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I wrote this one for me.

I hope you love it as much as I do.




Pale Blue Heart



“You know the rules,” the ref shouted. He paced in front of us—less so we could hear him, I thought, and more so he could show off how unafraid he was. Anyone might get a bit excited, jump the gun, cause a false start, and plow him down. “You fall off, you’re disqualified. You get airborne, it counts as going off course. You go down, you get back up, and you’re still in it. Any questions?”

There wouldn’t be. And there probably wouldn’t be any challenges if someone did hop up and fly for a few strides. Or more than a few. The track was deeply shadowed in the corners and the far stretches, away from the sodium lights that had been set up near the start. Plenty of places for someone to break all the rules and gain an advantage. I noticed too that, as always, there had been no mention of the haunts attacking each other, or of other riders attacking the haunts. It wasn’t like I was surprised. I’d done this a hundred times, and it was always the same. The rules weren’t meant to enforce fair play. They were designed to make the race last, because the longer the race, the more action, which meant more time for people to place bets—not only on the winners, but on what would happen to everyone running.

Underneath me, Giselk shifted his bulk. He was one of the biggest haunts I’d ever seen run. He had speed, but he was large enough to defend himself, too. Most people paired up with smaller mounts, slim things with wiry limbs and large arm sails, so they could pick up as much speed as possible. But Giselk got the job done by being monstrous. His legs were strong, his claws sharp so he could dig into the sandy ground of the track. His tails were thick, rudder-like, and heavy enough to knock other haunts away from us. He had a hard time flying—haunts aren’t really meant to fly anyway. They glide, more, by raising their forelimbs and spreading the sails of skin there. But we didn’t need to fly. We just needed to be better, stronger, more in control.

I lay my hand on his shoulder, above the leather and metal of the harness, so I could feel his soft, rubbery scales. Around my hand, light flickered, and for a second, I could see past the scales, past the bones, to the earth beneath us. Giselk was comfortable. Relaxed, or as relaxed as he’d get under these circumstances.

“Ready?” I said, for his hearing alone.

He dipped his head, then whipped it around so his sharp snout briefly touched my knee. I closed my eyes and curled my fingers against his scales, then sat up and gripped the harness. The ref was moving off the track. Next to us, the other haunts and riders shifted, muscles twitching as we geared up, adrenaline spiking. There was the sharp, discordant clang of a gong struck too hard, and a bright yellow flag lowered, for those who couldn’t hear. And then we were running.

Haunts don’t need a rider to race, any more than humans would need a rider to run a sprint. And there are plenty of races where haunts run solo. But there’s more cash on offer for rider races, and if you work well with others, it’s better sometimes to have two brains for strategy, and two pairs of eyes to look out for other racers. It was more dangerous, too, especially for the riders, but there had to be some risk for the reward. Giselk wasn’t someone I’d describe as a team player, exactly. But he knew what his weaknesses were, and acting before he thought was one of them. I could balance that. And we’d known each other a long time. I suppose he trusted me, in a way. So he’d offered me a spot as his rider, and I’d accepted.

The first stretch of the track was a straightaway, and almost instantly, two smaller haunts collided when they went for the same gap in the crowd. They fell in front of us, one rider getting flung to the side. The mount bellowed, searching for her partner. The other rider and haunt were tangled in front of us. Giselk hadn’t built up enough speed yet to jump. I scanned quickly, my eyes mapping escape gaps quicker than I could think.

“Left!” I screamed, and the wind scraped the word away from me. I yanked on the harness at the same time, and Giselk jerked to the left, sliding into a gap, elbowing another haunt out of the way. I didn’t see what happened to the fallen teams. I hoped they’d gotten up in time to avoid being crushed. I didn’t know.

We wended our way into a canyon. Tiny lights snapped overhead—cameras, tracking our progress for the audience, and giving the pretense that they were keeping us reasonably honest. Giselk was moving faster now, his tails helping him make the sharper turns. Ahead and around us, some of the haunts were snarling at each other, nipping at neighbors as we ran. I called out to Giselk, slapping my hands down on his shoulders as we went, yelling directions and warnings. He stayed out of the way, and swept his tails or used his bulk to keep the closer competitors from us. Once, a larger haunt crowded too close, and his rider flung a fistful of something—rocks, old scales, dirt?—at me. I jerked back, and the movement made Giselk stumble. Not because it threw him off, but because he would worry. He brought us closer to the haunt, close enough to touch, and I shoved at the rider with both hands, gripping my harness with my calves. The rider didn’t fall, but the movement, paired with Giselk’s shove, pushed them to the side. They veered close to the canyon wall, and as they corrected, we pulled ahead.

Giselk’s scales flashed a handful of reds and yellows and black, asking me questions. I lay my palm flat on his neck. 

“I’m okay! Keep going!”

He did.


***


We came in second. It wasn’t the win we’d wanted, but it was more than respectable, and it came with enough cash for food and board, and a few new bits of harness we needed. We went straight home. Sometimes after a race, I’d go find another boy to relieve some stress with, and Giselk would go his own way, too. There was always so much tension after a race, this surge of adrenaline that wouldn’t bleed away without force. It was best with other riders, because they knew what I needed, and they took and gave and didn’t ask for anything more. It was the only time I ever talked to other racers. But that night I was too tired to find someone. I only wanted to sit, and eat, and sleep. 

I paid the landlord our overdue rent for our first floor apartment, which consisted of one room, with a door wide enough that Giselk could get in and out, and a loft for me to sleep in. Giselk took the rest of the cash and went shopping. When I came back in from showering in the communal bathroom, he was at our tiny kitchen counter unloading groceries. He was careful—the space was big, designed for his species, but it still wasn’t really big enough for a haunt. Maybe it would have been strange for someone to see him lining cereal up against the backsplash, his wing sails carefully furled, when he’d been gouging at other haunts with those same claws not three hours ago. But it was nothing but every day for me.

I finished drying my hair and dropped the towel around my shoulders before crossing to the table, where he’d lined up pieces of leather and a few steel buckles. Our gear was in the corner, and I glanced back and forth, trying to decide if I wanted to take the stitching apart now or if I could save it for later. I decided on later, pushing the leather aside and sitting down.

“How are you?”

He didn’t turn around, but he grumbled a bit, and his skin flushed pink and then green, then back to its natural pattern of grays and browns. The spikes along his back went briefly transparent. He ended by growling out my name.

My name always sounded strange in his mouth, the same way his probably sounded slightly off in mine. Our languages weren’t meant to mix. I couldn’t make the sounds Giselk made, and he couldn’t replicate a human’s speech, but we made do. We spoke each other’s languages. It didn’t matter that mine was body language and words, and his was growls and clicks and colors. And I liked the way he said my name. Breean. Sometimes it felt more mine than the true pronunciation, because Giselk knew me better than anyone.

We were, we’d found, more alike than most people assumed. 

 “I’m not asking if you’re tired,” I said. “I’m asking if you’re hurt.”

He shook his head, a thoroughly human gesture. I wondered, sometimes, if other haunts picked up the habits of their alien riders, or if I’d picked up any of Giselk’s gestures. But we stayed away from the other teams, mostly, except for those occasional, hard, after-race fucks. Haunt racing wasn’t a welcoming community of good-natured rivalry. We weren’t fighters who were friends after the match. We didn’t leave our aggression on the field. We didn’t like being near each other any more than necessary. Maybe because we were all too similar, and seeing that much of ourselves, bare and vulnerable, made us afraid. 

Just scratches, he clicked out. I was pretty sure haunt language didn’t translate exactly to human standard, but it was close enough. I’d given up trying to make every word Giselk said or move he made have a meaning in my own language.

Sometimes I dreamed in colors and transparency and the low growls Giselk made when he was happy.



































































































































