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  Prior Rumination


  BETHANY HAINES


  I remembered dying.


  But now I was here, in this dingy hospital room.


  The artillery fire softened outside and I drew closer to the window. The woman reflected in the glass looked back, tonguing her upper lip. Dark cherry hair and black eyes. That wasn’t my reflection. Who the hell? I touched my face; she touched her face. Something in those black eyes: powerful, but lost. Even though I didn’t recognize my own face, I supposed this woman was me. Was this a varied form of amnesia? A type of mental illness where I recall my face and body as different? I had a lifetime of memories but they all featured another woman. The correct woman.


  Bethany Haines.


  I knew who I was, and this woman clearly wasn’t me. I’d earned a strong body, a taller, muscular frame. This slim, house-soft body couldn’t be mine.


  Perplexed, I stood there for a long time, irritated with my new looks. The default is that everybody wants to be someone they’re not. It isn’t true. People just like to bitch about who they are, I suspect. Transformation was not as fascinating as some would expect. Like a sexually transmitted disease, it’s more of something you want to shake as soon as possible.


  A friend at the prison colony once said she didn’t believe people coveted identities. She said that all you need do is get close to the medicine cabinet, see the face in the mirror, either ugly or beautiful or mediocre, and that will tell you everything you need to know—a person will know how to act just by looks alone. A human face, a selfish pound of flesh tells nothing. Or everything in some cases.


  This flesh wasn’t mine. Therefore, I’m not me …


  But I am.


  Outside the hospital, the nearby firefight had calmed. I kept my knees bent though, ready to move from the window if another salvo of bullets peppered the wall. The landscape bewitched me. I’d taken it in for almost an hour now. A black-green forest twisted down, an uneasy fall ending in staggered trenches. Miserable, decayed grins in the dirt. Shadows moved down the western trench. To the west, a cluster of soldiers darted from a furrow at the tree line and made half the distance of the battlefield, running for another series of deep channels in the hillside. Their bodies collided as a hidden machine gun nest near the tree line revealed itself like a fiery star.


  Strange heart thumping in my strange chest, I pressed my nose to the glass to see more. My eyes, unused, heavy things, roamed back and forth in the reflection, seeming to have thirsted for countless years. Another line of soldiers rushed out into the open. Light played off the barrels of the serious artillery they shouldered—and light danced off the soldiers’ eyes—no, not eyes. I squinted. They wore headgear that made the lenses of their eyes reflect a nauseating hot white. Soon, they disappeared down the trench and all I could tell from my brief observation was that they didn’t move like human beings.


  I was obviously ill in the mind.


  Or maybe this was where you went when you died?


  I slipped my too-slim arms together. Years had to have gone by since I’d been a prisoner at the colony. Maybe I’d been lying in this bed the whole time and my muscles atrophied. Someone changed my face? My body? Whatever had occurred, life had been pulled out from under me. I remember the trial, being stripped of citizenship—incarceration on Tyrant CII colony. Harsh living afterward: only nutrient paste for food, a few rapes in the showers from regulatory officers, one with the end of a baton—the memories I could now sort through, like I discovered lost luggage filled with dead babies rather than socks. Well, at least I got to see that reg-officer lying in his own blood the day all the prisoners died. I wish it had been me to fire a round in that tight Adam’s apple of his, the fuck.


  There was an invasion, wasn’t there? All the admin and guards were shot up—and I heard prisoners calling out for help, but I never saw why. Things happened too quickly to chronicle; a tunnel of screams charging into brick-wall darkness. The End.


  Death.


  The breath being taken from my lungs …


  Had I seen somebody right before I died? My memory ended before then. My life had stopped and here I was, in this filthy hospital room.


  For a moment I sat on the bed, fighting the shivers. I got an uneasy feeling of being watched, not from anywhere in the world but within. Something tickled my mind with a razor-sharp nail, trying to sort through my knowledge, through my past, through all the sunshine and the blood. This entity, if it wasn’t pure madness, seemed to be more at home in this new body I’d been given. Could it have been the previous owner?


  Enough with this foolishness. Freaking myself out did little to help. I had to get organized. I’d carefully structured each plan for my crimes. I had a history of hurting people. Men most times. I didn’t much care for men once I tidied their pockets. I never did it for fun, only for distraction. My arrest had done little to change my views; it scared the shit out of me though, yeah—I was cast out of society, my eye implant removed so I could never watch another news feed from the government, no more of my favorite shows. That part of the process had showed me how permanent my stay at the colony would be. I mean, they were taking something away that all citizens had. The robber barons would no longer pump advertising into my head because I didn’t count anymore; I’d made my bed, forever. If I’d ever been or could be special, that was all over, and could never be gained again.


  An explosion rattled the window. In a panic, I jumped up from the bed and sped to the door. I grabbed the knob. It didn’t even turn a centimeter. Another explosion, louder, closer. I slammed back against the door with a gasp. Falling debris swirled outside in an argument of sparks. Would this place be blown up? Had I just awakened to another death?


  I crept over to the window again. A section of the forest had caught fire. Orange gloom warped the land and nightfall had taken what little clarity of the outside I’d earlier possessed. Then, heart stopping, chills dropping in this body’s core, some trees shuttered a few feet away from the window.


  Somebody was there.


  I started forming hysterical defense plans. I wanted my body to react to this. Not this stranger’s—I caught movement outside again. A wrinkled leathery hand pulled a tree branch down at an awful angle. Claws extended from deeply scorched nail beds.


  I fell to my knees, turned and rammed my head under the bed. If the thing came to the window, I didn’t want it to see me, and ditto. Underneath, the bed had been monopolized with cardboard boxes and I could hardly vanish from view. I grabbed a box and tried to move it. Nope. It’d been stuck in there good.


  Something twittered under the bed.


  I jerked my hand back. Knobby knees squeaked against the tile and burned. There, in between two crates, scampered a fat white rat with glittering blood-colored eyes, nose twitching and wiry tail slapping happily. It didn’t seem too concerned about me, as though we’d met before. Maybe we had. The rat did not inquire for long and disappeared back into its maze of boxes.


  “Shit,” I said, partly in relief. I could deal with a rat before dealing with that thing outside. Pressing up from the ground, I took a quick look back out the window. The trees no longer shook, the clawed hand no longer there, but still the scene wasn’t really reassuring only because I couldn’t see anything outside. I wouldn’t be going over to make sure though. To hell with that. A couplet of explosions exchanged in the distance.


  I sank back down. Underneath the bed, close to the rat’s trail, something had winked silver. The silver thing was something important. How I knew this, who knew? But that thing browsing my mind seemed to think so. The silver thing was some kind of a wrapper stuck between two crates. I extended my arm between them, thick dust sifting over my damp skin. I prayed the rat wouldn’t come back for finger food. Did rats eat fingers? That’s stupid …


  The faint sounds of footsteps rippled in the hall. My heart raced. Who could be coming? What kind of a person was attached to those footsteps? Captor or rescuer? Or that monster from outside? My fingertip touched the plastic edge and I dragged the wrapper back. The flimsy thing shifted sideways and came within reach. Fine. Great. I could snag it when I was alone again. The footsteps became crisper, fast.


  I withdrew from the bed and my arm stopped halfway. I pulled hard and one of the crates shuttered. I tried to shimmy my elbow past a crate that had moved inward. It was no good. My arm wasn’t going anywhere.


  The clomping steps in the hall echoed now, filling the space just on the other side of the door. Sweat popped on my forehead and long cold streams slipped down my back. I thrashed, felt out of control, and inside my mind, oh somewhere deep down and midnight cold, this voyeur watched and shared every bit of the terror with me; neither of us could get free. Stupid! Over a little piece of trash? What had I been thinking? Or had it been only me going after that wrapper? Had the voyeur in my head egged me on without my realizing? Stop it, stop it, stop it!


  I tugged again, trying to release my arm, and my shoulder socket rang from the contortions.


  Keys jangled outside the room. Menacing snaky sound.


  Why?


  Because my voyeur knew who those keys belonged to; my voyeur understood the stakes. My voyeur harped on one of my memories. My voyeur studied this memory well, for whatever reason. Maybe my voyeur wanted to gain something from it. The only thing I brought to the table was an aged hate, like a treasure barrel of port, and my only memory, yes, it was coming, was of a red-haired man, gloomily freckled body, auburn pubic hair, who had had his way with me and passed out, no problem, which led me to crease his neck with a paring knife, and that led to a high-pitched screech that called his red-headed twin thundering up the stairs. I hadn’t put my whole body into the cut and had to escape (just like now) and the only way out of his bedroom was the window. I quickly pushed the slider up into the frame, brought it out, set it against the wall and kicked out the screen. The jump had not been long to the alley below, but I’d still sprained my goddamn ankle.


  My father had been a window and glass repair specialist; he taught me everything about the trade to keep me from hooking in the hasher districts—did I recall Dad’s name now? Uh, no. My voyeur had forced me to think about a father I hardly remembered, and about window and glass manipulation, and all I wanted to do was get my arm free—


  In the hall, the key wiggled into the lock and my thoughts returned from that husk of a memory. I yanked back and wrenched my body sideways, as hard as I could. Several bones in my wrist disengaged and I sucked in a scream. Shooting up to stand, my new eyes filled. Flares of pain went up my elbow and two tears spilled down my cheeks. My wrist heated. I felt dazed. The room filled with golden stars, and the door flung open.


  The hallway looked like an empty pit in Hell; there was no light there, not even shadows, and the only sound I could hear was dripping water. The woman in the doorway had an old-fashioned hair style, raven bangs cut evenly at the halfway point of her forehead, and the rest spreading across her shoulders like dark energy. She was dressed in patterned scrubs, so I took her for a nurse, though the intent in her eyes did not suggest healing.


  But I needed some. My wrist had ballooned in size and pulsed.


  The nurse stood motionless in the threshold. Only her eyes moved. Blue-gray things, they seemed to map me out with slow, silver etchings. My mouth opened to say something, to greet her, to do something in the absurd silence, but a warning went off inside my core, a missive: wait her out, see what she does, don’t make the first move, react, do NOT say a word, not yet any way, trust this.


  The woman, this silent, pretty nurse appeared to challenge this notion with more calm. We had looked at each other for over a minute now and nothing had been said. I wanted to look away from her, look at anything besides those pale slopes of baby fat and that painted smile. I swallowed; the spit seemed to travel a mile before it went down my throat.


  Finally the silence broke. Repeating gunfire outside and a far off, a miniature voice crying, “Go! Go! Go! Go!”


  I’d hoped for this to unscrew the tension a few threads. I’d even looked over to the window. The window. Was that what my voyeur had wanted? For me to figure a way out through that window? Just as I had in the red-haired man’s bedroom? The realization made me want to laugh.


  When I looked back I was hoping to share a laugh, and though the nurse’s ready smile seemed to lust just for that, the humor raced away from me, repulsed. The nurse leaned into the doorframe and swept her gaze down my body, one blue-gray stroke. It wasn’t a predatory look. I got that. Another indescribably long moment passed like this and I occasionally massaged my wrist (regretting it, needing it, and regretting it again).


  “I’m Bethany Haines.” The voice wasn’t mine.


  Bright red lipstick smile, ear to ear, the nurse leaned into the hallway and her eyes brightened. She came inside and closed the door. Something large, incredibly large, filled the hallway behind her. I could hear deep, trilling lungs fueling and wasting, like jungle cats in one of those old movies I used to watch on my eye implant. When the door closed the sound died in an instant. The nurse walked along the wall, sideways to me, rapped her nails against the plaster. Her voice was soft, baby-talk. “Bethany, did you hurt yourself?”


  I let go of my wrist. “I tried to pull open the door.”


  The nurse swatted the bed. I obeyed and sat. Soon, the woman towered over me with those stormy augers looking down. “Why would you do that? It’s safer in here with the war going on.”


  With a furtive look to the window, I said, “Who’s at war?”


  Another genuine smile gleamed with perfect white teeth, only a few stained with gory lipstick.


  “Who’s fighting the war?” I prompted, in case she hadn’t heard me.


  “Everybody,” she told me. “Hush now. So you’re Bethany today …” She ran a hand down my hair as though I were some sort of pet.


  “I’m Bethany … every day,” I answered with a squeak. My pulse quickened. If she thought I was some kind of toy she could live out her lipstick fantasies on, she had another thing coming. I still had one good hand to smack her upside the head. But then there was that presence in my mind, my voyeur, watching, instructing: just be calm, she’ll know you’re scared, she’ll know.


  The hair stroking went on, and I decided to divert the nurse’s attention. When I spoke, she brought her fingers to her lips. The nails were polished with the same maraschino intensity as her pouting lips. “What should I do? For my wrist?”


  “Do you like makeup?” Her voice had suddenly gone flat and lost the silly baby quality. “Do you like my makeup?”


  “Sure.” She frowned slightly, so I added, “Very much—”


  She got closer. I looked down. Her scrubs had little cherubs shooting arrows at each other. The neck line had opened generously to reveal two firm breasts. I didn’t look at them though, only sensed their presence below. Bravely I returned my eyes to her face. Her snowy skin glowed the closer she got. I felt the waxy residual on my cheek, heard the tiny smacking sound, as she pulled back. I didn’t bother to wipe it off, not then anyway. With dull curiosity, her mouth slowly peeled back. “If you were a man, would you call on me,” eyes overloading with blue, “would you want to?”


  “I don’t—”


  “Just answer, Bethany.” She said my name with such contempt I wondered if she believed who I said I was.


  A new thought came as the nurse stood. Had I been a man, would I have laid out rich bitches and cut their throats, emptied their purses? Would I have been the same person? I stammered as the nurse began to frown, “Sure, of course. You’re pretty.”


  The baby talk returned. “I am pretty, but you’re lying to me. You’ll find I’m not a person to be lied to—I don’t care which one you are.”


  “I’m sorry. Which one? I don’t understand.”


  Instead of answering, the nurse added, “I’ll get some cold compresses and something to numb that.” She eyed my swollen wrist. “Try knocking on the door next time—you aren’t an animal, you know.”


  I nodded to indicate I hadn’t conceived of that. Suddenly, she reached forward and grabbed my wrist. My teeth ground into my lower lip, and I thought about the reg-officers at the colony, unsure what cruel thing would follow—rending, twisting, pulling, pressing, but the nurse caught my leg also and folded it inward. Next she gently placed my wrist across my knee. Soft, breezy words, like a mommy to a babe. “Keep it elevated until I return, sugar sweet.”


  She opened the door. I saw some thing lumber away, freeing a path for her. Gently, the nurse picked at a chocolate-colored mole on her upper arm, then looked at me like I’d just appeared in the room. “Don’t ever lie to me again. You hear me?” She looked deeper into my eyes, like she wasn’t talking to me.


  Holy shit, was she talking to my voyeur?


  “I—”


  The door shut and the dead bolt turned over.


  My eyes moved to the meshed window. My intuition told me that the glass was blast proof, polydreth-composite and triple paned, double mortared into the outer wall. There would be no tinkering with it, no escape through such a formidable surface, not without a wrecking ball. I’d removed many windows with Dad and I knew the weak designs from the sturdy. This was battle sturdy.


  Just like that, my voyeur surfaced, frustrated that I’d taken so long to come to a conclusion about something so simple. That single thought about the window, that one resignation, and in response the world suddenly went dark. I was blacking out. At first I thought it might be the pain in my wrist, but it hadn’t been throbbing in the last few minutes. Before I could reflect on anything else, I sunk back, overdosing on reality. Bright things unraveled. It was now clear. My voyeur wasn’t a voyeur, I understood. No, not a voyeur, and not pleased at all.


  SAMANTHA WRIGHT


  My shoulder throbbed but the rest of my body felt magnificent. I don’t think I’d ever been in such fine shape. There was a time, not so long ago, that I remember being so heavy I had to pull myself out of bed with a guide rail. It’d been a long time since I weighed myself, but I was over three hundred pounds, easy. Moving around hurt my joints something fierce, so when I could, I tried to avoid unnecessary outings to the office. Somebody had to pay the bills however. Good old Samantha Wright, taking care of business in a dirty floral moo-moo, no time or money for gen-therapy or surgical procedures. Just time to eat double Monte Cristo sandwiches and get more disgusting to myself (and I’m guessing others). My life was only worth the blueprints I produced and when you’re at home all the time you can think of some wild shit, design wise.


  What building had I been working on before I blacked out? Structural integrity of a multiplex built on atom propulsion pads—there had to be more assignments than just that, but that’s all I could remember. In this hospital room I couldn’t tell if these dreams of architecture were some kind of fantastic fluke, a glimpse into a different lifetime.


  I’d dropped over eighty pounds and with that weight, most of my memories. Strange thing was that I had some recollections pulled to the front of my mind—those fuzzy pieces of engineering logic remained as though my only purpose was to view the world through its load-bearing beams and counter-balances. Not much good it would do me in a tiny little room, locked up tight.


  I wondered who else was trapped in this place.


  Outside the polydreth window I took in the surroundings in layers. First layer: a long yellow dirt road, side to side. Second: a canopy of pine trees descending into a shallow valley. Third: balding earth between the scarcities of foliage. Fourth: a network of trenches and coiled razor wire, an occasional stone bunker and mounted weapon. Fifth: slate-colored hills wreathed in fog. Last: the blanched ribbon of sky above. It looked like a damned battle had gone on outside, but the land was empty.


  I wished I could go out and run a mile, test out this new, better me. Something told me I’d never run a mile before, but I couldn’t think that far back through my one-sighted focus. Rather than dwell on engineering or even try to recall my life, it felt good just to stand there, so skinny and balanced, and read each layer outside with interest. I was so trim and fit, not wobbling side to side and wincing at the pain in my ankles and in my chest—breathing! Yes, air coming into the lungs, filling them up without putting hitches in my sides. I could hardly make out my own face in the window’s reflection. No triple chin, no doughy neck. Magnificent! I don’t ever remember looking this way before—had my hair been that dark red color? Was that another lost memory?


  I couldn’t even recognize the face in the window’s reflection. That wasn’t me. I hadn’t lost weight. I had become someone else, like my mind had been transplanted since I blacked out back at the prison colony.


  Why was I here, anyhow? It felt more like a cell than a hospital room. The door jiggled in its frame as the lock turned. Something behind my eyes stung at the sound. My heart hammered. My skin chilled. The warning became unbearable. There was a sixth sense blaring like a fog horn in my cranium. Careful, it said.


  As the nurse walked in, the sensation peaked and my fingernails and toenails buzzed.


  “Hello.” She carried a box under her arm. “Go ahead and sit on the bed.”


  I grabbed the plastic footboard. “Can I stand?”


  “You need to sit with me, so we can play this game you wanted to play.”


  “I wanted?”


  The nurse nodded quickly. The straight perfection of her bangs reinforced her nod. After she placed the box on the bed, she patted the other side. “Come on, you asked.”


  “I must have amnesia or something—I don’t remember asking to play a game and I don’t remember you.”


  The nurse pressed her lips together. They appeared to quiver for a moment, about to say something and then letting it go. “What do you remember?”


  “I’d say I’m running on about one percent memory.”


  The nurse resumed setting up the game. Whatever I said hadn’t made a dent. So, slowly, I went to the bedside. There I watched her dig out the contents of the tattered box. She looked about thirty years old, around five-seven, in better shape than I was—well, not anymore—my body had changed, and I kept forgetting. The nurse also had lovely blue-gray eyes. It was a shame she chose such coquettish makeup. All in all though, she seemed a little spaced out but otherwise harmless.


  That assessment didn’t appease the little voice—the tinker in my head—the little elf that threw the switches inside and suggested I run for my fucking life. It must have all been part of my head trauma or mental illness. If that’s really why I was here …


  The game was Candyland. For some reason I wasn’t surprised at seeing the box. The gingerbread man pieces were cruddy with something that resembled dried tar and the spinner had snapped off. Deep water damage had made the picture on the game board nearly indistinguishable. A smile crossed the nurse’s face when she’d finished setting up. I extended my hand to her, a little awkwardly. “I’ll just reintroduce myself, if you don’t mind? Samantha Wright.”


  No, breathed my little elf in disappointment.


  The nurse’s waxy red lips twisted and she winked at me. Winked? She grabbed the dice and shook them vigorously. “I go first.”


  “After we finish,” I asked, “can I go walking? I’d really enjoy that.”


  The nurse stabbed her game piece into every cell as she moved down the candy path. “Nope, nope. It’s safer in here than outside.”


  “Just for a bit?”


  A pair of meat-locker eyes turned up at me, and I flinched at the change. I folded my arms across my breasts. It was getting cold in the room. “Stop being silly and go. We have to use dice, spinner’s broken.” She forced a fist out with the dice inside. “After this I need to bring lunch.”


  The dice dropped into my hand, and I stared for a moment at the yellowed cubes. I rolled and began playing. The nurse swept up the dice for another vigorous shake.


  “Can I speak to a doctor about my condition?”


  “Of course, sugar sweet. Ask away.”


  The dread inside built into a desperate claustrophobia; I wanted to push the walls out and breathe deeper with these new, healthier lungs. Not paying any mind to the board game, I daydreamed about tearing out the mortar and wood from the walls. How could that be done? demanded my little elf. Jesus, I was losing it. Can that be done? the elf asked again. How would an engineer think of escape?


  How do I escape?


  How do I escape?


  Didn’t the elf mean we, I thought. How do we escape? Weren’t we in this together? Perhaps I’d acquired this second personality after the Tyrant prison colony—


  Yes! I’d been incarcerated, hadn’t I? And then … someone had come to my cell. Had it been this nurse? Had she rescued me? I wanted to ask but she didn’t seem in the mood for more questions.


  The nurse tilted her head and examined me very carefully. “Why aren’t you going?”


  I took my turn and got to move a few extra cells. When I glanced up, the nurse hadn’t taken her eyes off me. “Your turn,” I said, but had a feeling nothing would penetrate her thought process.


  The nurse slipped off the bed and leaned against the wall. From her pocket she took out a white box of cigarettes and shook one loose. After lighting the end with a disposable lighter, she let go a bluish cloud that momentarily obscured everything except her eyes. “You’re still sore with me, aren’t you?” she said, puffing.


  “I told you, I can’t remember anything.”


  “You want to keep lying to me? I’ll have to keep teaching you, until you learn. Make them go away, or I’ll give you another treatment. You know what I’m talking about.”


  This was pissing me off now. “What the hell are you talking about, lady? I don’t know who you are. I don’t know even myself. So back off!”


  My outburst hadn’t affected the nurse in the least. She calmly finished her cigarette and then crushed the lipstick-stained butt on the wall. That frantic part of me prayed it would burn a hole there, and I could wiggle my fingers inside and tear away the drywall. Lot of good that would do me—this wasn’t drywall.


  “I’ll get your soup,” said the nurse as she boxed up the game. “Maybe we’ll play again some other day.”


  I watched her go and listened to the dead bolt slide over. The smell of cigarettes hung in the room. I glided my palm over the wall, searching out the studs and shaking my head. There was a layer of cinderblock here. Still, I pressed down with my palm, imagining my anger melting the wall. A bolt of pain went through my wrist and into my shoulder. I caught the tenderness and for the first time noticed the raspberry bruising on the side of my wrist. When had I done that? Recently—had to be. It felt like I’d dislocated it or something.


  The elf agreed with me. It asked if I really had nothing to offer on the structural analysis of this hospital room. Were there any weak points? Were there any methods I could employ with my bare hands to escape?


  Who was the little elf living in my skull, throwing switches, pulling levers, hell-bent on getting me out of this room? I dropped down on the bed, trembling. Praying to a god might have helped, but I was already damned. The bad thing, what I’d done to get myself locked up in the prison colony, was all I was allowed to remember, that single memory of burning my competitor’s office down. The flames were still bright in my mind, the flowers of rising smoke, the yelling, the first floor daycare windows blowing out into the street. I hadn’t been thinking about getting caught at the time, or anything else for that matter. Well, except for the gravitational flaws in J. J. Monroe’s design, and how it would all come toppling down because of an overtaxed cold boiler.


  I wanted to check the news on my eye implant, just to see if the fire took everything. Had it been put out before it reached every floor? How many people never made it out alive? I couldn’t remember.


  And I couldn’t check my implant in prison because they’d extracted it—the idea of such an invasion to my body, the theft of something every citizen received, still boiled my blood. And this person didn’t have an implant either—maybe they were a criminal too?


  So there is no way out of the room? asked the elf. None that you can think of?


  “Not unless,” I whispered, disgusted, “you can pick a lock. It’s a deadbolt, so good luck. These walls are too strong.”


  This was all the elf needed to hear. Suddenly I folded into darkness and groped for something and found nothing. All my previous thoughts and memories returned, an entire life full of love and hate, but I had no mind to play with the concepts. A few things became apparent upon my fading realization, just a split second before imprisonment: I’d been wrong. This young body wasn’t mine, and its brain had never belonged to me. Never. I’d only been granted its use for a short time today, and now my time was over.


  Samantha Wright was the small voice, the mania, the insanity in someone else’s head; I was the little elf. And I wasn’t the only soul slamming a metaphorical fist on the cerebral walls of this woman with dark cherry hair. Along with me, there were other prisoners in this woman. Hundreds of thousands of them. We were trapped in her brain, just as surely as she was trapped in this room.


  Rumination: THE DICTATOR


  THE SCARCE DAYS OF SELF


  There has to be someone else in my head who can figure a way out of here.


  It sounded like a joke. Had anyone in her own life told her a joke? Had she laughed at it? Had she told them a joke? If she treaded the cerebral waters for a while, pawing through each wave, a different person, a different horror, she could see many jokes and endless laughter—even for those, whoever they were, who waited in her skull.


  The Woman ducked under the bed again but decided to wait before going after the wrapper. You have time.


  Bethany and Samantha, the others she windowed, could have been much more helpful, one woman who worked on windows, another a civil engineer. Worthless, but no sense blaming them. Perhaps if she combed her mind long enough she would find an escape artist, a Houdini.


  But how did she know about Houdini and not about her own life? Her name?


  The Woman’s stomach answered with a burble. You don’t know about Houdini. They do. The prisoners in your head know many things and they are all there for your use. They are a part of you.


  She took a deep breath and began pacing the room. No. Her mind’s contents were separate from theirs, her soul was separate, her memories were separate, and her intentions were separate. Those dark minds budding in her consciousness could be useful in small servings. Until recently, the Woman vowed to never bring a complete mind forward, and yet she had with Samantha and with Bethany. It was painful to only bring a portion of a personality to the surface and she now understood that bringing one completely forward had made her question her own identity, and assume theirs.


  If she did escape, how would she deal with what lay beyond this place? How would she take her chances with the tall soldiers that wandered through the forest, lumbering in their giant boots, swinging their clawed hands—those radiant white goggles fixed to silver headsets?


  A chill fluttered through her midsection and saliva thickened on her tongue, followed by a small preemptive burp. Nausea stung her nose. She decided there was need for distraction. With her arm span she measured the room, just for something to do. Four spans by six spans. Déjà vu. She’d done this very thing before, maybe a week ago, or a year. The prisoners’ memory content remained unblemished, but the Woman’s only stretched for about three or four days now.


  Was it a side effect from having hundreds of thousands of minds stockpiled in her brain? What would one more mind be, compared to all the others? Perhaps it didn’t work that way—too many questions, too few answers and everything sped up, where thoughts became gibberish—she didn’t know; she just wanted to feel the air outside and be somewhere besides this place—let me free, please let me.


  Stinging red puke blasted from her mouth. She wanted to stop the flow across the dingy-tiled floor. She tried. Failed. An abdominal muscle pulled from the force, and a trembling cry of pain fell from her mouth with the last drips. The light in the ceiling flickered once, as it sometimes did, just to remind her that no matter how miserably monotonous this room was, nighttime would fall again, the bombs would drop, grenades explode, machineguns fire, soldiers walk, lurk and watch and it would all be hidden in the dark. Tears came and the Woman wiped her mouth with her hospital gown sleeve.


  Something silver winked under the bed. She got closer. Getting on her hands and knees, she crawled under, cautious of Mr. Rat. The crates had gone askew from the previous investigation, but the wrapper could almost be reached. A triangle of sunlight caught the edge and she could make out black Romanized letters printed on the silver face. CAP—


  She thought about reaching with her good hand, but a rummaging sound from the crates near the headboard made her rethink this. Her little roommate had built his nest back there. He was back there hiding, probably every bit as desperate and alone as she was. It wasn’t fair, she decided. It wasn’t fair that either of them were trapped in this place with only their bewilderment and terror to keep them company.


  “I’ll be your friend,” the Woman said absently. Her knees crackled as she stood. The vomit on the floor had splashed on the walls in a violent arc. Looking at it made her stomach clench. She took the top sheet off the bed, wadding it into a large ball.


  After she finished scrubbing up the mess, she folded the sheet and placed it near the door. After a few mindless minutes sitting on the bed, her stomach began to growl. Her body was estranged from her—food would be nice, yes, but food meant Nurse Maggie. As many times as the Woman started over with her thoughts and emotions, with her ID and ego, with everything, she never lost her fear of the nurse.


  The Woman went to the door and dropped down to look underneath. Her weight went onto the bad wrist and she moaned. It took a few moments to right herself again, had to breathe through the nose, out the mouth, pant like a dog, grit her teeth and cry a little more. She edged nearer to the crack. A warm, moldy odor flowed from underneath. She placed her face against the tile, also warm. Little flecks of dirt dug at her skin as she pressed her eye to the one-inch crack. It took a second to focus. The pain in her wrist pounded in her shoulder, but it made her concentrate. She pressed closer and her eyes went wider to drink in whatever was on the other side. Everything went still as she saw—


  A blue-gray eye stared back at her, wet with love, and the Woman wanted to tear away from the door screaming, but could do nothing but remain fixated. The eye felt like a twin to her own. The glassy surface sparkled beyond the mascara-heavy eyelashes and, despite its glowing vitality, seemed numb. It was Maggie’s eye and she was dead. She had died right outside the door and now how would the Woman ever get out of this room?


  The eye on the other side of the door blinked. The Woman shuttered. With her heart pumping so fast and her breathing caught in her throat, little black stars twinkled across her vision. The eyelashes swatted together again. Maggie sighed with her hot, smoky marshmallow breath. “Are you yourself again? I’m never far from you, sugar sweet,” she whispered. “Trust will set you free. Only trust. Then all else will follow.”


  The Woman heard her own pitiful, trembling voice ask, “I want to know who I am.”


  Maggie squinted playfully. “Why should you care? You have so many different hats to wear.”


  Maggie knew then. She knew about the prisoners inside.


  “Why are they inside me?” asked the Woman. “They’re all horrible people from some prison colony.”


  “Our parents—fault lies with them.”


  She stiffened. “We’re sisters?”


  “No.”


  “Are we adopted?”


  “They created us.”


  The tile seemed to grow colder under the Woman’s face. “So we are related?”


  “Not in blood.” Once again, Maggie’s voice thickened with emotion.


  “I don’t understand. Then how?”


  “Too many of the same questions, sugar sweet.”


  “That’s all I have in here.”


  “No!” Maggie snapped, eye turning electric blue. “You have me. We have each other. We’re out from the cold, we’re safe and we love each other. Why aren’t you grateful for that? You know it’s all we need. You know!”


  “Yes,” the Woman replied. “Sorry.”


  Maggie’s eye vanished, leaving only gray darkness under the door. “I’ll get lunch now.” The statement drifted away.


  Cradling her hand, the Woman got up and circled the bed before dropping down. Who were these parents? She and Maggie shared them but weren’t related. That didn’t make any sense. Of course it didn’t. Maggie was being deceptive. Too many questions, sugar sweet.


  The Woman waited over an hour, at one point lying back and almost falling asleep. Explosions boomed in the distant hills but when she got up she couldn’t make anything out from the window. Afterward she silently went and put her ear to the door. It sounded like the empty hallways flowed with turbulent winds, or spirits. Cautiously, the Woman got back down and looked under the door. This time, no eye looked back.


  As much as she hated the thought of the bed, she sat again. Her anticipation had dulled to acute boredom. Her toes fluttered, her hands clasped, her teeth ground her lips. She waited for Maggie in a minute, in an hour, and more.


  But the nurse never showed.


  MR. RAT


  Her bladder lasted until the next day. What little leaked onto the floor was dark yellow, a shade away from brown. There had been a stretch of time, earlier in the morning, when the Woman’s bowels eased. She didn’t want to live in a room with her own filth, so she held it in, biting her fist and swaying on the bedside. It helped her to forget the gnashing hunger pains in her abdomen. Then she reached a breaking point. Brown fluid passed out of her bowels for a frighteningly long time. The bed sheet in the corner had seen better days but she could be grateful that with wrapping up the mess there hadn’t been a prevalent smell left in the room.


  Other than that personal ordeal, things had been quiet today. She heard Maggie singing last night and a little this morning. Long notes that found no echo, bottles breaking, sobbing, howling something. The Woman strained her ears to hear it in a way that made sense. It’d be easy to call Maggie insane but how could she label someone crazy? The Woman had voices in her head, for god’s sake. God forsaken … They weren’t voices, she reminded herself. Actually, they weren’t even consciousnesses, not until she let them borrow her body—the prisoners were dormant, like files on a computer.


  In her brain there were four vast areas that cordoned off the prisoners, like cell blocks. When the Woman tried to go past these, her vision dimmed and she retched at the emptiness felt inside. She wasn’t ready to go treading outside the four cell blocks—and that fact wasn’t subtle. Reviewing each cell block hundreds of times, she discovered that each contained criminals of every variety. Differences between the partitions were only structural: some groups were neatly filed, one after another, males and females, career criminals and petty criminals, easy to navigate, while other groups were a migraine-inducing chaos, no reason or method applied to the storage, just random mental profiles.


  She assumed the physical bodies of these people once existed in a real prison somewhere—this prison colony they kept talking about; that or she was insane—no, they were too real to be fabricated by her imagination. Maybe they were all lying somewhere in hospital beds like hers, brain dead. Maybe all of those minds were her past lives and she’d retained them somehow. And maybe if she ever met these “parents” Maggie spoke about, she could ask them.


  Too many maybes, she thought. Staring out her window, the truth seemed as far away as the mountains. Other than their grandeur, the view held one interesting sight. A convoy of armored vehicles had tracked through the muddy roads onto the northern slope. Several platoons marched behind. They looked like brown twigs wiggling in the sunlight, disintegrating. What were those soldiers fighting for? Which side was the good side? Would it even matter if she learned such things?


  The Woman closed her pounding eyes. It would make sense that this hospital would be overwhelmed with injured soldiers. There should be screaming, orders being barked, gurney wheels squeaking around sharp corners in crowded hallways, phones ringing, idle, hysterical chatter, the burden of struggle weighing down the air, but there was only her and this room. Only her, those creatures outside, and Maggie and—


  Mr. Rat scurried out from under the bed. He froze when he saw the Woman, whiskers twitching and eyes wide and intense. Against the wall, knees to her chest, the Woman made no move, just watched the skinny rodent scamper to each corner. The rat didn’t seem afraid once she remained still and even came back after the food search ended in letdown.


  A random, black thought occurred to her, and she couldn’t be sure if it was her own or one she borrowed from a prisoner. You aren’t getting out of here, Mr. Rat. We’re all fucked. The best gift I can give you is death. It will set you free. Tit for tat. We would be helping each other.


  The rat wouldn’t have made much of a meal, but then, compared to her current options, it was a banquet on four paws.


  The Woman’s fists balled and her biceps flexed. Desperation could shore up some terrible strength. It scared her to think how easy it would be to grab the little white body in one hand and rip the head off in the other. She imagined it. It was doable. This deplorable thing was doable. So was stripping off the skin and fingering out the muscle, gobbling up the organs, small and scarce as they might be. There were some prisoners who’d actually eaten people, fellow human beings, the tastes and sensations all preserved for her to sample; reading those unmentionables stored in the prisoners’ minds was never intentional, but groping in the dark, you’re liable to grab something occasionally you have no business grabbing. So the Woman inadvertently learned from a cannibal or two that mammalian flesh did not differ significantly. One prisoner had grilled a young woman’s gluteus muscles on his barbeque for the Fourth of July. It hadn’t smelled any different than a flank steak. So what would this little rat taste like? Probably like red meat. That’s it. She didn’t have a way to cook Mr. Rat or make sure he wasn’t infested with plague, but that might be her only shot. This was certainly what other people would do. Ain’t that right? Or was her only comparison the prisoners? She could get wrapped up in how cute the rodent was, she could sympathize with its plight being similar to hers, and she could let her one chance at food slip back under the bed and go on listening to her stomach chortle at her foolishness.


  Mr. Rat gradually made his way to
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