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ORRIN

Twenty Years Ago

He looks wrong.

I rose up onto my toes and peered down at Dad. His color was odd, and the way his mouth was shaped created a smile unlike his own. Dad’s smile made his eyes crinkle up and his nose do this squishy thing, dimpling his cheeks like mine. This version was flat and looked weird. Like he was trying to squeeze his lips together too hard. Slowly,I reached out  brushed a finger across the too-smooth cheek. No one stopped me, so I rubbed his skin, trying to feel the bristles that never seemed to go away even after he put foam all over his face.

“He’s cold.”

In the murmur and rustle of the strange party, my voice was lost. Dad said my voice was tiny sometimes, and I guess that was why no one heard me. Thick carpet muffled everyone’s steps, and the benches and chairs were padded with a weird, squeaky plastic, meant to look like leather. It made too much noise, this room, and it made it hard to hear anything other than the carpet-chair-clothes sounds, like bird feathers brushing together. 

Mom wasn’t where I’d left her, sitting on one of the squeaky bench things. I saw a bunch of strangers, though, and some people who worked with Dad. Most of the strangers were reporters. When we went on Fun Days to the park or museum without Mom, I could remember Dad smiling for some reporters. They always had weird recorders like some of the strangers here did.

I looked back at Dad, lying in the dull gray box. Mom brought me with her to pick it out, and the man had called it the Eternal Rest model.

I tried to feel the mattress inside, but Mom had yelled, and I’d cried, and we’d left.

Dad didn’t look comfortable, not if his smile was wrong.

His smile was wrong, and he felt wrong, and he even smelled wrong. It wasn’t my dad in the Eternal Rest bed. Dad wouldn’t stay in a stupid box and act wrong. The weird place was a bad place, and I wanted to leave right away please, but no one would listen to me.

“It’s not him. He looks wrong. This isn’t him.”

Someone shushed me. “Where’s Eloise?” they asked no one in particular. “What’s he doing here by himself?”

I touched Dad’s face again, pressing gently against his cheek. “It’s not him. He feels like a candle or something.”

Hands I didn’t know scooped me up and carried me quickly away. “Let’s go see if they have any cookies in the other room, huh? Doesn’t that sound good?”

“Not really. Where’s my dad?” I twisted and turned, trying to see who was carrying me. I wasn’t supposed to go with strangers anywhere, and Dad would be so upset if I did. After the time the weird guy tried asking me questions at Astroworld, he made me promise. “That’s not him. This isn’t funny!” 

I tried to kick my legs, but the man holding me squeezed, keeping them still. Something in my chest and tummy rattled around, banging on my ribs and making it hard to breathe. Dad was in the Eternal Rest bed, and I couldn’t find Mom, and people were giving me sad face looks, and I wanted my Dad to stop messing around now.

The man holding me pushed open some doors, and that thing in my chest hit hard. If we went through the doors, I’d be far from my dad, and I needed to keep an eye on him, to see when he’d stop playing this trick. “Let me go!”

“It’s...” The man didn’t finish the sentence, and I knew why. He was going to tell me it’s okay or something. He was going to lie to me, and I hated him. Twisting again, I got a leg loose, kicking him in the stomach until he finally set me down. “Let’s get you some water.”

“No!”

“Where the hell is Eloise?” he muttered, reaching past me to close the office door. The room smelled bad, like that air freshener Grandma used in the bathroom mixed with wet dog. There was a big couch on one side of the room and a desk on the other. A whole bunch of boxes of tissues stood against the wall, as if someone wanted to make a fort. “Here, let’s have a seat, okay?” The man smiled at me, but it was fake. Not the same way Dad’s was, but like he was trying to be happy but wasn’t.

“I want to go check on Dad,” I said, even though that thing in my chest wanted to choke me. “He’s wrong.”

The man rubbed his eyes the way I did when I wanted to cry. “Your dad was...he’s my friend.” He squatted down in front of me so we were almost the same height. “We’ve worked together a long time, since high school!”

“High school is for big kids. I’m not a big kid yet.”

He laughed, and it was watery, like he was gurgling on it. “No, not yet. Your dad and I met when we were big kids, though. Here.” He pulled out a tiny ball from his coat pocket, like the kind from gumball machines Mom wouldn’t let me get because she was afraid I’d try to eat them. “Your dad used to do a magic trick with one of these. Did he ever show you?”

Nodding, I grinned, showing him my teeth because Dad said that was my best smile, the happiest one. “He could move it without his hands!”

The man nodded too. “Can you do that, too?”

I grinned again. “Yep. Put it down and I can show you.”

The man set the ball on the floor and duck-walked back a few feet, almost to the tissue-box wall. He made a little wave with his hand, like “go on.” The same way Mom sometimes did when I was walking too slow.

My Spider-Man light up shoes didn’t want to come off until I kicked at them really hard. “Don’t let me lose those. Mom will be so mad. They’re my special shoes ’cause they light up.” I went to stand in front of the ball. “Look!” I stretched out a leg and curled my toes around it, scooting it back toward me. “Taa-daa!”

He stared at me for a long time. Then that smile was back, but real this time. He giggled, sounding funny like it got stuck in his throat. He fell on his butt and pressed his hands over his face.

I didn’t like hide and seek much, but sometimes you needed to hide, I guess.

I sat on the floor with the ball, rolling it back and forth between my feet. “You okay? I want to go back to Dad now.” That thing in my chest rolled around again. “I think maybe I can help him. He looks wrong. Maybe he just needs to know I’m there and it’s not funny.”

He stopped hiding his face. “Your dad.” He nodded at the ball between my feet. “He used to do that same joke at work, when people asked to see him move the ball.”

I laughed. “It’s funny. The other way is okay, too, but I can’t do it like he can.”

“That’s okay.” Maybe if I tried really hard, I could move it like Dad, and this guy would stop being upset. I stared at the ball, but nothing happened. “It’s okay,” he repeated. “Sometimes you figure it out when you’re older.”

“Mom said since she’s mundane, I’ll just be boring like her.”

His face did a weird thing, annoyed and sad and mad all at the same time, but it only lasted like a second before he was giving me that sad smile again. “Well, that’s not always the case. Some very smart people have learned sometimes, you have special ways of doing tricks you can’t see with your eyes, and it’s not always because of which parent can do tricks.”

I wiggled my toes on the weird carpet. The smell wasn’t so bad now, but it made my nose itch, and I really wanted to go back to the other room and make sure Dad was getting up soon. “I can’t do cool tricks like Dad, but Mom said I’m really good at learning things and being nice to people, and that’s really important because sometimes people are mean and don’t like boring people like us.”

The man looked a little sadder, but he didn’t have time to hide again. My mom opened the door. Her face was pale like when she got angry, and her makeup was all smoodgy. “What the hell, Jim?”

“Mom! Cuss word!”

She scooped me up, grabbing my Spider-Man light up shoes and setting me down on the squeaky sofa. After shoving my feet into the shoes, she turned around to face that guy. Jim. “You’re not gonna answer me? No!” She poked her finger at him when he stood and tried to step closer. “No! Fuck you, Jim! I told you—Charlie told you—not Orrin. Not. Orrin.”

Hearing Mom say the really bad word and sound so mad was scary. I started crying, and that thing inside me moved so fast, making it hard to breathe. I wanted Dad. I’d wanted him for days, and no one would tell me why I couldn’t have him, and now he was sleeping and looking wrong, and Mom was using rude words. I couldn’t breathe, and that made me cry harder. 

She grabbed the ball and threw it hard at Jim. “Eloise,” he said, his face red and splotchy like he had cried. “Don’t do this.”

“Stay away from Orrin. Stay away from me. It’s bad enough Charlie is dead because of this bullshit and—”

“Mom?”

I knew that word because the same thing happened to Mom’s mom last year, and I had to stay with Aunt Laura at her apartment. I got to play Mario with my cousin Dana, but I think Dana let me win because she’s super good at Mario and usually never loses. And Royce couldn’t spend the night when Grandma Becca died because Mom was so sad and had to go out of town with Dad, so we had to wait and have our sleepover later. But when dead happened to Grandma Becca, it meant she didn’t come back. We didn’t get to see her at Thanksgiving because Mom had to help Uncle David sell her house, and Grandma was never returning.

“Mom...” I was shaking. That thing inside me was growing big, so big I couldn’t stop it from moving and hurting me. “Dad isn’t like Grandma Becca. He’s just wrong. But he can be okay. Get him out of that stupid bed. The bed is what’s the matter.” Even as the thought popped into my head, I decided that must be the problem. “Take him out of it, and he’ll be okay. And we can go home. This place smells bad, and I want Dad back. He’s been gone since Sunday, Mom!”

Mom made a bad sound, like she was hurt, and she squeezed me too hard, so I hurt too. “Orrin,” she said in a weird voice. “Baby...”

“Eloise.” Jim was very close to us now, and I didn’t like it. He made Mom say Dad was dead, and that was a bad thing. “I know this is a nightmare, but when you’re ready...when he’s ready...I’m here.”

“Fuck you.” She squeezed me again. “I can’t be here. I can’t. I need to get Orrin out of here. You’re all fucking ghouls!”

One of the guys who wore the suits at this place and told Mom about the Eternal Rest bed opened the door. “Is there something I can help with?” he asked in this soft whispery voice.

“Get everyone out,” Mom said like a snarling dog. “Get them out now. They don’t deserve to say goodbye to him!”

I shook hard, so hard I wanted to throw up. Goodbye meant dead, and dead meant Dad was staying in that stupid bed forever. I twisted and screamed, kicking Mom until she dropped me. I landed on my butt, then got on my feet too fast for her to grab me again. I ran hard as I could and bumped into some people, but I didn’t care. They were all wrong, and I hated them. 

Dad wasn’t dead. Dad was wrong but not dead.

Mom grabbed me before I could get to Dad again. It hurt to breathe, and I couldn’t hear anything but Mom crying and how my breath sounded funny.

Dad still didn’t get up.
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DREW

“I know I said you should get yourself a little something for your birthday, but this is a bit outré, isn’t it? Since when did they start selling twinks on Amazon?”

With Ivan leaning over my shoulder, it was too late to click out of the screen. I kicked myself for not noticing his approach—his tendency to marinate in Spicebomb typically served as an advance guard. “He’s under consideration for the position—”

“I’ll bet.” The bro-slap to my shoulder was just the icing on the cake. Ivan moved around my desk to park himself in the guest chair, legs sprawled in front of him and feet pushing my wastebasket to tilt at a precarious angle against the desk leg.

“On the project, Ivan.” Calling him dingus was a near thing, but as Ivan was the CEO’s son and nepotism was real, I exercised an iota of self-control. “Orrin applied for the biometric statistical analysis position, but Doctor DuMarque shunted his résumé over to the project because he thinks Orrin might be a good fit.”

Ivan’s brows shot up so fast, I was surprised they didn't achieve escape velocity. “Orrin Grimm?”

“Uh, yeah? You literally just saw his picture.” I glanced back at the screen as if to check, but I didn’t need to see his name again. Not only was it uncommon, it suited him. It sounded like a kind of geeky, quirky person, and, judging by his picture, it fit. He may have thought that fandom t-shirt under the white button-up was not noticeable, but I could totally make out Captain America’s well-toned backside on the caricature emblazoned across Orrin’s chest. “He apparently interviewed quite well for the position in biometrics, but DuMarque was insistent.” I shrugged as if I couldn’t care less, like I didn’t have a tiny little aesthetic crush on Orrin Grimm already and hadn't had inappropriate-for-work thoughts about him the handful of times we'd had to interact on projects over the past few years. “I put him in the group to consider, if he’s interested.”

Ivan’s expression went from amused and bored to shuttered and studiously neutral. “Whether or not he’s interested, he needs to be moved to the team. You haven’t spoken with him about this yet?”

I shook my head. Ivan’s sudden, poorly hidden enthusiasm for Orrin was unsettling and set off a few alarm bells. “What’s the big deal? I mean, his bona fides are good, but we have six others in the group. He being headhunted by Halloran and Reynard or something?” 

What are you doing, Drew? Shut up. You want to see this guy in person, don’t you? 

Ivan’s smile was slow and uneasy. “Or something.” He rocked forward, bringing his legs together and swinging around to face me fully. “I’ve known Orrin for a while. Trust me when I say you really want him.” He paused. “On the team, I mean.”

His smirk was punchable.

*** 
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“HICKS!” 

I winced, hoping DuMarque didn’t catch it in the reflection off the glass-fronted museum cases lining the wall across from me. The employee exit was so close. I could smell freedom. Well, as much freedom as I could wrangle from a lunch with my sister and her fiancé. 

“Doctor DuMarque,” I said, turning to face him with my work smile firmly in place. “I was just heading to meet my sister.”

“This will only take a moment.” Putting his arm around my shoulder, he led me further into the lobby museum, an homage to the history of magic and the attempts to revive the fading trait. “I wanted to speak with you about Orrin Grimm.”

My face felt uncomfortably warm. I hoped DuMarque either couldn’t see my blush or wrote it off to the gust of uncomfortably warm air from the HVAC system. Not the fact Orrin Grimm occupied way too much space in my brain already, and hearing his name made me feel like a teenager with a crush. DuMarque was a large man, what my grandmother would have called sturdy, leonine with a mane of shaggy, fading blond hair and piercing, dark eyes that made you feel hunted when he turned them—really turned them—on you. 

Just like he was doing to me at that moment. 

“Yes, sir. Based on my own, albeit limited, experiences with him and from what I saw on his CV and performance file, I think he’ll be an excellent addition to the interview pool.”

Excellent addition to the... Christ, what the Hell is wrong with me?

“Ah. I think you misunderstood when I sent you his information this morning. Hicks. There’s no interview pool. Not anymore. I’ve dismissed the others. Grimm will be your direct subordinate for this department. In fact, y’all are the entire department for the time being.” He gave me a weird sideways squeeze-shake thing, awkward as balls. 

“I’m sorry, what?”

DuMarque raised one of his shaggy brows. “What part did you not understand?”

All of it. “What about the rest of the interviewees? What about protocol? What about—”

“Good God, Hicks,” he laughed, his voice echoing off the display cases. “It’s not like we’re taking the rest of the potentials out back and shooting them. They’re all internal applicants. They keep their positions. But Grimm is remarkably well suited for the position, and I think the pair of you will work well together.” He hesitated, then led me over to one display, a long timeline running the length of one wall with a low case beneath it. Small holograms showed significant points in the history of known magic, up till about five years ago, when the space ran out of wall. “Grimm’s parents were actually members of our very first cohort. Did you know?”

A cluster of people, about the size of my hand, huddled together in the display case, the faint blue-gray tinge of holographic projection making them look sickly. I recognized DuMarque, but not the four younger people standing in a cluster around him. Wait, no—one of the men looked quite a lot like Orrin, save for the nose, which was retroussé, where Orrin’s was more of a sharp beak. Though I realized the young woman with her arms around the man’s middle did have that familiar nose and the same tip-tilted smile I'd seen on Orrin from time to time.

“Charlie Grimm and Eloise Harper were college sweethearts, both from families with magical lines growing weaker over the past several generations. Coming from historically magical families, they were eager to revive the lines in the hopes they would pass on some of the gifts to their children one day.” Smiling, he tapped the display glass as Charlie Grimm turned his head and said something to someone just out of range of the original camera’s reach. The speakers were off, so I couldn’t hear their voices, but I imagined he might sound like Orrin, the dry lilt and barely suppressed snark coloring his voice the handful of times I'd heard him speak. “They ended up working in the lab, Eloise as one of the techs and Charlie as our first dedicated data analyst. He’s responsible for a lot of the basic infrastructure in the department, in fact.

“He died about twenty years ago, though, and Eloise was inconsolable. She refused to set foot in the lab again, refused to let Orrin get tested when he was twelve, even. She said...” He paused, looking up at the ceiling thoughtfully, like the words were hidden in the acoustic tiles. “She said she didn’t want Orrin to suffer like his father. Eloise always felt Charlie worked himself to death,” DuMarque said in a more confidential tone. “Still, it’s in the blood because Orrin applied to work here straight out of college. He’s truly remarkable. So much like his father. A genuine talent for what he does.”

Hearing about Orrin’s family was discomfiting. It felt too personal, too soon. But they were literally on display in the museum. And if they were members of the first cohort, they weren’t exactly unknown, though the cohort members were all assigned a number and letter to show which cohort they belonged to. In the first? You would be subject 1A. Second? 1B. By the time they hired me, the lab had been up to W.

“It’s not some misplaced sense of guilt or grief.” DuMarque led me away from the hologram and toward the employee exit. “I want him in on this project because he is good at what he does. The best I’ve seen in decades. He has a real talent for it; if I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was magic.” He chuckled. “And his way with people is just unparalleled, really. Between the pair of you, you’ll be brilliant at this project, and that’s what we need right now.”

I nodded slowly, letting him push the door open for me. “And what exactly is it we’ll be doing?” 

“Same thing you’re doing now, but on a larger scale.” He braced the door open, letting in the surprisingly cool for Houston autumn air, which thankfully smelled like fresh-cut grass with a tinge of pine needles and not like exhaust and creosote for once. “We’ve made amazing strides in the past few years with the Revive program, but there’s been more than a handful of reports of magic appearing in lines dormant for over a century or in scientifically impossible ways. A manipulator producing a telepath, for example. Instead of relying on self-reporting, as we’ve been doing, the board has concluded it is imperative we track down the instances and determine if this is real, and, if it is, how it is happening. 

“There have been concerns regarding possible industrial espionage,” he added in a slightly lower tone, finally realizing we were standing half in and half out of the building, on a public sidewalk. “At the moment, nothing concrete, but we’re hoping to determine whether these cases are purely urban legend or if the result of some sort of fundamental change in our understanding of magic and how the Revive program might be affected, especially if this is due to something underhanded.” 

“So we’re...traveling?”

DuMarque shrugged. “Well, yes. Research has found people are more likely to give truthful answers in comfortable environments. Rather than forcing subjects to come all the way to our lab, we’re going to them. Or, rather, you are.” Flashing me another grin, he patted his coat pocket. “Ah, shit, I have to get going; I have a call with the Department of Human Developmental Research in ten minutes.” He sighed, finally pulling his phone out. “Enjoy your lunch, Hicks. Oh, and do you have any plans for this weekend? We had to schedule a handful of Houston-area subjects for Saturday due to their work hours, so I want you and Grimm to give it a spin together, okay?”

I nodded, but he had already turned away, striding back into the darker parts of the building.

The way the metal door slammed and locked me out automatically felt more ominous than I would have liked. 
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ORRIN

“It was entirely too many dicks, Orrin.”

“No such thing!”

“Seriously,” Royce insisted as he pulled his phone out of his messenger bag and began scrolling through pictures. “Imagine the perfect number of dicks in any situation. Then, like, multiply it by too many.” He turned his phone to face me.

“Oh. Oh, yeah. That is...wow. I think one in the middle is staring at me.” I leaned to one side, then slowly swayed the other way. “It’s following me with its one eye.”

“Thank you!” He shoved his phone back in his bag before taking a savage bite of his salad wrap. “I told Missy I would quit if she didn’t stop assigning me the terrible exhibits.”

“That was a plethora of peckers.”

He nodded. “A cornucopia of cocks.”

“A veritable deluge of dongs.”

He snorted. “An enduring preponderance of pricks.”

“A superfluity of schlongs.”

“A torrent of tallywhackers, if you will.”

“I most certainly will not!”

He tossed his crumpled sandwich wrapper at me. “That’s not what I heard.”

“Why are you still working for the gallery, anyway?” I grabbed the trash and lobbed it toward the wire can by the counter, missing by a wide margin and grimacing as I darted over to pick it up before returning to my seat. “I thought they offered you that assistant manager position at Harkin and Bates.” 

Royce worked for a chi-chi art gallery that sounded like a law firm running ads on daytime TV and specializing in personal injury suits. Missy, his boss, had beaten Royce by a very narrow margin—and a very blackmail-worthy video of their boss at the gallery accepting sexual favors for placement of artwork—for a promotion to gallery manager. She loved to ensure Royce got the worst jobs to handle. 

We’d formed an informal lunch bitching session over our respective craptacular job situations. He had to deal with gallery showings for dilettantes who thought gigantic piles of dildos were a commentary on... something, I was sure. I was forced to go through spreadsheet after spreadsheet of data, making sure each little cell was filled in and then filing actual freaking paper copies of the same spreadsheets, like we were living in 1987 or something.

“It’d be a lateral move,” he sighed. “I’d be doing the same damn thing for the same amount of money.”

“No Missy, though,” I pointed out.

“There’s always a Missy.”

I saluted him with a salt and vinegar chip.

“So enough about me,” he finally sighed. “How goes everything with Sex on Legs?”

It was my turn to groan. “Fine. It’s all fine. Super great. Awesome.”

“Still being all morally upright and responsible and not throwing yourself naked on his desk after hours?”

I flicked another chip at him. “He’s not even in my department.”

“And if he was, you’d totally be doing the whole I think I need help with my filing, Mr. Hicks. I’m looking for something starting with a D and ending with an O.”

“Seriously?”

Royce wiggled his brows at me before his face slipped into more serious lines, leaning against the table. “I know you feel like you owe your dad this job,” he said quietly. “But he wouldn’t want you to do something you hate, and he definitely wouldn’t want you to shut yourself off from the world because of one shitty experience.”

I shook my head, my eyes hot and tight. If I opened my mouth, I’d make an awful sound instead of a word. He wasn't entirely wrong. I did feel a bit like I owed it to both of my parents to stay at HEEL, even if the job sucked. Roots will protect you had been one of my father's go-to aphorisms, something that made no sense to me when I was little. But as I got older, watching my mom bust her ass to make sure I was cared for, knowing she had to pull all kinds of strings and swallow pride and rage to finagle an interview for me at HEEL... I understood his words better. He—they—both wanted to be sure I succeeded in life, even if my success wasn't of the magic variety. If I quit HEEL, it'd be like throwing all of his, and Mom's, sacrifices back in their faces.

Royce reached for my hand, linking our fingers together and squeezing. “You deserve to live a little. Even just one date with the office hottie to break your self-imposed anchorism.”

My sniffle was wet and kind of gross, to be honest. “Anchorites are super Catholic. I’m super not.”

He patted my hand, withdrawing to pick at the remains of his lunch basket. “It’s an analogy. Or a metaphor. One of those, I don’t know. My degree’s in art, not creative writing. But my point still stands: Take a chance, Ori. Live.”

“You’re like Teeny with a chew bone.”

“Grrrrr,” he agreed around a mouthful of lettuce wrap, which was actually pretty close to what my mom’s Rottweiler sounded like.

“Even if it wasn’t against workplace regulations,” I had no idea if it was, but the whole carrying on with a coworker thing totally seemed like it would be, “he’s all unf, and I’m meh. He’s Midtown, and I’m Warehouse District.” I wasn’t sure if Office Hottie lived in Midtown, but he definitely had that vibe. I’d bet his place was all glass and shiny white walls and expensive furniture, amazing to get bent over... I squashed that thought with a quickness. A raging boner during lunch with Royce would only lead to him suggesting we get corn dogs for the next month.

We ate in silence for a minute until the sound of laughter filtered from the kitchen and into the dining area of the small deli we’d picked since it was midway between both
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