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“Scott Welvaert has woven together a mind-bending adventure that spans time and space, a fascinating blend of coming-of-age fantasy, interdimensional intrigue, and swashbuckling action. Ian Wilder is a character you’ll want to spend time with, which works out great because this is the first book of a series.”

— ALLEN ESKENS, award-winning and best-selling author of Saving Emma, Forsaken Country, and The Stolen Hours

––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s entertaining. It’s literary. It’s a true joy to read, a well-built world one can’t help escaping into. But at its heart it’s a wild ride that you should buckle in for, a beautiful story built with beautiful sentences and complex, relatable characters moved forward with a plot you can’t step or look away from. With this novel Welvaert has given us a gift, an entertaining tale that offers hope, something we could all use in these times. It gives us an insightful look into what it means to be human. It’s a magnificent book, beautifully written and entertaining, lovely page by lovely page, a meaningful blast to read. The world just became a better place with this novel in it.”

— KEVIN LANGTON, author of Superior
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“We are still in a torrid love affair with the multiverse itself. So in a time and a place where Marvel has tried to bleed the concept dry and A23 may have set the high water mark with Everything, Everywhere, All at Once, it takes a brave soul to delve into the topic these days and play around with the possibilities. Scott Welvaert is one of those brave souls. With his book The Ghost of The Wicked Crow, Welvaert boisterously sets sail with the first book in The Lost Zenith series.”

— JASON GLASER, author of Double Jump
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by: Scott R. Welvaert

To my daughters—Julia and Christa—who always giggled when I told and sung revised, ridiculous versions of their favorite stories, songs, and books while they were children. Thanks for the laughs...even when the humor didn’t justify them.

“All extremes of feeling are allied with madness.”

―Virginia Woolf
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“...obsessions are always dangerous.”

―Agatha Christie
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“Positive obsession is about not being able to stop just because you're afraid and full of doubts. Positive obsession is dangerous. It's about not being able to stop at all.”

―Octavia Butler
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A Risky Mission
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Penelope Archer sipped espresso on the plaza outside the Café Chauffeuse and admired the Eiffel Towers in the distance. Five in total. The tallest stood in the middle, surrounded by four shorter, similar structures. Their black, metallic fingers reached into the atmosphere, collecting information from a battery of defense satellites orbiting the Earth.

At least this Earth.

A brisk breeze blew through the crowd of patrons. Tablecloths ruffled, and napkins toppled to the cobblestone patio. A waiter stepped through to collect, refold, and place them back on the tables. Penelope held her wide black hat firm to her head and set down her cup. She fished the napkin out of her lap out and placed it back on the table. Once the wind passed, she took another sip and waited. She appreciated the differences here. There was solace in the variances the Infiniuum provided. She once believed these places only existed in her imagination. Or when she zoned out through a high school class. Or in the sketchpads she used to capture them in charcoal or colored pencil. For a long time, she believed the only world she’d ever know was the dull one she awoke to, day after day. She never imagined there was anything or any place else. As a child, she had been fine with that. Content to capture the creatures, the people, the places drifting through her daydreams and charcoal them onto paper. She always had her imagination to keep her company. Until her mom died. Then she found it harder to imagine those worlds, when her own had treated her so cruelly.

Oh, this again, the voice in Penelope’s head said. Are we going to caterwaul about your mother again? 

Penelope pulled down her sunglasses to check out her companion: Moira Flynn. The villainous, former quadriplegic telepath, Redcrowne, from Atlantis City. Or one of the multitude of variations of that reality. Penelope knew Moira was not sitting in front of her. The Moira she saw was simply a projection of her mind. A visual representation often helped to keep things sorted in the maelstrom swirling in her head, but it didn’t mean Penelope enjoyed seeing the woman either. Hearing her was bad enough. Moira picked at her ill-fitting gray sweats and wiggled her toes inside the plain tennis shoes. She looked at herself in a spoon and shook her head at her appearance. Green eyes hunkered in a tired face. Freckles smattered her pale and blotchy complexion. Moira raised her upper lip at her frazzled red hair hanging limp past her shoulders.

Really? You can visualize me in any manner, Moira said. And you choose this nasty ensemble, while you get a sexy red dress? Need I remind you, this was all your idea? You downloaded my mind into yours. You need me, just as much as I need you. The least you can do is give me a proper wardrobe.

Penelope sipped again. “It makes it easier,” Penelope said.

Moira squinted her eyes. Maybe for you. 

Penelope shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Wear what you want.”

In a matter of blinks, Moira’s appearance changed. A sleek white dress wrapped around Moira’s thin, waifish body. A string of pearls looped around her neck. Her hair curled loosely around a white cloth headband. Makeup dusted her worn face.

Moira held out her arms and admired the new look. This’ll do, Moira said. She shielded her eyes from the sun and watched the crowd around the bustling plaza. The man they waited for walked among them. Remember our deal? Well, I helped you find your team and kept those alien traveler freaks away for months. Where is my new body? It’s bad enough being trapped in your head without you dwelling on your past over and over again.

Penelope swung her head around, scanning the crowd. “We share a mind. You know the plan. I’m not hiding anything. Unless you’d like to be back in that shell of a body back home?”

Moira twisted her face into a rictus. You’re a mess.

Penelope drank her espresso. “Takes one to know one. Just do your job.”

Jan Markre, Moira said. Chief data analyst at Raddex Research Group. The worldwide leader in matter and energy conduction technology. Their prototype compression systems are used across the globe in nuclear energy refinement and risk mitigation.

Penelope smiled and said, “With the compression tech patched into the Xandra, we can process the relic matter for safer consumption.”

Without it, you can't consume the matter and stitch the ship from reality to reality, Moira said. I get it. We share a brain.

“And I’d be able to see the alien traveler freaks coming,” Penelope added. “Which clears your path to a new, fully operational cloned body, and your fully upright old life.”

If your contact is as desperate as you think, Moira added.

A doughy man with glasses approached Penelope’s table and ducked to the side of the table’s patio umbrella. He held a briefcase in front of him, guarded. A wary smile emerged from his face. 

“He’ll do his part,” Penelope said. “You do yours.”

Moira eyed up the man. A little thick around the middle. Patchy brown beard. Eyeglasses too small for his face. And an off-the-rack tan suit. Its cuffs too short at the wrists and ankles. The buttons held the jacket together for dear life. She looked back to Penelope and said, We get these specs, and then I go home.

“Exactly,” Penelope said. The mental projection of Moira vanished, leaving an empty chair for the mark.

The man approached the table with an awkward smile. “I didn’t expect you to call again.”

I can’t believe you slept with him, Moira said, her voice rattling in Penelope’s mind.

“Jan,” Penelope said. “I thought we had a good time.”

Jan sat down, holding his briefcase in front of him. He pushed his glasses to the bridge of his nose. “Women never call me back. I thought you were a spy.”

Moira said, He’s already on to you. You’re terrible at this.

Penelope laughed. “I’m not like most women. I prefer the smart, insecure ones. The lost puppies.” She smiled and brushed Jan’s leg with her foot.

Uneasy, Jan laughed. 

“Besides,” Penelope said. “I’d never get past the guards, the security cameras, the retina scanner bypass, and the tokenized authorization at your workstation.”

Jan set his briefcase down next to his chair and leaned across the table. “What did you have in mind for our second date?”

I’m in, Moira said. Sifting through the garbage in his mind. Oh, wow. Good relationship with mom and sister. His flat is a nightmare. Oh, did you know he’s a furry? Strange. Raddex, Raddex, Raddex. Here we are. There are only two guards on at night. His workstation is in the sub-basement. Downloading the coding schematic will take two and half hours. I need a 100-yard radius or less to keep everyone off our back. But I can’t stop the offsite response. They'll alert RRG security protocol at some point. Even with his authorizations. When the cavalry comes, I can’t hold them forever. Your brain will shut down from the stress. We may have to leave via the roof.

Penelope smiled. “Oh, I don’t know. Dinner. Drinks. Dancing. Dressing up like My Little Ponies? We’ll see where it goes from there.”

Jan’s eyes grew large, and a smile lit up his face.
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The Raddex Corporation building stood three and a half blocks west of the Seine. Thirty stories of glass with an elegant, rounded notch in the center. The Parisian night reflected off its smooth exterior. The sidewalks on the street below remained empty with only a few cars bustling through the lonely business district. A cab stopped in front of the building, and Jan Markre stepped out. His necktie loosened and lips gleaming with lipstick smears. He dropped his briefcase and picked it back up again. He helped Penelope out of the cab. Still in her red dress, Penelope had ditched the hat but kept the sunglasses.

They walked into the Raddex building together and approached the two guards at the secure entrance. Penelope clung to his arm like a drunk lover. Jan leaned onto the granite counter and nodded to the guards. “We’re going to have sex on my workstation,” he slurred.

The female guard stood up and took a step around the counter. “Mr. Markre,” she said. “She’s not allowed—”

They’re working late, Moira said in Penelope’s head.

The female guard turned to her male counterpart and said, “They’re working late.”

The male guard stared off, shook his head, then nodded in approval.

Jan acknowledged the guards with a drunken squint and said, “Perfect.”

Penelope led him to the security doors and guided his head to the retina scanner. Jan shook his head to get her hand off him and leaned into the scanner with his eyes open. A red light beamed from the aperture and scanned his eyes. The door lock clicked, and the admittance light turned green.

“Sésame ouvre-toi!” Jan said with a bluster.

Penelope swung open the door and with her arm locked in his, led him into the facility. They approached an elevator bay and stepped in. Jan swiped his access card through the slot in the elevator controls and pressed the button for the sub-basement. As they glided downwards, Jan turned and embraced Penelope and kissed her. Penelope returned the kiss, making sure to press herself firm to him. But Jan stopped like a remote-controlled robot and turned away. He faced the elevator wall like a punished child.

I’m sorry, Moira said. But I feel all this too, and it’s disgusting. Who eats that much pâté for dinner?

Penelope wiped her mouth with her fingers. “He’s a pretty good kisser.”

He’s French, Moira said. 

The elevator stopped in the sub-basement and opened its doors. A large server farm glowed in the darkness. Enclosed by glass walls, their red lights gleamed like the eyes of creatures in a haunted forest. Jan’s workstation wasn’t a desk, but a massive console jacked straight into the server farm around them. They stepped up to the console and got to work. Jan sat in his work chair and typed in his passcodes like he was a marionette on strings. The monitor flashed and asked for the encrypted token. He fumbled to pull his phone from his pocket and keyed in the token.

We’re past security, Moira said.

“I can see that,” Penelope said. She swung Jan’s briefcase onto the desk and opened it, removing a large external hard drive. She squatted down to the console mainframe and plugged it in.

Jan mashed his fingers across the keyboard and initiated the download. Onscreen a slow bar progressed as it processed. Once started, Jan’s head crashed to the desk and he fell asleep.

Now we wait, Moira said, appearing in a tight, white spy outfit and yellow goggles with her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail.

“Nice outfit,” Penelope said.

Thanks for a modicum of freedom, my lady, Moira said with a smile. She squinted her eyes and continued along a different thread. You can’t hide your thoughts or memories from me? 

“What are you talking about?”

Moira smiled. Ian would have followed you anywhere. Especially for this. Moira shook her head. I’ve traipsed through your memories. You underestimate his loyalty. He may be short-sighted.

“And immature,” Penelope added.

But he loved you, Moira said. Like a lost puppy.

Penelope took a step back and paced the room. “He wouldn’t have understood. What I’ve learned. What I’ve found. I couldn’t sign him up for that. It’s for the best.”

Moira cocked her head at Penelope and said, You don’t know if this will work. If you find enough of this radioactive matter, how do you plan on absorbing it? It will kill you. And if it doesn’t, should one person have that much power?

Penelope faced Moira. “When I gave you the power to escape your broken body, you begged me to help. How is that any different?!”

I’m not trying to rewrite the universe as I like it, Moira said.

A trickle tickled Penelope’s ear. When she dabbed it with her index finger, it came back ruby with blood. Quickly, she rubbed the blood onto her dress. “I’m only trying to bring my mother back.”
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A Heist Gone Wrong
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Atop the Raddex Corporation building in Paris, France, the rooftop door burst open, and Penelope fell to her knees on the graveled rooftop. Blood streamed from her eyes and ears. It mingled with the feverish sweat dappling her face. This headache had been the strongest one yet, like her mind had hardened to stone, only to be split in two by a sledge. Her eyes rolled back in her head. She had to find a focal point or she would black out. In the distance, the lighting of the five Eiffel Towers twinkled in the night, their antennae array silently searching the cosmos for life, energy sources, and any wayward messages from distant worlds. 

She squinted and focused on them. She had to hold it together a little while longer.

Get up! Moira’s voice bellowed in her head. Her manifestation creeped to Penelope’s sprawled body. But her footsteps made no sound against the pebbles littering the roof. She switched her wardrobe to her standard white, fur-lined cloak over a tight white bodysuit and heeled white boots. Her red curls bounced when she hung her head in Penelope’s face.

Wake up! Moira shouted. You blacked out again. It’s happening more frequently, and I need to know you’re still in there. Who am I?

“Not the test again,” Penelope mumbled.

Moira snatched Penelope by the hair, lifted her head, and slapped her. Who am I?

Penelope fought to find the answers. “You’re...you’re Moira Flynn. A telepath and a murderer. They called you Redcrowne on your world.”

Moira hoisted Penelope up by her armpits and dragged her across the roof. In reality, Moira had control of the body, thrashing it along the roof until Penelope could regain her strength. To any bystander, Penelope surely would have appeared possessed, lifting and sagging like a rag doll being drug by invisible hands. 

Good, Moira said. And why am I here? 

Penelope tried to continue with the answers despite the scrape of the gravel across the backs of her legs. “Transference. I put your mind into my head. To help me find my team scattered across the multiverse, and to protect me from enemies. But...I can see you? Why can I see your body if you’re in my head?”

It’s a visual manifestation of my psyche. Moira paused dragging Penelope. With her eyes closed and her breathing calmed, Moira could read the guards’ minds as they rushed up the staircase inside. They’re coming. We need to move, but I need to hear it all. Otherwise, I may never get back home. Why are you here?

Like the correct combination on a school locker, Penelope’s memories clicked back into place and opened her truth. Moira. Her team. Her mission. She swallowed. “I’m a traveler. I can stitch the seams between universes,” she said. “My mother died.”

And you believe, Moira said, you can find enough ‘great cosmic power’ to rewrite her back into existence. But only after what?

A loud sigh issued from Penelope. “After I find you a new body.”

Moira nodded. Right. That was our deal. I help get your team and watch your back for the multiversal freaks. I get a new functional body. Now get your ass up! Building security will be here any second! She dropped Penelope’s upper half onto the roof.

Penelope remembered her mind-sharing deal with Moira included some unfortunate side effects, but she had never promised to enjoy talking with the woman. Moira living rent-free in her mind was bad enough, but Penelope had no one to blame but herself, she supposed. She promised to get Moira a new physical body in exchange for her help: using her telepathy to watch her back and help evaluating the minds of her multiversal sisters for this mission. Penelope lifted her head. Gravel stuck to her cheek. This Earth’s stars glittered behind Moira’s head. “Did we get the compression specs?”

Moira shook her head and yanked on Penelope’s arm. 

Penelope stood briefly before stumbling to her knees. “We have to go back! We need them.” Penelope staggered up, wobbling and lightheaded. 

The rooftop door flew open, and six security guards burst onto the roof. They pointed their rifles at Penelope, and one of them yelled, “Les mains en l'air. Ne soyez pas stupide!”

Behind Penelope, a sultry breeze buffeted the rooftop, and the squeal of large propulsion engines ground to an idle whine. A starship, half the size of the building, hovered mere feet from the rooftop, its elongated body reminiscent of a blue whale with eight stabilizer wings. Visible score marks and flaking blue and gold paint marked its exterior. Along the side and under the cabin windows ran an indecipherable language, but Penelope knew its name: Xandra. Below the stern, a large loading ramp opened, revealing the interior of the ship and bright floodlights.

Two women leaped from the ship’s ramp to the roof. One wore khaki specialist fatigues, boots, and a backpack of medical supplies. The fatigues bore a red patch with a white plus sign on each shoulder. Her bald head and painted white complexion stuck out in the darkness. The other, tall, stout, and broad-shouldered, wore the sleek, gray ballistic steel armor of a soldier and carried a large blast rifle. She was built like a tank; her aggressive scowl was only preceded by her thumping footsteps. Each of their facial similarities were unmistakable; both were Penelope alternates from parallel realities. 

The Penelope with the rifle pulled the trigger and sprayed the rooftop behind the woozy Penelope who hobbled to the ramp. The guards dove to the roof and sought cover amid the impact fire. 

The medical specialist wrapped her arm around Penelope and helped her into the starship. Hydraulics hissed when the loading ramp closed behind the three of them.

Moira was right to doubt Penelope’s ability to pull this whole plan off, Penelope thought, limping through the starship. It did sound implausible. A fairy tale. An almighty prime sentience, a god, who had sacrificed themself to bring infinite life and the Infiniuum into existence. Everything around them: this roof, those guards, the rifles, the bullets, and the surrounding planet hummed with their residual energies. But of course, the players in these infinite worlds, with their varying cultures, values, intellects, and physical abilities, always had their own ideas and plans. Other travelers, like maligs, aimed to consume the energies to resurrect the original creator, or, more likely, harness the power for their own agendas. And the ferons, travelers who believed the creator had gifted them life in self-sacrifice and those energies must remain scattered and infinite to all. Thus, the two sides were locked in a timeless power struggle of ideals: ferons against maligs, maligs against ferons, maligs against other maligs. Penelope shook her head at the complex mess of it all. The fictitious stories she constructed as a girl with Ian were more plausible. But she had seen it for herself firsthand. Creation was possible. But could she do it? A nineteen-year-old girl with a trauma-filled head and a laundry list of poor decisions? Could she find and channel enough power to rival a sole creator? Could she rewrite the fabric of reality to bring her dead mother back? Or would her body shred into a trillion ribbons of flesh? Then, would she join her lost mother among the matter of the multiverse? 

She didn’t know. But she’d do anything to try.

The cool push of recycled air from the overhead ceiling vents chilled Penelope’s neck, bringing her back to the present. A burnt chlorine odor hung in the air, and electrical systems hummed within the walls. Coolant rattled through pipes overhead. Comms speakers squelched on the ceilings. The constant noise suffocated every other sound, and passengers often raised their voices to be heard over the din. Even the slight magnetic tug of the floor panels to their boots changed her gait with each step. Starship life took some getting used to.

Once the starship punched through the atmosphere and cruised through space, Penelope clung to the medical specialist who guided her through the ship’s interior. An ambionic organism, P343-L0-P3, or as the crew had christened her, Three, had no need for clothes, but wore a human medical specialist uniform to fit in with this crew and mask the blinding white plastic covering her humanoid frame. Where she needed traction, flexibility, and sensors, her creators had fabricated her with soft, molded micro-rubber applications. Three kept her hand on Penelope’s neck to read her biometrics. 

“Your body temperature is low,” Three said. A gentle whine cycled through her body. Black plastic venting shields underneath her uniform shifted open and released hot air. The venting system worked to cool her systems, but in this case was meant to warm Penelope. 

Exhausted, Penelope blinked herself awake in the soothing gusts of warmth. A tear welled up and slid down her cheek. “I failed us,” she said.

Three placed her palm over Penelope’s face. Sensors activated under her thin rubber skin. “You’re tired,” Three said, her voice calm and soft. “You’ve stretched yourself too thin. Even with the supplements, you need more rest. The human brain cannot hold two psyches simultaneously. Intersection is close. If we wait too long to separate you and Moira, we risk losing one of you, or worse, becoming someone altogether different.” 

Moira manifested in Penelope’s peripheral vision, dressed in her white attire. I did not sign up for intersection, Moira hissed.

“We don’t have time for this,” Penelope said. 

“Time is irrelevant, if you’re dead,” Three told her.

She’s got a point, Moira added. 

Behind them, the soldier, Popi Marchert, approached. Her scuffed and scored gray body armor clacked with each step. With her blast rifle stowed on her back, she scratched the shaved side of her head and said, “Three is right. You cut it too close back there.”

Frustration surged through Penelope’s body. There was no time for worrying about her personal level of exhaustion. If they didn’t find a way to process the matter and energies of the prime sentience, then everyone would be stuck here. Forever. And Penelope would never see her mother again. Her hand formed a fist in anger. “I don’t have time,” Penelope said, her voice popping from behind clenched teeth. She lunged at Popi but staggered and fell to the floor. “Do any of you understand the depth of infinity?! It’s unending. The only limitation is our lifetimes. Our age. Time! And without those schematics for the matter compressors, we’re nowhere closer to my goal!”

Get a hold of yourself, Moira said.

Popi didn’t flinch. She never flinched. Her tan, chiseled face twisted in rage. The scar over her right eye twitched. Popi never gave an inch. Not to her rapist father. Not to her fellow marines or her commanding officer. Not even to the alien insect horde that consumed her planet. A foot taller than Penelope and twice her size, plus several times as strong, Popi could tighten one hand around Penelope’s neck and end her in one quick squeeze. But it would solve nothing, and only Penelope could bring her home. Rather than losing her cool, she reached down and helped Penelope to her feet. “I left my world during a nerge infestation to help you. To bring back my Lelee. Don’t let me down.”

Penelope nodded and leaned against Three while Popi walked past them toward the pilot cabin of the Xandra.

Three watched her crewmate walk off. “Your behavior isn’t helping. We all made promises to you, as you did for us. We’re all on the same team here.”

She’s right, Moira said. Don’t kill us before I’ve gotten my new body. 

They, too, continued to the pilot cabin, which still amazed Penelope. Through her and Ian’s stories, she had imagined what a starship cabin would look like, but the tangible thing still widened her eyes. A glittering navigation console ran below a wide windshield pane that funneled the deep indigo of space and the stars sparkling in between. A cloudy, rose and violet nebula bloomed to their right. Penelope could only stare, trying to capture each detail in her memory to sketch it some time when she had a break from all this chaos. There were six seats total—pilot and copilot at the front, four passenger seats behind them. Their safety harnesses hung limp at their sides. 

Popi slumped into the empty seat next to a languid teenage girl. “Nada,” she said, shaking her head.

The teenager perked up for a moment, only to frown and say, “Jeeters.” Penina Archuleta, a wunderkind who defied definition, sprawled in the seat, her back against one armrest and her legs dangling over the other. She feverishly typed code on a tablet. Two long tails of blue hair dangled at the sides of her youthful face. Barely 13, she reminded Penelope of herself in middle school, only Penina had gray eyes and two nose rings. Her black tank top advertised an alien energy beverage called Anazi from her home planet. Empty cans with the same logo littered the surrounding floor. Complex tattoos sleeved her arms, chronicling a life working in the bowels of a planetary corporation as a slave coder. A small gray breathing mask hung from her neck by two air tubes.

“Crank, what a bummer,” Penina said. “I’m almost finished coding the locator AI. The compressor specs were the last piece.”

Penelope winced as Three lowered her into the co-pilot seat. “I let you all down. I’m sorry. I should have gone back for the schematics.”

Penina sprung from the chair and pressed the breathing mask over her nose and mouth. A mechanical huff hissed from a small medtank hanging at her hip. The hoses filled, and she breathed in the medicine, then let the mask dangle around her neck again. Her words came out fast and full of energy. “Don’t worry about it, frenly. We’ll figure something out, right-o? I’m sure we can find some base tech out there that isn’t some heap of apish stankmash.”

“Bucking the odds and taking bets we can’t cover is my gig, P,” Tenpenny said, setting the navigation computer to autopilot. She stood up to face the crew. Calliope Tenpenny. Starship pilot. Retired professional quadship racer. And no one ever called her Calliope. At least no one alive. She stood from the pilot’s chair and tugged at her unzipped red and black leather short coat. Two plasma pistols hung from shoulder holsters beneath her arms, and her white t-shirt bore a hand-painted face of a rat in black ink. Her black leather pants tucked into knee-high black tactical boots. A white rat crawled out from Tenpenny’s jacket pocket and looked at Penelope curiously. Tenpenny petted the creature gently under its chin. “This whole thing. This plan,” she said to Penelope. “It hinges on you, sweetheart. You get your godlike power. Bring back your mom. And then bring back Eightball.” Tenpenny winked at Penelope.

Popi laughed snidely. “We all want lost loved ones back, and all you want is the guy who screwed you out of credits.”

Tenpenny lifted her shirt, revealing a jagged scar smiling across her stomach. “He poisoned me, and I never got the chance to kill him myself.”

Penelope flinched. At 43, Tenpenny had the look, attitude, and swagger Penelope hoped to grow into herself: same green eyes only with slight crow’s feet at their corners, lips that graced the mouths of many interstellar lovers, and a wit walking the fine line between crass and clever. 

“Then time’s a-wasting,” Penelope said, trying to be glib.

“No, it’s not,” Tenpenny said, serious now. “Everyone here sees the obvious except for you. I get it, you miss your mom. But you almost tore my ship in half, trying to stitch it to another reality,” Tenpenny gestured toward the ship’s interior. “You’re not trying until you know for certain you can do it without costing me my ship or stranding us in some cosmic cthulhuian hellscape.” She looked Penelope in the eyes. Penelope nodded her assent. “Go sleep off this loss,” she gently commanded.

Penelope blinked. “Right.”

Tenpenny took the rat from her pocket and kissed it on the head before sitting back down in the pilot’s seat. “Come on, Basil. Someone has to keep this rig together.”

Penelope closed her eyes and stood up from the copilot’s chair, exhausted. Popi ripped off pushups on the floor of the cabin. Penina sat cross-legged on the floor, tinkering with her tablet and slugging down Anazi. Tenpenny fed Basil small green nuggets of food. Three stood by Penelope’s side, keeping her from falling over. Moira’s manifestation loomed on her other side, visible and perceivable only to Penelope. What a team. When she traveled to find them, she had had a grander vision of the end product. A sisterhood of women like her. All aligned, loyal, and guided by the same idea. Harmony. Togetherness.

“They’re with you,” Three told Penelope.

Barely, Moira added.

“Give it time,” Three advised.

“Time isn’t on my side,” Penelope said. 

Three helped Penelope to the crew’s quarters. Sensors tripped at their presence, and actuators slid the door open to the first cabin. At six-foot cubed, the cabins were little more than closets for sleeping. The beds, if you could call them that, ate up half the space. Made from simple bulkhead steel, they contained drawers underneath for storing gear. The thin, stained, ratty bed mats were worse, capturing the leftover aromas and secretions of whatever rogues Tenpenny had hustled around before this mission. The shower/lavatory/sink combo was the coup de grâce. Penelope never imagined one bathroom unit where you could shower, urinate, and brush your teeth all at once with all waste and water going down the same drain, only to be filtered, recycled and pumped straight back in again. Starship life was anything but luxurious.

Three helped Penelope onto the bunk. She held her rubberized hand to Penelope’s face while biometrics in her head prescribed a concoction of sedatives, antibiotics, and painkillers. A pneumatic valve inside her ambionic body depressurized, and the tubes underneath the rubber skin of her palm filled with medication. A needle emerged from between her third and fourth finger, which she used on Penelope’s arm to administer the drugs. Emptied, the needle retracted, and Three placed her palm over Penelope’s forehead again. Already, she could tell the biometrics were helping.

“Rest,” Three instructed. “We can work out the infuser later, but you two must separate soon. Before it’s too late.”

The cabin door slid closed after Three left. Penelope lay in her bunk and stared at the ceiling. Seven charcoal sketches hung there. All of them were of her mother, Alexandra Archer. Mom, sitting in a theater seat and laughing at Puck from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Mom, holding Penelope’s hand as child, stomping in fresh puddles. Another showed her mom sitting quietly by the window, reading a book. Her mother standing by the kitchen sink drinking a large glass of water, her body impossibly thin. Penelope’s 15th birthday, when her mom slept in a hospital bed in the living room, her face sunken, but a smile breaking through. Another showed her mom in a wheelchair and black stocking hat, watching the sprinklers in the yard. The last, and Penelope’s favorite, was a sketch of her mom sitting alongside her in bed, reading Where the Wild Things Are.

The sedative would kick in soon. The crew was right. She needed to rest and get Moira out of her head. Then the energy infuser. Without it, she couldn’t siphon the energies of the dormant prime sentience. Without it, she couldn’t bring back her mom, Popi’s love, Penina’s father, Three’s sister, or Tenpenny’s attempted murderer. A sigh escaped from between Penelope’s lips. She raised her hand from where it lay on her sternum. A luminous yellow glow rippled from her palm and lit up the veins and bones beneath the skin. The process still amazed her. The convergence of energies and matter sewn together in ribbons of possibilities. Threads of reality woven together into a tapestry of perception. 

With her glowing index finger, she cut a luminous square letter C in the air above her. Then, like a favorite book, she peeled a page back in her reality and revealed another page from a far more distant world across the multiverse—a world overgrown in thick forest. Trees gnarled with age and veined with luminous purple sap. Each branch bore lighted orbs of purple fruit. Above them all grew a world tree. Its top canopy rounded at the height of the atmosphere and at the width of the horizon. Its radiant fruit sagging in the branches like planets. An errant flock of large birds flew beneath it and above the many smaller trees of the forest.

In the corner of her quarters, Moira Flynn appeared like an unfocused photograph developing into clarity. Dressed in white, as always, she leaned against the steel wall. Have you considered you’re not meant to do this?

Penelope yawned and turned the page in her cosmic book to reveal another world, desperate to ignore the other identity locked in her mind. This new world frothed with a murky green sea teeming with fish, rays, and squid-like creatures. At its depths, a great mountain of coral had grown around a behemoth rock-encrusted shard glimmering a translucent green. Underwater cities populated the coral gaps around the emerald-like shard, and glittering underwater craft raced between them.

Not getting the attention she demanded, Moira sat on Penelope’s bunk, her face inches from Penelope’s. We’ve run into three maligs. And you couldn’t replicate what you did on the Smudge World. You can’t tackle these larger concentrations if you can’t sponge up a lone traveler. If not for Popi and Tenpenny, we’d all be grease stains by now.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Penelope said, rolling away from Moira. Her eyelids fluttered. The medicine was hitting home. In all her travels, she had already found some concentrations of the prime sentience, the natural energies of the Infiniuum. Wherever it formed, change took hold. Life sprung forth and died, only to repopulate and evolve. At first, she thought she’d only find it in fellow travelers. Sure, they were all excellent sources, but time was against her. If she wanted to make any headway, she needed to find larger pockets. Beacons of the leftover remains. One natural pocket might equal a million travelers. A billion. And if she could absorb it for herself, like she had done once before, she might gain the power of creation.

Moira sat on the bunk next to Penelope, pointing to the crackling page and its view into the Infiniuum. You’re not turning the page, Penelope, Moira whispered to her. Why? Are you afraid to see what you must do? Whom you must harm? You try to hide it, but your tender underbelly is showing. You think you’re strong, but you’re weak.

Frustrated with the guest in her mind, Penelope reached up and turned the page. The murky sea ebbed and shifted to another reality, where a gifted young boy lived in a primitive world of plains, prairies, forests, and mountains. A tribe of nomads camped atop a rolling hill. Squat domed huts fashioned from tanned hides and sticks formed a circle around another larger one. Their fires lit up the night sky, casting orange ribbons of flame to the stars. The nomads had deep indigo furred skin and tails. They wore rudimentary leather clothes and rustic trinkets. They sang and chanted together. In the center of the tribe sat a young child. They bowed to him. Offered their sick and injured to him. With a smile, he held their heads, hands, arms, or legs. With each touch, a blue spark crackled between his fingers and their skin. From his touch alone, they would regain their strength.

But can you do this to the boy? Moira asked. A magical child brimming with the scattered energies of a long-dead god. You need his power. Yet you waver on taking the spark away from a child who heals his people. 

The medicine swirled in Penelope’s head. Her eyes drooped. She didn’t want to acknowledge Moira’s words—that some seed within her had taken root and sprouted a truth. In order for her plan to succeed, it would require the harm of others. But Moira knew all Penelope’s secrets and could play her like a dark, smoldering violin. With whatever strength of mind she had left, Penelope fought to recall a memory of her mother and kept it in front of her. She examined the shape of her mother’s face. Her smile. The kindness in her eyes. All the joy in her hugs and the laughter in her throat.

Moira laughed. You have such big ideas. Big plans. But you fail to see the darkness required to follow through. Things you and I both know you don’t have the stomach for.

Penelope closed her eyes to escape Moira. “I just want my mom back.” 
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Penelope leans forward, her antsy legs swinging under her theater seat. She curls her fingers around the seatback in front of her. Her eyes wide, she follows the spectacle of woodland fairies as they prance about the stage. Each actor dazzles in sequined costumes representing the forest: a mushroom, a mossy cypress, a thornbush, a hidden orchid. Ruddy makeup covers their faces. They sing and dance. They plot and deceive among a gloriously painted set of stout trees, large toadstools, and fluttering bushes. A silver crescent moon hangs by wires above it all. The lights catch the piano wire holding it in place. Puck trots into the scene. Bare-chested with a sash of woven vines and flowers, he traipses among the fairies on furry legs and hooved feet with slight horns poking through his wild hair. 

A smile grows on Penelope’s face in the darkened Orpheum Theater. Every month, a different story, a different world. From A Midsummers Night’s Dream and Wicked to To Kill a Mockingbird and Death of a Salesman, she had seen so many. Even the ones most parents never dreamed of allowing their children to see, like Hair, Rent, Les Misérables, and Miss Saigon. She loved them all. The costumes, the lights, the intricately fashioned sets, the songs and choreography. For one night each month, she buzzed in the dark theater waiting for the stage to light and the players to emerge from another world.

Puck saunters to center stage and gazes over the audience. Did he look right at her? Giddiness fills her at the thought. 

Her mother nudges her and whispers, “Excuse me, Penelope. I have to visit the ladies’ room.”

A bit perturbed by the interruption, Penelope sits back in her seat to let her mother pass, and once she is gone, Penelope springs forward again, hoping for another glimpse from Puck.

On the ride home, Penelope retells her parents the whole story. She digs into the plots. Describes the sets and costumes. And Puck. Wow. What a devious charmer. Penelope rattles through the whole spectacle, her words gushing from her mouth like a loosed fire hose. Alexandra sits turned in her seat to hold eye contact. Her mother hangs on every word as though she hadn’t been sitting beside Penelope through the entire play. She laughs at the funny parts. Gasps at the devious plots. Swoons at the mere mention of Puck. 

“He is a bit old for you, honey,” Alexandra tells Penelope. “And he’s got the legs of a goat.”

Penelope shushes her mother. “I’m 12,” she says. “And he’s a fairy. We’re compatible.”

“Like two peas on a plate,” her mother says.

Penelope crinkles her face. “In a pod, Mom.”

Alexandra nods. “Right.”

At home, her mother rushes to the bathroom once more. In her bedroom, Penelope changes into pajamas and crawls into bed. Moonlight falls into the room across the face of a draft table among a cyclone of charcoal portraits, watercolor landscapes, and inked character designs taped to the walls and ceiling. The artwork grows from the desk like ivy climbing a brick wall, from wide sketchpads and unframed canvases to scribbles on loose-leaf paper. Each piece is a prism into another world. A sunset landscape of outlaws riding horses through a shadow-filled canyon. Character studies of two pirates. One is a woman in a wide burgundy hat and boots holding a flintlock pistol. The other is a man holding a silver sword, clad in a black long coat and tricorn hat with shark’s teeth lining the rim. A series of sketches capturing two space-faring rogues, blasting their way out of a space station overrun with alien zombies. And more.

The toilet flushes across the hall, and the sink runs. Alexandra enters the room and kneels beside Penelope’s bed.

Penelope frowns. “Are you feeling better?”

“Dinner didn’t agree with me,” Alexandra grimaces. “Did you have fun tonight?”

Excited, Penelope nods fiercely. “It was like a whole different world.”

Alexandra smiles. “It was.” She tucks Penelope into bed. “Now let’s go to sleep. Good parents don’t keep their kids out late on school nights.”

“Thank goodness you’re not a good parent,” Penelope jokes with a wide grin.

“Good night, P.” She pecks Penelope’s forehead.

After her mother leaves, Penelope stares at the popcorn ceiling above her. All the dimples and protrusions are like stars in the sky. Her mind races with images of flitting fairies and woodland sprites and mischief-making satyrs. Her eyes brush them to life like a painter. Shapes them into form like a potter. As much as her thoughts try to keep her awake, she drifts into a twitchy slumber. A numb place between dream and waking, where her imagination blooms unfettered, and the molecules of her body loosen. She sinks through her bed’s mattress, through the floors in the house, and into the ground. She passes seamlessly through the crust and mantle of the Earth and is spit into the cosmos as a ribbon of yellow light shattering through the stars at breakneck speed.

Her breath stops.

Her heart slows.

Time shudders like a frame-rate lag in a video game.

She awakes, not on her bed, or in her room, but outside. Chlorophyll clouds her nostrils. The buzz of a mosquito fills her ear. The tickle of grass against her palm. Only when the slow lurch of salty, iron-filled blood drips to the back of her throat does she open her eyes. She sits upward, and the blood dribbles from her nose onto her pajamas.

She quickly blots the blood away with her sleeve, which comes away crimson. But it’s not the blood that catches her attention; it’s the new world around her. A forest filled with mammoth trees casting shadows from the dawn. Amber light pours among the trunks, casting the dew on the undergrowth into glass marbles. Mist rises from the ground and coats everything with a haze. Above the forest, a waxing moon hangs transparent in the blue sky, next to two smaller ones. A bug flits onto her neck, and she swats at it.

“Hey,” a tiny voice trills. “Watch it!”

Penelope turns her head to see a small hovering insect, his wings beating so fast she barely registers them. She squints further to see it isn’t an insect at all, but a tiny half-human, half-gnat creature. “Oh,” she says with delight. “You’re a fairy.”

The little thing flies to the end of her nose and perches there in defiance. “Am not,” he says. “I’m a skeeter.”

“Oh,” Penelope says. “I’m sorry I swatted at you. You tickle.”

The skeeter lifts off her nose and flies circles around her head. “If I’m a skeeter, what are you?”

“I’m a human,” she says.

The skeeter bobs up and down in the air in front of her and tries out the word. “Hoomin.”

“Human,” Penelope repeats.

“Listen, Hoomin,” he says. “I don’t know who you are or how you got here, but if you stay here, the gutters will sniff you out.”

“What’s a gutter?” Penelope asked. 

“It’s a foul beastie,” he says. “A furry six-legged thing with three rows of gnashing teeth in its snatcher and sharp claws on its grabbers. Smell you a mile away and eat you before you even know.”

“Where should I go?” Penelope asks.

“Follow me,” he says. “Can you climb with those grabbers?”

The skeeter leads Penelope through the forest. They pass a burbling brook where the skeeter flits in place like a hummingbird while she cups handfuls of water to her mouth to quench a sudden thirst. They travel through a section of forest where moss the color of broccoli covers the ground. Penelope stops a moment to squish her toes into the vegetative carpet. The fuzzy moss beneath her feet causes her to giggle in glee.

Baffled, the skeeter folds his tiny arms across his chest and says, “Why do you do that with your grabbers?”

“It’s the softest thing I’ve ever felt, silly,” Penelope says.

The skeeter shakes his head, devoid of amusement. “Go get up the tree.”

They come to a crag of rocks Penelope climbs up and over, the skeeter fluttering over her shoulder. Finally, they arrive at a tall tree with a fat trunk, the bark thick and cracked. Large branches bend upwards about twenty feet high.

The skeeter stops at the tree. “This will do. Use your grabbers. Climb up there. You’ll be safe. I’ll find some others. Maybe they know what happened to you.”

“Okay,” Penelope says. But as the skeeter flits off to alert his friends, Penelope realizes how alone she is. This is not her world. How did she get here? Did she die in her sleep? Or is this a dream? It felt real to her. The sights, the smells, the sounds. The touch of the moss on the pink underbellies of her feet. If this is a dream, she thinks, it’s the most detailed and imaginative dream she ever had. Her brief doubt and worry burrow under the moss of her brain, and all she has left is delight.

The skeeter speeds away, leaving Penelope at the tree. She runs a hand over the large nooks and crannies in the bark, most wide enough for her entire hand or foot to wriggle in. She reaches upward and holds a wedge of bark, then sticks her foot in another. Up and up, she climbs, remembering what her dad taught her about climbing: “Always have a hand and a foot square before making a move.”

By the time she makes it to a large, solid branch, her hands and feet are scratched raw, her muscles sore. From her vantage point in the tree, she can see more of this world. The forest gives way to a range of mountains peaked with sun-dappled snow. It looks cold, and the north pole on her world is cold, so she figures that’s the north. To the south, the forest grows darker and thicker where it fades to grasslands and rolling hills, and a magnificent castle rises, a vast city around it, walled off against the encroaching wilds. In the east, a wide savannah and salt flats creep out toward a black swamp. To the west, a vast ocean undulates in stormy blue.

Penelope arranges herself on the
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