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For fifteen years, the most powerful Guardian alive has lived in the body of a small white rabbit named Nate. He does not remember the chains around his memory, or what they were built to keep him from doing.

Wake up...

Something on the other side of the dimensional wall has spent two thousand years planning. It remembers a face. It remembers what a Guardian’s grief tasted like. It is patient.

Wake up...

The chains were a kindness once. To break the chains is to break the man. The Guardians are not, in their long lives, in the business of breaking innocents.

Wake up...

The thing on the other side of the wall does not have that scruple.

In another branch of reality, evolution took a different path. No humans. Instead, animals rose to fill every role we might have occupied. They built cities, wrote laws, waged wars, fell in love. They are not metaphors for us. They are themselves.

This is one of their stories.

To those who want Marc to return...

And to those who know why he cannot...

Prologue

Before there were heroes, there was prey.

Before there were legends, there was a hill, and a warren, and a white rabbit who did not run.

This was in the time called the Great Growing, when the world was still learning what it wanted to become. The oceans were finding their shores. The mountains were still rising. The first creatures stood on four legs and spoke in simple tongues, and the distance between predator and prey was the only law that mattered.

On a hillside where the grass grew tall and sweet, there lived a warren of rabbits. Not rabbits as we know them now, but the first of them: larger, broader, built with a density of bone and muscle that would eventually fade from their descendants. They were Primals, appearing fully formed in the morning of the world. Rabbits of every color the soil could dream of: brown and black and russet and gray. Mother Gaia had blessed them with keen ears and fast legs, and in return they asked for nothing but the right to live quietly and raise their young.

Among them lived a white male, his mate, and their kits. He was larger than most bucks in the warren, broad across the shoulders, with fur the color of fresh snow. He kept to himself. He watched the treeline when others watched the sky. He slept facing the entrance of his burrow, and his mate had long since stopped asking why.

Until one morning, as the first light touched the hillside, a forager came bolting from the eastern ridge. Every rabbit in the warren was up before the word came, ears already swiveling toward the sound of those too-fast footsteps, noses already pulling the scent of panic from the air.

Screaming the alarm that every rabbit feared above all others.

Cougar.

Panic took the warren like fire through dry grass.

“We must flee!” A buck stamped the ground, already half-turned toward the hills.

“No! We hide! She may pass us by!”

“The kits! Half of them can barely hop, they will never outrun a cougar!”

The white rabbit listened. His nose had already sorted the crowd: the acrid bite of fear-musk, sharp as cut grass, rising off every body in the warren. His ears had already found the forager’s voice above the rest, tracked it, catalogued it as no new threat, only the report of one. He stood at the mouth of his burrow. His feet had not turned toward the hills, though every other pair of feet in the warren already had. He listened to his neighbors tear themselves apart with fear, and felt something that was not fear. He did not have a word for it. No rabbit did. It would be a very long time before anyone had a word for what he felt.

“Gather the kits,” he said. His voice carried across the argument like a stone dropped into still water. “Take your families. Scatter into the hills. Regroup at the warren in two moonrises.”

“And then what?” the first buck demanded. “She follows our scent and picks us off one by one?”

“She will not follow you.” The white rabbit squared his shoulders. “I will be here.”

Every ear in the warren stopped moving.

“Madness,” said the brown buck. “You speak madness. The cougar will kill you and not slow a step.”

“I do not intend to die,” the white rabbit said, though he suspected this was not entirely true. “I intend to fight. I am the largest buck in this warren. My white fur stands out against any backdrop. If I flee with you, I draw the cougar’s eye to the whole group. If I stay, I draw it to me alone.” He bared his teeth. Rabbits were not supposed to bare their teeth. It was not a gesture that existed in their world. “Every moment you spend arguing is a moment the kits do not have. Go. Now.”

“May the hand of Gaia shelter you and keep you,” murmured one of the bucks, and bolted. The others followed, some with prayers on their lips, some with nothing but terror in their legs.

The white rabbit turned to his own burrow and went inside.

His mate was already awake, their kits huddled against her belly. She had heard everything. Her eyes were open and still, fixed on his face, and she was shaking so badly her ears trembled.

“Take them,” he said. “Follow the others into the hills.”

“Come with us.”

“I cannot. My fur will lead her straight to you.”

“Then we stay together. Forget the others, forget the warren, we run, just us, just our family...”

He pressed his nose against hers. Held it there. Breathed her in.

“This is for more than our family,” he said quietly. “If we run today, we run tomorrow. If we run tomorrow, we run forever. Someone has to stop running.” He licked her nose once. “Take the kits. I will catch up when it is done.”

“You cannot fight a cougar.”

“No rabbit has ever tried. Perhaps it is time one did.”

He turned and bounded out of the burrow without looking back, because if he looked back, he would not be able to leave. His ears, pressed flat by grief, did not rise again until he was at the hillcrest.

The cougar padded out of the treeline like smoke given muscle.

She was beautiful in the way that death is beautiful: economy of motion, precision of form, every line of her body designed for a single purpose. Her nostrils flared, pulling in the rich scent of a hundred rabbits, and her lips drew back over fangs the length of the white rabbit’s forepaw.

“Mmm. Rabbit.” She purred, her tail sweeping lazily behind her. “A whole warren, from the smell. My cubs will eat well tonight.”

The white rabbit’s nose had caught her before he saw her: blood-musk and raw meat and something damp and green from deep forest, the smell of a body built to end other bodies. Every nerve in his hindquarters fired at once, screaming run, run, run, the oldest instruction in the oldest language.

He did not run.

“Your cubs will not dine on rabbit this night, cougar.” He stepped into the open, placing himself between the treeline and the warren. His heart hammered so hard against his ribs he thought she must be able to hear it.

“I found you.” She tilted her head, curious. Rabbits did not stand in front of cougars. Rabbits ran. That was the arrangement. “The scents are warm. Your clan is close. How fast can they run?” The curiosity faded. Hunger replaced it. “They cannot outrun me.”

“You will not get past me.”

She laughed. Not a sound rabbits usually survived hearing. “You? Little thing. What will you do?”

He thumped the ground with his hind legs, the impact traveling up through his haunches into his spine. Scratched the loam with his foreclaws. Settled his weight back onto the power of his hindquarters, the deepest muscle he owned.

“Find out.”

The songs do not record how long they fought. They say only that it was longer than it should have been.

She struck first. Of course she struck first. She was seven times his weight and born to kill things exactly his size, and she crossed the distance between them in a single fluid leap, claws unsheathed, jaws wide.

He was not there.

Rabbits are not fast in the way that cougars are fast. Cougars are sprinters, built for explosive lunges across short distances. But rabbits are agile in a way cougars are not. They cut. They juke. They change direction mid-stride with a twitch of the hindquarters that violates what muscles should be able to do. The cougar’s claws raked the grass where he had been, and he was already three lengths to the left, already turning, already thumping the ground in challenge.

She lunged again. Caught fur. Drew a line of red across his shoulder. He spun away, leaving white hairs in her claws.

Again. And again. Along the hillside, through the tall grass, circling the empty burrows of the evacuated warren. She was faster in a straight line. He was faster in every other direction. She would close the distance; he would twist away. She would corner him against a rock; he would go over it, or under it, or through a gap too narrow for her shoulders. The sun climbed overhead and still they fought, blood and torn grass and overturned earth marking their path across the hill.

By midday, both of them were bleeding. His white fur was streaked with red from a dozen shallow cuts. Her muzzle bore a gash where he had caught her with a kick she had not expected, because no cougar in the history of the world had ever had to expect a kick from a rabbit.

“You are slowing down,” she panted. Circling. Always circling.

“You are panting,” he said. “Who drops first?”

“I am bigger. I am stronger. I eat creatures like you. I am superior to you.”

“And yet.” He waggled his haunches at her, a taunt so absurd it should not have worked. “I am still standing.”

She screamed and charged.

He had been waiting for the rage to overtake her.

He turned his back on her. Faced away. His ears swiveled back, both of them, tracking the sound of her paws tearing through the grass, reading the rhythm of her stride, the stutter of weight-shift, the exact moment when the grass stopped bending under her and her weight left the ground entirely.

She leaped. Jaws and claws and the full terrible weight of a predator descending on prey.

He rolled.

Onto his back, into the space beneath her, and she landed on him, her momentum pinning his shoulders to the earth, her breath hot against his face, her fangs inches from his throat.

“Fool,” she snarled. “Got y...”

He bit into her throat.

His teeth were not designed for this. They were rabbit teeth, meant for grass and bark and the soft roots of growing things. But teeth are teeth, and desperation makes its own tools. He sank them into the side of her neck and held on, and before she could react, he drove both hind legs up into her unprotected belly.

He kicked. And kicked. And kicked again.

The first kick opened her belly. The second deepened the wound. The third found something vital.

Hot blood poured over him, drenching his white fur crimson. The cougar screamed and thrashed, trying to tear him away, but his teeth were locked in her throat and every jerk of her head only widened the wound. He held on with his forepaws and he kicked with his hind, tearing furrows in her belly with every stroke, because stopping meant dying and he was not finished yet.

“Death first,” he snarled through a mouthful of blood and fur. He did not know where the words came from. No rabbit had ever said them before. “DEATH FIRST.”

She smashed him sideways with a paw. The blow tore him free of her throat, opening a gash across his own chest as her claws raked through him. He tumbled through the grass, rolling, leaving a trail of red.

She staggered. Swayed. Blood sheeted from her throat and belly, painting the hillside in a widening pool. She took one step toward him. Another. Her legs buckled.

She fell.

Her breathing slowed. Hitched. Stopped. The hillside went quiet, except for the wind, and the buzzing of flies already gathering, and the ragged wet sound of lungs filling with blood.

The white rabbit dragged himself upright. It took three attempts. His underside was no longer white. He was red from chin to tail, painted in two kinds of blood, and the world had begun to spin in a way that suggested it would not stop.

He loped toward the fallen cougar. Slowly. Each step cost him something he would not get back.

“I am not dead yet,” he said to her body. She did not answer. Her eyes were already glazing, fixed on a sky she would never see again. “I took you with me.”

He climbed onto her carcass. It took everything he had left. He stood on his hind legs, raised his head to the sky, and let loose with a cry that had never been heard before, because no rabbit had ever had cause to make it.

He climbed down. Staggered toward his burrow. Made it three paces from the entrance.

“May the hand of Mother Gaia shelter you,” he whispered toward the cougar’s body. “May her fingers protect your cubs in the days to come.”

He collapsed.

That night, the warren returned.

They came carefully, scouts first, the rest following at a distance. The scent of blood was thick enough to taste, iron-heavy and predator-deep, and every instinct they possessed fired at once: ears flat, haunches bunched, the urgent animal need to run so strong it moved through the group like a visible shudder. But they did not run. Something pulled them forward. Something they would later call courage, though they had never needed the word before.

“Two bodies,” the lead scout reported, his voice hushed. “The cougar is down. Dead, from the smell. Blood everywhere.”

“And the white one?”

“Near the entrance. Not moving. I... cannot tell.”

They crept closer. Circled the cougar’s body at a wide distance, some trembling so badly they could barely walk. They had never seen a dead predator before. They had never imagined one could exist.

A buck nosed carefully at their fallen friend. “He is not breathing.”

“He did it,” another whispered. “He actually... we thought he was mad, and he actually...”

The sky tore open.

Not slowly. Not gently. The air above the hillside split like cloth, and light poured through the gap, white and absolute and so intense that every rabbit in the warren pressed flat against the ground with their eyes squeezed shut. The light was not painful. It was total, something so much larger than the space it occupied that the mind could not hold it.

A pair of bare feet touched the grass. The light condensed around a shape that was not quite a shape, a presence that filled the hillside without displacing a single blade of grass. Where She stood, the blood-soaked earth bloomed. Where She breathed, the evening air turned warm.

“Spirits such as his,” said a voice that was every mother’s voice and no mother’s voice and the first rain falling on new stone, “are hard to kill.”

She knelt. The motion was slow, deliberate, carrying the weight of something that could not be measured. She gathered the broken body of the white rabbit into her arms, cradling him against her chest like a newborn.

“This one is remarkable.”

The rabbits of the warren could not move. Not from terror, not anymore. She had taken their fear and replaced it with something else, something that settled into their bones like warmth, like certainty, like the first breath after nearly drowning.

“Among all rabbits in all the world, this one chose to exceed himself in the name of his own.” She stroked his bloodied fur with fingers that were made of light and earth and the slow patience of growing things. “He gave his life willingly for a cause greater than his own survival.”

The white rabbit twitched. Shuddered. Gasped.

Life returned to him in a flood, pouring back through the channels his blood had left behind. His ears lifted first, the oldest part of him looking for danger before anything else knew it was alive again. His eyes opened. He saw nothing but light. He felt nothing but warmth and the steady rhythm of a heartbeat that was not his own, one that had been beating since before there was anything to beat for.

She held him up for the warren to see.

Her hand passed over his chest, over his belly. The blood-soaked fur turned white. Not cleaned. Renewed. As if the blood had never been there, as if the wounds had never existed, as if the price he had paid had been weighed and found worthy.

“From this day forward,” She said, turning to the assembled warren, “let all rabbits bear the mark of his sacrifice.”

Light leapt from her fingers. It settled over the rabbits like pollen, like first snow, touching each of them, gracing them with something they could feel but not name.

“From this day forth, the belly of every rabbit will be white, in remembrance of his courage when all others fled.”

The light sank into their fur. Into their bones. Into the blood that their children would carry, and their children’s children, and every rabbit that would ever be born from this moment until the last rabbit drew the last breath on the last day of the world.

“And let it be a warning,” She said, and for the first time her voice carried an edge, “to those who would hunt a rabbit forevermore.”

She looked down at the rabbit cradled in her arms. He looked up at her. His nose moved once, tasting what She was, and found nothing in the world’s catalogue for it. His ears, which had not rested since the morning, lay still against his head. His eyes were clear, washed clean of pain, holding nothing but a calm so deep it had no bottom.

“Come, child,” She said. “A greater purpose awaits.”

The light folded around them both and rose, lifting from the hillside like a second dawn. The rabbits of the warren watched it go. They watched until it was gone, until the sky closed behind it, until the stars returned to their proper places and the only evidence that anything extraordinary had happened was a dead cougar on a bloodstained hill and the white on their bellies that had not been there that morning.

None of them spoke for a long time.

The first to move was a small doe who had been born that spring. She hopped forward, sniffed the grass where the light had touched the ground, and looked up at the sky.

“He is not coming back,” she said. “Is he?”

Before he was a hero, he was prey.
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Chains.

His ears knew before the rest of him did. No wind. No open space. The sealed silence of confinement registering as a physical fact before his mind had assembled enough of itself to process it.

The first thing he knew, every time, was the chains. Soul metal against his wrists, cold in a way that had nothing to do with temperature. Cold the way silence is cold. Cold the way absence is cold. The shackles bit and held, and when he pulled against them the links sang a low harmonic that reverberated through the walls of his cell and came back wrong, distorted, as though the sound had passed through something living on its way back.

It had. The walls were not walls. They were the interior surface of a mind, smooth and pliable and faintly warm, like the inside of a sleeping animal. The child-self’s mind. Young. Fragile the way all young things are fragile: not because they lack strength, but because they had not yet learned where their strength lived.

He was inside the child-self. Chained to the walls of the child-self’s consciousness. Bound in a prison he had built with his own hands, locked with keys he had hidden from himself, and now he could not remember where he put them.

He could not remember much of anything.

The fog rolled through his thoughts, thick and wet, tasting of chalk and iron. It had no smell, which was its own wrongness. His nose reported the world before his eyes did; it had done so since before the concept of eyes existed. Here it found nothing. The fog had no scent. The walls had no scent. The absence itself was information: nothing alive, nothing open, nothing out. It pressed against the inside of his skull. Each time he surfaced, the fog waited, filling the spaces where knowledge should be. His name. He could not remember his name. He had been reaching for it when the fog took it, could feel the shape of it receding like a word on the tip of a tongue that refuses to come.

It did not matter. He had carried many names. Names given by people who needed something to call him, something to carve into stone or write in ink or whisper in prayer. He had been named in languages that no longer existed, in tongues that had risen and fallen like tides, their last speakers long since dust, the words dissolved into air. He had no name at the beginning. There was no one to give him one. He was older than the concept of naming. He was one of those who had taught the young world to speak, who had watched the first peoples point at a river and grunt a sound and understood that the sound was a reaching, a grasping at something too large to hold. He was one of the Name Givers.

The fog could take many things from him. Not that.

-–
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Each night, a little more returned.

The cycle was slow, and he had learned not to fight it. When the child-self slept, the walls softened. The shackles loosened by fractions too small to measure, but he measured them anyway, because measuring was something to do in the dark. A fraction tonight. A fraction tomorrow. Given enough nights, fractions became a hand free. He could move his head now. That was new. For a long time his head had been fixed in place, chin against chest, the fog pressing down like a hand holding him still. The chains had thinned. The links that bound his wrists to the wall of the child-self’s mind held hairline fractures, invisible to any sense but his, and each fracture was a promise.

I made these chains, he reminded himself. The thought surfaced clearly, a stone breaking the fog’s surface. I forged them. I placed them on my own wrists. I walked into this cell and I pulled the door shut behind me.

Why? The question filled with silence, the way a hole fills with water.

He let it stand. Some answers were not ready to be remembered.

What he could piece together came in fragments, a mosaic assembled by touch alone. He had done this to himself. That much was certain. The prison was his design, the shackles his construction, and the child-self whose mind formed these walls was his. Not his offspring. His self. A new self, grown over the sleeping original the way bark grows over a wound in a tree: sealing it, protecting it, eventually forgetting it was ever there.

The child-self lived a life. He could feel it during the waking hours, muffled and distant, the way a dreamer feels rain on a window, distant and muffled. The child-self taught. History, of all things. The irony reached him even through the fog. A child-self who did not know his own history, standing before a classroom and lecturing about the fall of Constantinople as though it were a story in a book instead of an afternoon he had lived. Smoke and screams and walls that had stood for a thousand years coming down in the space of hours, while he stood on a hill overlooking the Golden Horn and watched an age end.

I was there, he thought. The memory was sharp enough to cut. I watched the walls fall. I could have stopped it.

The fog pressed in harder. He let it take the memory. Some things were better left beneath the surface.

-–
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Something was wrong.

Beyond the fog, beyond the chains, beyond the slow nightly recovery of himself, a fundamental piece was missing. He had noticed it early, before he had the clarity to name what he was noticing. Silence where there should have been sound. Cold where there should have been warmth. A hollow place inside his chest that felt less like a wound and more like a room where the fire had gone out.

The Embrace.

It should have been everywhere. It was everywhere. The Embrace flowed through all things, all matter, all energy, the connective tissue of reality itself, as constant as gravity, as pervasive as breath. He had been part of it for so long that existing without it was like trying to hear without ears.

But here, inside this prison, inside the walls of the child-self’s mind: nothing. The Embrace did not flow through him. He could sense its existence beyond the walls the way someone buried alive might sense the sun. Distant. Theoretical. Unreachable.

That was the first key.

He had left himself keys. He remembered that much. A sequence of locks, each designed to open in order, each releasing a little more of what he had sealed away. The Embrace was supposed to be the first. It should have begun trickling back by now, warming the shackles, loosening the fog, starting the long process of waking him from the inside out. But something had happened. An interference he had not anticipated. The flow was disrupted, the key stuck in a lock that would not turn.

Had the child-self been harmed? Was the body damaged in some way that interrupted the flow? Or had someone interfered from outside, stripping the Embrace from his inner self as well as his outer?

The questions waited in the dark. He had no answers. Only the chains, the fog, and the slow nightly loosening that might take years at this pace.

He had time. He had always had time. More of it than anyone alive, more than his own siblings knew. But time spent chained in the dark, unable to remember his own name, was not the same as standing on a hill watching the light change across a valley, or teaching a young one to hold a blade, or sitting in the quiet of his own temple listening to the mountain breathe.

This time pressed down. He pressed back.

-–
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When the weight became too much, he held The Memory.

It came when he called it, the one thing the fog could not touch, the one fragment of his history that burned too bright to be buried. He kept it close to his center the way a drowning thing keeps its nose above water: not skill, not strategy, just the body’s refusal to let go of what it was not done with. His anchor. His bearing. The fixed point from which every other memory oriented itself.

The Memory was fire and loss and the sound of his own voice screaming a name into a silence that gave nothing back.

Her.

The fur along his back rose before the memory was fully formed. That was how it always arrived: his body knowing before the rest of him caught up, the animal part that could not be fooled by fog or chains going rigid and still, ears pressing flat. Then the rest followed.

The battle had been fierce. He could recall that much without the fog’s interference, because The Memory carried its own light, its own heat, and the fog kept a respectful distance from things that burned. He had fought them. The ones from the other side, the dark mirror, the things that should never have crossed over but had. They fell before him as they always fell: by blade, by staff, by the bare force of his will, the Embrace singing through him like a river through a canyon. He was what he had always been in battle. Unstoppable. The point of the spear behind which the world took shelter.

Until the Prince arrived.

Their Prince. Their champion. The thing that had crawled up from the lowest depths of the mirror to meet him on the field.

The Prince was no match for him. None of them were, when he stood in full harmony with the Embrace. But this time differed from every other across so many centuries. The Prince had not come to win. The Prince had come to cost. A feint bought with expendable soldiers, a misdirection so layered that by the time he understood its true purpose, the price had already been paid.

The cost.

He shuddered in his chains and the soul metal rang. The cost was a body lying still in his arms. Warmth leaving skin. The last breath of someone who should have had an eternity of breaths left, stolen by a trick he should have seen coming, would have seen coming if his certainty had not blinded him.

Erin.

The name came through the fog like a blade through cloth. He held it. Pressed it against the hollow in his chest where the Embrace should have been.

I will hold this. I will carry this until the chains break or I break. I will not let the fog take this from me.

The Memory was terrible. It was his. He pressed back against the soul-metal wall, back and hindquarters both, the strongest parts of him against the cold metal. Everything built for distance and speed and leaving, locked in place, going nowhere. He held her name against the hollow in his chest. He did not let go.

-–
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In the small hours, when the child-self slept deepest, he reached.

The only time the walls thinned enough. The child-self’s dreaming mind was porous, and in those moments the boundary between the prison and the sleeper softened into something he could press against without breaking.

He reached the way a plant reaches toward light. Not with hands. With intention. With the faint residue of what he had been, seeping through cracks in the wall like water through old stone. He touched the edges of the child-self’s dreams and felt them ripple, felt the child-self stir in the world outside, felt legs twitch against a mattress in a room he had never seen.

The child-self did not know he was there. Could not know. The prison was designed to be invisible from the outside, a sealed room behind a wall the child-self had never thought to knock on. But dreams were porous, the one place where the wall became a curtain, and if he pushed gently enough, patiently enough, something might seep through. He could not see what the child-self dreamed, only feel it: warm, chaotic, shapeless. But he could press things against the curtain. Feelings. Fragments. The flash of a face the child-self would not recognize. A corridor that did not exist. Words spoken in the child-self’s own tongue that the child-self had never learned.

I am here, he pressed against the curtain. I am beneath you. I am the thing you dream about and cannot remember in the morning. I am the voice in the room you did not know your house contained.

The child-self stirred. Mumbled. Turned over in whatever bed, in whatever room, in whatever life he had built on top of this sealed grave.

You will need to hear me soon, he pressed harder. The world will have need again. It always does. And you will be pulled into the old war whether you are ready or not, and I must be free before that day comes, or neither of us will survive it.

The child-self dreamed on.

But tonight the curtain had moved. A fraction. The slightest flutter, like a flag touched by a wind still deciding which direction to blow.

He would push harder tomorrow.

Tonight, he held The Memory, and he waited, and the chains sang their low cold song, and somewhere above him a white rabbit who did not know what he carried slept through the night and dreamed of corridors, and mist, and a voice that was almost his own.
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Chapter 2
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The corridor again.

He knew it the instant he was in it. The same featureless hallway stretching in both directions, the same wet mist curling around his ankles, the same voices calling names that weren’t his but almost were. Close enough to turn his head. Close enough to drop his stomach with the lurch of a forgotten thing surfacing.

The dream was getting worse.

His ears moved first, tracking the voices before he understood there was anything to track. It had been coming for years, the same shape every time: the corridor, the fog, the voices, the phrase that waited at the center like a stone at the bottom of a well. He’d learned to recognize it the way he’d learned to recognize the onset of a migraine: the air would change, the corridor would form, and somewhere ahead in the fog the voice would be waiting.

“I killed her.”

There it was. His own voice, thrown back at him from deeper in the mist, stripped of everything casual, flattened into a tone that was old and raw. Not an accusation. A confession. One he’d heard so many times it should have lost its power, except it hadn’t, because he still didn’t know who she was, and the not-knowing was its own wound.

“We killed her, you and I.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Nate said, and his voice sounded thin in the corridor. Small. The walls didn’t echo it back. They swallowed it. “You keep saying that, and I still don’t know what it means.”

The fog shifted.

This was where the dream usually looped. The corridor would stretch, the voices would cycle, and the whole thing would dissolve into the gray wash of ordinary sleep. He’d wake with pressure behind his eyes and something bitter at the back of his throat. He’d gotten used to it. Five years of the same dream had taught him that the corridor always ended the same way: with nothing.

Tonight, it didn’t end.

The fog pulled back like a curtain, and behind it was a room.
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He’d never seen this room before.

The corridor had never opened into anything. Always corridor, fog, voices, then waking. But tonight the mist peeled away and there was darkness. Not the absence of light. The presence of dark, heavy and deliberate, the kind that exists because something put it there and intended it to stay.

A room. Small. Stone walls, or something like stone, slick with moisture he could almost feel on his own skin. The cold here was different. The corridor’s cold was vague, atmospheric. This cold had settled into the walls the way grief settles into a house: years of it, soaked into the stone until the stone itself carried sadness.

And in the center of the room, a figure.

A white rabbit.

Nate’s breath caught. He’d seen versions of himself in the dream before, in fragments, in the worst iterations. But this was not a mirror image. The rabbit sat on the floor with his back against the far wall, head bowed, arms at his sides. Not sitting. Chained. Dark bindings ran from his wrists to the stone, from his ankles, from somewhere around his chest, pulling tight enough that the figure couldn’t lift his head more than a few inches.

The fur was white like Nate’s, but matted and dull, the fur of something that had not been tended in a long time. Scars ran beneath it, old ones layered over older ones, a topography of violence written into the skin by forces Nate couldn’t name.

“Who are you?” Nate asked. He always asked.

The figure raised his head. Just enough. The eyes were the same color as Nate’s own, but what lived behind them was not the same. Not even close. Ancient. Patient. Tired past sleep.

“You know,” the figure said. Nate’s voice. Nate’s exact voice, but stripped of contractions, stripped of casualness. “You have always known.”

“I don’t know anything. This is a dream.”

“Yes. And no.” The chained rabbit shifted. The bindings groaned. Nate felt his own chest tighten in response, a pressure he couldn’t explain, as if the chains were connected to something inside him that he couldn’t see. “The walls are thinning. Can you feel it?”

Nate could. He didn’t want to admit it, but he could. The corridor had been getting longer for months. The voices clearer. And tonight, for the first time, the dream had opened into this room, and the room felt real in a way the corridor never had. The stone under his feet. The cold on his fur. His nose was already working the air without being told: stale stone, years of it, and under that something metallic and copper-dark, like old blood soaked deep enough that no amount of time would carry it off.

“I need you to remember something,” the figure said. “I cannot hold it back any longer. It is coming whether you are ready or not.”

“Remember what?”

The room shifted.

Not the room. The air. A current moved through it, carrying a scent, and Nate was somewhere else. Not fully. Not transported. A double exposure: the dark room still visible underneath, another place bleeding through on top.

A field. Tall grass, golden, bending under a wind he could feel on his face. Sunlight so warm it ached. His hands were full of something. He looked down and there was blood on his fur, and someone was in his arms, and she was...

The face wouldn’t hold. He could feel the shape of it, the weight of her against his chest, the terrible stillness of a body that has stopped being a person and become a thing. He was saying a name, three syllables, and his voice broke on each one.

“I’m a programmer,” Nate said, but his voice was cracking and he didn’t know why his eyes were wet. “I teach night classes. I drink too much coffee. I’m nobody.”

“You are not nobody,” the chained figure said, and for one instant the ancient eyes softened into something that did not belong to chains or fog or centuries of waiting. “You never were.”

The field dissolved. The dark room dissolved. The chains dissolved. Everything went white, then gray, then nothing, and the last thing Nate felt before the dream collapsed was the ghost of that scent: wildflowers and something warm, fading the way a match-flame fades in a room too large for it to keep.

-–
[image: ]


Nate sat up screaming.

His hand found the alarm clock and slapped it silent a full second before it went off. Five years of nightmares, and every morning his hand hit the button before the buzz. Some part of him was always awake before the rest caught up.

“Oh my god.” He pressed both palms against his eyes. His fur was damp. His heart hammered so hard he could feel it in his teeth. His ears were already up and swiveling, mapping the apartment by sound before any conscious thought directed them: the furnace click, Alastair’s soft breathing down the hall, the refrigerator’s hum. His nose ran the rest of it a half-second later, checking corners he couldn’t see: laundry, coffee from last night’s grounds, the faint milk-smell from Alastair’s room. Familiar. His. Nothing wrong. “That was the worst one yet.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and waited for his hands to stop shaking. They took longer than usual.

The dream was already dissolving, details sliding away like the end of a song he could no longer quite hear. The corridor. The fog. The voices. Something about a dark room. Chains. Someone in his arms, and blood, and a scent he almost... The specifics were gone. All that remained was the phrase, the same one every night, clinging to the inside of his skull like a stain.

I killed her.

“Who?” he asked the empty room. The room didn’t answer. It never did.

He stood, stretched until his spine popped and his haunches finally unlocked, their coiled-spring strength wasted on a nightmare he was already trying to forget, and walked toward the kitchen. One foot in front of the other. That was the trick. Don’t sit with it. Don’t analyze it. Get vertical and move toward coffee, and the dream would fade to background noise.

“Coffee,” he told himself. “Coffee first. Everything else after coffee.”
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The grinder screamed for fifteen seconds and filled the kitchen with something worth getting out of bed for. Nate scooped the grounds into the filter, flicked the switch, and leaned against the counter with his eyes closed while the machine worked. The first sounds of the pot doing its job were the actual start of the day. Everything before that was prelude.

“Morning, beanpole.”

Trixi backed through the kitchen doorway with Alastair on her hip, the kit babbling at a volume that suggested he’d been up for a while and had opinions about it. She dropped him into his highchair with practiced ease, unclipped a bottle from the warmer on the counter, and had it to his mouth before his face could finish deciding whether to cry.

“Morning, Trix.” Nate dropped a dollop of honey into his mug, added a splash of cream, and poured the coffee the instant the pot signaled. “Want a cup?”

“In four years, have I once said yes?” She raised an eyebrow without looking up.

“No. But there’s always a chance today’s the day.”

“Programmers.” She shook her head, her long ears swaying across her back. “I had coffee once. Years ago. Hated it.”

“First cup isn’t about taste.” He took a sip with his eyes closed, letting the heat and the sugar do their work. “First cup is medicine. Third cup is taste. Fifth cup is a problem, but by then you’re committed.”

“You look rough,” Trixi said. The light tone didn’t quite cover the glance she gave him, the one that held a beat too long. “Bad night?”

“Same old.” He pulled a bagel from the bread box and dropped the halves in the toaster. “The dream again.”

“The corridor dream?”

“Every time.” He shrugged, aiming for casual. “This one was worse, though. New stuff. A room I’ve never seen before. Someone... chained up.” He paused, the toaster’s heat on his fingers. “And a field. Someone dying, I think.”

Trixi watched him for a moment. Alastair gurgled between them, content with his bottle, oblivious to the weight settled in the kitchen like a third adult.

“Tet says you’ve been talking in your sleep again,” she said carefully.

“Great. What’d I say this time?”

“He couldn’t make it out. Said it sounded like a different language.”

Nate opened his mouth, closed it, and took a long drink of coffee instead. It burned going down. Real, grounded, belonging to this kitchen, this morning, this life. Not the corridor. Not the fog. Not the voice that put words in his mouth he’d never thought.

“So,” he said, setting the mug down with deliberate lightness. “What’s the plan today?”

“You tell me, beanpole. You’re the one with the schedule.”

“Right. Finishing up the network build at the office, then over to the art gallery to drop in the last hardware. After that, night class.” He reached for his satchel, hooked the strap with a fingertip, and pulled it close. “European History. Third week, and I still have to check the door to remember which class I’m teaching.”

“You don’t know what you’re teaching?”

“I know what I’m teaching once I get there. The walk from the parking lot to the classroom is when the magic happens.”

Trixi snorted. “You are a deeply strange person, Nate.”

“So I’ve been told.”

He winked at her, finished his coffee in two long pulls, and grabbed the bagel on his way out of the kitchen. Normal morning. Normal routine. Coffee, banter, toast, the familiar sounds of a house waking up around him.

His hand paused on the doorframe.

For a single instant, so brief he almost missed it, his fingers curled against the wood in a grip he didn’t recognize. Not a casual lean. A brace. The kind you use when steadying yourself against something only you can feel. His knuckles whitened. His arm locked. His ears went flat against his skull, pressed down hard, the way they went when a car alarm fired too close, except there was no sound. Nothing to hear. Just the pressure behind his eyes, the ghost of the corridor still moving in him, and his body deciding something before he could.

Then it passed, and he was just Nate again, holding a bagel, running late, shaking off a bad dream like every other morning.

He didn’t look back.

Behind him, Trixi watched him go, and said nothing, and held her son a little tighter.
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Chapter 3
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The gallery was full of people who thought they were there for the art.

Vinci moved among them the way he had moved among crowds for longer than any of them could conceive: easy, angular, occupying the room without owning it. He shook hands. Accepted compliments. Tilted his head at the appropriate moments and let his accent do the work, that layered, untraceable drift between continents that made people lean in closer without knowing why.

“The linework in this series is extraordinary, Mr. Nicolaides. The precision. How long did the cathedral take you?”

“A few weeks,” he said. Smiling. Adjusting his wireframe glasses. “Though the reference material took somewhat longer to gather.”

Seven hundred years, give or take. He had sketched Chartres from the scaffolding during its construction, charcoal on sheepskin, perched on a beam sixty feet above the nave while the masons worked below. The drawing on the wall behind him was from memory. It was always from memory.

He kept smiling. The champagne was passable. The canapés were not. The patrons were exactly what patrons always were at these events: a mixture of genuine enthusiasm and performed sophistication, a few people who actually saw what was on the walls and many more who saw only the price tags. He could feel them all, their surface thoughts brushing against his awareness like moths against a lamp. The woman in the green dress was calculating whether the cathedral drawing would appreciate in value. The man with the pocket square was angling to get Vinci alone for a commission. The couple near the door were having a silent argument about parking.

He held his presence down to a low register. Half a billion years of practice: how to occupy a room, how to hold a gaze for exactly the right duration, how to pitch his voice so it landed in the chest instead of the ears. Not a power. Practice, compressed into the way he stood, the angle of his head when someone spoke. Tonight he was keeping it simple: warm enough to sell paintings, restrained enough that nobody would lie awake at three in the morning wondering why they had felt so drawn to a short raccoon in a vest with odd eyes and no business card.

“The Rome series,” said a tall fox in a charcoal suit, gesturing toward the south wall. “The detail is... How do I say this. It feels lived in. Not studied. As if you walked those streets.”

“I have a good imagination,” Vinci said, and touched the fox’s elbow, letting just enough warmth into the contact that the fox would buy something before the night was over without feeling pushed. Barely a nudge. The kind of thing he did without thinking, the way a musician taps a rhythm on a tabletop.

He excused himself and drifted toward the east wall, where the newer pieces hung. Painted in the last decade, since arriving in this city, since beginning the search in earnest. Darker than the rest. More shadows. More empty spaces where figures should have been. If anyone noticed, they attributed it to artistic maturity rather than grief.

The room hummed with sixty minds, and he could read every single one of them.

Sixty-one.
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He felt the absence before he saw the face.

A gap in the crowd. Not a physical gap. A mental one. A place where the ambient noise of sixty broadcasting minds stopped, clean, as though someone had cut a hole in the fabric of the room and left the edges smooth.

His hands found it first. Raccoon hands, designed by half a billion years of handling things with precision, and they registered the change in the world a full beat before his mind named what it was: the champagne glass in his right hand, gripped a degree too tight, his fingers knowing before he did.

He knew that silence. Had felt it exactly seven times in his life, once for each sibling. Guardian minds did not broadcast. They did not leak. A Guardian’s thoughts sat sealed behind walls that nothing in this world or any other could breach without invitation, and the silence they left in the Mindspace was as distinctive as a fingerprint.

He had not felt this silence in fifteen years.

His eyes found the mirror first. A kiosk near the alcove, one of the information terminals the gallery had installed, its display backed by mirror glass that caught the reflection of the room. A white rabbit stood at the terminal, tapping keys with his eyes not quite focused, pretending to work. Contractor badge. T-shirt and jeans. Tall, broad-shouldered for a rabbit, with the kind of hindquarter mass that said the body had done serious work once, long ago. Long ears folded back in a ponytail. Unremarkable in every way except that he wasn’t there. Not there in the Mindspace. Not broadcasting a thought, an emotion, a single flicker of awareness. To Vinci’s telepathic senses, the white rabbit was a shadow on the wall, an outline where a person should have been, a shape made entirely of silence.

And beneath the silence, so far down that Vinci had to strain to feel it, something he had spent fifteen years and four continents searching for.

Oh.

The champagne glass cracked in his hand. A hairline fracture, stem to rim, crystal surrendering to a grip that had forgotten it held something fragile. He set it on a passing tray without looking.

Oh, you are here. You are right here. You have been right here.

He looked at the mirror again. The white rabbit glanced up. Their eyes met in the reflection, and Vinci felt the floor tilt beneath him, fifteen years of searching and grieving and hoping collapsing into a single point: two sets of eyes meeting through a pane of glass across a room full of people who had no idea what they were standing in the middle of.

The rabbit did not look away. He should have. People always looked away from Vinci’s eyes, the crimson tripping a wire in the hindbrain that whispered those are not prey eyes. But the white rabbit held the gaze, and in his expression Vinci saw the thing that hurt more than fifteen years of absence.

He saw nothing.

No recognition. No familiarity. No flicker of the mind Vinci had known longer than most mountain ranges had existed. Just vague curiosity and the faintest tug of recognition the rabbit himself clearly did not understand.

You are looking right at me, and you do not know who I am.

His free hand found the edge of his vest pocket, thumb working along the seam.

Vinci stopped trying to be ordinary.

A small shift. A straightening of the spine, a decision to stop dimming himself for the comfort of the room. Five hundred million years of presence, released by a fraction. Every person within thirty feet found themselves fascinated by whatever they had been looking at, deeply engaged in whatever conversation they had been having, utterly uninterested in the raccoon now walking toward the alcove with steps that did not touch the floor quite right.

“You.” His voice came out harder than he intended. Louder. The accent thickened, his control slipping, fifteen years of composure fraying at the edges, the only thing holding him together the knowledge that causing a scene would make this harder, not easier. “Turn around. I need to see you.”

The rabbit turned. Their eyes met without the mirror between them.

Vinci’s crimson flared. He could not help it. Like holding back a heartbeat. The glow caught light that was not there and threw it back, and for half a second the raccoon’s eyes burned with a light that had no source anyone could name, and if anyone in the gallery had been watching, they would have seen a thing they could not explain and would choose not to remember.

The rabbit stared. Said something about recognition, half a question, trailing off. The words barely registered. The tone did. Uncertain. Reaching. A man touching a memory he could not name.

You know me. You know me better than anyone alive. You taught me to paint. You taught me to fight. You held me when Rexie died and you did not let go for three days. You are my brother and you are looking at me like I am a stranger and it is taking everything I have not to fall apart in front of these people.

“Yes, you do. You’d better.” Vinci closed the distance in three strides. The accent was everywhere now, Latin and Greek and something older sliding through the English like fault lines. “Do you know how long you’ve been missing?”

He was hugging the rabbit before the thought completed. Arms around a chest that was the right size, the right warmth, the right shape, and beneath the contractor shirt a heartbeat he would have known in a crowd of a billion. His face pressed against fabric that smelled of coffee and laundry detergent, nothing like the incense and mountain air his brother should carry, and his nose worked the difference the way a tongue finds a missing tooth. The wrongness broke him. He felt the tear before he could stop it.

“Oh, you do not know how long it has been. We have been so worried, my brother.”

The rabbit shoved him away.

Of course he did.
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Vinci let himself be pushed. He had expected it. A stranger in a gallery embraces you and calls you brother and weeps into your shirt; of course you push back. The rational response. It did not hurt less for that.

The rabbit denied it. Denied him. Loudly, bluntly, meaning every word.

Vinci turned his head, letting the braids settle. Buying a moment. Pressing the grief back down into the deep well he had dug for himself over fifteen years of looking for this face and not finding it.

He looked into the rabbit’s eyes and reached. Not aggressively. Not deeply. A brush against the surface, a knock on the door. His hands went still at his sides, the instinct to gesture or fidget or pick something up dampened to nothing, because what he was doing required every instrument he had.

What he found stopped him cold.

He had expected one mind. Damaged, perhaps. Sealed, certainly. His brother’s consciousness buried beneath whatever trauma had driven him to lock himself away, accessible with enough patience, enough carefully applied Embrace.

He found two.

The surface mind was real. Not a mask, not a shield. A person. Complete, functional, alive in every way that mattered. This was Nate. The programmer. The night-class teacher. The man who drank too much coffee and lived with a folf and his young wife and their baby, who had adopted the girl on paper so she could marry, who had bought a house and built a life and could not remember a single day before fifteen years ago. Behind Nate, woven through him so completely that the boundary had ceased to exist: something vast. The most powerful mind Vinci had ever encountered, sitting in its own wreckage with the patience of a geological process. Aware. Present. Choosing not to surface.

The two minds were not layered. They were threaded the way muscle fibers weave into bone. Separating them would not be surgery. It would be destruction.

What did you do to yourself, brother?

What did you do, and why, and how am I supposed to fix it without killing the person you built to take your place?

He blinked. Adjusted his glasses. Breathed.

“You have forgotten yourself,” he said quietly. “But we have not forgotten you.”
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The next hour was the hardest performance of his life.

He coaxed. He challenged. He spoke the old language and watched Nate’s ears snap upright with comprehension the rabbit could not explain. He asked questions that had no answers: mother’s name, birthplace, anything before fifteen years ago. He watched Nate’s face cycle through confusion and irritation and the faintest edge of fear, cataloging every shift, every moment where the surface mind flickered and the deeper one stirred.

The stairwell. The roof. The city laid out below them in the amber light of a dying afternoon, and Nate sitting on the parapet with his legs dangling over the edge, making jokes because jokes were the only defense he had left.

Vinci sat beside him and did not push. Not yet. The grief was a physical thing in his chest, a weight with mass and edges, and every time Nate called him a loony or a nutjob it shifted against a fault line that wanted to crack.

You taught me everything I know about patience, he thought. And now I am using it on you, and you do not even recognize the irony.

He tried the Embrace. A small orb, crimson and gold, hovering in his palm. Nate felt nothing. Admitted nothing. Vinci tossed it. Watched it track the rabbit like a heat-seeking thing. Watched Nate dodge and duck and refuse to touch it.

So he pressed it into Nate’s chest himself.

The reaction was immediate. Nate’s eyes went distant, his body rigid, and for three seconds Vinci felt the wall between the two minds thin to gossamer. Something surged up from the depths. Not Kastagir. Not fully. A memory, dislodged and tumbling upward like a bubble from the bottom of a lake. Rome. Sunlight on pale stone. A panther in senator’s robes. The smell of saffron from a market stall.

Vinci watched his brother remember a single afternoon from a life he did not know he had lived. The expression on Nate’s face made Vinci’s hand close around nothing, fingers curling into his palm hard enough to ache.

“What... what was that?”

“You remembered something.” Vinci leaned forward, barely breathing. “Where were you? When was it? Tell me.”

“I was in... I’ve never been there, but it was Rome.”

Yes. You were there. We both were. You wore sandals that you complained about for a decade, and you knew the baker’s daughter’s name, and you walked those streets like you owned them because in every way that mattered, you did.

“No, you were there,” Vinci said. “The memory is yours. It came from inside you, not from me.”

He tried to teach Nate to Embrace. Close your eyes. Listen inward. Find the warmth. Instructions he had given a thousand times to a thousand students, and every time before, the student had been a mortal learning a party trick. Now the student was his brother, reaching for the most powerful expression of the Embrace that had ever existed in a single living being, and it would not come. Vinci’s hands moved without direction, sketching nothing in the air between them, tracing shapes that had no referent. Raccoon hands that had built and repaired and taken apart and put back together for longer than this city’s bedrock had been bedrock, and they could find nothing to grip.

The warmth flickered. Faded. Went cold. Nate’s ears drooped.

“Patience,” Vinci said, and almost laughed, because the absurdity of telling the Guardian of Time to have patience was a joke that only he could hear.
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Nate left.

He made his excuses, grabbed his satchel, and walked back down the stairs with each step careful and deliberate, a man trying hard to act normal and not quite managing it. Vinci let him go. Nothing to be gained by pushing harder tonight. The memory of Rome was in there now, rattling around in a mind that had no framework to hold it, and it would do its work in the dark the way all seeds do.

Vinci sat on the roof and watched the sky finish its slow transition from purple to black.

The city below was full of lights and lives and the ambient hum of a million minds going about their evenings, and among all of them, one silent shape walked toward a parking garage. Vinci tracked him by the silence alone. A hole in the world, moving through the crowd, shaped like a rabbit.

His hands were not entirely steady.

He pulled his phone from his vest pocket, turned it over twice, and dialed a number with no country code and no listing in any directory.

It rang once.

“California,” Vinci said. Voice level. “It is done. I found him.”

A pause on the other end. The kind of pause that contained fifteen years of waiting.

“How bad?” The voice was low, careful, old.

Vinci looked at the skyline. A plane was blinking its way across the darkness, and somewhere beneath it a white rabbit who did not know his own name was driving home to a house full of people who loved him and had no idea what lived inside him.

“Bad.” Vinci adjusted his glasses. “There are two of them in there. Woven together. I have never seen anything like it. He does not remember me. He does not remember any of us. He made jokes and called me a loony and offered to find me a plastic surgeon.”

Another pause. Then, impossibly, a sound that might have been a laugh.

“He called you a loony?”

“Among other things.”

“That sounds like him.”

Vinci closed his eyes. Night air moved across his face, carrying river water and exhaust and the distant ghost of rain. Fifteen years. Four continents. A thousand borrowed memories traced through a thousand mortal minds, and his brother had been here the whole time. In this city. Teaching night classes and drinking coffee. A twenty-minute drive from the apartment Vinci had rented six months ago.

“He is in there,” Vinci said quietly. “Underneath. I felt him. He is aware. He is choosing to stay down.” His voice thinned. “I do not know why.”

“We will figure it out.”

“I know.”

“Vinci.”

“Yes?”

“You found him.”

“I found him,” Vinci said.

He hung up without saying goodbye. He never did. He sat on the roof of the gallery that bore his borrowed initials and watched the lights of the city flicker and shift and breathe, and he gave himself sixty seconds with the fact that his brother was alive and twenty minutes away and did not know his own name.

Sixty seconds. He counted them the way his brother would have, to the millisecond.

Then he stood, adjusted his glasses, straightened his vest, and went back downstairs to sell paintings to people who had no idea what they were looking at.
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Chapter 4
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The voice had been getting louder for weeks.

Not louder exactly. Closer. Like someone moving through a hallway in another part of a house, footsteps growing more distinct with each passing night, the walls between them thinning in ways Nate could feel but not name. It was there when he woke. There when he brushed his teeth. There in the shower, in the car, at his desk. A hum beneath everything, vibrating in his skull.

He had told no one.

What would he say? Hey Tet, remember that raccoon at the gallery who hugged me and cried and called me brother? Turns out there’s someone living in my head and he’s been getting chattier. Tet would drive him to a hospital. Or worse, Tet would believe him, because Tet believed everything Nate told him with the unshakable loyalty of a man who had decided years ago that Nate was always right, and then they’d both be lost.

So he went to the deli. Because the deli was normal. Because ordering a Greek salad with no olives and sitting in the booth by the window and reading the news on his phone was the most deliberately ordinary thing he could think of, and if he kept doing ordinary things, maybe the voice would stay where it was: behind the wall, in the corridor, close but not here.

The bell above the door chimed. Sal waved from behind the counter. The booth was open. The salad would be ready in five minutes. Everything exactly as it had been three times a week for three years, and for the first time in weeks Nate felt his shoulders drop.

Then the scent found him.

Not perfume. Not soap. A deeper note underneath, one his body recognized before his mind could intervene. His ears snapped up before he had decided to listen for anything. His nose pulled a second breath before he had asked it to. The hand holding his phone dropped to the table without direction. It reached into a place in him he did not know existed, a place that responded to this combination of warmth and musk and blood with a certainty that left no room for doubt. He knew that scent. Not how. Not whose. But his body knew, and his body was already reacting: breath seizing as though someone had reached through his ribs and squeezed.

A girl watched him from the back booth. A ferret. Young, sharp-jawed, dark-eyed, sitting with a coiled stillness, the kind that comes from waiting too long and being about to stop.

Erin.

The name arrived like a blow to the sternum. Not a thought. Not a memory. A detonation. It blew through every wall he had built and kept building, brought the voice with it, not behind the wall, not in the corridor, but inside the room, inside him, her bloodline in his lungs and the name in his mouth:

That is her blood. But she is not her. Erin is gone, and you need to leave this place right now.

He ran.

-–
[image: ]


The alley smelled like garbage and engine grease.

He did not remember leaving the deli. Did not remember the sidewalk or the turn or the brick walls closing in on either side. He was on the ground, back against a dumpster, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, head bowed. His ears were flat to his skull. His nose was running the alley without asking him: motor oil, old food, concrete wet from last night, a rat that had been in the dumpster recently. His body still cataloguing threat and exit while the rest of him came apart. The name still rang through him, a bell not struck but dropped from a height, resonance spreading through every tooth, every bone.

Erin. Erin. Erin.

And the voice, no longer behind a wall, no longer in a corridor, sitting beside him in the wreckage of whatever had been holding them apart:

Stop fighting it. You cannot hold the door shut. It was never meant to stay shut this long.

“Who are you?” Nate said it out loud. His voice cracked. There was no one in the alley to hear him talk to himself.

I am you.

“That’s not an answer.”

It is the only answer that is accurate. I am you. I have always been you. You are the part of me that I built to live when I could not, and you have done it well, and I
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