sharper than she intended.
He stopped. His hand an inch from the pot. His eyes on her face.
She didn’t know why. The cyclamen had been dead weeks ago. It had no sentimental value. It was a plant she had bought at a bodega and abandoned and it had come back on its own and she did not know why it mattered but it mattered.
“The pen has potential.”
“Go on.”
He picked up the pen. A red felt-tip. The cap was off. She had been using it to mark the Linden second act. Watching her, he slipped the glove off his right hand and held the pen. Loosely, the way you’d hold a thing that is already over.
Nothing happened.
“You were the kid who only got participation trophies, right?”
Then the ink bled. Not from the tip. From the barrel. A slow seep of red crawling up the plastic casing from inside, reaching the surface, spreading in a web of fine cracks she could hear if she listened, a sound like ice settling on a lake, tiny and vast at the same time.
The felt tip darkened and dried, and then the plastic itself began to warp, the molecular structure of the thing losing its argument with time in a way that should have taken years and was taking seconds.
The barrel bent. The clip corroded.
A smell reached her, acrid and chemical, the specific smell of synthetic materials giving up, of polymers returning to their components, of a thing built to last reaching the end in the space of a breath.
He set it on the counter. He slid the glove back on. What was left was a curved, discolored thing that had been a pen and was now evidence.
She stared at it.
“That was my favorite pen.”
“Then you should not have chosen it.”
“It was a pen I liked.” She picked up the remains. The plastic was brittle, chalky, the texture of something that had been exposed to weather for decades. “And you did that. With your hand.”
“Yes.”
“And the world? Same thing?”
“Slower.”
“Comforting.”
“It was not intended as comfort.”
“Nothing about you is intended as comfort.” She set the pen remains down. “That’s your whole problem.”
He did not respond to the word problem. He had responded to structural problem. The label mattered. The editorial vocabulary mattered.
“How does it feel?” she asked. “Right now. Knowing the world is going to end because of what I said.”
His chin lifted. Not much. The adjustment of a man who has been asked a question he did not expect to have an answer to and has found, to his own surprise, that he does.
“Proximate,” he said.
“Proximate.”
“To completion. I have been performing this function for a very long time. Without variance. Without absence. Without a single interval in which the function was not required.” He looked at the coffee in his hands. The steam had stopped curling toward him. “What I have is a contract that terminates in a completion.”
“The world ends. And you’re out of a job.”
“Yes.”
“And that’s what proximate means. You’re close to being done.”
He did not answer. He did not need to. The answer was in the way he held the mug. Both hands. The careful grip of a man holding a warm thing for what might be one of the last times a warm thing exists to be held.
He wants to stop.
He has wanted to stop for longer than I have been a species.
And I just handed him the off switch.
“You’re not upset about the apocalypse,” she said. A statement of fact, not a question.
“No.”
“Not relieved. Not grateful. Not even happy.”
“Sufficient,” he said. “The word is sufficient.”
“Sufficient is the coward’s word. Sufficient is the word a man uses when he’s afraid to say the real one.”
“You are assigning human emotional architecture to something that does not share your architecture.”
“You just described your own feelings using the word sufficient. You have architecture. You just filed it under something you think I can’t read.” She stepped toward him. “I can read anything.”
The light above the sink flickered.
He looked at her for a long time.
“The wish may be defined,” he said at last. “Not revoked.”
“There we go.”
“The substitute must be equivalent. In weight. In consequence. In truth.”
“And if I fail?”
“The original interpretation stands.”
She eyed him carefully. “The possibilities…”
“You cannot ruin me,” he said.
There.
A defense.
She set her mug down. She leaned forward on her elbows, across the counter, closing the distance between them without moving her feet.
The counter was narrow, and the lean brought her face close enough to see that his eyes were not one color but several, layered, the dark shifting like water over rock. The cold from his side reached her collarbones, sank into the skin above her sternum.
Her mouth went dry against the back of her tongue.
She didn’t move back. She should have.
The assessment was complete. She had the data. His breathing, his stillness, the held seconds before he stepped away from proximity. There was no strategic reason to stay in the radius of that cold, letting it press against her throat like a hand that wasn’t touching her.
She stayed anyway. One count past useful. Two.
His throat moved. A swallow. Small, contained, the kind of motion you would miss if you were not someone who had spent years watching people try to hide their reactions to things they had just read.
He stepped back. One half-step, his heel finding the hallway floor behind him without looking. The cold receded with him.
She noticed it.
She enjoyed it, and the it was not the proximity, not the flicker in the light when he swallowed or the way her pulse had settled into something slower and heavier in the seconds before he stepped back. She enjoyed the information. The way she enjoyed catching a broken third act on page forty.
Liar.
She was dying.
She was standing in her kitchen in her bathrobe with her hands shaking around a mug, and she had just found the crack in three hundred thousand years of him.
She could not take back the wish or negotiate the contract or stop the clock or control a single thing about what was happening to her body or her world or the man in her doorway who had come when she called and would not leave when she told him to.
But she could do this.
The thought sat in her chest the way the brick sat in her pocket, warm and wrong. She did not think further, because that would reveal her cracks. And that was not something she was going to do.
She pulled back, picked up her coffee, and drank it as if nothing had happened.
“When you walk into a hospital room and someone is dying,” she said. “What happens?”
“I touch them. Wrist works best. Shoulder near the base of the neck. Ankle.”
“Ankle? You grab someone’s foot to kill them?”
“The ankle is just the wrist, but lower.”
“Okay. And the family?”
“The family is not my function.”
“The family is standing right there.”
“The family is always standing right there.” He said it the way you say the sky is blue. A fact so old it had stopped being a fact and become weather. “The mother holds her purse strap. The father comes back with coffee he will not drink. The lover does not understand. The pattern does not vary.”
“Do you know why she holds her purse strap?”
He did not answer.
“Because it’s the last thing she picked up when the world was still whole. She grabbed it on the way out the door when her husband called and said come to the hospital. She’s holding it because her hands need something to do, and the purse is the last object she touched when her family was still alive, and letting go of it means letting go of the last second before everything changed.”
Her voice did not break as she thought it would. “I know. I was ten. I held my brother’s hand.”
The kitchen was quiet.
“Countless times,” she said. “And you filed it under function.”
He stood in the doorway and did not speak, and the not-speaking was different from all the other silences. This one was the silence of a man receiving something he could not place.
“You’re standing in my apartment, and my apartment is falling apart.” She ticked it off with her fingers. “The ceiling. The wallpaper. The grout. The paint above the doorframe you’ve been leaning against. I’ve lived here three years without a single crack. You show up and my ceiling looks like a crime scene.”
“Ambient deterioration is a function of proximity duration and structural vulnerability.”
“That’s what you call it when my ceiling starts growing hands.”
“I call it what it is.”
“So you’re the structural problem.”
He paused. “Accurate.”
“And me? Does it do this to me?”
“The ceiling was already compromised. The grout was already weakening. I accelerate what is already in progress. You are in progress. You are not complete.”
“And me?”
“You are in progress.”
She reached toward him. Not fast. The way you test a radiator to see if it’s on, fingers first, reading the air between.
He moved. Not back. Away. The distinction mattered. Back was retreat. Away was the motion of something that had been removing itself from proximity for three hundred thousand years and had the reflex down to muscle memory he shouldn’t have had in muscles he shouldn’t have needed.
“Don’t.”
One word. The first thing he had said all morning that sounded like it cost him something.
“Why?”
“Proximity is ambient. Contact is direct.”
“Direct meaning what?”
“Meaning I do not touch what is not finished.”
She let that land. What is not finished. Not “what I don’t want to touch.” Not “what I’m not allowed to touch.” What is not finished. As if the only things he had ever put his hands on were things that were already over.
“You’ve never touched anything that wasn’t ending.”
He did not answer. The not-answering was the answer.
She looked at his gloves. She had noticed them at the dock. She had noticed them this morning. Leather, dark, fitted close enough that the shape of his hands was visible through them but the skin was not. Not a fashion choice. A policy.
“So here’s what’s going to happen. You broke my apartment by existing near it. That’s your problem. You’re going to fix it. And I am going to find the target for this wish that does not include the end of the world, because you are not going to get what you want. You do not get to be done. Not like this. Not by ending everything because you’re too tired to imagine an alternative.”
“I have a space,” he said. The words slow. Careful. “An apartment. It will not deteriorate. Because it has already deteriorated as much as it is going to.”
“Does it have a bed?”
“There is a bed. I do not use it.”
“Three hundred thousand years and you’ve never slept.”
“I have slept. Infrequently. When the absence of it became noticeable.”
All that time and the man had occasionally slept not because he needed to but because the not-sleeping got loud. Even an entity of endings had moments where the weight sat heavier than function could hold and the only option was to shut down for a while and let it settle.
“Sounds dismal.”
She stared at him. He stared back. And in the silence she saw it. The faintest, most reluctant thing that could have been amusement if he had been a different kind of creature.
“Now get out of my kitchen.”
“No. But I will relocate.”
She glared at him.
He set the mug on the edge of the counter. His fingers released the ceramic slowly, staying curved around the shape of it after it was no longer in them.
She watched his fingers do that, and the watching lasted one beat longer than observation required.
She looked away.
She stood with both hands flat on the counter and her weight on her wrists, and her head down. Her pulse was settling from whatever it had been doing into something she recognized, and the settling felt like a loss, and she was not going to think about why.
Ruin stood in the hallway after she passed and did not move.
The warmth where she had been was already dissipating. The air returned to its baseline, the temperature of his presence that was not cold but was the absence of the warmth that living things generate, the warmth he had not produced in three hundred thousand years.
The green mug was on the counter. He had not drunk the coffee. He had held it. The liquid was cold against the ceramic now, and a hairline crack had bloomed from the chip Eli had put there sophomore year. It ran from the rim to the base. Thin as a thread. New.
The word arrived, and he did not notice it. It sat where it landed, in the space behind his ribs where the wish had pulled, and it did not move and he did not move it. He did not remember the last time he had let something stay where it fell.
The hallway smelled of her now. Not perfume. She did not wear perfume. Soap and sleep and the faintly metallic scent of a body that was fighting something it could not see, and the fighting had a specific olfactory signature.
He knew the smell of someone dying. He had been in rooms with it so many times the smell had become nothing. This was the same scent, and it was not. Different the way the water in a specific glass held by a specific hand in October light is different from every other glass of water that has ever been poured.
He did not like the distinction.
The distinction implied preference. Preference implied orientation. Orientation implied that his attention had moved from the general to the specific and the specific was a woman in a bathrobe who had just called him a structural problem and then called him a coward and then leaned across a counter to measure the distance between his body and his defenses.
He had not told her she was wrong about the purse strap. He had not told her because she was not wrong. He did not know what to do with that.
The cyclamen on the windowsill in the bedroom had opened a third bloom. He had not grown it. He did not grow things. Things near him stopped growing. The cyclamen was near her. Plant. Three blooms. Facing the bed. The classification was technically correct. It was also the least useful thing his framework had ever produced.
He picked up the green mug. He drank the coffee.
It was cold. It tasted of nothing. He had not tasted anything in longer than most civilizations had lasted. But the ceramic was the shape her hand had touched when she poured it, and the coffee was the specific terrible brand she bought because it was cheap and she was
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