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			Dedication

			To love, in all its forms.

		

	
		
			1

			Polyphonic

			The trees have kept some lingering sun in their branches,

			Veiled like a woman, evoking another time,

			The twilight passes, weeping. My fingers climb,

			Trembling, provocative, the line of your haunches.

			My ingenious fingers wait when they have found

			The petal flesh beneath the robe they part.

			How curious, complex, the touch, this subtle art–

			As the dream of fragrance, the miracle of sound.

			I follow slowly the graceful contours of your hips,

			The curves of your shoulders, your neck, your unappeased breasts.

			In your white voluptuousness my desire rests,

			Swooning, refusing itself the kisses of your lips.

			“The Touch” by Renée Vivien

			An Old World Poem

			24th Day in the Month of Soil, 1854 A.P.–Acapõlco, Deriva

			The teardrop pearl around her neck is warm to the touch and growing warmer as she continues to fiddle with it.

			She doesn’t know what she’s doing here.

			Magdalena’s comm unit buzzes in her pocket, barely audible over the speakeasy band playing to her left. The trumpet player wails his way through a particularly upbeat solo before colorfully playing his way down the scale to land on a dark downbeat which cues the rest of the band to rejoin. The ensemble of mostly classical instruments (a standing bass, a full drum set, a saxophone, a synthe piano, and of course, the trumpet), when amplified through the venue’s sound system, make for a deceptively powerful overture, and the husky tenor of the singer’s voice is downright sensual. It all makes the musical tone and texture most fitting for Le Pier Revue, a jazzy nightclub in the heart of central Acapõlco.

			Smoke-filled and lit by the naked halogen lights dangling on exposed wires from the ceiling, Le Pier Revue is one of those swanky dives made popular by its “vintage” atmosphere—if bare brick walls, chipped tile floors, and large mosaic windows made of sea-glass could be called vintage, but the bar is clean, the lights aren’t glaring, and there are cute mason jars full of sand and seashells acting as centerpieces for the tables surrounding the dance floor. The music is more than palatable, too, none of the cheaply made, deafening electronic stuff most of her students listen to these days.

			A dios, she sounds ancient. She’s only 28 for crying out loud, yet here she is nostalgic for a time period she never even lived in: anemoia, they call it. Does that make her an anemoiac? Is that even a word? Her husband always calls her an old soul. If it weren’t for the charisma enhancer in her head feeding her social cues and tidbits of what the latest trends are, she’s sure her students would barely tolerate her. As it is, Adriano keeps telling her she should consider having a beauty enhancer installed. Her darling husband, Adriano Villanueva. It’s not because he thinks she’s ugly or anything. He suffers chronic annoyance onset by her constantly complaining about how much hair she sheds on a daily basis. Her hair is not as thick as it used to be. She’s also been having trouble growing out her nails, and woe be it if she forgets to go without sunscreen one day. Her deep ochre skin will dry out so fast, she’ll be slathering on lotion to fight the ashiness for weeks.

			Maybe she shouldn’t have gone for that doctoral degree. Really, is a piece of paper worth the years shaved off her life by the stress of researching, writing, and delivering a dissertation? That’s what her husband asks anyway. Easy for him to say. How was she to know her husband would suddenly hit a gold mine in the second year of their marriage? Three years later, his sudden success, while something she knows she should be thankful for, has made her professorship more of an extracurricular activity than a career, her hard-earned degrees entirely unnecessary to their financial situation. He’s living the dream, earning enough for their household alone and arranging things so she can be a pseudo-housewife.

			“What can I get you, ma’am?” asks the bartender, a kind dark-skinned college student who may very well be too young to even drink the intoxicating potions he’s preparing, but then she remembers the legal drinking age was recently lowered to nineteen in public spaces for private citizens, so okay, he could be old enough to drink.

			“Uh, a coconut rum and p-pineapple juice, please.”

			She hates how she stutters through her usual order. Now she sounds like some underage delinquent trying to sneak a drink, and she isn’t surprised at all when—

			“Can I scan your ID, ma’am?”

			Perhaps, she should take the compliment. It means she looks closer to twenty than thirty, right? She presents her left forearm to him, pointing at the tiny indentation at the crook of her elbow where her ID chip sits just under the skin. His scanner beeps over her arm happily, and a holoscreen unfolds displaying her credentials:

			Magdalena Villanueva—Derivan Citizen. ID# 223R986. DOB: 13th Day in the Month of Light 1826.

			The bartender’s eyes bulge before he catches himself, smiling at her sweetly. Wow! Does that make her feel old!

			“Would you like to open a tab, ma’am?”

			“No, I’ll close out,” she answers, sliding her credit chip to him.

			He nods and sets about making her drink.

			And that’s the thing, too.

			She’s supposed to be at home, grading essays. Or maybe, by now, she would be done cooking dinner for herself and her husband, eating her own portion while Adriano’s went cold. She should be preparing for bed alone, taking her usual sleeping pill with a full glass of water. Another of Adriano’s ideas… She takes them because when her husband slips into bed at three o’clock in the morning, it never fails to disturb her, and once disturbed, she can never go back to sleep. By now, were she at home, she would be setting her system clock to wake her at 7AM, two hours before her first class at the academy so she can go for a morning jog and visit her favorite coffee shop. She should be rolling onto her side and burying her face in a goose-down pillow, reminding herself she loves her husband and should therefore be content because she is well-provided for. His long hours away from home are necessary for his infant fleet, and it isn’t like he’s gone every day. It only gets like this every three or four months or so. Something about seasonal rushes and shipment planning and extra hours on the boats inspecting the mining operations, but they always last anywhere from two to three weeks when they happen, and they’re only halfway through the first week of the cycle and she is so, so lonely.

			Perhaps that’s why—the loneliness making her act in ways she never actually would.

			Because Magdalena is a responsible adult. Not even when she was studying for her degrees did she ever take part in the city nightlife. Okay, there was that one time she played “sober cat” for her best friend’s bachelorette party. Her then best friend, anyway. After they got married to their respective partners, they drifted apart. Yet here she is, sitting at the bar of an industrial-themed nightclub that probably sees more tourists than locals on any given night of the year and ordering her favorite drink from a barely legal bartender.

			The young man slides her drink across the counter to her. Pretty, in a green-hued sea-glass with deep blue spiral painted into the otherwise clear hurricane glass, the yellow drink almost sparkles in the dim lighting, topped with mint leaves and pineapple slices. The ice in the glass tinkles sweetly as she takes her first sip, and a woman slides into the seat beside her.

			“Absinthe, please, if you have it,” she orders smoothly.

			“We’ve got it,” he responds happily. “Sugar and water with it?”

			“Just as is.”

			“Coming right up.”

			She can’t help but compare her already sweating drink to the woman next to her. Curvy but tall with dirty-blond hair cut in a lovely crimped bob, just long enough on top to tickle her chin but shaved close to the scalp on one side. Her skin is fair and a little rosy from the ever-boiling Derivan sun. She’s wearing a glitzy, gold tube dress, patterned with tropical florals. The hem hits her around mid-thigh and pairs surprisingly well with the knee-high combat boots on her feet.

			The bartender returns with the mystery woman’s drink. She thanks him with a nod, feather earrings bouncing, and fixes her first shot of a green alcohol that almost glows under the lightbulbs.

			“They serve absinthe here?”

			Magdalena immediately regrets opening her fat mouth because the woman’s attention instantaneously shifts from her drink to Magdalena, and wow! She’s never seen eyes so pale before.

			Those icy blue eyes trace Magdalena up and down, not quite in a predatory way but certainly not in a way that would ever be appropriate outside the confines of a bedroom. She downs her shot in one long draught and exhales the burn, already fixing herself a second serving.

			“You don’t come here often, do you?”

			Heat rises in Magdalena’s cheeks, and to keep from sputtering, she takes a long swing of her drink. Predictably, she drinks too fast, and a particularly sour sip of pineapple juice goes down the wrong pipe. Magdalena chokes, turning her face away from the other woman as she coughs the liquid out of her windpipe.

			A cool hand pats her gently on the back to help her clear her airway.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to fluster you. You okay?”

			“Yes,” she coughs out. “Sorry, I drank too fast.”

			“I can see that,” replies the blond, wriggling an eyebrow in the direction of her glass. “You certainly know how to waterfall, don’t you?”

			Magdalena nearly chokes on her own spit this time. She’s nearly downed the entire drink.

			“I didn’t realize. I—”

			The other woman laughs.

			“Olga,” she offers, holding out a hand.

			Magdalena, taken aback by the gesture, takes the offered appendage with embarrassment. “Magdalena.”

			The blonde hums. “Nice to meet you, Magdalena.”

			She half expects the woman to butcher the pronunciation of her name. Most foreigners with similarly pale complexions do, unused to the Derivan language and the proper accented parts of words and names, but Olga doesn’t. Her name rolls on the woman’s tongue as though she is tasting the name, swirling it in her mouth like fine wine looking for the bouquet within the letters. She blushes.

			“You can call me ‘Lena.’ My grandmother used to call me ‘Lena’ for short.”

			A long unused nickname, no one has called her “Lena” since she was six years old after her abuelita passed away after a long battle with magic sickness.

			She doesn’t know why she gives it now, but it seems like the right name to give.

			Olga draws back to sip at her drink. The green liquid sloshes in the small glass. And Magdalena has to distract herself from the way the woman’s throat works as she swallows lest she embarrass herself further.

			“So, what is a beauty like you doing all alone in a place like this?”

			So much for trying to avoid embarrassment.

			“I don’t do this often, or ever really. My—” She cuts herself off from saying the word “husband.” After all, she removed her wedding ring before entering the building. “My house gets to be too quiet sometimes, and the band here is nice to listen to.”

			“Yeah, they’re not half bad. They play a nice ragtime swing. It’s supposed to be a cover of some new top 30 hit, but I’d be willing to bet my life’s earnings they play it better than whatever showpony they have auto-tuned on the original track.”

			Olga downs the rest of her shot.

			“So, you like absinthe?” asks Magdalena.

			“It’s my favorite drink.”

			“But it’s a witch’s drink.”

			Glossy pink lips quirk upward.

			“They do say that, don’t they? I wouldn’t pay it any mind. The green fairy is not a choosy bedmate. After all, why would they serve it if the only people who drink it shouldn’t exist?”

			“I guess that’s true. I guess. I’ve never met anyone who favors it.”

			“Have you ever tried it?”

			Magdalena shakes her head.

			“Would you like a sip? Most people prefer to fix it with sugar and water, but I like it straight. Keeps it nice and strong.”

			Magdalena waves her hands.

			“Oh, I don’t know. I’m not much of a drinker, and I really didn’t mean to finish this so fast.”

			Olga catches Magdalena’s hands in her own and holds them before her face, and Magdalena freezes like a bunny caught in a fox’s sight.

			“You have kind hands,” declares the blonde. “Hands that would never hurt someone.”

			Her thumbs glide over the backs of Magdalena’s palms, and one of them slides right down her third finger where her wedding ring would normally sit. Magdalena’s eyes, half-lidded and darkly despite their normal honey-gold tone, dilate.

			“Do you want to get outta here?”

			The bass player plucks a dissonant swing from the lower most octaves of his instrument. The chords resonate bassy and dank, the way Magdalena imagines fat droplets of water would echo in a cave or grotto. Each note dings in the pit of her stomach as Magdalena’s dark brown eyes rise to meet the lightest of azuls, and she realizes...

			She’s never wanted anything more.
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