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A cool sea breeze blew through the open window, giving welcome relief from the stuffy air of the girls' dormitory. The moonlight cast shadows like hands of unearthly form reaching out to grasp the unwary. Images that awakened the old fears, but the girl fought them down. Any outcry would only convince the staff she was having hysterics again, and they'd call the doctor with his blue pills to make her forget, to make her docile and quiet the way the administration liked her.

Nancy White, the staff of Hildred House Group Home for Disturbed Children called her. A good solid name to help her build character, or so they claimed. But she could still remember her father calling her another name, one that rolled sonorously off his tongue.

The clatter of heels disrupted her efforts to recall. Even the queen bees like Deborah and Laura dreaded Miss Medfleet. But Nan had especial reason to fear the arrival of the assistant director. The bruises still ached from the last beating. Deborah and her clique had set upon Nan in the hall and her effort to escape had upended a table.

The half-light made Miss Medfleet look even more like a vulture. "Who opened that window?"
She got no answer. Everyone knew it was strictly forbidden to open the windows, but nobody was going to own up to it.
Sick dread welled up in Nan's stomach. How many times had this particular drama played out since the day she'd been brought here, her throat raw and voice reduced to a croak from screaming for her father after he vanished?

At length Miss Medfleet arrived at her bed, scowling like one of those grim alien sculptures her father had collected. "So what have you to say for yourself, worthless child of a dabbler in vile and unnatural arts?"

Her scorn stung so sharply that Nan tensed in anger. "No."

Although her voice was a bare whisper, the quiet dormitory made it loud enough to hear. "No, what?" Miss Medfleet leaned over Nan, looming like one of the Great Old Ones about to devour a hapless slave. "No, you aren't going to answer me, or no, you dare dispute my characterization of that man you refuse to put behind you?"

Fear screamed, abase yourself and apologize. But memory returned of her father telling about the methods of the creatures that would rule over humanity:

"Fear excites them." His voice became tense with urgency. "They feed upon it and grow strong."

Nan clamped her teeth tight upon the cry of grief, knowing what would happen if Miss Medfleet were to discover that she had seen a vision of her father. Yet the glimpse of his features, even if only in waking dream, gave her sufficient courage to hold firm. "No, I didn't open the window."

"So you're going to be a shameless liar instead."

"I'm not lying." She realized the trap she'd just walked into. Miss Medfleet would now ask her to name the actual culprit, and every possible answer would become proof of Nan's flawed moral character. Either she denounced the actual culprit and thereby became a talebearer, or she named no one and thus confirmed herself a liar.

Why wait for Miss Medfleet to spring her trap? "And don't bother to ask me who did it, because I wasn't looking."

There was only the uneasy fidgeting of the other girls and the distant roll of breakers through the open window. Miss Medfleet slapped Nan across the mouth.

"So now you add disrespect to your lies. Are you determined to bring trouble down upon yourself?"

Nan sucked at her injured lip, knowing all too well that if any blood were found on her bedding, she'd get double punishment. So long as Miss Medfleet and her superiors regarded Nan as morally polluted by her father's investigations into the true history of humanity's origin and the eldritch entities that had midwifed it, someone would always manufacture a reason for harsh punishments, whether by blaming the other girls' offenses upon her or encouraging them to bully her and claiming she invited it.

But when the punishments came, there was always a pattern to it, ritualistic as the cultists they claimed to condemn. The authorities' power over her must first be publicly enshrined and acknowledged.

Miss Medfleet's bony fingers dug into Nan's arm. "Since you are determined to make things hard for yourself, we might as well get on with it. Assume the position."

Much as Nan wanted to refuse, she knew it would be futile in the end. She'd inherited her father's short stature and delicate build, which meant Miss Medfleet could drag her bodily out of bed. That would net Nan another punishment for defiance, which was the whole point—to break her down by forcing her to co-operate in her own punishment. She could still hear her father explaining the psychology behind the practice as he discussed the controls implanted by the Great Old Ones in the psyches of their human slaves and how it related to the whole sordid history of human bondage.

Once Nan was standing with her hands upon the post of the bunk bed, Miss Medfleet ran a switch along Nan's bare legs. "Now I need to hear you tell me that opened the window. Or do you need a little encouragement?" She delivered a sharp tap to Nan's legs, not a real blow but a promise of pain to come.

Fight though she might, struggling to yield no false confession, it was only a matter of time. Miss Medfleet had the switch, and Nan had neither any way to remove herself from its blows nor an infinite capacity to endure pain.

To be sure, Nan tried to slip into that dream state which at any other time would overtake her unawares. But the visions refused to come, try though she might to visualize the shimmering domes and towers of alien cities from before the dawn of history.

When at last the bitter words were extracted from her swollen lips and the final punishment meted out in strokes she was required to count aloud, Nan slumped against the steel frame of the bed. She choked back the sobs she was determined to give no one the satisfaction of hearing.

Miss Medfleet loomed over her. "One of these days we will beat it through this thick skull of yours that you cannot pit your will against us and win. You may choose to lose gracefully, or to resist and lose painfully, but never win. Now go over and shut that window so you'll remember you're not allowed to open it."

Once Miss Medfleet had departed and Nan was back in bed—lying on her belly to spare her back—seething anger welled up at having yet again been forced to not only acquiesce but actively participate in her own humiliation.

And with it determination to break free. She imagined the look on Miss Medfleet's face, upon the face of Mr. Bowman who was the director of Hildred House, upon discovering the tables turned and themselves on the receiving end of the torment they had previously dished out. It was almost as comforting as a vision of her father standing on the shores of the cloud-lake which she'd glimpsed in those last frantic moments before the alien machine shut down and left her alone in the world.
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THE FOLLOWING DAYS mocked that determination. There was hardly a moment when Miss Medfleet wasn't giving Nan a narrow-eyed examination, as if the old harridan suspected she'd failed to break her charge's will for good. The intensity of that scrutiny blunted Nan's comfort in the dreams which came to her both sleeping and waking. Each time she wondered if she'd revealed herself through some reaction or failure to react, if the doctor might already be on his way with his pills that would rip away all she had remembered and reimpose the past they had decreed of her father's descent into madness, his frantic destruction of her playthings and videos before he was hauled away in a straitjacket raving about reality itself being warped by eldritch powers.

Except it didn't happen like that. The memory came back with a vividness of painful intensity. She had been watching TV, yes, that much had been true. One of the anime DVD's she always enjoyed, stories of fanciful wars between humanity and alien races that she dared not even mention here, and the heroes had been talking about needing to get to Reflex Point before their enemies. Her father came in and expressed his surprise at hearing the infamous name of the submerged city in which lay imprisoned the most ancient and powerful of the Great Old Ones.

Calmly, not in a wild frenzy as had been drummed into her mind in one after another of those therapy sessions. No, he had not flung the DVD player against the wall, nor had he proceeded to tear apart the rack beside it and smash the discs.

Far from it, he's been rather amused when she'd explained the storyline. How clearly she could see his small mouth quirking into a smile, the lines around his green eyes tugging upward. His voice soft and merry as he allowed it was possible he had simply misheard, that his single-minded concentration could—

A sharp voice jerked Nan back to the present. Miss Medfleet would have to pick the moment of such a vision. Nan's heart hammered with fear. What had she missed? Would she be found out?

Holding her face expressionless, hoping she'd betrayed no startlement, Nan concentrated on catching up: something about a visitor, and to judge by Miss Medfleet's tone, an exceedingly unwelcome one.

And then all the students were being marched off to their dormitories to clean up and change into their best clothes. Just the situation when the other girls always loved to trip Nan up so they could enjoy watching Miss Medfleet punish her.

They must've been scared themselves, for the process went without incident. They filed into the formal parlor to be presented. Nan peered around the heads of the children in front of her, simultaneously longing to see their visitor and knowing she must not draw attention to herself. Why else would Miss Medfleet have placed her behind taller children except to keep the daughter of the notorious mad scientist out of sight?

By stretching and turning her head just right, Nan was able to see
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