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			Dedication

			To the brave who dare to create.

		
	
		
			
			Part One

		
	
		
			
			
				1

				The Dumps

			
			Allotment day was the best day to get mugged in the Dumps. Bodies moved fast, eyes craved—it was always a frenzy. While foot traffic zoomed left and right, many fidgeted in the money line, waiting for their turn. The old ticket booth was built like a tank, but the man behind the glass was still just as nervous as everyone else.

			“Name?” the teller asked. Fine beads of sweat speckled his forehead.

			“Izzy Ker,” Isobel said through the black bandanna tied over her mouth and nose, a smear of white across her forehead. “Hurry, please.”

			“M’hurrying.” Keeping his head low, he yanked a binder from a shelf of slots behind him. He flipped through the yellowed pages with rough, practised swipes. A bony finger slid down the dry paper. He froze on her name, then lifted his gaze. “M-m-mark?”

			Isobel looked over her shoulder, past the dizzying bustle and through the clouds of weightless dust, minding the shadows. She pulled back her sleeve to show the teller her scar. He gave a rapid nod and plunged his hands into a rusty metal box by the wall beside him, tossing clanking junk around.

			“D-d-darn it. Ah.” He pulled out a small rectangular flashlight and beamed it over her inner wrist, causing the branding to change from its usual pink and gold to a shimmering green. A cloth pouch landed on the metal counter, the jostled coins within giving a small but satisfying ring.

			“Careful, Izzy K-Ker.” 

			Isobel scooped it up, shoved it in her pocket, and was off before the next person in line could push her out of the way. Courtesy was a forgotten practice on this day in the Dumps and an endangered treasure of the old order on any other.

			Darting down a narrow lane, Isobel jumped over discarded tricycles, broken crates, and piles of trash waiting to be burned. Light on her feet, she hopscotched over a dark puddle, then a dead cat, flies and maggots feasting on its meagre and otherwise unsalvageable flesh. She spotted a dark corner. After ensuring it was unoccupied, she sidled into it, hiding from view.

			Back against the wall, eyes closed, she pulled down her bandanna and took a deep breath. Moving quickly and staying concealed were the best ways to keep safe in the poor parts of Etching—and those were all the parts, except for Mahl City. With the whole of its perimeter fortified by a twelve-metre-high wall of electrically charged cement, Mahl hoarded it all: wealth, mansions, technology, food, clean running water, and plant life. Protected under their dome from the scorching sun, its residents shared but a sliver with the rest of the metropolis, lovingly called the Dumps, otherwise abandoned to itself after the tyrannical Great Burn. It was a feat to reach the end of each day fed and unscathed.

			A soft exhale. The sun beat down onto the cobblestone street, exposing the flaws of the row housing lining it—chunks broken off from the stone facades, lightning-shaped cracks in every window, if there were windows at all, slanted doorframes, split foundations. Isobel blinked, the beauty of disintegration not lost on her. She let the roundness of the stones and the sharp edges of the cracks seep into her eyes. An inhale. 

			One foot out into the brightness, Isobel stopped. Howling travelled up from farther down the street, reaching her like the police sirens of bygone times. She pressed herself back into the corner, body tight against the wall. It was a pack of Hounds—worshippers of psychotropic art and goons for those who made it—and they dashed one by one past her hiding place, laughing maniacally. Their faces covered with white sun-blocking crink, hole-ridden leather masks, or caged helmets, they yelled obscenities about Purist artists and their defective genitals as they hooted and banged on the walls with their brass truncheons. Breath quick and shallow, Isobel watched them pass.

			They turned the corner and headed for the allotment square. Isobel counted to ten and sprinted, obstacle-racing down dilapidated streets, until she made it to Barlin’s. With a glance left, then right, she slinked up to the entrance and slipped in.

			The air was warm and the smell immediately comforting. Someone cleared their throat.

			“Hello, Mr. Barlin,” Isobel said.

			“Miss Izzy,” the store owner greeted her. His face was creased with premature aging thanks to the sun’s harsh kiss and his constant worry. “How is it out there today?”

			“Always worse.” She approached the glass counter behind which he stood, and she peered at the stone-carved knick-knacks lined neatly inside: a rocking horse, a howling wolf, a few pointy-eared rabbits. “I’ll take a square number two, a round one, and a filbert four, please. Th-the good ones.”

			Barlin dropped into a crouch and opened the display cupboard from behind the counter. He tugged on a hidden drawer, plucked out the brushes, and wrapped them securely in a strip of burlap. Standing, he handed the roll to Isobel.

			“Watch yourself, Miss Izzy.”

			Isobel nodded. She was more concerned with getting out quickly, not wanting to attract attention to Barlin’s shop. Even his small display of crafts, though surrounded by a rich assortment of harmless goods, was enough to provoke a raid. As she grabbed the bundle, Barlin cupped his free hand over hers, effectively trapping her. Meeting his eyes, she saw fear, and hope. The hope troubled her more, because she knew he placed it in her.

			Isobel forced a smile and slipped her hands out, pulling the package with them. She tucked the wrapped-up brushes into her waistband, and Barlin dropped the coins she’d left on the counter into his pant pocket.

			“Come again!” he called as she left.

			Isobel scanned her surroundings. The sounds of the city, brought alive by coin and the lack thereof, resounded all around. She dashed across the street and under the shade of an awning, stopped, and took off again, running in zigzags all the way home.

		
	
		
			
			
				2

				Squirrel

			
			A bent clothesline pole leaned against the back of the building, propped in place by its kinked, knotted line and a nest of drooping telephone wires. Among the low-reaching debris, Isobel’s fingers caught the frayed end of a rope and yanked. An iron staircase slowly creaked its way down. Isobel scurried up, eyes darting to her blind spots, and pulled the staircase back into place. A narrow metal-grate walkway led her across to the other corner of the building and to the unlatched window that would welcome her to safety.

			Legs in first, Isobel dropped into her studio loft and closed the window behind her.

			“Finally,” a voice said from a couch tucked away in the far-right corner. The small loft took the whole eastern end of the building, with one window facing north and the other, from which she had entered, facing south. The light was good.

			“Stars, Joan.” Isobel put her hand on her heart. “I didn’t know you’d be here.” She threw her coin pouch on the daybed and unrolled the burlap sleeve.

			“Let me see them.”

			Isobel walked over and handed Joanie the new paintbrushes.

			“Squirrel,” Isobel said.

			“A nice step up from rat.” Joanie swiped the tips across her palm and then held the brushes up to the light. She had left art school before graduating, but she knew how to recognize a good brush when she saw one.

			“Even shaggy rat didn’t make long enough bristles. So, yes. Cost me more too.” Isobel watched Joanie analyze the hairs, her fingers twitching.

			“Glory to Art, huh? What a messed up world it would be without it,” Joanie said.

			Isobel chuckled at the heavy sarcasm in her friend’s voice. She grabbed the dirty smock draped over the chair by the easel, looped it over her head, and tied it around her waist. She undid her braid and scooped her long auburn hair into a high bun. A few neck stretches and knuckle cracks and she put her hand out.

			“Always business with you.” Joanie got up and placed the brushes in Isobel’s hand. She pointed to her forehead. “You have a little crink there.”

			“I have to catch the light.” Isobel snatched the brushes with a pleased grin, then touched her forehead. The zinc sunblock. She removed it with the side of a finger and scraped the paltry glob into a jar.

			“Any calamity at the allotment centre today?” Joanie asked.

			A generator sat beside a rickety refrigerator on the opposite side of the studio. A red light blinked slowly on its front reader. Joanie gave the handle a few good cranks, and the pulsating buzz revved to a fast hum. Satisfied, she bent over and poked her head into the obscure coldbox, the bulb having burned out years ago.

			“The usual. I came close to colliding with a pack of Hounds,” Isobel said.

			Joanie jerked up and smacked the back of her head on the box’s frame. She winced and rubbed the sore spot, then checked her fingers for blood.

			“That’s two weeks in a row now, Izz. You need to be more careful. It could be you next, lying in a Dump ditch.”

			“Gee, thanks.” Isobel sighed as she stared at her blank canvas.

			“You know how it’s gotten.” Joanie crept up behind Isobel and gently placed her pointy chin on her shoulder. “Or . . . you could paint gore-porn and never have to worry again.”

			“You know I would never,” Isobel said, an embarrassed pink to her cheeks.

			“I know, and you have no idea how happy that makes me.” Joanie wrapped an arm around Isobel’s waist and presented her a SweetVit can from below, then kissed her neck and retreated. “Triggers are such disgusting assholes.”

			Thinking of Mahl City’s addiction-inducing creatives and the bountiful lifestyle she heard they led, Isobel turned the cold can around in her hands and placed it against her neck where Joanie had just kissed her. “I guess.”

			“You guess? The city is full of raving, drooling junkheads because of them. They don’t care what their art and fame costs the people.” Joanie plopped back down onto the old, ratty couch, stretching out lengthwise to watch Isobel work. “Triggers are the worst kind of human.”

			“They’re despicable, I know. But at least they’re not hungry.” Isobel put down the unopened can on the tray beside her, between bottles of solvent and a handful of odds and ends that served as painting knives.

			“Izzy, I can bring you food. You know it’s not a problem.”

			“That’s very generous of you,” Isobel said, squeezing blobs of paint onto a palette and carefully putting the tubes back into an open toolbox. “But I’m ok. I can sell these.”

			Isobel dipped one of the new squirrel-hair brushes into the little tin cup clipped to her palette, humming with pleasure as the lavender spike oil seeped into the bristles. She wiped the brush gently on the rag she clutched with the same hand she held the palette and then dipped it into the paint. She raised the brush to the canvas.

			Hand aloft, the sleeve of her linen shirt slipped down her arm, exposing her branding—the sharp A that marked her as an artist. The myriad of tiny inlaid gold pellets that lit authentic green under the checklight shimmered in the sun. Isobel stared at it and sighed with both affection and worry. If only her parents had chosen differently for her instead of enlisting her in a sanctioned art school at the age of five, maybe her path would have been easier today. They had only wanted to give her the best chance at success, the Old Holy Order having just fallen, and the New Art Government’s monumental rise to power making of art an object of worship. In the end she was grateful because she couldn’t imagine doing, or being, anything else.

			“Do you think it’s unnatural, what their art can do?” Isobel asked without looking away from the canvas.

			Joanie pulled at the old wool blanket bunched at her feet and wrapped it around herself, despite the heat. She lit a cigarette and slumped back with a sigh.

			“Have you ever—?” Isobel turned inquisitive eyes onto her friend.

			They held each other’s gaze. Joanie took another puff and blew the smoke out of both her mouth and her small button nose. “I’ve looked at laser-repros and digi-minis,” she said, sounding unimpressed. “That’s enough to understand what it could do to a person. Stars above know the last thing this city needs is more addicts. So, no, Izz. I’ve never truly experienced Trigger art.” 

			Joanie studied Isobel, scratching her head with a two-toned hand, vitiligo having discoloured all ten of her fingers from tawny beige to alabaster white. She took a last drag and knocked the cherry off the tip of her half-smoked cigarette into an empty SweetVit can on the floor, then tucked the butt in her pant pocket for later. “What is it with you anyway? You ask me this question at least once a month.” 

			So far, Isobel had done better than her friend. She’d succeeded in seeing no more than slivers of digi-minis—tiny, reproduced images of Trigger art often pasted on the sides of trucks—swift at averting her eyes when she noticed them pass by. She had no idea what properly viewing a Trigger reproduction felt like, let alone the real artwork. “Just curious,” she answered.

			“Do you want me to try it out for you and see if it is as exquisitely dreadful as it sounds?” Joanie asked, grinning. “For research?”

			Isobel’s jaw dropped. She flashed a shocked glance at Joanie then looked back to her canvas, biting her lip, blushing scarlet. “Stars, no. Stay away from it all.”
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				Down to Her Very Fibre

			
			Isobel wiped the sweat from the back of her neck with her dirty rag, leaving streaks of burnt umber across her reddened skin. She hissed, a recent run in town without crink having left its mark. She took a step back, observing the rough outlines of a verdant countryside, the type that was nowhere to be found in the dry wastelands around. It was imagery perpetuated through imitation of past works. The Dumps had been stripped of all things rich and green in the Great Burn over a decade ago. Fantasy seen only in Purist art—a style adhering to archaic elements, techniques, colours, and moral values—it was a vision to work toward, when the world returned to what it once was.

			Isobel’s sigh was heavy.

			A door to possibilities, that was what a blank canvas was supposed to be. A thing of joy. It was a chance to give life to artwork of importance. Isobel’s initial feelings were always hopeful—perhaps this time she’d make someone feel . . . something. So far all sentiments she had managed to spark were small, tame, and safe. It made no one faint, gave nobody heart palpitations or nausea. It inebriated none, and it never would. If Isobel remotely considered doing something a pinch spicier than her usual bland, her hand would go still mid-stroke, as if her muscles were acting independently from her brain. Despite the frustration, she acquiesced easily. A Purist down to her very fibre.

			Joanie watched Isobel work. She didn’t particularly like her friend’s paintings, but she loved Isobel, and so it didn’t matter how meaningless the art was. Her friend was not a Trigger, and that was the most important thing. Her art could be as dull as it wanted to be. No one had ever died from blandness.

			Putting the paintbrush down, Isobel went over to the north window and opened it. Below, a panhandler was stationed on the street corner. He sat by an old lamppost, his life stuffed into a basket beside him. His hand jutted out as someone sped by, the runner not even pausing to look, focused on their own survival. Isobel lifted her eyes to Mahl City on the horizon and the faint gleam of the protective dome covering it, to the green trees that breached the height of the wall guarding it, and to the gigantic Skylah statue, one arm pointing to the east, the other at the sky. At the centre of the city, the cathedral. Their beacon.

			“Careful you’re not seen, hon,” Joanie said. “You’re wearing your smock.”

			“Hmm.” Isobel smoothed it down lovingly, peering into the distance.

			She thought back to her childhood in the art institute. She started two years after the New Art Government had come into power under Skylah, Ruler of the Eyes and the Hands, and the official end of the war against religion. Skylah’s military had rid the metropolis of its cults, eliminating their leaders and claiming the temples. After the bloodbath had come a freshness—as the story went—a sense of freedom like never before. Clergies and doctrinal entities abolished, their ascetic rule and moral ideologies could no longer be imposed on the masses. But seeking transcendence was human; the new government’s goal had not been the repression of this quest but its liberation. Only it was to be done in a new manner. The temples were quickly transformed into art galleries, and the artists were praised as the new bringers of spiritual emancipation. And just like that, they became the modern priests.

			The panhandler looked up at Isobel’s second-floor window. The artist backed away. 

			“What are you doing with this one?” Joanie asked, pointing at a finished painting pinned to the wall.

			“The library is taking it,” Isobel said.

			“The one with all the books in it?”

			“Yes, Joan.” Isobel grinned. “The library with all the books in it. Rippa likes my art.”

			“Of course Rippa likes your art. Rippa’s a Bunny. Landscapes and Bunnies go hand in hand.”

			Isobel jutted her chin out defensively. “As they should. It’s our heritage. They’re proud of what we Purists stand for.”

			“Bunnies are extremists,” Joanie said with a toss of the hand.

			In the early days of the New Art Government, or the NAG as most called it, Isobel would have been considered proper, upright. Good. But after the Great Burn, the growing schism was made final. Now she was an enemy of high society, a symbol of the Old Holy Order, leftovers good for the trash. Artists like Isobel were muzzlers, squashers, plugs. Corks, thought to exist only to censor self-expression.

			Bunnies were their devoted patrons.

			“They are no more extremist than the Hounds.” Isobel picked up her palette again and, with a huff, focused on her work.

			“Exactly!” Joanie slapped the couch seat beside her, dust rising in the afternoon light. When Isobel didn’t react to what was clearly the epiphany of the day, of the year, Joanie groaned. “Well, except the Hounds surely have way more fun.”

			Isobel ignored the comment, knowing her friend was baiting her into an argument.

			“Just be careful,” Joanie added. “No one is trustworthy nowadays.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			“I’m sure you are,” Joanie said. 

			Isobel had survived this long, which was more than could be said for the other artists in the Dumps.

			“When is the delivery?”

			“Tonight.” Isobel dabbed some pale cerulean blue where the land met the sky. “I have four finished pieces to bring over. I’ll head out when the sun starts to set.” Her gaze flicked up past her easel, out the southern window that served as a door. She had plenty of time.

			“Do you want some of us to come with you?” Darkness was better for concealing a person, but it was also the best environment for an ambush. 

			“No.” Isobel pulled at the dollop of azurite blue with her paintbrush and mixed in a touch of yellow ochre. “I’m harder to spot if I’m alone.”

			“It shouldn’t be this way.” Joanie kicked the blanket off her legs.

			“I know.”

			The dark green was covering a lot of the surface now, Isobel’s strokes bold and energetic.

			“Come with me,” Joanie begged, for the umpteenth time. “The Half-Lights will welcome you with open arms. You’re not a Trigger, Izz, but you’re also not a cork.” That granted her a long glare from Isobel. “Sorry. A Purist. You aren’t one and you know it. Stop fighting it. You belong with us.”

			Isobel lowered her painting arm and closed her eyes. She was more of a Purist than Joanie could ever fathom.

			“And become a thief? My mother and father—”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Joanie pushed herself up from the couch. “They hoped their little Isobel would be a good girl. A holy girl. Well, they’re not here to help you, are they? To keep you safe? You’re all alone, with one measly friend to give you advice.”

			Isobel dropped her head.

			“I’m sorry. That was careless of me.” Joanie sighed. Isobel’s parents had been good people. They had been good to Joanie too, all the more after her own had ostracized her; Isobel’s parents believed no one should abandon their children over clashing beliefs. That was easy enough to say when they hadn’t been faced with such a challenge themselves, their own child being as devoted to art as they were. “Just be careful, Izz. It feels like you’ve been pushing your luck.”

			Joanie grabbed her backpack, kissed Isobel on the cheek, and headed toward the window. She slid it open, poked her head out, then pulled back in.

			“I’ve got to hurry. The Edge’s bakeries are about to close up and it’s my turn to filch the bread. The gang will never forgive me if they have nothing to dunk in their stew.”

			The cigarette stub relit and pinched between her lips, she held on to the sides of the window and put a foot on the metal ledge.

			“Don’t forget to—”

			“Push the stairs back up. After all these years, Izz. You can count on me.”

			Joanie disappeared out the window.
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				The Trek

			
			At the first hint of dusk, Isobel packed up, rinsing her brushes in a fingerbreadth of dirty mineral spirits and capping her tubes. In the bathroom, she dipped a steel cup into a drum of cleaning sludge and brought it to the sink. She first attended to the final wash of her paintbrushes, then she poured the rest onto a linen cloth and scrubbed the sweat and stink from her face and armpits. With calm hands, Isobel undid her bun, combed her long auburn hair, and weaved it into a braid once more. A contented visage smiled back at her from the warped, black-spotted mirror. She padded to the makeshift altar beside her daybed and kneeled.

			“O stars above,” the artist murmured, eyes lowered to the hands folded in her lap. “Shed your Good Light on us. Glory be to Art and all those in this world who shape its beauty, and all those who recognize its worth.” She kissed the tips of her index and middle fingers and then pressed them gently on each jar of pigment—red, yellow, blue—adding hastily, “Please keep me safe.”

			With a last look at the darkening studio behind her, Isobel tied a bandanna over her nose and mouth and then climbed out the window, four rolled canvases sticking out of her backpack.

			The evening air held mulishly on to the day’s heat and its perpetual drift of dust. Isobel moved swiftly through it, making herself small. She had to be ready for the Hounds at all times, their visits frequent and unpredictable. Although these fiends served Trigger artists and the fix that would ease their impulsive cravings, they ultimately acted under the authority of Skylah herself, and as such embodied the law in the Dumps. Artists being a favoured target, unlucky encounters with the Hounds were typically violent. Isobel knew that even were she to toss her canvases, there was no hiding her mark, and the Hounds went straight for wrists in search of it. She’d been caught once, years ago already. That was how she had gotten her nose done in. Rippa had reset it, but it had healed a tad off centre.

			Isobel ran through the streets, remembering . . .

			“Make the switch, corkie!” A leather boot kicked sand in her face. The dirt stuck to her blood in crusty patches. “Or we’ll rip off your ugly arms and paint the Dumps with ’em! We can be artists too!”

			Isobel slipped into the dark space between two buildings, catching her breath. Her fists tightened and relaxed, tightened and relaxed. She bounced on the balls of her feet. Peeked out, left, right, then launched herself back into a run, arrow-like.

			Living in the Dumps kept anyone sharp, but the danger of living with her branding kept her sharper. Beatings and intimidation had become a waste of time; Purists stubbornly refused to convert. With Skylah’s blessing, or so they said, Hounds had now taken to destroying the Dumps’ artists on sight. Word was Isobel was the last one. 

			So she ran.

			A few large roads cut a grid through the Dumps, but Isobel stuck to the maze of small, serpentine streets where nooks to melt into were plentiful, letting brick, stone, and the warm smell of the dirt of her stomping grounds envelop her like a childhood blanket. She turned into an alleyway.

			A white-haired woman hunched over a washboard, her low pigtails dipping into the barrel of frothy sludge with each plunge. Isobel slowed to a stop.

			“Good evening, Mrs. Brooke,” the artist said, pulling her bandanna down. The woman looked up.

			“Oh! Izzy. You scared me. You’re good. I didn’t hear you coming at all.”

			Isobel responded with a satisfied smile. Mrs. Brooke wrung the cloth, then eyed Isobel up and down. “Aren’t you looking lovely.”

			“I washed my hair yesterday,” Isobel said, touching the side of her head with her fingertips. “But it’s probably just the light. It’s a beautiful sky tonight.” They both looked up at the pink swath above them.

			Mrs. Brooke slid her gaze to Isobel’s backpack and narrowed her eyes. “Not very subtle, that. You best be careful.”

			“Not to worry.” Isobel reached behind her, giving her backpack a few taps. “I’m always careful. Well, safe evening to you, Mrs. Brooke! And Glory to Art!” 

			“Glory to whoever would wash this laundry for me,” Mrs. Brooke mumbled, submerging her hands into the dirty suds.

			Isobel could not get lost in the Dumps. She knew these streets in and out, and every twist and turn on her library route was so familiar, she often played games to stay alert. Most often the naming of things.

			Window, window, stone, door, crack, pole, stop. Go. Left, jump, manhole, rat!, pebbles, corner, stop. Sneak right, steps, broken basket, violet sky. Tin can. 

			Another alley. Isobel slowed her pace. A young child kneeled at the edge of a large flat stone, drawing within a rectangle of light spilling from an open door. Isobel crouched beside her.

			“That’s very creative, little Mauve.”

			The child swivelled her head to look up at Isobel. “The angel’s feet are clawed, see?” She pointed to the chalk angel gripping the top of a tree. “She needs to go really high to keep an eye out for the bad Hounds.”

			“Is that so?” 

			“Yes, and then she warns the artists to hide.” Mauve’s gaze wandered around the drawing, looking for a hiding place.

			“Are you going to be an artist?” Isobel asked her, hoping and dreading at the same time.

			The child had white dust on her brown cheeks, a few dabs of it in her otherwise dark eyebrows. She bobbed her head seriously, clutching her chalk. “A brave one, like you. With a good heart. That’s what my mama says. That you have a good heart.”

			“Well. That’s very kind of her. I do try to be brave. It’s not always easy.” 

			A frown sank over Mauve’s eyes. “What would you do if the bad Hounds caught you, Miss Izzy?”

			Isobel didn’t have to think for long, the same question regularly occupying her mind. As last to be culled, she knew she wouldn’t survive a second run-in with Mahl’s vigilantes.

			“Oh, I’m much too stealthy for those silly Hounds,” Isobel told the child. It wasn’t a lie. “Plus, I’m fast. I always have my running shoes on.” Isobel wiggled her toes in her threadbare sneakers.

			They shared a quiet moment looking at the pastel-coloured angel, knowing full well that wings and clawed feet would be more practical than sneakers for evading a Hound’s bite. Isobel considered the world as it was before, dominated by religion, and couldn’t budge in her belief that the world Skylah created was better, one built around art, despite how the NAG had turned against Purists and their particular kind of worship.

			“You keep that chalk well hidden, you hear?” Isobel nodded to Mauve’s small, powdered hands. “You brush off your drawing and run inside if you hear any odd noises coming this way. Not unless you want to be the youngest Trigger recruit ever.”

			It was not unheard of. Promising children had been plucked from the Dumps before and placed into Mahl’s art institute—the only one left in all of Etching. At any rate, no Bunny residing in the Dumps answered the calling anymore. If any morsel of artistic desire scaled its way to the surface, it was usually within the young and naive, and they were quickly advised by well-meaning family and friends to repress it and direct their imagination to the invention of practical commodities—things that helped the betterment of life in the Dumps—rather than living their life as prey.

			Mauve motioned to a rusty aluminum pail a few feet away. “Mama gives me the used dish sludge to clean up.”

			“Good.” Isobel ruffled the child’s hair and stood up. She exhaled sharply and left in a jog without looking back, the fledgling artist watching her go, the chunk of chalk tight in her grip.
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				Knuckles & Cheeks

			
			A concrete road, the length of its surface split through with alligator cracks, stretched north–south from Mahl’s main gates all the way to the southernmost point of the Dumps. Isobel stood at one of its many intersections. She didn’t like to cross it here, but it saved her half an hour and would bring her to her destination just before nightfall. She reached one foot back and twisted her toes in the gravel, ready to sprint. She cocked an ear. Crowds often gathered farther up, where the road widened into a communal area, and Isobel detected the familiar buzz of lively chatter.

			A booming voice cut through the din. The artist listened, but the words were indecipherable. Isobel knew she should keep going. Instead, she relaxed her running stance and took a few tentative steps up the road, keeping to the fringes. Up ahead, surrounding a rickety platform of steel drums and badly flattened corrugated panels, was the congregation she had expected. Isobel crouched behind a house’s front steps and observed.

			The man with the booming voice stood on the platform. He was a bulky, squarely built Hound, messy dark hair at the top and large, crink-smeared arms swinging from his sides. A Hound, Isobel knew, not only because he could afford such lavish use of sunblock, but because he was preaching. Only Hounds preached publicly without fear of losing an eye.

			The sermon delivered tidings of a new Trigger painting. And this painting was better than any other that came before. As they always were.

			“Come, beautiful vermin! Topple your piggy banks, pilfer coin from your momma’s pursebag, whatever ya must! But ya must behold the latest psychedelic thrill by the extraordinary Labcat! You won’t have want for any other, ever again!”

			The high-pitched zap of a blastergun sang through the air. Atop the platform, the Labcat-worshipping Hound twirled and tumbled to the ground like a long sack of potatoes, the crowd parting for his fall. The man growled, pushed himself to his knees, dirt and pebbles sticking to his pasty arms. Red with fury, his face split into a thunderous scream. He then clutched his left shoulder, the one that had received the shot, and watched as another Hound, this one tall and lanky, climbed up and stole his place atop the steel sheets.

			Lanky Hound pretended to blow smoke off the tip of his blastergun and tucked it into his waistband behind a star-shaped belt buckle. He looked at the crowd and raised his arms. The beautiful vermin cheered. Lanky Hound snorted loudly, horked, and leaned over the edge of the drums. Mouth full, he took care to properly aim before releasing his wad of snot at his rival’s face. Just slightly off mark, it landed in Bulky Hound’s messy hair.

			Lanky turned back to the flock. “Don’t listen to that clunky fool and his stinkin’ old news!” he said. “Who wants anything from yesterday’s maggot-ridden artist? I sure don’t! You want to know who the fresh buzz is?”

			The Hound hopped around the makeshift platform, goading the crowd with a cupped hand behind an ear. He stepped to the other side of the stage and switched ears. “What? You give up? I’ll tell you, because you look good. You look like you bathed today! Ha ha, yes! You did, didn’t you? Clean brunette in the front, if you can afford sludge, you can afford a peek of the newly minted Xeno! Xeno - is - the - fresh - buzz! Who is the fresh buzz?” He cupped both hands behind his ears now, flashing a wide smile of yellowed teeth.

			“Xeno!” the crowd chanted.

			“That’s right! A new world of sensations awaits! Her weird is your salvation! Dark! Strange! Wildly titillating! You need to live it to believe it! You will never be the same!” Lanky Hound stopped bouncing around the clanky platform and plucked a pack of art cards from his back pocket. These originals were small but irresistibly mind-altering—the favourite means of inebriation for the underprivileged populace—and highly addictive. “I’m feeling generous today, clean folk. How about some freebies?”

			The people hollered, each trying to get noticed as they pressed forward with upthrust, open hands. Snot-haired and disgraced, Labcat’s bulky sack-of-potato Hound crawled toward the drums through the forest of legs. He grabbed the lip of the metal stage and pulled himself to his knees, his white-greased forehead and beady black eyes peeking over the edge. Waiting. As the speaker leaned over to deliver the first handout, Bulky’s grubby fingers curled around Lanky’s ankles and yanked, sending him onto his back, his head smacking the steel with a reverberating thwack. A shower of cards arched into the air, twirling and swaying gracefully to the ground.

			“Move, dirt-sack!” the so-called clean brunette shouted to an elderly lady in front of her, shoving her frail body out of the way. Dropping on all fours, Clean Brunette gouged her craggy nails into the bare arm of a young boy to her left, who was hustling in a crawl just as she was. A hairy leg on her right received her bite, and this strike successfully opened the way to the mini-artwork. The brunette smiled and reached out, then took a knee to the temple.

			The Dumpsters clawed their best and snatched up the tiny intoxicating images, cards they would usually spend the bulk of their allotment on. With these treasures safely tucked away in their pockets for later use, they gave their attention to the fighting competitors. The evening’s entertainment wasn’t over yet.

			Bulky Hound wrenched his wriggling opponent off the platform and fell on him with an uppercut to the jaw. An awful crack sent a stream of bloody spit across the broken asphalt. Oohs warbled in anticipation of the tyrant stooges pounding each other to a pulp, hopeful hands clasped together and giddy feet hopping.

			Shaking the pain from his knuckles, Bulky Hound got up. He wiped his sweaty hair to the side then tugged at his shirt collar to inspect the laser wound—a bloody hole below his left collarbone, its edges pulverized and charred. A hair-raising howl called his attention back. His adversary had gotten himself into a crouch and pounced. Not moving fast enough, Bulky took a fist to the nose. He blinked repeatedly, his hands slapping at the space between his watery eyes and his attacker. But Lanky wriggled in and slammed a fist into Bulky’s face again. The big Hound fell backwards, and Lanky straddled him. He struck him again, and again, scraping the skin off his cheeks, off his own knuckles. Punch after punch, bone against bone, Xeno’s Hound pummelled the big man’s head into the ground.

			“Turn. Th’other. Cheek!” he said, boxing the head. The bloody face flopped to the side, red viscous drool leaking from its mouth. Lanky looked up, threw his skinned fists in the air, and convulsed with laugher.

			Her stomach in knots, Isobel knew it was time to leave.

			Soon, the people would be screaming, running. The bloodthirsty Hound would chase them down the streets with his blaster. Hounds competing for the loyalty of the poor folk on behalf of their artist of choice for a few minutes more in a gallery—that was serious business. Shooting at the very same people they were trying to win over moments before . . . that was serious fun.

			“Dance, skittlefuckers!” Lanky called out.

			Farther down the road, Isobel left her crouch and darted across into an alley. She should have stayed clear of the whole scene, yet time after time, noxious curiosity pulled her to these occurrences. Always spellbound, wondering if history would repeat itself. If she would lock eyes with a daughter, a son, their parents freshly gunned down. What would she do then? Was there even anything she could do?

			Another thunder-zap, and the cries of the dispersing crowd.

			Isobel ran, and kept running, until the ruckus of the incident and the memories it evoked were far behind.
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				Veronese Green

			
			Isobel slowed to a jog as she approached an antiquated railroad’s underpass. A large laser-repro, installed a few months before, spread across the whole inner left side of the concrete archway. The rush acquired from looking at a repro was said to be galaxies away from seeing the original, its replica always smaller, the colours not nearly as vibrant, the shapes not as crisp or textured. One could look at it for a million years and it would never be as satisfying as the real thing. Even so, it was enough to mess with someone’s head, and invariably leave them wanting more. Since no one from the Dumps could afford gallery time, nor were they permitted, as beggarly and burdensome, to move in and out of Mahl City, the particular cravings born from laser-repros could only be fed with original art cards. It was a surefire sales strategy.

			Ignoring the image glowing in the sombre passage, Isobel sped up, only relaxing once she emerged on the other side. She slouched with relief and looked up. By the time she realized what she was doing, it was already too late. Facing her was a twenty-foot-tall piece, resplendent under a row of powerful e-lamps. Isobel would never have to guess what it was like again.

			Tremendous.

			A horse-kick in the heart. In the brain.

			Terrific.

			A thunderous shock. Then, honey-covered pain.

			Exhilarating. Exhil—

			It pulsated through her like miniature tidal waves.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepain.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepain.

			Swoosh.

			Pleasurepainpleasurepainpleasurepain.

			Isobel fell to her knees.

			Cobalt violet.

			Veronese green.

			Explosive, dizzying, dizzying gold.

			Such violent beauty—Isobel could never have, from her own creative well, imagined such a thing. It defied description, incommunicably powerful, beyond any word that could be born of a human tongue. And this was a reproduction . . .

			A torrent of sensations buzzed. Tingling. Electric. Her brain, her spine, her limbs. The nerves at her very fingertips. Sublime. Sublime palpitations. She balled her hands into fists. Her heart sped. She was supposed to look away. Wasn’t she? She gulped huge breaths, eyes round as the coins they would place on them. She would die here. The spell. There was no breaking it. Her will—gone. Forever. Kneeling. Mesmerized. This was how it ended.

			A boy on a bike rang his bell frantically. Gring gring gring gring gring.

			“Miss Izzy! Miss Izzy! Miss Izzy!” He pedalled furiously, flicking his bell over and over, then launched his bicycle to the side, landing on the dirt with too much speed. He stumbled and kept running toward Isobel, pebbles flying from each bolting footfall until he reached her, arms outstretched. The boy shoved her hard and yelled one more time: Izzy! then shielded his eyes from the repro and rushed back to his bike without making sure Isobel had snapped out of her trance.

			Gaze clinging to the polychromatic wonder, Isobel fell to her side, cheek hitting the earth. The familiar syllables of her name banging around with the collision, her mind opened a sliver. In slipped the howling laughter of Hounds, its echo bouncing against the walls of the underpass. The commotion expanded with crackling brightness within her mind, the fear jabbed into her bloodstream permitting her to wake and break away.

			She clumsily sprang to her feet and launched herself behind the cement crash barrier at the base of the raised repro, grinding her shins along it as she did. Panting, she flattened herself against the blocks, paperthin-paperthin-paperthin, and waited for the Hounds to pass. But they stopped in front of the art instead.

			“Ah, here it is,” a man’s voice said.

			“Our man,” a woman said.

			“It’s big.”

			“It looks good,” a second man said. “We’re lucky. Macer is the only one with a nearly full-size repro so far.”

			“Avant-garde as fuck,” the woman said.

			“Yes, well. It’s a test.”

			“Sterling,” the first man said. “Gotta rope those rodents in, right? Timid fuckers. I’m surprised there isn’t a crowd staring at this beauty right now. What the hell is wrong with these people?”

			“Sex with prophylactics,” the woman said. “Everyone prefers the real thing, regardless of size. They’re probably all lined up for Macer’s little cards right now.”

			Isobel heard steps approaching. She kept herself glued against the cement barrier, hoping the slice of shadow she lay in would keep her hidden from a quick downward glance. Useless. Surely, she was buzzing louder than her coldbox generator. She turned her head to the sky, e-lamps blinding.

			A backlit arm reached over the gap, a pointed finger aiming straight for the art.

			“Don’t touch it!” That was the second man’s voice.

			“Uh, I’d rather you not tell me what to do,” said the first.

			Just as the finger was about to touch a patch of gold, a hand grabbed it and flung it away.

			“What the hell, Rilke?” the finger-pointing man said.

			“Don’t touch the art,” Rilke repeated.

			“Shit, man. It’s just a repro. Relax.”

			“Ooh, how uppity we are!” the woman said.

			“You know what they say cures the uppity. Beau.” The finger man guffawed.

			“I’m sure Macer would let you break the rules, seeing you really need it. He’s not really the jealous type anyway,” the woman said.

			“Good one, Lemon,” Rilke said, voice flat.

			“There’s nothing wrong with some sexual healing,” the Lemon woman replied. “I tried Beau’s art myself, in a past life. It really spiced things up with my mate at the time. Rest in pieces.”

			The finger-pointing man was stalled at the blocks, chuckling, looking back and forth from the art to his co-Hounds. Isobel held her breath and curled her toes, praying to the Good Light for him to leave. He turned and walked away. “All right, we checked on it, now let’s get out of this trashcan.”

			Isobel exhaled quietly and allowed herself a slow blink. When she looked up again, the one named Rilke was inspecting the spot where the other man had almost placed his unholy finger. He leaned in closer, nose almost touching the gold. His shape was dark against the spotlights, but as he peered up and down the artwork, the bleached blond of his long curly hair shone visibly, hot-pink hair clips clasped at the sides. The man sighed and then dropped his gaze, putting Isobel in his peripheral vision. Without noticing her sunburnt face, her fearful brown eyes, he turned and joined the others.

			The voices dwindled away, slowly engulfed by silence. Isobel crawled out from behind the cement barrier and sat on her heels, the Macer piece safely at her back. She took in a deep breath and blew out with a violent shiver.

			“All right, Izz. You survived. Let’s go.”

			Around the scaffold-mounted art and through the sandy lot behind it, Isobel stayed low and ran under the red sky turned black.
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				Bunnies & Hounds

			
			The library was nestled in the bone-dry hills at the Dumps’ southeastern edge, past the last streets and the last peppering of houses. Venturing beyond this landmark, one would find only a desolate sea of reddish sand—the doings of the Great Burn. When the flora-targeting chemical flash bomb was released upon the Dumps and beyond, all photosynthetic vegetabilia was instantly petrified, trees and plants permineralized into black stone. Nearly ten years later, the earth was no less barren, on account of the endless lack of rain but also the lingering toxic residue absorbed and stored in the parched ground. As far as the isolated metropolis of Etching knew, they were the only humans left in the world, Skylah’s secret weapon having allegedly pulsed over the whole globe at the peak of its latest and enduring solar crisis. No doubt all were bereft apart from Mahl City and its walled environs, kept safe under their protective dome, and the Dumps, as it chanced, attributed its continued existence to having the mother city as its merciful provider.

			Against all counsel, some of the Dumps’ idealists would explore the scorched lands in search of something redemptive, only for subsequent search parties to also risk themselves retrieving their distant, sun-baked remains. A better life was better left as a dream.

			But Purist artist Isobel Ker had never sought anything else. She was fifteen when she left the empty family home behind and took up residence in an old building not too far from the Edge, the market strip where city-dwellers sold food and other indispensables. Right in the bustle of town, it was easier to blend in, surrounded by folks of all types who were all just trying to survive. She had been fending for herself ever since, seven years strong. Life was far from easy, but working as a branded artist was familiar and something she loved. It put her in danger, but it also made her special. That was more than what any scorched red sand could give her.

			At the library’s front steps, Isobel paused, her heartbeat yet unsettled from her encounter with the art repro. She sucked in her lips and bit down. She would not smile about it. It was wrong, and went against everything she stood for. The honey-pain that slurped at the backs of her knees and the crooks of her elbows reminded her of it. Isobel shook her head. Then she smiled. The Purist ran up the stairs and pulled the door open.

			Usually cosy and calm, the narrow entrance hall was a veritable hive. There were Bunnies everywhere. To and fro they went, here and there they huddled in clumps. A single-file line of adolescents in brown slacks and beige tunics carried bowl-laden platters from one side to the other, deftly weaving past, though nearly colliding with, another string of kids whose arms were loaded with folded blankets piled up to their noses. The air was sour with sweat and breath.

			A toddler ran up to Isobel and hugged her leg. The artist winced from the pain of the scrapes on her shins.

			“Heeey, love.” She squeezed the child’s shoulders.

			Following the child was a tall blue-eyed redhead dressed in a flaxen robe. They lifted their pale freckle-splattered hands to Isobel’s face and kissed her on both cheeks. “Welcome, Isobel.” 

			“Hello, Rippa,” Isobel replied with an affectionate sigh. Rippa was the Dumps’ only librarian but also the leader of the Bunnies and the living example of modesty and virtue. And Isobel’s best client.

			“You weren’t followed?” The skin around Rippa’s eyes tensed slightly, enough to betray their calm.

			“I’m always careful.” Isobel swept her gaze over the swarm as she caressed the child’s head. “What’s going on here?”

			“Quite the reunion, don’t you think? They are hiding from the Hounds. It’s getting worse, as I suppose you know. But thank the Good Light, everyone is safe. Come.”

			They swerved their way through the crowd and to the arched doorway that led to the library’s main room. Though Isobel knew how to read, she didn’t own any books herself. Oftentimes after delivering a painting, she would stay and explore the old worlds, ideas, and unimaginable adventures this room held. But tonight wouldn’t be such a night. The room was sombre, the ground spotted with groups of people eating and whispering, candles and oil lanterns creating pockets of amber light throughout.

			Rippa smoothed the fabric of their tunic and sat on a chair set against the wall between two black-curtained windows. Isobel pulled a chair beside them and placed her backpack on the floor between her feet.

			“Hounds set fire to two of our homes tonight. No one got hurt. Thank the Good Light our Bunnies run fast. But now everyone is scared. This has never happened before.” Rippa glanced over the room like a caring parent.

			“Set fire . . . was there any art?” Isobel asked.

			“That there was. Not as much as there is here, of course.”

			Isobel examined the walls where older framed paintings of hers hung alongside others by artists who were no longer alive. “If they’re raiding, then it’s only a matter of time before they come here.”

			“Perhaps.” Worry creased Rippa’s brow. “They would have a grand time of it too. Especially on a full house like tonight.”

			Isobel pulled out the rolled canvases from her backpack.

			“Here’s adding to the cache, I guess. My latest. They aren’t varnished.” She handed Rippa the art and also a tiny bottle of thick saffron liquid. “Do you still have that brush I gave you?”

			“Yes, thank you, dear. I know it’s been a bit riskier than usual for you to get here. You are a brave girl. Your parents would have been proud.”

			Isobel watched a few toddlers run around, unaffected by the stress and fear that epitomized grown-up life. She had no recollection of ever being so carefree. Being an artist was the most important line of work, with the most early and rigorous training there was. And she had her parents to thank. They had sacrificed so much for her.

			“I like to think that they would be happy with my efforts to remain upright amid the depravity we see today.”

			Rippa tilted their head, observing Isobel. They placed the rolled canvases against the wall and the little bottle beside them. “I will admire these in private after you go. Tell me what is on your mind.”

			Isobel looked at her patron, her friend, holding her secret tight. “They’re installing more Trigger repros in the streets. I fear . . . it’ll be all the more difficult to remain steadfast. They want to break us.”

			“They won’t succeed.” Rippa’s voice was soft, but the strain was apparent. They were tired.

			“Sometimes I wonder if it’s foolish for us to persevere.” Isobel watched a red ball roll across the floor, a beige-clad child chasing it.

			“Persevere in what? Virtue? Could you imagine a world without rectitude? A world where all art was dishonourable?” Rippa tried to get Isobel to look at her, leaning over to catch her averting gaze.

			“Well, it might not all be as dishonourable as the next,” Isobel mumbled.

			Her words were lost in a blast from outside the windows. Some of the children screamed, then the room fell silent. Rippa gripped the arms of their chair. Placing a finger under the curtain, Isobel peeked under the fabric. Outside, a semicircle of cargo vans and pickup trucks faced the library, their headlights illuminating it. A big fire raged beside them. Isobel lifted the curtain a little more.

			“Careful!” Rippa said.

			“It’s ok. They’re out front. There must be at least a half dozen trucks. They’ve set fire to your delivery van. That’s what exploded.”

			“Oh, no. Isobel, you must go.”

			Isobel shook her head. “I’m staying. I can help.”

			Rippa stood, lifted their chin, and pulled their shoulders back. “They’ll rough us up, but no more than that. You, they will kill.”

			“They won’t.” Isobel peeked under the curtain again.

			“Isobel. We’re pawns for them. You’re the enemy.” Rippa pushed the curtain down against the glass, blocking the peephole. “You need to go.”

			Isobel stood, conceding. She watched the families huddle, crying children climbing into their parents’ arms. It was wrong—the constant threat that loomed, the destruction that lay before them, the families that surely would be torn apart . . . none of it made sense in a world that venerated beauty. But Rippa was right, Isobel couldn’t stay. Dead, she’d be no good to anyone.

			A candle was blown out, and then another, the room going dark by increments.

			Rippa grabbed Isobel by the shoulders. “Stay safe.”

			The last candle went out just as the library’s front door was kicked in. Howling and
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