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Chapter 1: Pink Slip, Gray Sky

The call lasted four minutes. I timed it later, because my brain did arithmetic when it didn’t want to feel anything yet.

Four minutes to end six years.

“Jack, I want you to know none of this reflects on your performance.” That was Brett, my manager, who could not look at his own webcam, so he looked slightly above it, which meant on my screen he appeared to be addressing a spot on the ceiling just over my head. “We’re consolidating the analytics function. It’s a restructure. Numbers thing. You understand.”

I understood that there was a second little rectangle in the corner of the call that I had never seen before. A woman in a charcoal blazer. HR. She had her hands folded and a soft, professional sadness arranged on her face like a centerpiece.

“You’ll receive a separation packet by end of day,” she said. “Two weeks’ notice. Plus accrued PTO. We’ve included resources for the transition.”

Resources for the transition. A PDF, probably. A list of websites where I could upload my resume into the same void that had already swallowed forty thousand other resumes that week.

“Okay,” I said.

That was it. That was my entire contribution to the end of my career. Okay. Six years of building dashboards nobody read, of staying late so the quarterly looked clean, of being the guy who could be relied on, and when the moment came to fight for myself or say something with dignity in it, what came out of me was okay.

Brett said some more words. Outplacement. Door always open. Reach out if you need a reference. The HR woman said the company valued me. The little green light next to my webcam glowed the whole time, a tiny self-important eye, and then Brett’s hand came toward his screen and the call collapsed into a gray rectangle that said Meeting Ended.

I sat in my chair.

My apartment made its small daytime noises. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere two floors down a dog complained about being left alone, which I was qualified to relate to. Rain had started against the window at some point during the four minutes, a thin January rain that wasn’t committed to being snow.

I should have felt something dramatic. A man in a movie would have swept his arm across the desk and sent the coffee mug flying. But I just looked at the mug, which said WORLD’S OKAYEST ANALYST, a gift from a Secret Santa whose name I could no longer remember, and I thought about how I’d have to wash it before I packed it, and then I thought about the fact that I’d be packing a single coffee mug, because that was the entire physical footprint of six years of my life. One mug and a phone charger I kept by the desk.

Except I worked from home. So even that was wrong. There was no desk to clear. There was no walk past coworkers. There was just me, in my apartment, in the same chair, except now the chair was unemployed.

I closed the laptop.

The room felt heavier after the laptop shut. Not dramatic. Not cinematic. Just heavier, as if the cheap chair, the cold coffee, the bills on the counter, and every square foot of that rented box had quietly leaned against my ribs at the same time.

I was twenty-nine. I lived alone in a six-hundred-square-foot box that cost more per month than my father had paid for a whole house. I had not been on a date in fourteen months, and that date had been a forty-minute coffee with a woman named Priya who spent most of it texting someone funnier than me. I had friends, technically, in the way that everyone has friends now, which is to say I had names in a phone and a group chat that went quiet for weeks and a steady, low-grade sense that everyone I knew was busy being happy somewhere I hadn’t been invited.

I was good at my job. That was the thing that stung. I was genuinely, measurably good at it. And it had not mattered even slightly. The restructure didn’t care. The numbers thing didn’t care. Brett, addressing the ceiling, did not care, and by tomorrow he would not remember the shape of this conversation, and I would remember it for the rest of my life.

There’s a particular flavor of loneliness that comes from being competent and unneeded at the same time. Like a tool in a drawer in a house nobody lives in anymore. You’re still sharp. You still work. There’s just no hand reaching for you.

I got up and made coffee in the WORLD’S OKAYEST mug, because what else was it good for now, and I stood at the window and watched the rain make the city look like it was dissolving.

The math started up on its own, the way it always did. An anxious little engine that never quite shut off. Rent was twenty-two hundred. Due in eleven days. I had maybe nine thousand in checking and a credit card I’d been pretending was an emergency fund instead of a slow confession. Severance would land in two weeks, which meant by the time it arrived, rent would already have eaten a third of what I had. The transition packet would arrive by end of day. The transition itself had no end of day. The transition was the rest of my life, apparently, and it had started at 10:14 on a Tuesday morning.

My father bought a house on one income. I thought about that more than was healthy. He was not a remarkable man, my father, not ambitious, not lucky. He sold insurance in a town you’ve never heard of, and on that one steady job he bought a three-bedroom with a yard and a garage he kept too full, and he married my mother and raised two kids and took a week at a lake every August, and he did all of it on a wage that would not have covered my rent and groceries here. He was not smarter than me. He was not better at his job than I was at mine. He had simply lived in a world where a competent man’s competence bought him a life, and I had been born into one where it bought me a six-hundred-square-foot box and the privilege of being consolidated by a man addressing the ceiling.

I wanted that. Not the lake, not the garage, not the specific shape of it. I wanted the thing underneath it. I wanted to matter enough to one place, one person, one job, that my being good at something added up to something. I wanted a home and not an address. I was twenty-nine and I wanted, with an ache I’d have been embarrassed to say out loud, to be needed somewhere.

The embarrassing thing was how I spent my evenings.

I watched old movies. Not ironically. The black-and-white kind, and the early color kind, gangster pictures and noir and the bright musicals my grandmother used to leave on. I’d burned through every mob saga ever filmed, the famous ones and the cheap ones, the true-crime documentaries with the grainy mugshots and the gravel-voiced narrators, the books about the old families and the federal hearings and the men who flipped and the men who didn’t. I knew the codes. Omerta. The fear of the rat. The way a careful man kept his mouth shut and a stupid one didn’t and how the difference between them was usually a single bad decision made loud. I knew the era the way you know a country you’ve never visited but have spent ten thousand hours dreaming about.

I could have told you, if you’d asked, how the Kefauver hearings put Mafia life on television and scared the families into a quiet they hadn’t known since the twenties. I could have told you which capos got sacrificed by the bigger outfits when the heat came down, how a man at the top stayed clean by keeping a layer of disposable men between himself and the work, how the panic of being thought an informer could make a hard man do soft, stupid things. I knew the words a wiseguy used and the words he never said out loud, the way a button man talked to a made guy and the way a made guy talked to a boss. I knew, secondhand, borrowed, half-invented by screenwriters who were six years old when any of it actually happened, the whole architecture of a world built on loyalty and terror and the one rule you did not break.

None of it had any use. That was the joke of it. A man could carry a head full of a dead century’s secrets and still not be able to make rent. The knowledge sat in me like furniture in a house I couldn’t sell, beautiful and worth nothing, taking up the rooms where a real life was supposed to go.

I think I loved that old world because it looked like a world that wanted men to be something. Where a guy could walk into a room and matter, for good or for bad. Where things had weight. It was a stupid, half-true, secondhand love, stitched together out of films set decades apart and romanticized to hell and back, and I knew that even then. But on a gray Tuesday with a frostbitten burrito and a deleted message, a man takes his sense of mattering wherever he can find it, even if he has to borrow it from people who never existed.

I made myself do the responsible things, because doing them was the only handhold I had.

I opened the separation packet, which was indeed a PDF. The resources for the transition were indeed a list of websites. I updated one line of my resume and then sat looking at the document for a long time, at the bullet points that summed up six years into verbs. Built. Maintained. Owned. Drove. They sounded like a man doing something. They had not been enough to keep me in the rectangle on Brett’s screen.

I opened a job board and scrolled until the listings blurred into one gray paragraph that all said the same thing in different fonts. They wanted five years of experience for an entry-level wage, and also I was competing with everyone, and also the role might be eliminated in a restructure, which was a sentence I now read with new and specific dread.

I opened the bank app and closed it again before the number could finish loading, because I already knew the number, and knowing it twice would not change it.

I opened the freezer to see what was in there and found a bag of corn, a heel of bread, and a frostbitten thing that had once been a burrito. I closed that too.

Then, because I was a person and people do this, I opened my phone and scrolled.

The feed did what it always did. A guy I went to college with had bought a house. A woman I’d had a crush on at twenty-three was at a vineyard with her husband and two children, all four of them in coordinated linen. Somebody’s startup had raised a round. Somebody was running a marathon for a cause. Everyone was building something, somewhere, with someone, in a warm filtered light, and I was standing in a six-hundred-square-foot box at three in the afternoon with no job and a frostbitten burrito, looking at all of it through a pane of glass, which is what the feed is, a window into a party you can see but not hear and definitely cannot enter.

I put the phone face down on the counter.

There was a name near the top of my messages I hadn’t tapped in almost a year. Danny. We’d been close once, close enough that you don’t have to explain yourself, and then he’d moved to Denver for a job and gotten married and had a kid, and the distance had done what distance does. I picked the phone back up and started typing.

Hey man. Long time. Got some bad news today and I think I just need to talk to a human who knew me before all of this. You around?

I read it three times.

I thought about what he’d say. He’d be kind, because Danny was kind. He’d say the right things. And then there would be a pause, and I would hear how long I’d let the silence run, the unspoken question of why I only reached out when I was drowning. I’d become a man who only surfaced to be rescued. Somehow that was worse than the layoff.

I deleted it. One character at a time, watching the cursor eat the words, until the box was empty and the gray ghost text came back. Message.

I put the phone down again.

The apartment did its small evening thing, the radiator ticking, a neighbor’s television bleeding through the wall, the muffled life of a building full of people I had lived beside for three years and could not have named one of. That was the part nobody warned you about, growing up. You think loneliness is being far from people. It isn’t. The loneliest I ever got was surrounded, a city of nine million, a building of forty units, a feed full of weddings and vineyards and coordinated linen, all of it close enough to touch through glass and none of it reaching back. I could have knocked on any door on my floor and a stranger would have answered, polite and wary, wanting to know what I wanted, and the honest answer, I just wanted to not be alone for an hour, was not a thing you could say to a stranger in this century without frightening him.

I thought about ordering food, just to have a human voice say your total is, and a person hand me a bag, and decided even that small transaction wasn’t worth the eleven dollars I didn’t have to spare. I thought about the office, which I’d never see again, the dashboards nobody read, and felt the specific grief of a thing that had eaten six years of my one life and would not, by tomorrow, remember my name. Six years. I’d given it the best hours of my best years, the mornings and the afternoons and a good number of the nights, and it had taken four minutes to give them back, and a woman in a charcoal blazer had arranged a soft professional sadness on her face like a centerpiece while it happened.

The movie version of a day like that had a revelation waiting in it. The company had been holding him back. The layoff was the best thing that ever happened to him. He laced up his shoes and ran toward his new life. I knew that script. I’d absorbed it the way everyone my age absorbs everything, by osmosis, from a thousand half-watched things. I knew I was supposed to find this liberating.

I didn’t. It just hurt. And the hurt didn’t have a shape I could fight, because there was nobody to be angry at, only a polite restructure and a numbers thing and a city that would replace me without noticing I’d gone.

So I did the only thing my body knew how to do when the room got too small. I put on my coat and went for a walk.

The rain had thinned to a mist by the time I got down to the street. The kind that drifts instead of falling, beading on my jacket, blurring the headlights into soft smears. The city in winter at three in the afternoon is a particular gray, a no-color, the sun behind clouds behind smog, light without warmth.

I walked without deciding where. Past the coffee place that had replaced the coffee place that had replaced the bodega. Past a luxury tower going up where a row of brick walk-ups used to be, a building with a name like a perfume and rents that made my twenty-two hundred look quaint. Past people with earbuds in, faces lit blue, everyone moving through the same wet gray air and nobody in it together.

I passed a hardware store that was closing, a real one, the last of its kind for forty blocks, brown paper already going up in the windows and a handwritten sign that said THANK YOU FOR 51 YEARS. There was a man inside, gray, in a canvas apron, taping a box shut, and he wasn’t looking out at the street, and nobody on the street was looking in at him, and I thought: there’s a man who knew where everything was. Fifty-one years of knowing which bin held the three-quarter-inch washers, of being the person you went to when the thing broke and you didn’t know how to fix it. And the city had decided it didn’t need him to know that anymore. We’d order the washers from a warehouse the size of a county and a van would leave them on a porch and nobody would say afternoon to anybody.

I don’t know why that one got me. I’d walked past a hundred closings. But I stood across the street from a stranger taping a box and felt something in my throat I couldn’t swallow, because I knew the feeling on the other side of that glass. Still sharp. Still works. No hand reaching for you.

I was not thinking deep thoughts. I was thinking about whether the off-brand cereal would last me to severance, and whether I’d have to tell my mother, and how my mother would say oh honey in a way that would make it worse, and whether anyone, anywhere, would actually notice if I just stopped. Not in a dark way. I wasn’t there. Just the quiet, factual loneliness of a man who suspects he could vanish and the only ripple would be a slightly faster restructure.

That was the truth under it. A capable man, in a world that had no use for what he was good at, walking through a city that would forget his face by dinner.

I kept walking until the streets got older.

There’s a part of every city the new money hasn’t reached yet, where the buildings remember being something, where the brick is real brick and the iron is real iron. The rail arches down by the dead freight line were like that. A row of stone arches under the old elevated track, most of them bricked up or chained, a couple rented out to a mechanic and a place that did something with reclaimed wood. The streetlights down there were the old sodium kind, when they worked, which was rarely, so the whole stretch sat in a dim the misting rain made dimmer.

I’d walked past those arches a hundred times. You stop seeing them.

But one of them was glowing.

I stopped.

It wasn’t a streetlight. The streetlights were that sick sodium orange, and this was different, a warm gold, the specific buttery color of late afternoon sun pouring through a west-facing window, except there was no sun. It was three in the afternoon in January under a ceiling of cloud, and the light was coming from inside the arch, from a place that should have held nothing but bricked-up dark and the smell of wet stone.

I looked around. The street was empty. A bus hissed somewhere a block over. The mist beaded on my eyelashes, and the warm gold spilled out of the arch and lay down on the wet cobbles like something poured.

I told myself it was a film shoot. That was the rational answer. They shot things in this part of town all the time. Some production had rigged a light in the arch, and any second now a guy in a beanie with a clipboard would shout at me to clear the frame.

But there was no crew. No trucks. No cables snaking across the ground, no folding tables of catering, no bored PA guarding a perimeter. Just an old stone arch that should have been bricked up, that I was almost sure had been bricked up, glowing with a warmth the cold January air could not explain.

And then I heard it.

Music.

Faint, like it was coming from a long way off and through water, but unmistakable. Brass. A band. Bright, optimistic horns, newsreel music from a future that never quite arrived. Trumpets and trombones in close, cheerful harmony, and under it the murmur of a crowd, a lot of people, the warm wash of voices and laughter, the sound of somewhere full.

I stood at the mouth of the arch in the cold and the gray, and from inside the impossible warm light came the sound of a world having a good time without me.

I should have walked away. A reasonable man, a careful man, the kind who reads the separation packet all the way through, walks away from the glowing hole in the wall that is playing music from eighty years ago.

But standing there, I was a man who had just been told, very politely, that he was a numbers thing. That he could be consolidated. That nobody would call. All day I’d felt like a tool in a drawer in an empty house, and here was warm gold light and brass music and the sound of a crowd, and every cell in my lonely, laid-off, rain-damp body leaned toward it the way a plant leans at a window.

I stepped closer. The light was warm on my face. Actually warm, like standing near a fire, and after a day of cold rain the warmth went straight through me and loosened something in my chest I hadn’t known was clenched.

“Hello?” I said, which is a stupid thing to say to a glowing arch, but I said it.

Nobody answered. The music played. The crowd murmured. The gold pulsed, very slightly, like breathing, like a heartbeat, like it knew I was there and was glad.

I put my hand into the light.

It didn’t burn. It felt like sun. Like the first real sun of spring on the back of your hand after a long winter, and I realized I was standing there in the rain with my hand in a hole in a wall and my throat working around a sound I couldn’t explain, because the warmth felt like being welcomed, and I could not remember the last time anything had welcomed me.

I left my hand in the light longer than was sane. The brass came up through my palm somehow, a fine warm hum in the bones of my fingers, and I stood there in the wet dark of my own century with one hand in a brighter one and I did the math I always did, except this time the math came out different. Eleven days to rent. Fourteen months since a date. One mug. One deleted message. A group chat that had gone quiet in October and would not notice if I never typed in it again. I added it all up the way I added everything up, and the sum finally came out as a number I could walk away from without losing anything that wasn’t already gone.

The rational voice in me, the careful one, the one that reads the whole packet, said: you don’t know what’s in there. It could be a hallucination. It could be carbon monoxide leaking out of an old arch. It could be the moment the documentary narrator uses that gravel voice to say, and that was the last anyone saw of him.

And another voice, one I hadn’t heard from in a long time, one I’d half forgotten I owned, said back, very quietly: and what, exactly, are you protecting?

The brass band swelled. A clarinet went climbing up over the top of the horns, bright and rising, and the crowd inside the gold laughed at something, a big warm roll of laughter, the sound of a place where people were happy and stayed and belonged.

I thought, very clearly, the way you think things at the exact wrong or exact right moment of your life: there is nothing behind me.

No job. No date in fourteen months. No message I’d been brave enough to send. A mug that said OKAYEST and a rent due in eleven days and a city that would not notice the gap where I’d been. Behind me was the gray. The numbers thing. The restructure.

In front of me was warmth, and music, and the sound of a crowd that might, possibly, conceivably, have room for one more.

I pulled my hand back out and looked at it. It was fine. Dry. Warm. The cold of the street felt obscene against it now.

I thought about the responsible thing. The responsible thing was to go home, microwave the burrito, and apply to forty more jobs before bed. To be a careful man. To survive the transition.

I had been a careful man my whole life, and the careful life had walked me to a window at three in the afternoon to watch the rain dissolve a city that did not want me.

“Okay,” I said. But this time it didn’t sound like surrender. This time it sounded like a man deciding something.

I stepped through.

The cold cut off behind me like a door swinging shut. The mist, the sodium dark, the wet smell of the street, all of it gone between one footfall and the next, and the warmth folded around me whole. The gold was everywhere now, not a glow at the end of a tunnel but a brightness I was inside of, and the brass wasn’t faint anymore, it was close and loud and joyful, and the crowd noise broke over me like surf.

For a second I couldn’t see. Just gold, and warmth, and sound, and the wet city sliding off my shoulders like a coat I’d been wearing so long I’d stopped feeling it.

I had no idea where the arch led. I had no idea if I could get back. A careful man would have been screaming.

I walked toward the music.


Chapter 2: Chrome Morning

The gold thinned out around me the way fog burns off, and the world came back in pieces. First the warmth, which stayed. Then the light, which sorted itself from a single brightness into a sky, a real sky, a deep clean blue with a long low sun in it, the kind of honey-colored five-o’clock light that turns everything to amber. Then the smell. Bread and coffee, and something sweeter under it like sugar going to caramel, and a clean salt note beneath all of it like the sea wasn’t far.

Then the ground stopped being cobbles and started being pavement, swept and pale and dry, and I was standing on a street.

A real street, in the sun, in what felt like a perfect afternoon in early summer. But it was the wrong street. It was not my gray January. It was not anywhere I had ever been.

The cars were enormous and curved and chromed, fins at the back and headlights like surprised eyes, painted in colors nobody makes cars in anymore, a powder blue, a buttery cream, a cherry red so glossy I could see the sky bent across the hood. They rolled down the wide avenue and not one of them was ugly, not one of them was dented or rusted or screaming, every one of them gleaming like it had been pushed off a showroom floor that morning.

The buildings rose clean and bright, stone and chrome and glass, hand-painted signs and brass fittings polished to a shine, and there was not a scrap of litter anywhere, not one piece of trash, not one bit of the grime my old city had taught my eyes to filter out. The sidewalks were full of people, and the people were wearing hats. Men in suits with the brims pushed back. Women in bright full-skirted dresses, in gloves, in heels, a whole moving garden of color, and every single one of them looked like they were going somewhere they wanted to go.

A man passed carrying a paper sack of groceries, and he tipped his hat at me. Tipped his hat. At me.

“Afternoon,” he said, and smiled, and walked on.

Across the street a marquee chased yellow bulbs around its edge even in the daylight, and the brass music was real, coming from up the block, the bell of a trombone catching the sun. A streetcar slid past on rails I hadn’t noticed, cream and red, dinging its bell, full of people who waved at the people on the sidewalk like everyone knew everyone.

I turned in a slow circle in the middle of the most beautiful street I had ever seen, with the sun warm on my face and brass in my ears and the smell of bread in my nose.

Behind me there was a wall.

Just a wall. Old stone, like the arch had been, but solid all the way through. No glow. No music coming out of it. No seam, no door, no warm gold breathing in the dark. I crossed back to it and put both hands flat against it and pushed, like an idiot, like a man pushing on a mountain, and the stone was warm from the sun and did not give and did not open and was, in every way that mattered, just a wall.

I stood there with my palms on it for a long moment.

A woman in a yellow dress slowed as she passed, a real smile on her face, an unguarded one, the kind nobody gives a stranger anymore. “You look lost,” she said, kindly, not unkindly, the way you’d say it to a friend. “You all right, mister?”

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

I was standing in a 1950s that had never existed, in light the color of honey, in a city that was clean and warm and full of people who tipped their hats and smiled at strangers, with my hands flat on a wall that would not let me back through, and a rational man, a careful man, a man who reads the whole packet, would have been terrified.

I was terrified.

But God help me, under the terror, after all those hours since 10:14 that morning, since long before 10:14 that morning, since longer than I wanted to count, the thing in my chest had unclenched all the way, and what came up in its place felt, absurdly, impossibly, like relief.

“I think,” I said to the woman in the yellow dress, and my voice came out rough, “I think I might be.”

She laughed, light and easy. “Well. The whole world’s lost something or other.” She nodded up the bright street toward the music. “Sun’s out, though. Go get yourself a cup of coffee.”

And she went on her way, full skirt swinging, heels clicking on clean pavement, into the gold.

I took my hands off the wall.

I went to get a cup of coffee.

The diner was called The Starlite, spelled with the missing E that every diner in every old movie spelled it, and it had a counter of cracked red vinyl stools, a chrome coffee urn the size of a water heater, and a waitress named Florence who called me sugar before I’d said a word.

I sat at the counter because the counter felt safer than a booth. At a booth you have to be a party. At a counter you can be a man passing through, which was the most accurate thing I could be.

“Coffee, sugar?” Florence had a pencil behind her ear and a smile that had been smiling all day and meant it anyway. “You look like a man who needs the whole pot.”

“Coffee would be great,” I said. “Thank you.”

She poured it from the urn into a thick white mug, and it was the best coffee I have ever had in my life, and I’m not exaggerating to make a point. It tasted like coffee from before coffee became a personality. She slid a little glass jar of cream toward me and a sugar dispenser with a chrome flip-top, and the cream was real and the sugar poured in a thin sweet stream, and I sat there in the long gold light of a five o’clock that did not belong to me and drank it and tried not to come apart.

The menu was a board on the wall, white letters slotted into black felt, and reading it was its own small vertigo. BLUE PLATE SPECIAL. A HOT BEEF SANDWICH WITH MASHED AND GRAVY. EGGS ANY STYLE. A MALTED. A PHOSPHATE, which I knew from movies was a soda thing and not, as my modern brain first offered, a fertilizer. Somebody two stools down ordered “a cup of joe and a stack, swimming,” and Florence hollered it back to the cook as “joe and a stack, drown the kids,” and a window opened and a man in a paper hat said “on the fly,” and I sat there realizing that an entire spoken language was happening around me that I half knew from a screen and could not actually speak.

A trucker at the end of the counter was reading a newspaper, a real one, ink and fold and rustle, and the front page had a photograph of a man in a cape shaking hands with a man in a suit on the steps of a building, and the headline used a word I couldn’t read from that distance, and a smaller box below it had a drawing of a smiling family in front of a house and the words A BRIGHTER TOMORROW, BUILT TODAY. I wanted that paper the way I’d wanted the warm light in the arch. I wanted to read every word of a day that thought tomorrow was going to be better than today.

“You from back east?” Florence asked, because I’d been quiet too long and quiet makes people curious. “You got an east-coast quiet about you.”

“Something like that,” I said. “Long way from home.”

“Mm.” She refilled the trucker without being asked, the urn hissing. “Well, you picked a good town to be lost in. Folks here are decent. Mostly.” She winked. “Watch out for the fella selling lots out by the marsh. That’s the only crook we got.”

The wonder had one practical problem under it. I had no money.

I mean I had money. I had thirty-one dollars in my wallet, three fives, sixteen ones, and the rest in coins, plus two credit cards and a transit card and a driver’s license that said I was born in a year that would not happen here for decades. But I had already glanced at the chalkboard menu and seen that coffee was a nickel. A nickel. A hamburger plate was forty cents. The bills folded in my wallet were green and said the right things and had the right dead presidents, but they were the wrong size and the wrong design, and the year on the corner of a single I’d unfolded under the counter where Florence couldn’t see was a year that, here, had not been printed yet.

So I drank my nickel coffee slowly and did math I was good at, the only thing I’d been reliably good at, and the math said: you cannot pay for this with anything you own.

“You want a slice of pie with that, hon? Cherry’s fresh.”

“I’m okay for now,” I said, which was a lie shaped like manners. “Florence, can I ask you something that’s going to sound strange?”

“Sugar, I been working this counter eleven years. Strange is the only kind of question I get.” She leaned a hip against the back counter, ready to be entertained.

I almost asked her the date. I had it half out of my mouth. But I caught it, because some animal part of my brain, the part that had spent ten thousand hours watching careful men keep their mouths shut and stupid men open theirs, leaned hard on the brakes. A man who has to ask what year it is is a man with a problem, and a man with a problem in a strange town is a man people remember. I did not want to be remembered. Not yet. Not until I understood the rules.

“Is there,” I said instead, “a place a fella could find work? I came in on the road and I’m a little turned around.”

That she understood completely. Her whole face softened with practiced road-counter sympathy, the kind earned by feeding a hundred men who came in lost, broke, and trying not to say either word. “Oh, you poor lamb. There’s always work for a man willing. The shipyards take on day labor, and the new plants out past the rail yard are always hiring, and if you’re handy there’s the docks.” She studied me, the soft office hands, the wrong shoes, the coat that fit funny. “You’re not a docks man, are you.”

“Not really,” I admitted.

“No,” she agreed, kind about it. “You got an indoor look. There’s offices downtown that take on clerks. You read and write and figure?”

“I figure,” I said. “I figure pretty well.”

“Well, there you are.” She topped off my coffee without being asked, and didn’t charge me for the refill, and I sat there with both hands wrapped around the mug like it could keep me in one piece, because a stranger had just been kinder to me in four minutes than my entire former life had been in a year, and she didn’t even know she’d done it.

I figured out, sitting on that cracked red stool, that I could not pay for the coffee. I turned it over a dozen ways and they all came out the same. I could not hand her a bill the wrong size from a year not yet printed. I could not offer a card no machine here would read. I could not even work it off; the place was quiet in the lull before the supper crowd and there were no dishes to speak of, and a man who offers to scrub pots for a nickel coffee is a man you remember, and remembered was the one thing I could not afford to be.

So I waited until Florence went down the counter to refill the trucker’s cup, and I did the most shameful thing I have ever done, which was to take a single dollar bill, the wrong-sized green kind from a country that didn’t exist here, and tuck it under the saucer where it would look like I’d left a tip and gone, and I slipped out the door into the gold evening with my face hot, owing a kind woman a nickel I had no way to pay.

I promised myself I’d find a way to make it right. A man tells himself things like that to keep being able to look in mirrors. For now I just walked fast and did not look back at the window where she’d called me sugar, and I felt like the exact kind of man I’d spent my whole life trying not to be: the kind who takes a kindness he can’t return and runs.

The evening came down slow and beautiful. The honey light deepened to amber and then to a blue dusk, and the neon came on along the avenue, real neon, humming pink and green and gold, spelling out CAFE and HOTEL and DRUGS and BILLIARDS in cursive loops, and the streetcars ran with their windows lit and the chrome cars rolled by with their headlights pooling on the clean pavement, and I walked through all of it like a ghost at a party, hungry and broke and lost and, underneath, so awake that my skin hurt.

I passed an appliance store with its window full of the future. Televisions in blond wood cabinets with screens the size of dinner plates, a refrigerator the color of a robin’s egg, a vacuum cleaner shaped like a rocket, and a hand-lettered card propped against a chrome toaster that read THE ATOM IS YOUR FRIEND, in a font so confident it nearly made me laugh. Above it, a poster of a smiling woman in a kitchen the color of mint ice cream, holding a roast like a trophy, and the line under her: LET TOMORROW DO THE WORK. They believed it. That was the thing that kept ambushing me. In my century, the future was a thing you braced for. Here it was a thing you saved up for, a kitchen you were going to grow into, a tomorrow that was on your side.

A movie palace anchored the block, real gilt and a marquee three stories tall, the title spelled in lights I didn’t recognize, and people were lined up under it in their good clothes, couples, families, a soldier with a girl on each arm, all of them paying their quarters to sit in the dark together. The smell of popcorn and the brass from a band somewhere and the laugh of the crowd. A whole society that still went out into the evening to be in a room with strangers, instead of staying home alone behind separate panes of separate glass.

For years I’d half-watched things on a screen. And now I was inside the screen, in the warm humming color of it, and it was not a set, and it was not a filter. It was just true. The man selling papers on the corner was true. The smell of frying onions from a cart was true. A woman in a hat laughing into a phone booth, a real glass-and-chrome phone booth, was true. I had crossed a thousand pretend miles and ended up in the one place my whole sad century had taught me to ache for, and I could not buy a cup of coffee in it.

I tried, that first evening, to be practical. That’s the thing nobody tells you about wonder: it doesn’t turn off the hunger. I walked into a corner drugstore with a marble soda fountain and asked the man behind it, as casually as I could, whether he knew anybody hiring for the night, dishes, sweeping, anything, and he looked at my soft hands and my wrong coat and said not unkindly that I should try the mission. I asked at a hotel desk about the cheapest room and the clerk named a price, two dollars, that I could not pay with two dollars. I stood outside a pawnshop with a watch on my wrist that would not exist for sixty years, a smart watch, a dead black rectangle now that there was nothing in the air for it to talk to, and I understood that I could not even pawn the one valuable thing I owned, because the man inside would either think it junk or think it witchcraft, and both of those got a stranger remembered.

By full dark I had a complete and useless inventory of my situation. I had a head full of a century that hadn’t happened, a wallet full of money that didn’t spend, a memory of stepping through warm light hours earlier and coming out where no man should come out, and not one nickel of standing in the only world I now had. I was, in the most literal sense the word has ever held for me, a man with nothing.

I slept in a park.

I’m not proud of it. I found a small green square downtown with a bandstand and iron benches and a fountain that someone had bothered to make beautiful, a bronze figure pouring water from a jar, lit up gold from below, and I sat on a bench in the warm night and watched the fountain and did not sleep so much as wait, the way you wait out a fever, until the sky went from black to gray to that first thin pearl that comes before the sun.

For a while there was a couple on the next bench over, young, the boy in a letterman sweater and the girl with her shoes off and her feet tucked under her, and they weren’t doing anything but talking, low and laughing, the way you talk to someone when you’ve got all the time in the world and you’ve decided to spend it on each other. I tried not to listen and listened anyway. He was telling her about a job at his uncle’s garage and a place they could afford on it, two rooms over the hardware on Sumner Street, and she was saying the rooms were too small and he was saying they wouldn’t be small for long and she was laughing in a way that meant she’d already said yes to whatever the real question was. They got up after a while and walked off into the lamplight with his arm around her, and I sat there with my back aching against the iron and felt the specific loneliness of a man watching other people build the exact thing he’d ached for at a window a million miles and seventy years away.

A cop walked through around two, swinging a nightstick, and I went stiff, sure he’d run me off or worse. He slowed when he saw me. Looked me over. “Rough night, friend?” he said, and I said something about a bus and a mix-up, and he nodded like he’d heard it before and believed the part that mattered, which was that I wasn’t trouble. “Mission’s full this time of year,” he said, “but the Y on Third opens its lobby for the early shift at five. Tell ’em Bisek sent you. Get yourself warm.” And he walked on, and tapped the nightstick twice against a lamppost in some private rhythm, and I sat there ambushed by the second piece of unearned kindness in twelve hours, in a city where the beat cop knew the name of the man who ran the Y.

The dark thinned. A milk truck came through, electric, near silent, glass bottles chiming in their crates, and a paperboy on a bicycle flung folded news onto stoops with a practiced snap. The world was getting up to go to work, and it was getting up cheerful, and I had not slept, and I was so hungry the coffee had turned to acid, and still I could not stop looking at it.

And then the morning came up, and it came up chrome.

That’s the only word. The low sun hit the glass towers and the polished cars and the wet-swept pavement and the whole downtown turned to brushed silver and gold, and the city woke up around me cheerful and clean, shopkeepers rolling out awnings, a man hosing the sidewalk, the smell of bread again from somewhere, the streetcars filling up with people in pressed clothes going to work in a world that still had work for them.

I watched a man in shirtsleeves crank out the awning over a shoe store and whistle while he did it, actually whistle, a tune, to himself, at seven in the morning, and a woman in a blue coat stopped to buy a paper and the newsboy made her laugh, and two men in hats shook hands on a corner like the handshake meant something, and a knot of children in school clothes went by swinging lunch pails and arguing about a ballgame, and nobody, not one person on that whole bright waking street, was staring down into a glowing rectangle, because the rectangles wouldn’t be invented for sixty years, and so they looked at each other instead, and at the morning, and at me, and the ones who caught my eye nodded or smiled the way the woman in the yellow dress had, like a stranger was just a neighbor they hadn’t met yet. Back in the life I’d left, seven in the morning was a thousand isolated people moving through the same gray air behind a thousand panes of private glass, and here was a street where the morning was a thing people did together, out loud, in the open, and the wanting of it was so sharp it was almost a pain.

The cold of the night burned off fast. My back hurt from the bench and my stomach was a knot and I had not slept, but the light was so good and so kind that I stood up off that bench feeling, against all sense, like the day might let me start over.

That was the exact moment the jewelry store blew its doors.

I didn’t understand it at first. There was a flat hard CRACK from across the square, not quite a gunshot to my modern ears but close, and a tinkling rush of glass, and a woman screamed, and then three men came backward out of the front of a shop with gold lettering on the window that said FENWICK & SONS FINE JEWELERS. They came out fast and ugly, the way real violence is fast and ugly and not at all choreographed. Two of them had pillowcases stuffed and clutched to their chests. The third had a gun.

I had never seen a real gun pointed at real people. I’d seen ten thousand of them on screens. This was different in a way I can’t fully put into words, except to say the air around it went wrong, and my body knew before my brain did, and my body’s entire opinion was: down, get down, get small.

I got down. Behind the iron rim of the fountain. Heart going like a fist on a door.

Some cold clerk in the back of my head was already narrating it the way the documentaries narrated, the gravel voice doing the math out loud. Four-man crew. One on the door, two on the bags, one on the wheel. Smash-and-grab, not a planned score, the kind of job men do when they’re behind on something and somebody talked them into thinking a jewelry store was easy. Amateurs run loud. Amateurs are the dangerous ones, because they don’t have a plan for the part where it goes wrong, and it always goes wrong. I knew all of it and none of it was any use, because knowing how a thing ends does not help you when you’re crouched behind a fountain with a heart trying to break your ribs.

The man with the gun was shouting, swinging the barrel at the morning crowd to make them scatter, and they scattered, screaming, scrambling, an old man falling, a woman dragging a child. The two with the pillowcases were running for a cream-colored car at the curb with its engine already running and a fourth man at the wheel.

And then I saw her.

A young woman had come out of the shop doorway behind them, and I understood in a half second that she was a clerk, that she’d chased after them or been pushed out or simply frozen in the wrong place, because she was standing in the open in a neat blue dress with a little gold name tag, white-faced, frozen, directly in the path the car would take when it pulled out. The man with the gun saw her too. Saw her see his face. And the gun started to come around toward her, casual and horrible, the way you’d swat a thing that had become inconvenient.

I have asked myself a hundred times since why I moved. I was not brave. I’d built a whole life around being the careful man, the man who left the room, the man who said okay. Every reasonable cell in my body was screaming to stay behind the fountain and let the world do what the world does.

But I think it was the screen thing again, in reverse. I had watched ten thousand people get saved and not saved, behind glass, where it cost me nothing and meant nothing and I could do nothing. And here, finally, was a real one, a real woman in a real blue dress about to be a real body on the clean pavement, and there was no glass between us, and there was no one else moving, and I was close, and I was already up and running before I had decided anything at all.

I hit her at a dead sprint and wrapped both arms around her and we went sideways, away from the gun, and the gun went off, a real gunshot this time, enormous, a sound that punched the whole square flat, and a chunk of the fountain’s stone rim cracked and spat where she had been standing, and we were going down, both of us, toward the pavement, and I braced for the impact of stone on bone.

It didn’t come.

We went up instead.

I cannot tell you how. I have spent a lot of time trying and I still can’t. There was a feeling in my chest like a held breath finally let go, like a window blown open, like the floor of me dropping away and something hot and bright rushing up to fill it, and the pavement that should have come up to meet us did not come up at all. It fell away. We rose. The woman in my arms made a sound that was half scream and half nothing, and I made the same sound, and the morning street tilted crazily under us and dropped, and the awnings and the streetlamps came down to our level and then below it, and for one impossible, perfect, sky-blue second I was flying.

Badly. God, badly. There was no grace in it. It was not the smooth swoop of the men in capes I’d watched a thousand times. It was a panicked, wobbling, lopsided lurch, a man who has never had a body suddenly given a wrong one, and I had no idea how to make it stop or steer or do anything except go up and forward in a sick rising arc while a woman clung to my neck and screamed into my ear and the gunmen below us shouted in pure animal disbelief.

We cleared the fountain. We cleared a streetlamp by an inch I felt in my teeth. And then the going-up part ran out, the way a thrown ball runs out, and the coming-down part started, and I had absolutely no skill for the coming-down part.

I aimed us, as much as I aimed us at all, at the only soft thing I could see, which was the wide striped canvas awning over the front of a haberdasher’s two doors down. We hit it shoulder-first at a speed that would have broken us both on the stone, and the canvas caught us and stretched and screamed and ripped its stitching and dumped us, tangled and tumbling, into a rack of straw hats in the shop window display, and the window held, and the hats did not, and we came to rest in a heap of crushed boaters and torn canvas, alive.

The woman in the blue dress was gasping under me, eyes enormous, both hands fisted in my coat. There was not a mark on her.

“You’re okay,” I said, or tried to. It came out as more of a wheeze. “You’re okay. You’re down. You’re okay.”

She looked up at me. She looked at the torn awning. She looked at the impossible thirty feet of empty air we had just crossed, where two seconds ago there had been a gun. And then she did the most sensible thing anyone did that whole morning, which was burst into tears and hold on to me like I was the last solid thing in the world.

I held on back. My whole body was shaking. My heart was trying to climb out of my throat. The hot bright window-blown-open feeling in my chest was still there, banked now, smoking, like a fire that had flared and almost gone out. I’d flown. I had flown. I had picked a grown woman up off the pavement and carried her through the air over a city street, and I did not know how, and I could not do it again on purpose if my life depended on it, and somewhere behind me the cream-colored car was tearing away with a scream of tires and the men in it were gone with their pillowcases of stolen gold, and I did not care even slightly, because the woman in the blue dress was breathing.

The square had gone strange and slow the way the world does after something loud. People were standing up out of doorways. The old man who’d fallen was being helped to a bench by two strangers, patting himself for damage and finding none. A woman pointed at the torn awning, then at us, then at the awning again, her mouth working, no sound coming out, because there was no sentence yet built for what she’d seen. Somebody said it for her, in a flat amazed voice from the middle of the crowd: “He flew. Mister, you flew.” Not afraid. Not even surprised, exactly. More like a man confirming the score of a ballgame he’d half watched.

That was the part that frightened me most, looking back. Not that I’d flown. That nobody screamed about the flying. They’d screamed about the gun. The flying, they took in stride, the way you’d take a fire truck running a light, an extraordinary thing that the world has a slot for. And if the world has a slot for the impossible thing you just did, then the world has a procedure for it, and a procedure means forms, and forms mean a building you go into and might not come out of on your own terms. My modern brain, the careful one, was already three moves ahead and every move ended with a locked door.

The clerk’s hands wouldn’t unclench from my coat. “It’s okay,” I kept saying, dumb with adrenaline. “You’re okay. We’re down.” A shopkeeper in shirtsleeves crouched beside us with a glass of water he’d run to get, and an older woman knelt and started talking to the girl in the low steady voice you use on the badly frightened, and slowly, finger by finger, the clerk let go of me and let herself be folded into other arms, and I was free, and the moment I was free every instinct I owned said run.

That’s when the whistles started.

They came from three directions at once, sharp and trilling, and I heard heavy footsteps slapping the pavement, a lot of them, converging, and I twisted around in the wreck of straw hats to see uniforms.

Police. Or something like police. Dark blue, brass buttons, peaked caps, but there was something off about them, something more than police, a crispness, a coordination, and two of them weren’t running, two of them were coming through the air the way I had just come through the air except smoothly, easily, dropping out of the morning sky in long clean arcs and landing light on the pavement with their coats settling around them like nothing, like men stepping off a curb.

And every part of my brain that had been trained in a world where you do not fly and you do not get away with it lit up at once with a single white-hot certainty: they saw. They all saw. You did something impossible in front of a hundred witnesses and now the men who fly are landing all around you and you are going to be arrested, or worse, you are going to be taken somewhere with no windows by people who want to know how, and they will not let you leave, ever, because a man who can do what you just did is not a man anymore, he’s a thing they have to understand.

I scrambled backward into the broken window display, hands up, straw and torn canvas falling off me, and I think I said no, or wait, or please, some useless small word.

One of the flying men crouched down in front of me. He was maybe fifty, broad, weathered, with a square jaw and pale assessing eyes and an old scar at his chin, and he was not pointing anything at me. He held up one open hand, slow, the way you’d gentle a spooked horse.

“Easy, son,” he said. His voice was gravel, but the gravel was kind, or trying to be. He looked me over, the wrong coat, the shaking hands, the woman still clinging to my chest, the impossible torn arc of the awning behind me. Something in his expression that I would only understand later settled into a kind of grim recognition. He keyed a little chrome unit on his collar without looking away from me.

“Got a live one,” he said into it. “Spontaneous flight, civilian rescue, no registry I ever saw.” A pause. His pale eyes moved over me one more time, weighing, certain. “Yeah. Unregistered. Tell the office we’re bringing in a hero.”

The word hit wrong. He didn’t say it like a compliment. He didn’t say it like a kid playing pretend. He said it flat, professional, the way you’d say carpenter, or fugitive, or patient. A category. A thing with paperwork attached. A thing that came with men landing out of the sky to collect it.

“Wait,” I managed. “A what?”

“Easy.” He hadn’t moved. The other flying man had taken up a position a few feet off, hands loose, not threatening, just there, the way you’d stand if your whole job was making sure a frightened thing didn’t bolt into traffic. A third officer, ground-bound, was already walking the crowd back, taking names, doing the ordinary business of after. “You’re not in any trouble,” the scarred man said. “Whatever you’re bracing for, it’s not that.”

It did not help. My pulse was a fist. I knew, the way you know a bad dream is a dream and still can’t wake up, that I should be relieved a man with a kind voice was telling me I wasn’t in trouble. But every careful instinct I owned had read the same page: a man who can do the impossible does not get to go home and microwave a burrito. He gets collected. He gets a handler and a file and a room.

“I’d really just like to go,” I said, and started to get my feet under me, and the warm hangar-window feeling in my chest gave a sick little flutter, like it might do the thing again, lift me, throw me into a wall, and the scarred man saw it, saw the light start to gather at my hands, and he didn’t flinch.

“You could try to run,” he agreed, mild, like we were discussing the weather. “You don’t know how to steer. You’d put yourself through a fourth-story window or into the river, and then I’d have to go fish a hero out, and I’m getting old for that.” A pause. The kindness under the gravel firmed into something steadier, something I’d later learn was the closest he came to comfort. “Or you can come have a cup of coffee somewhere with a roof, and somebody can finally tell you what you are. Your choice, son. Both doors are open. One of ’em’s just a lot wetter.”

The clerk in the blue dress had found her feet. She came over before they could stop her, mascara tracked down her face, and she took my hand in both of hers and squeezed it hard. “Whatever you are,” she said, fierce and shaking, “thank you. You hear me? Thank you.” And then she was gently pulled away by the older woman, and I stood there in a ruin of straw hats holding the warmth of a stranger’s hands, and the light at my fingers guttered out, because you cannot run from a place where someone has just thanked you like that.

“On your feet,” the scarred man said, not unkindly, and reached down a broad scarred hand to haul me up out of the straw. “You’ve had a hell of a morning. It’s about to get stranger.”

He was right.

Five minutes later I was not in handcuffs, not in the back of a police wagon, and not being marched through a shouting crowd. I was in the back of a long black sedan instead, watching the clean city slide past while two uniformed men up front pretended they were not watching me in the mirror.

No one called it an arrest. No one told me I was free to go either. The sedan carried me toward a pale stone building with chrome doors and a gold winged-star seal over the entrance, bright and official and much too calm for a man with straw in his hair and no idea what he’d just become.


Chapter 3: Universal

They didn’t put me in a cell. That was the first thing that didn’t fit.

I kept waiting for the cell. In the sedan I had sat with my hands between my knees and rehearsed the part where they threw me in a room with a drain in the floor. I’d watched that scene a hundred times. I knew my lines. I’d say nothing. I’d ask for a lawyer, even though I had no idea if this world had lawyers the way mine did, even though I had no money to pay one with paper that didn’t exist here.

Instead they walked me, not dragged me, through a lobby that smelled of floor wax and coffee and warm electronics, down a bright hall, and into a room with a wall of frosted glass and a long table and a pitcher of water with actual ice in it. A man set the pitcher in front of me and said, “You’ll want to hydrate. Flight burns you out worse than you’d think the first time,” and left.

I drank the whole pitcher. He was right. I felt like I’d run a marathon I had no memory of running.

Then I sat alone for a while, and I used it. My old life had trained me to be the man who reads the whole packet, and the habit didn’t switch off just because the packet had become my life. I catalogued the room. No locks I could see, but the frosted glass meant they could watch me without my watching back. No windows. A clock on the wall, ordinary, running a little fast or a little slow, I couldn’t tell against any clock I trusted. A faint hum I eventually placed as machinery somewhere below, big and patient. On the wall, a framed poster, the same confident style as the appliance-store cards, a man in a cape standing on a cliff above a bright town, and beneath him the words A HERO IS A PROMISE KEPT. I looked at that for a long time. It was the kind of thing my century would have made into a joke. Here it was just hanging on a wall, meaning exactly what it said, and I couldn’t decide whether that made it ridiculous or made my whole century ridiculous, and I suspected it was the second one.

Mostly I rehearsed. What I’d say. What I wouldn’t. Where the line was between honest and exposed. Because I had already understood, in the car, watching that clean bright city slide past the window with not one boarded storefront in it, that I had landed somewhere with rules I didn’t know, and that the difference between a man who learns the rules and a man the rules learn about is the difference Florence had drawn at her counter without knowing it: the willing ones get work, and the strange ones get remembered.

The square-jawed man from the street came in after a few minutes. He’d taken off the peaked cap. Iron-gray crew cut, sleeves rolled to the forearm even indoors. His posture made me sit up straighter without deciding to.

“Frank Malloy,” he said, and didn’t offer his hand, just sat down across from me and set a folder on the table that had nothing in it yet. “Captain. I run field instruction. You scared the hell out of a city block this morning, son. You also kept a girl named Miriam Coyle from getting a bullet, so it nets out positive, far as I’m concerned.” He looked at me steadily. “What’s your name?”

“Jack,” I said. “Jack Danner.”

“Where you from, Jack Danner?”

This was the moment. I’d had the whole car ride to think about it, and I still hadn’t decided, and now it was here and I had about one second to choose.

Two risks hit me at once, and neither left room for a clean answer.

My first instinct, the one I’d carried in from a hundred movies, was: they’ll think you’re crazy. Tell them you fell through a glowing arch from the year 2026 and they put you in the building with the padded rooms, and in a 1950s, even a shinier nicer 1950s than the real one, the building with the padded rooms is not a place you come back from. So lie. Be vague. Concussion. Amnesia. Confusion from the accident.

But sitting across from Malloy’s pale steady eyes, a second, colder thought arrived, and it was the one that changed everything.

These people had men who flew. They had a category called hero with paperwork attached. A world that has portals and flying men is a world where a traveler from somewhere else is not unthinkable. It might have a name. It might have a department.

Which meant the danger was not that they wouldn’t believe me.

The danger was that they would.

Because what is a man who knows the future? In a world like this, in any world, with armies and secrets and rival outfits and men who land out of the sky? He’s not a curiosity. He’s an asset. The most valuable, most dangerous intelligence asset alive. You don’t put that man in a padded room. You put him in a much nicer room, with handlers, and you never, ever let him be a free man again. You’d be a fool to. I’d have done it myself.

I figured all of that out in about a second and a half, sitting in front of Frank Malloy with an empty water pitcher, and it rearranged me from the inside.

“I don’t really know,” I said. It wasn’t even fully a lie. “I was downtown. There was, I don’t know, a light. Under the old rail line. And then I was here and everything was wrong and I couldn’t find my way back and I slept in a park, and then the jewelry store, and then I was flying and I have never flown before in my life and I don’t know how I did it and I don’t know what’s happening to me.” All of that was true. Every word. I just left out the year. “I’m sorry. I know I sound like I’m not all there. I think I hit my head.”

Malloy watched me for a long moment. I had the uncomfortable sense that he was not a man you fooled, and the slightly more comfortable sense that he was a man who’d decided not to push on something he could come back to later.

“Light under the rail line,” he repeated.

“Yes, sir.”

“Huh.” He didn’t write it down. He didn’t have anything to write with. He just filed it somewhere behind those eyes, and I understood that the folder on the table was a prop and the real file was in his head. “Well. You wouldn’t be the first man this world pulled in sideways. World’s got soft spots. Things come through. Usually it’s weather, sometimes it’s worse.” He shrugged like this was a fact about plumbing. “Doc’s going to look at you. Don’t fight her, don’t flirt with her, answer what she asks. Then we’ll talk about what you are.”

“What I am,” I said.

“What you are,” he agreed, and stood. “Drink more water.”

Dr. Lillian Price came in a quarter hour later with a chrome cart and a calm I have rarely seen in a human being. Early forties, chestnut hair in a neat roll, a white coat, pearl earrings, gloves so clean they looked surgical. She had dark blue eyes that settled on me with a curiosity that was entirely without judgment and entirely without warmth, the way you’d look at an interesting reading on a meter.

“Mr. Danner. I’m Doctor Price. I’m going to ask you to do some small things, and I’d like you to do them without trying to impress me or trying to hide from me. Both are very common and both waste my morning.” She said it pleasantly. “Can you do that?”

“I’ll try,” I said.

“Good enough.” She held up a short wooden dowel, the kind a teacher might use to point at a map, and set the lower end against the table so it stood upright between two of her gloved fingers. “I’m going to let this fall. When it does, catch it. Don’t anticipate. I’ll know if you anticipate.” She studied me. “Most people miss it by a hand’s width. It falls faster than the eye reports.”

She let go.

I caught it. I didn’t decide to. My hand was simply closed around the dowel an inch off the table before I’d registered her fingers opening, and the wood smacked into my palm with a sound that made me flinch after the fact, the way you flinch at thunder you’ve already counted past. I sat there holding a stick I had no memory of reaching for.

Price’s pen moved. “Again.” She reset it, lower this time, barely a finger’s height of drop. Let go without warning. I caught that one too, snatched it out of almost nothing, and the small sane part of me that was keeping score went very quiet. “Reaction time well outside ordinary range,” she said, to the pad, not to me. “Reflex arc is one of the first facets to surface and the last to destabilize. It runs under your conscious mind, which is why it works when nothing you try on purpose does. Remember that. It will matter.” She took the dowel back and laid it in the cart. “Your body already knows it’s a hero, Mr. Danner. It’s the rest of you that hasn’t caught up.”

She set a steel ball bearing on the table, about the size of a marble. “Pick it up and hold it.”

I picked it up. It was cold and heavy.

“Now squeeze it.”

I squeezed a ball bearing as hard as I could, which I assumed would do nothing, and it gave. Not a lot. But it gave, the way a grape gives if you press it slow, and when I opened my hand the ball was no longer perfectly round, and I dropped it on the table with a sound like I’d dropped a swear word.

Price’s expression did not change. She made a small mark on a pad. “Good. That’s grip and applied strength. It’s well above baseline and it’s untrained, which is its own data point.” She held up a candle, lit it with a chrome lighter, and before I could ask, she passed her gloved hand through the flame, slow, unbothered. “I’m going to ask you to do this. It will not burn you. If it begins to burn you, stop, and that too is information.”

“You want me to put my hand in fire.”

“I want you to pass it through a candle flame at a speed I’ll set with a metronome. Heroes run hot, Mr. Danner. Their tissues resist what would damage an ordinary man. I need to know your margin.” She looked at me. “You flew through the air this morning and survived hitting an awning at a speed that should have shattered your collarbone. You have a margin. I’d like to measure it before you find its edge somewhere less convenient.”

I put my hand through the candle flame. It felt warm. That was all. Warm, like the gold light under the arch, like nothing. I passed it through again, slower, then slower still at her instruction, and on the slowest pass I felt the heat finally start to bite and I pulled back, and she made another mark and looked faintly interested at last.

“Resistance is high but not unlimited,” she said. “Consistent with the strength reading. Now. The one I actually care about.” She rolled the cart aside and stepped back, giving me space. “I want you to lift off the floor. Just a few inches. On purpose, this time, not in a panic.”

And there it was. The thing I couldn’t do.

“I don’t know how,” I said. “This morning it just happened. I wasn’t trying.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s the point. Try anyway.”

I stood up. I closed my eyes. I tried to find the feeling from the morning, the window-blown-open, the floor of me dropping away. I reached for it and got nothing. I strained. I held my breath. I thought about flying, I thought about the awning, I thought about the woman in the blue dress, Miriam Coyle, I thought up, hard, the way you think a word at a stuck jar, and nothing happened, and I stood there red-faced and ridiculous with my eyes shut, grunting at the floor, and after a while I opened my eyes and I was exactly as on the floor as I had been.

I expected her to be disappointed. She wasn’t. She was writing fast.

“Perfect,” she said.

“That was the opposite of perfect.”

“That was extremely informative.” She capped her pen. “You produced enormous output this morning under emotional and physical extremity, and you cannot produce a fraction of it now under calm technical instruction. Strength, yes. Heat resistance, yes. Directed flight, no, not on command, not in a controlled state.” She looked at me, and something behind the calm sharpened. “Mr. Danner, do you know what you are?”

“A guy who’s having a really weird day.”

Her pen paused against the clipboard. Not a smile. The memory of where one might have gone. “You’re a Universal.”

She said it the way Malloy had said hero, like a word with weight. And then Malloy came back in, as if he’d been waiting on the other side of the frosted glass for her to say it, and he pulled out the chair across from me and sat, and the two of them looked at me, and I understood I was about to be told what I was, and I drank more water because my mouth had gone dry.

“There are two kinds of us,” Malloy said. “Specialists and Universals. Most heroes, just about all of them, are Specialists. A man manifests one thing and he does that one thing better than anyone alive. Energy. Strength. Speed. Drain. He spends his whole life sharpening the one blade he was handed.” He laced his scarred fingers on the table. “A Universal doesn’t manifest one thing. He manifests the doorway to all of it. Flight, strength, durability, energy, perception, the lot. Potentially. Eventually.”

“That sounds,” I said carefully, “like a good thing.”

“It’s a rare thing,” Price said. “Which is not the same. A Specialist comes online stable. His one facet is steady from the start, a single clean signal, and training refines it. A Universal comes online wide and unstable. Every facet, all at once, none of it sourced, none of it steered. This morning you produced a flight surge powerful enough to carry two people over a city street, and you cannot lift your own heels off this floor in a calm room, and both of those facts are the same fact. You have enormous capacity and no source to draw it from on purpose and no steering to point it once it’s flowing.” She set down her pen. “An untrained Universal is the most dangerous thing on a battlefield. Usually to himself. Sometimes to everyone around him.”

I thought about the gunshot cracking the fountain rim, about the awning ripping, about how close I’d come to splattering both of us on the pavement on the way down. No source. No steering. Enormous capacity. It landed, all right. It landed like she’d described the inside of my chest with instruments.

“So how do you fix it?” I asked. “If I’m all power and no aim, how do you teach a guy to aim?”

Malloy and Price exchanged a look. It was brief. It was the look people give each other before they tell you the strange part.

“You don’t teach it,” Malloy said. “Not the way you mean. A Universal can’t source and steer his own power past a certain ceiling. He’s built to draw it through other people.” He let that sit a second. “Through wives.”

“Through,” I said. “I’m sorry. Through what?”

“This is the part that takes some men a while,” Price said, not unkindly, and she pulled a stool over and sat, which I think was a deliberate gesture, getting down to my level, because what came next was a lot. “In this world, Mr. Danner, supers are male. Without exception that we have ever recorded. Women do not manifest powers. But that does not mean women are outside the system. They are the system. A hero’s power, especially a Universal’s, stabilizes and amplifies and aims through a bond with a woman who chooses to become his wife. She is the source. She is the steering. Different women carry different specializations, and each specialization feeds a different facet of what a man like you can do.”

I sat there. The ice in my empty pitcher clinked as it settled. Somewhere down the hall a phone rang and a cheerful voice answered it.

“You’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that I’m a superhero whose superpower is getting married.”

Malloy snorted. It was almost a laugh. “Crudest way anybody’s ever put it. But not wrong.”

“Are there others?” I asked. “Other Universals. Now, I mean, alive.”

Something passed between Malloy and Price again, that brief careful look. “Few,” Malloy said. “Very few. Maybe a handful in the whole service, and most of them senior men, bonded years, stable. A Universal comes along once a cohort if a cohort’s lucky, and not at all most years.” He studied me. “Which is why you got the flying escort off a city street instead of a cell, son, in case you were still wondering. A Specialist who flips out, we can manage. A raw Universal who flips out is a thing that levels a block. You’re rare and you’re valuable and you’re dangerous, all three at once, and the academy would a great deal rather have you inside the fence learning control than outside it learning the hard way.” He let that sit. “Don’t let it go to your head. Rare doesn’t mean better. Rare means harder. A Specialist’s whole life is one clean problem solved a thousand ways. Yours is a thousand problems and no clean answer to any of ’em until you bond the women who give you one. The senior Universals I’ve known were the most powerful men in the service and they’d tell you to your face it cost them more to get there than any Specialist ever paid.” A pause, dry. “They’d also tell you it was worth it. Every one of ’em. So there’s that.”

“There are three canonical specializations,” Price went on, perfectly serious, perfectly clinical, as if she were not detonating my entire understanding of how anything worked. “The Muse fuels raw output, inspiration, courage, the surge that makes a man reach beyond his own ceiling. The Housewife fuels durability, recovery, stamina, the capacity to endure and heal. The Secretary fuels control, perception, precision, the ability to aim what the other two provide. Big, tough, precise. A hero bonded to all three is a complete hero.” She looked at me. “A Universal bonded to none is a loaded gun in a dark room with the safety off.”

I should have laughed. Part of me wanted to laugh, the modern part, the part that had spent a lifetime being too cool to take anything at face value. A world that runs on superhero marriage. A power system where the women are the batteries. It was every retrograde fantasy stitched into the bones of physics, and a smarter, more careful version of me would have found it suspect.

But I had flown that morning. I had crushed a ball bearing in my fist five minutes ago. And I had come from a world that had no use for a competent man and no home for a lonely one, and now two serious people in a room that smelled of floor wax were telling me, with charts, that in this world a man’s strength came from being chosen, and from building a home, and from a woman’s belief in him made literally, physically real.

I had one question, and I asked it before I asked anything else, and I think the fact that it was my first question is the most important thing about me that came out in that room.

“Do the women get a choice?”

Price’s clinical calm flickered. Just for a second. She looked at me a beat longer than the question strictly required.

“What do you mean,” she said.

“I mean exactly that. The bond. Becoming a wife. Is it something that’s done to a woman or something she chooses? Because if you’re about to tell me there’s some kind of, I don’t know, compulsion in it, some way the power makes them want it, then I don’t want any part of it and you can put me on a boat to the mainland and I’ll figure out the rest myself.” My heart was going. I hadn’t planned to draw a line, but I’d found one. “I just watched a woman almost die this morning who didn’t get a choice about anything. So that’s my question. Do they choose.”

The room was quiet. Malloy was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read, weighing something, recalculating.

“They choose,” Price said, and now there was something almost like warmth in it, surprised into being there. “Mr. Danner, the bond does not manufacture desire. It cannot. It amplifies what is already chosen, deepens trust and attraction that already exist, and it rewards a real partnership. It compels nothing. A woman who does not want a man feels nothing from him but a stranger.” She tilted her head. “The truth, which most new heroes don’t ask and probably should, is the opposite of what you fear. Becoming a superhero wife is the single most sought-after position a woman in this world can attain. Status. Security. Purpose. A real role in heroic work. There are far more applicants than there are heroes to bond them. They compete, Mr. Danner. Fiercely. They train for years. They negotiate. They decline men who don’t suit them and pursue men who do. You will not have to convince anyone. You will have to choose, and be chosen, and earn it. Some men find that harder than they expect.”

I sat with that.

The easy thing would be to pretend I only felt noble concern. I did feel that. But under it, in the same breath, I felt something I had not felt in fourteen months or longer, a low hot flare of being wanted, of stepping into a world where a man like me, decent and competent and overlooked, might be sought after instead of restructured. It was almost too much to hold next to the fear, and I held both.

“How does it actually work?” I asked. “The bond. If a woman chooses, and a man chooses, what happens? Do you sign something?”

“You build something,” Price said. “But yes, there are stages, and they’re worth understanding before the island, because men who don’t understand them get themselves into trouble.” She folded her gloved hands. “The first stage is betrothal. A formal selection, witnessed, agreed. When a hero and an applicant betroth, her facet comes partly online. A real boost, immediate and measurable, but partial. Think of it as a door opened a crack. You’ll feel it. So will she.”

“Partly,” I repeated.

“Partly. The bond deepens with the partnership. Trust, time, shared work, intimacy, all of it widens the door.” She paused, and I had the sense she was choosing her clinical words with care for the layman across the table. “The single largest increase comes with consummation. The first time a betrothed couple is fully together, a hero’s access to his wife’s facet does not nudge upward. It opens. We call it the spike. It is the difference between a man drawing through a cracked door and a man drawing through an open one. After that, ongoing intimacy and a deepening marriage keep refining and stabilizing what the spike unlocked. Power that was wild becomes power that holds.”

The modern part of me wanted very badly to make a joke. I didn’t, because the rest of me had gone quiet and attentive, the way you go quiet when someone is telling you the true rules of a game you’ve already been entered into.

“And the academy has a rule about it,” I guessed. “About the timing.”

Malloy’s mouth did the thing that was almost a laugh and wasn’t. “Sharp. Yeah. The rule is you wait. Betrothed couples are expected to hold off on consummation until after the wedding. Custom, partly. Control, mostly.” He spread his scarred hands. “A betrothed rookie with a partial boost is a man we can predict. A man who spikes early is a man whose power readings don’t match his paperwork, and an academy that can’t predict its heroes can’t deploy them safe. So we wait for the wedding, and the wedding makes it official, and official makes it stable. Men who break that rule cause us headaches.” He looked at me with something dry behind the pale eyes. “I mention it because you’ve got the look of a man who reads the rule and immediately wonders what happens if you don’t.”

“I would never,” I said.

“Sure.” He let the word sit there, unconvinced, and then waved it off. “You took it better than most,” he said, standing again, the way he stood when a conversation was over. “Most men either don’t believe it or believe it too fast. You asked whether the girls got a say.” He looked at me a moment. “I’ll remember that.”

“So what happens now?”

“Now you get on a plane,” he said. “There’s an academy. Valor Island, off the coast, where we train men like you and where the wife applicants train too. You’ll learn what you can do, you’ll learn to control it before it controls you, and inside your first year you’ll be expected to bond at least one wife, because a Universal who stays unbonded stays a hazard, and we don’t keep hazards around.”

“And then what?” I asked. “You train me up, you marry me off, and then I do what, exactly? What’s the job?”

Malloy looked at me like the question pleased him. “The job is the work ordinary men can’t do. We don’t chase pickpockets. We don’t write tickets. There’s police for police work.” He leaned a knuckle on the table. “What there isn’t a fix for is the families. Organized outfits. The kind of money and muscle that buys judges and burns warehouses and makes whole districts pay a tax nobody voted on. On the mainland right now there’s a shake-up going on among them, the big outfits squeezing the middle ones, the middle ones getting desperate, and desperate men with guns and nothing to lose are exactly the kind of problem they send a hero to lean on. First-year men cut their teeth on it. A green hero against an ordinary crew is supposed to be overkill, which is the point. You learn the work where the work can’t kill you.” He paused. “That’s the theory, anyway.”

“The theory.”

“Theories are what we call plans before they meet the day,” he said. “Get on the plane, Danner.” He paused again at the frosted door. “You don’t have to come. You’re not under arrest, whatever you thought in the street. You’re a free man. You can walk out that door right now and take your chances on the mainland with no money, no papers, no name anybody recognizes, a power you can’t control that’ll go off the next time some clerk gets a gun pointed at her, and nobody to catch you when it does.”

I thought about the thirty-one dollars of useless green paper in my wallet. The wrong-sized bills. The nickel I owed Florence. The park bench. The whole bright impossible city that I could not buy a cup of coffee in.

“Or,” I said.

“Or you come to the island,” Malloy said, “where there’s a bed, a meal, a uniform, men who’ll teach you, and a shot at a life that most men would kill for and you fell into sideways through a hole in the wall.” His pale eyes held mine, and the kindness in them was real, and so was the test. “I’ve seen a lot of men come through that door, Danner. The ones worth a damn are the ones who are scared and come anyway.”

I stood up.

My legs ached. My head ached. I had not slept and I had nearly died twice and I had been told, in one morning, that I was a category of person who powered himself with love in a world that ran on a fantasy my own century had taught me to ache for and distrust in equal measure.

“I’ll come,” I said.

The seaplane was waiting at a dock when they walked me down, a beautiful fat-bodied thing of riveted silver with a high wing and two propellers and a hull that sat in the green water like it belonged there. The afternoon had come around bright and warm, and the sea wind smelled of salt and fuel and far-off islands, and gulls argued over the pilings, and out past the breakwater the water went from green to a blue so deep it looked like something you could fall into.

Malloy didn’t come. He had a city to put back together. But Price walked me to the gangway, her white coat snapping in the wind, and just before I climbed up she put a gloved hand on my arm and stopped me.

“A word, Mr. Danner.”

“Doctor.”

“Your output this morning was an outlier even for a Universal.” She wasn’t writing now. She was just watching my face with those impossible-to-fool blue eyes. “And the way you came through, the light under the rail line, the disorientation, the man with no registry and no people and the wrong shoes.” Her gloved fingers rested very still on my sleeve, gentle, exact. “I have been measuring strange men for twenty years, and I have learned that the most interesting readings are usually the ones a man is trying hardest to keep quiet.” A small pause. “I am not going to ask you anything you don’t want to answer. But I want you to understand that I notice things. It’s the entire nature of my work. If you are carrying something, Mr. Danner, carry it carefully on that island. There are people there who notice things and do not have my manners about it.”

My mouth had gone dry again. “I appreciate the warning,” I said, which was the truth, and also the most a man could say while standing in a wind that could carry every word straight back to her.

“I’m sure you do.” She stepped back and let the wind take her coat. “Welcome to the bright side of the world, Mr. Danner. Try not to break it.”

I climbed up into the silver plane, and the door sealed, and the propellers turned over and caught and roared, and the hull lifted off the water in a long hissing rush of spray.

There were two other passengers, young men, both of them in pressed civilian clothes that didn’t fit the way mine didn’t fit, both of them staring out their own windows with the particular stillness of people whose lives had just been turned over. Recruits, I realized. New heroes, same as me, pulled out of whatever ordinary lives they’d had by whatever had surfaced in them. One of them caught my eye and gave a small, lost nod, no words in it, only the stunned recognition of another man in the same shipwreck, and I nodded back, and that was the whole conversation, and somehow it helped.

I pressed my forehead to the little round window and watched the mainland fall away. The chrome city shrank to a glitter and then to a smudge, the breakwater unspooled, and the deep blue came up to fill the whole world. My hands were still shaking, faintly, the way they’d been shaking since the awning, and I sat on them to make them stop.

I thought about the gray. Eleven days to rent, in a life I would never go back to. The mug that said OKAYEST. Brett’s face addressing the ceiling. The hardware man taping a box shut. All of it on the far side of a wall I couldn’t push through, in a century that had filed me under disposable and moved on. And then I thought about Miriam Coyle’s hands closing around mine, fierce and shaking, telling me thank you like the word cost her something. Nobody in my old life had ever needed me the way that frightened girl had needed me for ten seconds on a clean morning street.

I thought about a category of person who powered himself with home and love and a woman’s belief, and I thought, against every careful instinct I had ever owned, that I wanted it. God help me. I wanted all of it so badly I could taste it like brass at the back of my teeth. I knew it was a fantasy. I knew, somewhere under the wanting, that fantasies have prices and that I had not yet seen this one’s. But Price had told me to carry my secret carefully, and Malloy had told me the worthwhile men are the ones who are scared and come anyway, and the engines droned, and the blue held me up, and for the length of that flight I let myself simply want a life.

Out ahead of us, low on the bright horizon, a smudge of green was just coming up out of the sea.


Chapter 4: Valor Island

The island came up out of the sea like something a child would draw if you told the child to draw paradise and then handed the child more crayons than the situation called for.

I saw the white first. A long sweep of marble terraces stepped up a green hillside above a curve of pale beach, and above the terraces rose the buildings, and the buildings were not buildings the way I understood buildings. They were domes and curved towers of chrome and glass, catching the afternoon sun and throwing it back, ringed with palms, threaded with paths of crushed white shell, and over the tallest dome flew a banner of deep royal blue with a gold winged star on it, snapping in the sea wind, the same emblem from the lobby floor on the mainland, the same one I’d see ten thousand times before this was over.

And there were people in the sky.

I pressed against the window like a kid. Up over the terraces, against the blue, three figures in capes were flying. Not falling, not lurching, not the panicked lopsided thing I’d done over the jewelry store. Flying. Cutting long clean lines through the air, banking around the towers, one of them dropping into a dive and pulling out of it inches above the marble and shooting back up trailing a faint smear of color behind him like a comet’s tail, gold or green, I couldn’t tell at that distance, and the other two chasing, and even from inside a roaring seaplane I could feel the joy coming off it, three men in the sky doing the impossible thing for the simple reason that they could.

I had done that. This morning, I had done a clumsy broken version of that. And these men did it like breathing.

The seaplane came down in a long hiss onto the water inside a breakwater and taxied to a dock of bleached wood, and a young man in academy whites was waiting for me with a clipboard and a smile that had been issued along with the uniform.

“Mr. Danner?” He had the clean scrubbed look of someone who had grown up in a world that worked. “Welcome to Valor Island. I’m Cadet Officer Reyes, I do intake. Captain Malloy radioed ahead. Said to tell you, and I’m quoting, ‘tell him I beat the slow boat,’ which I don’t entirely understand, but he flew the strait himself this morning, so I think that’s the gist.”

“He flew here,” I said. “From the mainland. Over the ocean.”

“It’s about forty minutes for a man who knows what he’s doing.” Reyes said it the way you’d say it’s a short drive, and then his smile turned a degree more genuine. “You did the rescue in Carraway Square this morning. The clerk. Word came over the wire before you even landed. That was a hell of a thing, sir, untrained.”

“It was mostly an accident,” I said.

“Most of the good ones are, my instructors keep telling me.” He started up the dock, and I followed, and the boards gave way to a path of crushed white shell that crunched underfoot, palms throwing long shadows across it, and the smell of the place came over me, salt and green growing things and sun-warm stone and somewhere, faintly, chlorine and machine oil, the smell of a campus that was half resort and half something with a great deal of horsepower under the floor.

“So how does this place work?” I asked, because Reyes seemed to like being asked, and because I counted exits and rules with the same anxious part of my head. “What am I walking into?”

“Easiest way to think about it,” he said, walking backward up the path so he could face me, sure-footed as a goat, “is two wings and one engine. The Hero wing’s the men, the supers, the ones with powers. We train, we drill, we get deployed. That’s the half that looks like a military school. The Wife wing’s the women, the applicants, who train in the specializations, Muse, Housewife, Secretary, and compete for placement with a hero. That’s the half that looks like, well.” He grinned. “My mother would call it a very nice finishing school. My older brother calls it the world’s most ruthless dance card. They’re both right.”

“And the engine?”

“The bond.” He said it simply, the way you’d say gravity. “Heroes need wives to source and steer the power. Wives need heroes for, you know, everything a superhero wife gets, which is the best life going. So twice a week the two wings come together at the events, the mixers and the trials, supervised, all very proper, and everybody gets a look at everybody, and over the year it sorts itself out. Heroes choose, applicants choose, betrothals happen, weddings happen.” He shrugged, cheerful. “It’s a marriage market with calisthenics. Took me about a week to stop being scandalized and another week to start enjoying it.”

“And there’s more women than heroes.”

“Lots more. Always. Heroes are rare and applicants aren’t.” His grin softened into something more honest. “Which is hard on the women and easy on the men, and everybody knows it, and nobody quite says it. The good heroes don’t let it go to their heads.” A beat. “The bad ones do.”

I stopped about four times on that first walk simply to stare at architecture. Reyes kept having to slow down and let me catch up.

It was beautiful in a way nothing in my life had been beautiful. Not expensive-beautiful, not luxury-tower-with-a-perfume-name beautiful. Made-beautiful. Built-on-purpose beautiful, by people who believed the future was going to be good and wanted to build something worthy of it. There were fountains, real ones, bronze figures and arcing water lit from below. There were mosaics set into the terrace floors, winged stars and atoms and stylized suns. There were long colonnades of white columns with the sea flashing blue between them, and gardens climbing the terraces in tiers, and everywhere, on every banner and every doorway and every brass fixture, the blue and the gold.

And it was full of young men who looked like they’d been poured out of the same hopeful mold, in athletic whites and academy blues, jogging the paths, sparring in a sunken yard I glimpsed below a railing, sitting under the palms with books, and a couple of them lifting off a low wall as I passed and rising lazily into the air to cross the campus the way I’d have crossed a street.

I had spent a whole life feeling like a man arriving too late to a party that had already moved on. And here I was, walking into the brightest, kindest, most aspirational place I had ever seen, and the strangest part, the part that kept catching in my throat, was that I had been invited. Reyes had a clipboard with my name on it. There was a room with my name on it. After twenty-nine years of being a man the world consolidated, I had walked through a hole in a wall and come out somewhere that had been waiting for me.

Reyes pointed things out as we climbed, the way a proud man shows off a home, and I drank it in. The flight tower, a slim chrome spire with a ringed observation gallery where, he said, the upperclassmen launched for the mainland runs. The clinic, low and white and bright, where I’d spend more time than I wanted. The energy ranges built into the cliff. The Wife wing across a long ornamental wall, its own cluster of pale domes and gardens, close enough to see and far enough to make the seeing an event. And everywhere the people, young and scrubbed and purposeful, heroes in athletic whites and academy blues, applicants in bright day dresses with books under their arms, staff in crisp uniforms, all of them moving through the gold light like they belonged to a world that had decided, on purpose, to be good.

A senior hero came down out of the air ahead of us, landing light on the path beside two laughing women in his household colors, green and silver, and the three of them walked off together toward the terraces, the man in his cape and the wives on either side of him in matching green, and Reyes followed my eyes and said, easy, “two-wife household, that’s Okafor, he’s a senior, flies the long mainland circuit. You’ll have one of your own before you know it. Faster than most, I’d bet, the way the wing’s already buzzing.” He said it without envy, a man stating weather, and I watched the green-and-silver three go and felt the absurd flattering terror of it land again, the implication folded into the colors at my own collar, that somewhere on this island was a future household with my name on it that I had done nothing yet to earn.

I didn’t trust it. Under the wonder, the part of me that had survived layoffs and locked doors was wide awake, taking notes, counting exits, reminding me that places this perfect always cost something and that I was carrying a secret that could turn all of it against me in an afternoon. The brighter a thing shines, the harder the people who run it work to keep it shining, and a man who’d fallen sideways into the shine with a head full of a future he wasn’t supposed to have did well to remember he was a guest and not yet a citizen. But the wonder won, most of that first walk. It won by a lot.

“This is the Hero wing,” Reyes said, leading me up a broad stair into a building shaped like a half-buried bell, all curved chrome and tall windows. “Dorms, training halls, the flight tower, the clinic, the energy ranges. You’ll spend most of your life in here or in the yards.” He swiped a brass key through a slot, a real brass key on a real chrome fob, and a door whispered open into a long bright hall. “Your quarters are up on three. You’ve got a bed, a desk, a window that I promise you’ll never want to close, and a footlocker. The footlocker’s empty. We’ll fix that.”

My room was small and clean and full of light. The window looked out over the terraces to the sea, and Reyes was right, I never did want to close it. There was a narrow bed with a blue blanket folded at the foot, a desk, a chair, a footlocker, a small chrome sink with a mirror over it, and nothing else, and after my six-hundred-square-foot box with its frostbitten burrito and its view of the rain dissolving the city, it felt like a king’s chamber, because it was mine, and because somewhere out the window men were flying, and because I was apparently going to learn how to be one of them.

Before anything else, I emptied my pockets onto the bed and looked at the evidence of who I really was.

It was not much, and all of it was a noose. My phone, a slab of black glass with no signal and no charge that would last and no charger that would ever fit anything on this island, a device that did not exist and could not exist and would, if a curious man ever got it lit and looking, contain photographs and dates and a thousand small impossibilities. My smartwatch, dead on my wrist, a second little informer. My wallet, with its wrong-sized money and two plastic cards no machine here could read and a driver’s license with a photo of my face beside a birth year that would not arrive for decades. A few coins minted in a country that did not rule here.

Malloy’s words on the dock and Price’s at the gangway came back together and braided into one cold rule. They will believe you. That’s the problem. Price had noticed the wrong shoes, the wrong arrival, the careful gaps in my story. Other people on this island would notice too, and some of them would not be kind enough to warn me first.

I took the blue blanket off the bed, wrapped the phone and the watch and the wallet and the coins into a tight bundle, and looked around a room with nowhere to hide anything. In the end I worked the bundle into the very bottom of the footlocker, under the spare athletic whites they’d issued me, and stood looking at the closed lid with the sick feeling that I’d buried something that might dig itself back up. I kept the license. I don’t know why. I think because it was the only proof left that I had ever been Jack Danner of anywhere at all, and I wasn’t ready to bury the whole of him on my first night. I slid it into the lining of the boot I wasn’t wearing, which was either clever or the first stupid mistake of many. Then I washed my face in the chrome sink, stopped counting exits for one evening, and let myself just be a guy in a room men were flying past.

The uniform fitting happened in a long room off the ground floor where a tailor with a tape measure around his neck and a mouth full of pins worked with brisk impersonal speed, measuring me as if heroes came by the yard. He stood me on a low platform in front of a triple mirror and circled me, muttering numbers to an assistant who wrote them down, chest, sleeve, inseam, neck, and never once asked my opinion about anything, which I found weirdly restful.

“You’re soft through the middle,” he said, not cruelly, just clinically, the way Price had said I was untrained. “Office work?”

“Something like that.”

“Mm. They all come in soft, the lucky ones. You’ll harden up. The uniform’s cut to allow for it. Take it in later if I have to.” He held a jacket up against me, royal blue with a gold collar and gold piping down the front, and the gold caught the light, and I looked at myself in the triple mirror, a tired man in a wrinkled coat from a world that had thrown him away, with a hero’s jacket held against his chest, and something in me went very still.

“Provisional colors,” the tailor said. “Blue and gold. That’s your scheme now, far as the island’s concerned, until somebody tells me different, which they won’t, because nobody changes a Universal’s colors, it’d be like changing the weather.” He turned me by the shoulder to face the mirror properly. “You wear this, every man on this island knows three things about you at a glance. You’re a hero, not a wife and not staff. You’re blue and gold, which is your household, your name, your line. And you’ve got no gold star at the collar yet.” He tapped the empty spot at my collarbone where, on the upperclassmen I’d seen, a small gold pin glinted. “Which means you’re unbonded. No wife. A household with nobody in it but you.”

I looked at the empty spot at my collar in the mirror.

“How does everyone know what the pins mean?” I asked.

“Same way everyone knows what a wedding ring means,” he said, taking the jacket back and pinning a seam. “You grow up with it. On this island, color is everything. A hero’s color is his name. A wife wears her husband’s color, head to toe, the day she’s bonded, and she’s proud to, because it means she won. The applicants over in the Wife wing don’t wear anybody’s color yet. They wear their own. And every one of them spends every event reading the room by collars, pins, empty stars, and who looks twice at whose sleeve.” He stepped back and looked at his work. “You’ll learn it faster than you think. A man learns the rules of a game real quick when the prize is that good.”

They gave me the jacket, and athletic whites for training, and a pair of boots that actually fit, dark and polished, the first thing I’d worn since the portal that didn’t mark me as a man from the wrong place. I changed in my room and stood at the little mirror over the sink in the blue-and-gold jacket with the empty collar, and I did not recognize myself, and that was the best thing that had happened to me in over a year.

A stiff card had been tucked into the jacket pocket. My schedule, printed in blue ink so crisp it looked carved: six-thirty mess, seven-fifteen physical assessment, eight-thirty clinic baseline, ten o’clock flight yard observation, noon meal, one-thirty Wife wing orientation from the Hero side of the wall, three o’clock power diagnostics, five o’clock free study, eight o’clock lights quiet in the Hero wing. At the bottom, in Malloy’s blocky hand, someone had added: Do not be late. Do not be clever.

I stood there with the card in my hand, feeling the strangest relief. A world that expected me somewhere at six-thirty in the morning was already more orderly than the one that had sent me a severance PDF and wished me well.

There was a second card on the desk, smaller, with my name typed at the top and an empty column beneath it marked household. Under that, someone had written provisional in a neat hand and clipped a tiny blue-and-gold ribbon to the corner. I turned it over and found the same information reduced to symbols: a blank star, three empty wife-slots, a Universal mark I didn’t know how to read yet. It looked less like paperwork than a place setting at a table no one had filled.

I propped it against the mirror and stared at the empty slots for longer than was sensible. This world had made room for a future version of me before I had any idea how to become him.

Then my stomach made a sound like a drain, and I remembered I had not eaten anything solid since before I opened that freezer in another century.

Reyes had told me, before he left me at my room, that the hero mess served until eight and that a man my first day should “eat like he means it, because the island runs you hard.” I found it by following my nose and the noise, down two flights and along a colonnade, into a high bright hall with a curved glass roof and long tables of pale wood and a serving line under heat lamps that stopped me dead in the doorway like a man who’d walked into church.

I had been hungry, genuinely hungry, broke-and-no-options hungry, for too long. And here was a wall of food the like of which I had not seen since my grandmother’s holidays. Roast beef under a carving lamp, the man behind it slicing it pink and steaming. Fried chicken in a golden hill. Mashed potatoes in a vat, real ones, with a ladle of dark gravy beside them. Glass bowls of green beans and corn and bright pickled things. Pies under domes, cherry and apple and a lemon meringue piled up like a cloud. Pitchers of milk so cold they sweated. Nobody was counting. Nobody was charging. A cadet ahead of me loaded a plate to the architectural limit and nobody so much as blinked.

I was not cool about it. I took a tray and went down that line and let a cheerful woman in an apron pile a plate until it could hold no more. She saw something in my face, some leftover of the park bench and the nickel I owed Florence, added a second piece of chicken without being asked, and said, “There’s always more, hon, you come back.” I had to look very hard at the steam table for a second before I could say thank you.

I sat at the end of a long table. Across from me a wiry kid with a sunburn and a mouth that clearly never stopped was holding forth to two others about a flight-yard drill.

“You’re the rescue,” he said to me, before I’d even gotten a fork into the potatoes. Word traveled on that island like weather. “Carraway Square. The clerk. That was you?”

“That was mostly the awning,” I said.

He laughed, delighted, and stuck out a hand sticky with roll. “Tommy Hale. Strength spec, which means I’m strong and I get told that’s all I’ll ever be, which, fine, somebody’s gotta hold up the bridge.” He jerked a thumb at the other two, a quiet broad one and a freckled one who lifted a fork in greeting. “First-years, all of us. You’re the Universal everybody’s whispering about, huh. The portal guy.”

“Is that what they’re saying?”

“Buddy, nobody knows what they’re saying. A Universal comes maybe once a cohort, sometimes not at all. The upperclassmen are pretending not to care and caring like hell.” He leaned in, dropping his voice with theatrical confidentiality. “Word of advice, since you’re new and I’m a generous soul. Watch yourself with Benton.”

“Who’s Benton?”

“Wayne Benton. Second-year. Drainer, and a good one, top of his class, and he’s been planning to be the big man of this cohort since before any of us got here, and then you fall out of the sky a Universal.” Tommy shrugged, mopped gravy. “He’ll be nice to your face. He’s always nice to your face. It’s a real specific kind of nice.” He pointed his fork at a far table where a knot of upperclassmen sat, and one of them, dark-haired with a severe part and a uniform pressed flatter than anyone else’s in the room, was looking our way with a still, pleasant, unhurried attention that did not change when he saw me notice. “That’s him. Don’t worry, he’s a sweetheart.” He said sweetheart like a man flicking something off his sleeve.

I ate everything on the plate and went back for the pie, and the woman in the apron beamed at me like I’d done her a personal favor, and for a little while, in the warm noise of a hall full of young men eating like they meant it, I felt less like a spy in a fairy tale and more like one more hungry kid who’d lucked into the best table in the world. It was the first ordinary thing that had happened to me since the rail arch. I held onto it.

Malloy found me on a terrace at the end of the day.

I’d wandered out to watch the sun go down over the water, because I could, because nobody had told me not to, and because after a day like that one a man needs to stand somewhere quiet and let the size of his new life settle on him. The sky had gone to copper and rose over the sea, and the flying men had come down from the air, and the campus had filled with the gold of its own lamps coming on, and I was leaning on a marble rail in my new jacket feeling about nine different enormous things at once when Malloy came up beside me and set his forearms on the rail and looked out at the water with me.

“Beat the slow boat,” he said.

“So I heard. Forty minutes, over the ocean. Showing off.”

“Little bit.” He let a comfortable silence go by, the kind he used on purpose. “How’s the room.”

“Best room I’ve ever had.”

“It’s the smallest one in the building.” He glanced at me sideways. “Tells me something about where you came from, that it’s the best you’ve had.”

I didn’t answer that. He didn’t push it. He had a way, I was learning, of leaving a thing on the table where you could look at it later.

“Schedule’s posted on your door by now,” he said. “Flight yard at six, every morning. Energy range after. Conditioning. You’ll eat in the hero mess, you’ll train in the yards, and twice a week there’s events with the Wife wing, mixers and trials, where the applicants and the heroes get to know each other under supervision, which is a polite word for what it is.” He turned and put his back against the rail so he could look at me straight. “You’ve got one year to bond a wife, Danner. I told you that on the mainland. I want to tell you again now that you’ve seen the place, because men get out here and the wonder gets in their eyes and they forget it’s a clock. It’s a clock. A Universal who doesn’t bond inside a year is a man we can’t make safe, and the island doesn’t keep what it can’t make safe. You understand me.”

“I understand you.”

“It’s not a threat.” His voice gentled a degree. “It’s the kindest thing about the place, if you look at it right. This world will hand you a home, a partner, a life, a purpose, and the only thing it asks is that you show up worthy of it and don’t waste the year. Out there where you came from, wherever that is, I’d bet a man could spend his whole life and not get offered half of that.” He pushed off the rail. “The island rewards men who learn fast. Be the kind who learns fast.”

He started to go, then stopped, and looked back at me with the pale assessing eyes, and for a second the field instructor gave way to something older and tireder under it.

“I’ve buried men out here, Danner,” he said, plain, no drama in it. “Good ones. Powerful ones. You know what got most of ’em? Not the enemy. Themselves. Power they couldn’t steer, on a day that mattered, with people downwind. The island’s bright and the courtship’s pretty and the food’s good, and underneath all of it this is dangerous work and most men don’t take it seriously until it’s taken something from them.” He let that sit. “You took a bullet of bad news recently, whatever it was, I can see it on you same as the doc could. Fine. Everybody comes from somewhere that hurt ’em. But the men who make it out here are the ones who decide the hurt was the old life and this is the new one, and stop carrying the old one around like a wound they’re proud of. You hear me? Be glad. Genuinely glad. It’ll make you train harder than fear ever will. A grateful man learns faster than a scared one, every time.”

He pushed off the rail, then gave me one last look.

“You’ll want to see the courtyard before you sleep. East balcony, end of your hall. Most men your first night, I tell them to go look, because the courtyard explains the academy better than I can.” A short pause, the ghost of dry humor. “Try not to fall over the rail.”

Then he was gone down the terrace into the gold evening, leaving me with the water, the schedule card in my pocket, and more to think about than my tired head could hold.

The east balcony was at the end of my hall, glassed on one side, open on the other to the warm evening, and it looked down over a wall into the Wife wing.

I had been told, twice now, that there were more applicants than heroes. I had heard the numbers. Fewer than ten heroes in a cohort, thirty or forty women competing for them. I had heard it, and it had been an abstraction, a ratio, a fact about a market.

Then I stood at that rail and looked down into the courtyard, and it stopped being a number.

The Wife wing courtyard was a long open garden terrace lit with strings of warm lamps and tall lanterns, with a fountain at the center and a dance floor of pale stone and tables under the palms, and it was full of women. Dozens of them. In dresses of every color the evening could hold, full-skirted and sleek and shimmering, in heels and gloves and pearls, their hair set in waves and rolls that caught the lamplight, and the sound that came up from them was a warm wash of music and laughter and talk, the exact sound I’d heard coming through the gold light under the arch, the sound of a place that was full and happy and alive.

They were beautiful. Not in the polished, filtered, glass-pane way of the world I’d left, where beauty was something you scrolled past on a screen. They were beautiful and they were right there, real and warm and laughing in the lamplight, an entire garden of women who had trained for years and traveled here and put on their best dresses for the chance to choose a man like me and be chosen by him.

For me. For men like me. For the empty gold star at my collar.

I stood at that rail in my new blue-and-gold jacket, a man who had not been on a date in fourteen months, a man who had deleted a message because he couldn’t bear to be the friend who only surfaced to be rescued, a man who had felt, that very morning, that he could vanish from the world and leave no ripple at all.

Down below me, an entire garden full of remarkable women laughed in the lamplight. The empty place at my collar felt warmer than the rest of the jacket.

I gripped the rail until my knuckles went pale.

I stayed there long after the smart thing would have been sleep, watching lamplight move on the water below, until a burst of laughter rose from the courtyard and my hands finally loosened from the rail.


Chapter 5: Big, Tough, Precise

Six in the morning on Valor Island did not feel like punishment, which is the first thing that told me I wasn’t in my old life anymore. In my old life, six in the morning was a gray alarm and a cold floor and the dread of a day I hadn’t agreed to. Here it was a sea wind through an open window, light already coming up gold off the water, and the smell of coffee somewhere down the hall that did not cost a nickel I couldn’t pay.

Before any of that, though, Malloy ran us into the ground, because the island did nothing without first reminding you it could.

We assembled in the big training yard at six sharp, a marble-edged oval the size of a football field with impact mats stacked at one end and a running track of crushed red cinder around the rim, and Malloy walked the line of us in the gold early light with a stopwatch on a cord around his neck and an expression that did not promise mercy. “Four laps,” he said. “Heroes who think they’re above the running are heroes I get to scrape off a wall later. Go.” And we went, and I discovered in the first half lap that too long without food and one enormous dinner had not turned me into an athlete, and that the soft middle the tailor had clocked was every bit as soft as advertised.

Tommy Hale fell into step beside me, barely breathing hard, grinning like the whole thing was a picnic. “You’re dying,” he observed.

“I’m pacing,” I wheezed.

“You’re dying. It’s okay. Everybody dies the first week. Boyd over there threw up on Tuesday and he’s strength spec, he could carry the whole track.” He nodded ahead at the big sweating hero pounding along like a piece of agricultural equipment. “Trick is don’t quit where Malloy can see your face. He remembers faces.” He pulled ahead, called back over his shoulder, “Portal guy. If you can fly two people over a square you can run four laps, so run ’em,” and somehow that, the casual faith of a near-stranger that I was more than I felt like, got me through the last lap on legs that had stopped consulting me.

Then push-ups, then a thing with the impact mats that involved being thrown and learning to land, then a cooldown that was not a cooldown so much as a brief armistice, and by the time the sun had cleared the towers I had sweated through my issued whites and discovered eleven new muscles by the simple method of their all hurting at once. Malloy looked us over, this gasping row of the most powerful young men in the world, and his mouth flattened in the satisfied line of an instructor who had cut prestige down to a manageable size. He grunted.

“Now you’ll listen,” he said, “because you’re too tired to argue.” And that was the academy’s whole pedagogy in a sentence.

I learned in the next few hours that the academy did not teach the wife system by lecturing about it. It showed you. Malloy had no patience for chalkboards. “A man learns with his eyes and his bruises,” he told us, the eight of us new heroes catching our breath in the big training yard, “not with his ears.” So instead of a class, we got a morning of demonstrations, and the demonstrations rearranged how I understood the entire impossible machine I’d fallen into.

There were eight of us in the new cohort, which made the numbers from the night before suddenly very real. Eight men. Thirty-some women down in the Wife wing. I looked at the other seven heroes lined up in the yard in their athletic whites and tried to read them. A couple looked like college athletes. One was built like a side of beef and already sweating through his shirt. One kept lighting his fingertips with little crackling sparks of energy and grinning at them, a Specialist, clearly, comfortable in his one clean blade. And one stood a little apart, taller than the rest, lean and still, with dark hair in a severe side part and a uniform that fit him better than any of ours fit us, like he’d been born in it.

That one was watching me. Not openly. He had ice-blue eyes that moved without his head moving, and they kept coming back to me, to the empty gold star at my collar, to the way I stood, and every time they came back there was a small cool calculation in them that I felt before I understood.

His name was Wayne Benton. Malloy made me understand the women before Wayne ever opened his mouth.

“Three specializations,” Malloy said, walking the line of us with his hands behind his back. “You’ll hear them called fancy things in the Wife wing classrooms. Out here we call them what they do. Big. Tough. Precise.” He stopped. “Watch.”

The first demonstration was the one that hit me hardest, because it was the one I needed most and didn’t know it.

The Specialist with the crackling fingertips, a stocky kid named Karras was sent to a marked circle in the center of the yard and told to throw energy at a target down the field, a steel plate hung from a frame. He set himself, wound up, and threw, and a bolt of white-blue light cracked across the yard and slapped the plate and rang it like a bell, and the plate swung, and that was that. Solid. Unremarkable. A Specialist doing his one thing.

“That’s his floor,” Malloy said. “That’s Karras on a Tuesday. Now.”

A woman came out onto the demonstration floor at the edge of the yard. She was a senior applicant, I’d learn, near graduation, and she was lovely in a vivid theatrical way, and she did not touch Karras, did not say anything I could hear from where I stood, just walked to the edge of his circle and looked at him, and smiled, and said something, and put all her stage-bright attention into looking at him like he was the most capable man on the island.

And Karras changed.

I don’t know how else to say it. His shoulders came back. His chin came up. The nervous grin he’d been wearing turned into something steadier, surer, and when Malloy said “again,” and Karras wound up and threw, the bolt that came off his hand was not the same bolt. It was half again as bright, twice as loud, and it hit the steel plate and didn’t ring it, it dented it, a visible deep dimple in the steel, and the frame jumped on its chains, and Karras staggered back from his own output with his eyes huge.

The new heroes made a sound. I made it too.

“That,” Malloy said, “is a Muse. She didn’t touch him. She didn’t aim him. She made him believe, for about four seconds, that he was bigger than he is, and his body made it true. Raw output. Inspiration. Courage. The surge that takes a man past his own ceiling.” He looked at all of us, and his pale eyes rested on me a half beat longer than on the rest, and I understood he knew exactly what I’d done over the jewelry store and exactly what I’d been unable to do for Dr. Price in a calm room. “A Muse is the difference between a man’s limit and a man’s reach. For some of you that’s the whole ballgame.”

For me it was the whole ballgame. I knew it standing there. Enormous capacity, no source. A man who could carry two people over a city street in a panic and couldn’t lift his heels in a quiet room. I needed someone to make me believe it on purpose. I needed a Muse the way a gun needs a hand.

I watched the senior applicant walk back off the floor. She moved like a woman who knew exactly what she’d just done and exactly what it was worth, and Karras trailed her with his eyes the whole way, half in love already, the way you’d be half in love with the person who’d just shown you a door inside yourself you didn’t know was there. I understood the look. I’d felt the start of it that morning over the jewelry store, when something hot and bright had rushed up to fill the dropped floor of me. Except no one had put it there on purpose. It had come from terror and gone again the second the terror passed.

What would it be, I thought, standing in the gold yard with my legs still aching from the run, to have someone who could put that bright rushing feeling into me on purpose. Not in a panic. Not over a dying clerk. Just because she believed I could, and her believing made it true. I’d spent a year being a tool nobody reached for. The Muse demonstration wasn’t a power lesson. It was a picture of being wanted hard enough to be made larger by it, and I wanted that picture so badly it embarrassed me, standing there sweating among seven other men who probably wanted it just as much and were hiding it just as poorly.

The second demonstration was quieter and I almost made the mistake of finding it less impressive, which would have been the kind of mistake that gets people killed.

This one used a tall, sturdy, copper-haired woman named Lorraine Pike, a Housewife applicant, in a practical day dress with her sleeves rolled to the elbow. They ran a drill where the beefy sweating hero, a strength Specialist named Boyd, had to hold a loaded sled overhead, a frame stacked with weight, and just hold it, and the test was not how much, the test was how long.

Boyd held it. He held it well. And then, predictably, his arms began to shake, and his face went purple, and a man can only hold a thing over his head for so long, and you could see the moment coming where he’d have to drop it or be crushed.

Lorraine stepped in. Not in front of him, beside him. She put one steady hand flat between his shoulder blades, and she didn’t cheer him, she didn’t dazzle him the way the Muse had dazzled Karras. She talked low and even, breath, Boyd, slow, breathe out on the hold, I’ve got your back, you’ve got the floor, and something passed between them that you couldn’t see but could absolutely measure, because Boyd stopped shaking. The purple went out of his face. His breath came down to something slow and deep, and he held that sled a full minute past where his body had been about to quit, steady as a column, until Malloy called time and the spotters took the weight.

Boyd came out of it not wrecked but recovered. He should have been on his knees. Instead he rolled his shoulders, breathing easy, and Lorraine gave him a brisk nod and stepped back.

“Tough,” Malloy said. “Durability. Recovery. Stamina. A Housewife keeps a man standing when his body says lie down. She keeps him healing. She keeps him fed and rested and able to do tomorrow what he did today, which on a long mission is the only thing that matters.” He looked at us. “A Muse makes the moment bigger. A Housewife makes a thousand moments possible. Don’t ever let me catch one of you treating the second one like it’s less. You won’t live long enough to be wrong twice.”

I watched Lorraine Pike step back to the edge of the demonstration floor, brisk, unhurried, already coiling the focus out of herself the way you’d coil a rope, and I thought about every long week I’d ever worked in my old life, every quarter I’d closed by staying late and skipping meals and grinding myself down to nothing because there was no one and nothing to keep me standing, and I thought, that’s the facet I’ll need on the third day of a bad mission, when the strength’s spent and the inspiration’s run dry and the only thing between a hero and the ground is whether somebody taught his body how to keep going. Big wins the fight. But a hero only gets to the fight on the far side of the marching and the hunger and the not-sleeping, and the woman who got him there alive enough to fight was, I understood, watching Lorraine, doing heroic work the island had decided to call domestic so it wouldn’t have to call it heroic. The whole place had a gift for that, I was learning, for taking the unglamorous lifesaving thing and calling it lesser, and being wrong about it, loudly, in a way that was going to cost somebody someday.

The third demonstration should have scared me more than it did.

Malloy lifted two fingers toward the applicant line, and a senior Secretary applicant with glasses and a clipboard stepped forward like she’d been waiting for the exact second the morning needed her. I noticed her before the drill started because she was reorganizing the equipment table without being asked, fast and certain, turning a mess somebody else had left into something a person could actually use. The drill was a maze, a staged rescue course, smoke pots and false walls and a dummy “civilian” to find and carry out, and they ran a hero through it cold first, no support, and he blundered, took a wrong turn, doubled back, knocked over a false wall, and came out coughing with the dummy over his shoulder a full two minutes after Malloy’s whistle.

Then they ran him again with the brunette on a radio.

She did not encourage him. She did not steady him. She talked to him like an air traffic controller, flat and precise and three seconds ahead of everything, second left not first, the floor’s weak at the next mark go right, civilian’s behind the blue door, stop, count two, the smoke’s clearing left, now, and the hero who’d blundered for two minutes the first time came out of the maze in fifty seconds clean, the dummy in his arms, not a wall knocked down, not a wrong turn taken, like she’d been steering his feet from inside his own head.

“Precise,” Malloy said, and something almost like reverence came under the gravel. “Control. Perception. Timing. A Secretary takes everything the other two give a man and points it. She’s the difference between power and a result. Big and tough win you a fight. Precise wins you the fight without dropping the building on the people you came to save.”

He gave us a second with it. My hands tightened on the rail, because I had dropped a building, more or less, that very morning, in miniature, a torn awning and a cracked fountain and two people who’d nearly hit the pavement, all because I had output and no aim.

I looked at the senior applicant coiling up her radio cord, neat and unbothered, and I thought, with a clarity that I didn’t have the wisdom yet to be careful about: I’m going to need that.

I did not know her name. I did not know any Secretary applicant yet, not really. I only knew, watching her run a man cleanly through a maze that had beaten him bloody alone, that she had just shown me the exact kind of help I lacked, and I kept the lesson where I could reach it again.

“Questions,” Malloy said, which was not really a question, and a couple of hands went up anyway.

The energy thrower, Karras, still buzzing off having dented steel, asked the thing half of us were thinking. “Captain, how many can a man bond? Like, can you have all three?”

“You can bond as many as choose you and you can keep,” Malloy said. “Most graduate with one. Good ones graduate with two. Three’s the standard a complete hero aims at, big and tough and precise, and it’s an aim, not a cap. The world’s bigger than three.” He let his eyes travel the line. “But hear me. A wife is not a medal you collect. She’s a partner you keep. A man who bonds more than he can be a husband to ends up with a household full of women who chose him and a power that’s noise instead of music. I’ve seen it. It’s ugly, and it’s earned.” He paused. “Bond who you can love. The power follows the love. Never the other way around. Men who chase it backward are the men we bury.”

Boyd, the strength Specialist who’d held the sled, raised a thick hand. “And us? We just, what, pick?”

“You court,” Malloy said dryly. “Same as men have always done, except the stakes are written on your collar where everyone can read ’em. You’ll get sick of hearing it, but it’s true. The events sort you. You’ll meet the applicants. You’ll like some and not others, and some’ll like you and not others, and you’ll find out fast that being a hero doesn’t make you a catch by itself.” His gaze flicked, just once, toward where the Muse senior was stepping off the demonstration floor, warm authority gathered around her like the applause already belonged to her. “These women have trained years to be worth choosing. They will not settle for a man who hasn’t bothered to become worth choosing back. Remember that the next time one of you gets it in his head that the line forms behind him.”

A few of the cohort laughed, uneasy, recognizing themselves. I didn’t laugh. I was too grateful, too recently unchosen, too busy understanding that I had landed in a place where being wanted was not a thing you were owed. It was a thing you earned. I could work with earned. Earned was the only kind of good thing I’d ever trusted.

Wayne Benton’s demonstration came last, and it was the only one Malloy didn’t introduce.

“Benton,” Malloy said. “You’re up. Show the new men what a Specialist looks like when he’s done the work.”

Wayne stepped out of the line and walked to the center circle, and he moved differently than the rest of us. There was no waste in it. He took his place in front of a training dummy, a heavy canvas figure on a post wired with something that made it hum faintly with stored energy, the way they’d charge a target to test a drain.

And then Wayne did nothing.

That was the unsettling part. The others had wound up, thrown, strained, sweated. Wayne went still. Perfectly, deliberately still, his ice-blue eyes half closing, and the air around him seemed to thin, and the hum of the charged dummy began to drop in pitch, lower, lower, and the canvas figure that had stood firm on its post began, very slowly, to sag. The color went out of it somehow, the charge bleeding off, and a potted fern on the equipment table near him, I swear I watched it, wilted, just slightly, the leaves drooping toward the ground as if a week had passed in a minute.

And Wayne got brighter.

His posture, already good, straightened further. His eyes opened and they were vivid now, almost lit. The faint shadows of an early morning under them were simply gone. He looked rested, sharpened, fed, and the dummy on the post hung gray and dead and emptied, and the new heroes clapped, because it was genuinely impressive, and I clapped too, slower, because under the impressive part something in my stomach had gone quiet and watchful.

I’d just spent a whole morning watching the wife system. Watching women make men more. The Muse gave Karras a surge and Karras kept it and grew. The Housewife gave Boyd her steadiness and Boyd was better for it and so was she, both of them lifted. Everything I’d seen all morning had been generative. Two people, and afterward there was more in the world than there’d been before.

Wayne’s power was the photograph negative of all of it. He didn’t give. He took. He’d made himself brighter by making something else gray, and the something else didn’t get a surge or a partnership or a lift, it got drained and dropped, and there was not more in the world afterward, there was exactly the same amount, just moved, from the dummy and the fern into Wayne.

He came back to the line and stood beside me, close, deliberately, settling into the spot like he’d chosen it, and he spoke without looking at me, in a smooth, square, perfectly polite voice with something cold running underneath it like a wire under plaster.

“You’re the Universal,” he said. “The one who fell through a hole in the wall.”

“Word travels,” I said.

“Word always travels here. It’s a small island.” He turned then and looked at me, and his smile arrived about a beat late, the way I’d come to learn his smiles always did, a fraction behind the moment, as if assembled rather than felt. “For what it’s worth, there are no hard feelings. A man can’t help how he arrives.” He let that sit, the way Malloy let things sit, except where Malloy left a thing on the table for you to consider, Wayne left it on the table like a man laying down a card. “It’s only, some of us have been at this a long time. I’ve trained on this island since I was sixteen. Eleven years. I bled for the rank stars at my collar.” He touched the two small pins set high at the collar point, above the blank wife-star place the tailor had shown me. Year marks, not household marks. The wife-star spot beneath them was bare, same as mine. “And it’s a curious thing, to a man who’s done the work, to watch the prestige class walk in off a rescue he didn’t mean to do and get fitted for blue and gold the same afternoon.” The smile held, polite, immaculate. “Curious, that’s all. I’m sure you’ll earn it. I’m sure of it. Most men do, eventually. The ones who don’t, the island has a way of sorting out.”

I had spent a whole career being managed by men who insulted you inside compliments, who said this doesn’t reflect on your performance while consolidating you out the door. I knew the shape of this. I knew it cold.

“You’re probably right,” I said, easy, friendly, refusing to give him the friction he was fishing for. “I’ve got a lot to learn. You’ve clearly got a lot to teach. Maybe I’ll learn some of it from watching you.” I let my own smile come, and I made sure it came on time, not late. “That was a hell of a drain, by the way. Looked exhausting.” A small pause, just to see if his polished face twitched. “For the fern.”

Wayne’s smile held a fraction too long. His fingers smoothed the two rank pins at his collar, though they hadn’t moved. He’d come over expecting to find a man he could make small, and he’d found one who’d been made small by professionals and learned how it was done, and he filed that away the way I’d watched two careful people file me away that day, and the smile stayed up the whole time, perfectly maintained, which was somehow the most threatening thing about him.

“We’ll see,” Wayne said, and went to find his own breakfast.

The last thing that morning is the thing I’m proudest of, and it cost me nothing, which is usually how the things you’re proudest of work.

We broke for the clinic, where the morning’s bumps got looked at, and there’d been a real one, a hero in another drill who’d come down wrong from a flight exercise and popped his shoulder out of the socket. He was sitting on a table white and gritting, and the man working on him was a soft, boyish kid in training whites that didn’t sit right on his narrow shoulders, sandy hair over-combed, freckles across his nose, a medic’s satchel open beside him, and his hands, when he put them on the dislocated shoulder, were the steadiest hands in the room.

He talked the whole time, fast and nervous and self-deprecating, “okay, okay, this is the easy kind, this is the kind I like, you’re going to hate me for about one second and then love me forever, that’s the deal, one second, here we go,” and there was a flare of soft green light under his palms, gentle, nothing like the cracking white-blue of the energy throwers, and the shoulder went back into its socket with a sound that made me wince, and then, before the hero could even swear, the green light spread and the man’s gritted face went slack with relief, the swelling visibly going down, the color coming back, a torn thing knitting clean in a matter of seconds.

It was the most useful thing I’d seen all day, and a loud kid by the wall, one of the energy throwers, laughed and called out, “Nice work, nurse boy,” and a couple of others snickered, and the boyish healer’s ears went red and he made a self-deprecating little crack about it himself, fast, getting there before the room could, “that’s Doctor Nurse Boy to you,” beating them to the joke so the joke couldn’t land as hard.

I’d spent a lifetime in rooms where the most useful person got the least respect. I’d been that person. I knew the specific shape of laughing at yourself first so it hurts less when they do it.

So I walked over, and I stuck out my hand, and I said it loud enough for the loud kid to hear, “That was incredible. You just fixed in ten seconds what would’ve put a guy out for six weeks where I’m from. I’m Jack.”

The healer looked at my hand like it might be a trick. Then he shook it, and his grip was surprisingly firm, those steady hands, and a careful, hopeful, unguarded thing came up in his face that I recognized, because I’d worn it myself, the face of a person not used to being thanked.

“Eddie,” he said. “Eddie Pruitt. You’re the Universal, right? The whole island’s talking about you.”

“So I keep hearing.” I glanced at the loud kid, still smirking by the wall, and then back at Eddie, and I said, plain and certain, “When I’m out there someday with my arms full of falling building and somebody bleeding on the floor, I already know which one of you I want in the room with me, and it’s not him.”

Eddie blinked. The red in his ears changed to a different kind of red. And the loud kid stopped smirking, because the new man, the Universal, the one everybody was talking about, had just said out loud the thing nobody on this combat-drunk island ever said, and Eddie Pruitt straightened up half an inch on his stool like a man who’d been handed back a piece of himself he’d misplaced.

“You know,” he said, “you might be all right, for a guy who fell out of a wall.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me since I got here.” It was, more or less, true. “Show me where the food is, Doctor Nurse Boy. I haven’t eaten since a diner I robbed of a nickel.”

He laughed, a real one, surprised out of him, and got up and showed me where the food was.

Eddie talked the whole way, which I’d learn was simply the resting state of Eddie Pruitt, a nervous bright stream that turned out, if you listened past the self-deprecation, to be packed with everything worth knowing about the island. He told me, around a mouthful of eggs, that there were exactly two healers in the whole academy and that the other one was a graduating senior who barely spoke to him, so Eddie patched up an entire cohort of men who could fly and throw lightning and break steel and who, to a man, called him nurse boy until the day they needed him, at which point they called him Eddie, please, and afterward went back to nurse boy. He said it lightly. It wasn’t light.

“It’s the powers,” he said. “On this island a man’s worth what his power looks like. Mine looks like a school nurse with a green nightlight. Karras throws a thunderbolt. Boyd bends a girder. I make the swelling go down.” He shrugged, pushed eggs around. “Try getting a wife applicant excited about that. The Muses want a man who surges. The Secretaries want a man worth aiming. Nobody trains years for the privilege of marrying the guy who keeps the surgers and the aimers from bleeding out.” He said it like a joke he’d told himself a hundred times to keep it from being a wound.

“Where I’m from,” I said, “the ones who keep people from bleeding out are the most important people in any room, and everybody knows it, and the ones who throw thunderbolts don’t exist.” Which was true, and which I could say because it sounded like a figure of speech and not like the literal report from another century that it was. “Your power’s not a nightlight, Eddie. It’s the reason a hero gets to be brave. A man’s a lot braver when he knows somebody’s standing by to put him back together.”

Eddie stopped chewing. Looked at me with that careful, hopeful, unguarded thing again. “You really believe that, or are you being nice because I fixed a shoulder in front of you?”

“Both,” I said. “I’m capable of both.”

That got the real laugh again.

Across the room Wayne Benton ate alone and watched me with that still, assembling attention.

I took another bite of eggs, felt the ache in every part of me Malloy had run into the ground, and started counting the hours until the next drill.


Chapter 6: The White Dress

The first mixer was held on the great pavilion terrace on a warm night three days into my new life, and the academy had decorated it like the most beautiful prom that ever existed had collided with the most beautiful job interview, which Eddie told me, deadpan, over the rim of a punch glass, was exactly what it was.

“That’s the whole thing,” he said. “It’s prom and it’s a job interview and it’s a marriage market and it’s a sales floor, all at the same time, and everyone’s smiling, and underneath everyone’s doing math.” He nodded out at the floor. “You’ll see. Don’t drink too much of the punch. It’s stronger than it looks and a hero who makes a fool of himself at the first mixer spends a year living it down.”

“You sound like a man with regrets.”

“I sound like a man who once told a Housewife applicant, at this exact punch bowl, that her dress reminded me of a poultice.” He said it with the flat calm of old trauma. “It was a compliment. Poultices are very soothing. She did not receive it as a compliment.” He sipped his punch, mournful. “Anyway. The thing you need to know is the math runs both ways. You’re reading them, sure. But every applicant on this floor has already read your collar, your colors, your spec, and the betting odds on whether you’ll wash out by spring. By the time a woman crosses the floor to you, she’s done more analysis than I’ll do all semester.” He gestured with the glass. “Watch the good ones move. It’s like watching chess where all the pieces are gorgeous and pretending it’s a dance.”

I watched. He was right. It was the most beautiful thing and the most ruthless thing happening in the same room at the same time, and the strangest part was that nobody seemed unhappy about it. The ruthlessness and the romance weren’t fighting. They were the same thing wearing one dress.

“What about you?” I asked. “You’re a hero. You’re on the floor too.”

Eddie laughed, short. “I’m a healer at a mixer, Jack. I’m the centerpiece nobody picks. Applicants want a man who surges or a man worth aiming. I’m the man who keeps the surgers and the aimers from dying, which is wonderful in a crisis and worth exactly nothing across a punch bowl.” He said it lightly, but I’d learned to hear the wound under Eddie’s lightness. “I come for the sandwiches and the people-watching. Speaking of which.” His eyes went past my shoulder, up toward the lantern at the top of the steps, and went round. “Oh. Oh, brace yourself. Here comes a problem in a white dress.”

I’d dressed in my blue-and-gold, the jacket the tailor had taken in, and I’d looked at myself in the little mirror over my sink for longer than a grown man should, the empty gold star at my collar catching the light, and I’d thought about the garden of women I’d watched from the balcony and felt my heart going like I was about to give a presentation to a board that could fire me. Which, in a way, I was.

The pavilion was strung with warm lamps and tall lanterns, and there was a real band on a low stage, brass and a stand-up bass and a singer in a sequined gown, playing the bright optimistic music I’d first heard through the gold under the arch. There were tables of food that did not cost a nickel, towers of little sandwiches and fruit and a punch bowl the size of a birdbath. There was a dance floor of pale stone. And there were the women.

Up close they were even more than they’d been from the balcony. Dozens of them, in dresses that turned the lamplight into something you could almost drink, every color, every silhouette, and they moved through the heroes in a way I slowly understood was choreographed by years of training, an art of approach and conversation and graceful exit, of demonstrating a specialization without announcing it, of being chosen by seeming impossible not to choose. I watched a woman in green steer an entire conversation with a strength Specialist toward a topic that let her show off a Housewife’s calm, and I watched another in deep blue ask an energy thrower a question so precise it was practically a Secretary’s audition, and I realized that every smile in the room was sincere and strategic at the same time, and that this was not a contradiction here, it was simply how courtship worked in a world where the prize was real.

I am not a smooth man. I had not flirted with anyone in fourteen months. My idea of a romantic move was deleting a message before I sent it. I stood at the edge of that glittering floor with a punch glass sweating in my hand, eyes measuring exits before I could stop them, and I had absolutely no plan beyond don’t say anything from the future and don’t spill the punch.

And then the crowd by the lantern at the top of the steps shifted, the way a crowd shifts around a fire, and I saw her, and the whole rehearsed evening went out of my head like a blown fuse.

She was in white.

That was the first thing, the white, a halter sundress that left her shoulders bare and gathered at her throat and fell away from a waist so small it didn’t seem like it should be able to hold up everything above and below it. The skirt was full and light and the warm night moved it, and she came down the pavilion steps into the lamplight and the light loved her, the way light is supposed to love someone and almost never does outside of a painting.

My eyes went where they went: the front of that white halter, where her breasts strained the fabric and spilled a deep line of cleavage that the dress was clearly engineered to display and barely contain, and then down the impossible nip of her waist, and then to the swing of her hips under the white skirt as she came down the last step, full and round and moving. My mouth went dry. My hand tightened on the cold glass. Every exit I’d been tracking vanished behind the fact of Donna Fairchild walking toward me.

Then I got to her face, because eventually a man gets to the face, and the face was worse, or better. Platinum waves to her bare shoulders, set in a soft side-swept wave that caught the lamplight and held it. A wide, warm, open mouth painted a red so red it was practically a decision. Winged black liner over eyes of a blue I could see from across the floor, a warm blue, the color of the deep water around the island. High cheekbones, a soft rounded jaw, a flush of rose under fair skin that glowed like she’d been lit from inside.

She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, and I am including the island, and the flying men, and the gold light under the arch. And she was coming straight at me, because she’d caught me looking, every bit of me looking, and instead of being insulted she’d smiled, and the smile had teeth in it, the good kind, the kind that says I saw you see me and I’m glad.

“You’re new,” she said, arriving in front of me in a soft drift of perfume, something warm and floral and a little sweet. Her voice was breathy and bright, pitched up at the end like everything was a small happy surprise. “You’re the new one. The Universal. The whole wing’s been talking about you for three days.” She tilted her head, the platinum waves sliding. “I’d just about decided they made you up.”

“They didn’t make me up,” I said, which was, I realized as it left my mouth, the single least interesting thing a man could possibly say, and I winced. “Sorry. That was a stupid thing to say. I’ve forgotten how to talk to people. I’m Jack.”

But she laughed. A real laugh, surprised out of her, bright as the band, and she put a hand on my forearm, warm and soft, and the laugh and the hand undid something in my chest that had been knotted for longer than fourteen months.

“Jack,” she repeated, like she was trying the name on. “I’m Donna. Donna Fairchild.” She left her hand on my arm a beat longer than she had to. “And don’t apologize for saying a stupid thing. Every man in this room has rehearsed three clever ones in the mirror and they all come out sounding like a radio advertisement. You said a stupid honest one.” Her gaze moved over me, frank and pleased. “I like the honest one better. You can keep being stupid and honest, if you want. It’s restful.”

I laughed. Out loud, for real, the first real laugh since I’d stepped through the wall, and the laugh felt like a muscle I’d forgotten I had.

“That might be the nicest thing anyone’s said about my personality,” I said.

“Then you’ve been talking to the wrong people.” She tucked a platinum wave behind her ear, a small nervous-pretty gesture, and I’d learn later that she did it when she was steadying herself, but right then I just thought it was the most charming thing I’d ever watched a human being do. “Come on. Get me some of that punch before Marlene drinks the whole bowl, and tell me everything. Where are you from, Jack? You’ve got a way of standing like you’re not sure the floor’s real.”

It was an innocent question. The most natural question at a party in the history of parties. Where are you from. And it landed on me like a trapdoor, because the honest answer was a city that wouldn’t exist for seventy years, on the other side of a wall that wouldn’t open, and every warning instinct I’d ignored since she touched my arm came roaring back to grab the wheel.

“Far away,” I said, and got her a cup of punch to cover the pause, and handed it to her. “Honestly, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. It’s, ah. It’s complicated.”

Her fingers tightened around the punch glass. Not suspicion. A gentler, quicker catch of perception that I didn’t have the sense yet to be afraid of. She took the punch and looked at me over the rim of it, and her bright performing warmth dropped, just for a second, into something steadier and far more dangerous.

“You miss it,” she said. Not a question.

“What?”

“Wherever you’re from. The complicated far-away place.” She said it simply, all the up-pitched brightness gone out of her voice, leaving something low and true. “You said it like a man who left something behind he didn’t want to leave. I’m not asking what. I’m just saying I can see it on you.” Then the brightness came back, like a cloud sliding off the sun, and she bumped my arm with her shoulder. “There. Now you know I’m not just a pretty face, I’m an unsettlingly observant pretty face, and you can be appropriately nervous about me for the rest of the night.”

I stared at her. She had read, in ninety seconds, off the back of a single dodged question, the exact true shape of the thing I was carrying: I had left a home that hadn’t wanted me, and it had still been home, and she had named the ache while making it sound like a party trick.

“You’re,” I started, and didn’t have the word.

“Careful,” she said, lightly, but her eyes were watching mine, and under the lightness there was a thread of fear she covered almost as soon as it showed. “Careful what you say next. Men get one of two looks when they figure out I notice things. Either they decide it’s charming, or they decide it’s a lot, and I can never tell which one’s coming, and the second one always shows up about now.”

“I was going to say you’re the most interesting person I’ve talked to since I got here,” I said. “And I’ve met a man who can drain a fern.”

The relief that went over her face was so quick and so naked that I felt it like a hand on my chest, and then she covered it with a laugh and a toss of platinum waves, and she’d hidden it so fast I almost doubted I’d seen it.

But I’d seen it. I held onto it, tucked under the dazzle where I could come back to it: that the most dazzling woman in the room was, underneath the dazzle, braced for the moment a man decided she was too much, and had been braced for it so long that bracing for it was a reflex.

We talked. God, we talked. The band played and the punch sweated and the other heroes worked the floor in their strategic conversations, and I forgot every one of them. Donna asked me what I missed from home and I gave her vague true things, the brass band music, a particular kind of light, a diner with the best coffee I’d ever had, and she didn’t push on the gaps, she filled them, telling me about her own home, a town up the coast, a mother who’d taught her that a smile would open any door and a private terror she didn’t name out loud but that I could hear under the words, that a smile was the only thing about her anyone would ever bother to open the door for.

She told me she was training for the Secretary lane.

She said it with a bright determined chin-up that did not match anything I’d seen of her in the last hour, and I knew, the way I’d known Eddie was the most useful man in the clinic, that it was wrong. Everything about Donna was warmth and perception and the ability to make a man feel like the floor was real. Nothing about her was the cool precise three-seconds-ahead steering I’d watched the brunette with the glasses do in the smoke maze. But she said Secretary like a flag she’d planted on a hill she was going to die on, and I didn’t understand yet why, so I just listened.

“I’m very organized,” she told me, and I will love her forever for the determined way she said it. “I am. People don’t think it, because of, you know.” She gestured vaguely at all of herself, the white dress, the platinum, the whole va-va-voom of her. “But I am. Watch. Give me your schedule.”

“My what?”

“Your training schedule. You’ve got one. Every hero’s got one pinned to his door, I know because I’ve been finding out everything about you for three days.” She said it shamelessly, delightedly, and produced a little notebook and a pencil from somewhere I did not investigate. “Tell me your week and I’ll fix it. I’ll Secretary it. You’ll see.”

So I told her my week, flight yard at six, energy range, conditioning, the events, and she wrote it all down in a fast pretty hand, and then she started to “fix” it, and this is where my heart broke for her a little, because she meant it so much.

She overdid it. She built me a beautiful, overworked schedule, color-coded with little stars, with rest windows arranged like a puzzle and a complicated rotation of which energy drills should follow which flight drills based on a theory of fatigue she’d clearly read somewhere and half-remembered, and it was earnest and it did not actually work, because two of the blocks she’d carefully arranged were physically in the same hour, and the rest-window theory had me resting at the exact times Malloy ran the hardest conditioning. She was so proud of it. She turned the notebook to show me with a hopeful, performing brightness, see, organized, and I opened my mouth to find some kind way to love it without using it.

“You’ve got him resting through second conditioning,” said a dry, crisp voice at my shoulder, “and lifting and flying in the same hour on Thursday. He’d need to be in two places, which even a Universal can’t do yet.”

I turned. It was the brunette from the smoke maze.

Up close she was a study in everything Donna wasn’t, which I’d come to understand was exactly the point of her, the deliberate contrast the world had built. Dark glossy hair pinned up neat with one strand escaping at her temple. Glasses, gray-green eyes behind them, sharp and unbothered. A fitted blouse tucked into a pencil skirt that did something to her lower half I made myself not think about for one full second and then thought about anyway, because the skirt pulled tight over hips and an ass that were frankly the first thing a man’s eye would have gone to if she’d turned around, full and round and at war with the prim precision of everything above the waist. A clipboard held against her chest. Low heels. A pen behind her ear, and another in her hand, already moving.

She wasn’t being cruel. That was the thing I caught even in the first three seconds. She wasn’t showing Donna up, or enjoying it. She’d simply seen an error, the way she’d see a knocked-over wall in a maze, and she could no more leave it uncorrected than she could leave the equipment table a mess.

“May I,” she said to Donna, and it wasn’t really a question, but it wasn’t unkind either, and she took the notebook and made three small marks, fast, certain, moving the Thursday block, fixing the rest window, swapping two drills, “there, there, and there, now it works, and it’s a good structure underneath, you’ve got the fatigue rotation almost right, you just inverted the recovery.” She handed it back. “It’s a good instinct. You just have to listen to the instinct instead of decorating it.”

And she nodded, once, polite and final, adjusted her glasses, and moved off into the crowd before either of us had said a word, leaving Donna holding her own fixed notebook and a silence that the band filled badly.

I watched Donna’s face do something complicated and quick. The bright performing pride collapsing. The old fear rising up underneath it, the one I’d seen flicker an hour ago, except this time it had a name and a face, a brunette in glasses who’d fixed in eight seconds the thing Donna had labored over for ten minutes, and done it kindly, which was worse, because kindness left nothing to be angry at, only the bare arithmetic of who was actually built for the role Donna had planted her flag on.

“Well,” Donna said, with a brightness so brittle I could have put my thumb through it. “There you are. Audrey Bell in the flesh. She’s going to be a wonderful Secretary for somebody. She’s effortless.” She closed the notebook. “It really takes the fun out of trying.”

“Hey,” I said.

“It’s fine,” she said, too fast. “It’s fine. She’s right. I inverted the recovery.” She laughed, and the laugh didn’t work, and she smoothed one careful hand over her hair, steadying, and looked out at the floor instead of at me. “Some people are just built for the clever thing. And some people are built to look nice holding the door open while the clever people walk through. Mama always said know which one you are, and I always told her she was wrong about me, and,” the brightness cracked, just at the edge, “and here we are at a party where everyone’s doing math, and the math is pretty clear.”

A smoother man might have flattered her, told her she was clever too, argued with the math. I wasn’t smooth. But I’d spent a whole life being the most useful man in the room and getting the least credit for it, and I’d just watched a healer get called nurse boy, and something in me that had been quiet for a long time stood up.

“Can I tell you what I actually saw, just now?” I said.

She glanced at me, wary. “If you have to.”

“I watched a woman read the exact shape of my homesickness off one dodged question in ninety seconds,” I said. “I watched her make a stranger laugh after more than a year of forgetting how. I watched her plant a flag on being organized because she’s decided that’s the only kind of smart that counts, when she’s already got a kind of smart in her that Audrey Bell, who is genuinely good and genuinely kind, did not show one flicker of, because Audrey reads maps and you read people, and out where I’m going someday with my arms full of falling building, I promise you the map is going to matter and the person reading me is going to matter more.” I hadn’t planned the speech. It came out of me hot and certain. “You’re not built to hold the door, Donna. You inverted the recovery on a training schedule. Who cares. You did not invert one single thing about a frightened man at a party. That’s not the lesser smart. From where I’m standing it’s the rare one.”

She went very still. The brittle brightness was gone. The party noise went on around us, the band, the laughter, the glittering strategic floor, and Donna Fairchild looked at me with her eyes gone glossy, holding her fixed notebook against the white halter that strained over her chest, and for a second neither of us did the thing the party expected.

“You don’t even know me,” she said, low.

“I know you’ve been braced all night for the second look,” I said. “The ‘she’s a lot’ look. So hear this clearly: I’m not giving it to you. I keep waiting to decide you’re a lot and instead I keep deciding I want to keep talking to you, and I’ve decided it about four times now, so you can stop bracing.”

Her mouth opened. Nothing came out. And then, because she was Donna, and because steadying herself with brightness was the deepest reflex she had, she lifted her chin and aimed a smile at me that started out as armor and turned, halfway, into something real, and she said, breathy and a little unsteady, “You’re going to be a problem, Jack from the complicated far-away place. I can feel it. You’re going to be my whole entire problem.”

That’s the moment Wayne arrived.

He came up smooth and square in his perfect uniform with the two rank stars high at his collar and the same bare wife-star place beneath them that I had, and a punch glass he wasn’t drinking from, and he inserted himself into the half-foot of warm air between Donna and me with lifelong room-manager grace.

“Miss Fairchild,” he said, and his smile assembled itself a fraction late and aimed itself entirely at her. “Wayne Benton. I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced, which is a failure of the evening I intend to correct.” He had a way of standing that made his uniform the most important thing about him, and on this island, I was learning, the uniform was a great deal. “You’ve spent your evening kindly breaking in our newest arrival. Generous of you. The Universal’s still finding his feet.” A glance at me, brief, the calculation behind it cool. “We all remember our first week. The wonder of it. Before a man understands what the work actually costs.”

“Captain Malloy says I learn fast,” I said, friendly.

“I’m sure he does. He’s an encouraging man.” Wayne turned his shoulder a few degrees, a small thing, geometric, that put me a half step outside the conversation, and gave his whole polished attention to Donna. “Miss Fairchild, I’ll be plain, because I think you’re a woman who appreciates plain. This island can be a confusing place for an applicant. A great deal of glamour, a great deal of noise, a great many men who’ll be gone in a year because they couldn’t carry what they were handed.” His voice was warm and certain and reasonable, and that was the dangerous part, that it sounded so reasonable. “A woman who’s thinking clearly looks for stability. A man who’s native to this world, who’s done the work, who knows where he’ll be in ten years and that it’ll be exactly where he says. Not,” the smile came, on time for once, gentle, almost regretful, “a man who fell through a wall and might fall back through it tomorrow. That’s all. Something steady. A house that won’t move.”

It was a good speech. I’ll give him that. It was aimed exactly where Donna lived, at the woman who’d been raised to look for the door someone would open and the security behind it, and for half a second I watched it land. Her gaze ticked once to Wayne’s rank stars, once to the blank place under my collar, once toward the gate to the Wife wing. The math everyone at the party was doing.

Then Donna looked past Wayne’s perfect shoulder, around it, deliberately, to me.

“That’s very sensible, Mr. Benton,” she said, sweet as the punch, and she said it to Wayne but she kept her gaze on me the whole time, her red mouth turning wickedly pleased. “Steady’s a lovely thing. A house that won’t move.” She let it sit one beat. “But I grew up in a house that didn’t move, and you know what I learned? A house that won’t move isn’t the same as a home that wants you in it.” She held my eyes, bright and reckless now. “I think I’ll take my chances on the one that came through the wall.”

Wayne’s smile stayed up. It stayed up the whole time, perfectly maintained, which I was learning was the most threatening thing about him, and some cold calculation sharpened behind it, filing me away, filing her away, and he gave a small gracious nod, polite enough for the room and a shade too careful for forgiveness, and said, “Of course. Enjoy your evening, both of you,” and withdrew into the glittering floor.

Donna’s hand found my sleeve again and squeezed. “Was that,” she said, “all right? I think I was rude. I’m never rude. I felt very brave and now I feel a little sick.”

“That was the best thing I’ve seen all night,” I said, “and I watched a band that’s better than anyone in my whole life is allowed to be.”

The band, as if summoned, swung into something slower, the singer leaning into the microphone, and couples drifted toward the pale stone floor, and the smart strategic part of the evening softened into the part with the dancing.

I set down my glass.

“I don’t actually know how to dance,” I told her, “to this or anything, and I’m going to step on you, and you should know that going in.” I held out my hand. “But I’m not going to spend the rest of this party meeting forty other people while the most interesting woman on the island stands here feeling sick about being brave. So. Donna. Come dance with me badly, and then let me walk you back across the terrace, and we’ll let everyone else do their math.”

She looked at my outstretched hand. Then up at me, and the brightness she put on now was not armor, it was just pleasure, warm and whole, the platinum and the red and the deep-water blue all of it turned up at me like the lamplight had been turned up at her.

“Jack,” she said, and put her soft warm hand in mine, “I thought you’d never lead.”

I led her badly. I stepped on her white sandal twice in the first thirty seconds and apologized both times, and she laughed both times, and the second time she stopped apologizing for me and simply took over the steering without making it look like she was steering, which I understood later was a Muse thing, the way she could put confidence into a man’s body by acting as if it were already there. She moved my hand to the small of her back, low, where the white halter left the warm bare skin of it under my palm, and she came in close enough that the soft heavy front of her pressed against my chest, and the exits and cover stories and warning bells all lost the vote.

“There,” she murmured, near my ear, the breath of it warm. “You can dance. You just needed somebody to believe it harder than you doubted it.” Her hips moved under the white skirt, unhurried, sure, and I was aware of every inch of where we touched, the bare skin under my hand, the press of her against my front, the platinum waves brushing my jaw, the warm floral sweetness of her. “That’s a thing I’m good at, you know. Better than schedules. Making a man bigger than he came in.” A pause, and her voice dropped out of bright and into low and true again, the dangerous register. “Don’t tell Audrey Bell. She’d want to put it on a chart.”

“I won’t tell Audrey Bell,” I said, and felt her smile against my cheek.

We danced two songs. I got better at it, or she got better at hiding how bad I was, and somewhere in the second one I stopped counting steps and stopped counting exits and just held a beautiful woman in a white dress under warm lanterns while a band played the music I’d first heard through a hole in the wall, and the impossibility of it kept washing over me in waves I didn’t have to fight, because for once the impossible thing was good.

When the song ended I didn’t let go of her hand, and she didn’t take it back, and I walked her the way I’d promised, out past the band and the towers of little sandwiches and the strategic glittering floor, to the edge of the pavilion where the lanterns thinned and the moonlit terrace opened out toward the sea. It was quieter there. The band came soft over the stone, and the moon laid a long silver road on the black water, and the night was warm the way my whole century’s nights had never once been.

Donna leaned on the marble rail and looked out at the silver road, and for a moment she let the performing brightness go entirely, and what was left was just a young woman on a warm night who’d been brave and felt a little sick about it and a little wonderful too.

“I had a whole plan tonight,” she said to the water. “I was going to be so impressive. I was going to organize a man’s whole life in front of him and he was going to see I’m more than this,” she gestured down the white dress, the curves of herself, with a wry tilt of her red mouth, “and instead I inverted the recovery and got fixed by Audrey in front of the one man I wanted to impress.” She glanced at me, sidelong, the moon in her platinum hair. “And he danced with me anyway. And said the rare thing about me like it was just true.” A breath. “Men don’t do that, Jack. Where I’m from, men do not do that. So either you’re the kindest man on this island or you’re up to something, and I genuinely can’t tell which, and the not knowing is the most fun I’ve had in a year.”

“I’m not up to anything,” I said. Which was a lie, of course. I was up to the biggest thing a man could be up to. I was up to being from another century and hiding it from everyone, including, right then, especially, her. I hated how easily the half-truth came. “I just think you’ve got the wrong idea about which part of you is the prize.”

She turned to face me, her back to the silver water, and the moonlight did to her what the lamplight had done, and she looked up at me with the bracing gone out of her at last, and the half foot of warm air between us got very small.

“You should walk me to my wall,” she said softly, “before I do something that gets us both written up on your third night.” But she didn’t step back. She tipped her face up another inch, close enough that I could see the moon caught in her eyes, close enough to kiss, both of us knowing it, neither of us doing it, her fingers still on my sleeve and my restraint stretched tight between us. “Slow,” she added, breathless, almost laughing at herself. “Walk me slow.”

So I walked her slow, the long way, along the moonlit rail and down through the gardens toward the wall that divided the wings, and we did not kiss, and not kissing her was the most charged thing that had happened to me in years, every step of it humming, and when we reached the gate where the Wife wing began she squeezed my hand once, hard, and looked at me like she was memorizing something.

“Tomorrow,” she said. It wasn’t a question. It was a flag planted on a hill, and this time she’d planted it on the right one.

“Tomorrow,” I agreed, and watched her go, the white skirt swinging, the platinum catching the last of the lamplight, until the garden took her and the gate clicked shut between us.


Chapter 7: Falling With Style

The flight yard was a wide field of close-cropped grass that ran out to the edge of a cliff over the sea, ringed with tall chrome towers strung with cable and lights, and laid all across the near end of it were the impact mats, which were enormous canvas-and-foam pillows the size of cars that the academy kept there for the specific and frequent purpose of catching men who could not yet fly.

“You’ll get to know the mats,” Malloy told me my first morning out there, “real well.”

He was not wrong.

Lifting off was the easy part. Lifting off was just deciding to, once you’d found the place inside yourself the deciding came from, and after three days of failing to find that place at all, I found it on the fourth morning, standing on a chalk mark in the grass with Malloy’s whistle in my ears, and I rose off the ground a clean two feet and hung there, wobbling, with my arms out like a man on a ledge, and I was so delighted I forgot to keep doing it and dropped straight down onto my own feet and sat down hard in the grass.

But I’d done it. On purpose. In a calm field with no gun and no falling woman, I’d lifted off the ground because I’d decided to, and Malloy made a single mark on his clipboard and said, “Huh. There’s a source in there somewhere after all,” which from Malloy was practically a parade.

For three days I’d reached inside myself for the place the morning rescue had come from and found only a smooth blank wall, like groping in a dark room for a switch that isn’t where you left it. And then on the fourth morning, standing on the chalk mark with my eyes shut and the sea wind on my face, I stopped reaching and just, somehow, leaned, the way you lean back trusting a chair you can’t see, and the floor of me dropped a half inch and my heels came off the grass. It wasn’t dramatic. It was the opposite of dramatic. It was quiet and small and entirely mine, a thing my body had done because I’d asked it nicely instead of begging, and the wonder of it, after a week of crashes, after a year of being a man nothing answered to, nearly put me on the ground a second time, this time from joy. I had asked, and something in me had answered. I sat in the grass grinning like an idiot, and Tommy Hale, watching from the fence, threw both arms up like I’d scored, and even Malloy’s mouth did the thing that was almost a smile and wasn’t.

Lifting off was easy. Everything after lifting off was a catalogue of ways to humiliate yourself.

Steering, it turned out, was not like steering anything I’d ever steered. There was no wheel, no lean, no obvious lever. It was a matter of intention so precise that the slightest stray thought sent you sliding sideways, and my head was full of stray thoughts, it was the most stray-thought-having head on the island, so I spent the better part of a week lifting cleanly off my chalk mark and then drifting helplessly toward the chrome towers, or the cliff, or once, memorably, directly at Malloy, who did not move, who simply watched me come at him at the speed of a slow bicycle with my face full of panic and stepped aside at the last second so that I sailed past him and into a mat.

And braking. God, braking. There was no brake. There was only the gradual unlearned art of telling the source inside you to stop pouring, and it poured the way a faucet pours when the handle’s stripped, all or nothing, so that I either hung dead still in the air or shot forward like I’d been fired from something, with nothing in between, and the in between was the whole job, and I did not have it.

“You’re not flying,” Malloy said, on the worst morning, watching me peel myself off a mat for the ninth time. “You’re falling with ambition. There’s a difference, and the difference is the part that keeps you alive over a city. A man who can lift but can’t land is a man who’s going to come down somewhere, and somewhere is usually a person.” He hauled me up by the back of my training whites. “Again.”

The yard had a whole vocabulary I had to learn the way you learn a foreign city, by getting lost in it. There were the catch-cables strung between the chrome towers, which the upperclassmen could grab in a bad moment to arrest a fall, and which I was forbidden to touch until I could be trusted not to garrote myself on one. There was the wind sock and the lift gauge, a tall glass column with a float in it that somehow read the power coming off a flying man, and which a bored second-year was assigned to watch and call out, “Reading’s hot,” or “Reading’s cold,” in a tone that made it clear he’d rather be anywhere else. There was the launch line, the brake line, the dead-stick drill, the touch-and-go. Malloy rattled them off like a man who’d been saying them for thirty years, and I nodded like I understood, and then I’d do the wrong one and end up in a mat, and the bored second-year would call, “Reading’s hot,” with deep satisfaction.

Tommy Hale, who was strength-spec and could not fly at all and never would, made it his personal mission to attend my worst mornings. He’d lean on the fence with a roll he’d smuggled out of the mess and provide commentary.

“That was a good one,” he’d call, as I plowed a furrow into a mat. “Real committed. You really sold the part where you decided to be a lawn dart.” And then, when I’d come up spitting foam, more quietly, with the gruff loyalty he hid under all of it, “You went higher than yesterday, though. Before the part where physics remembered you. You’re getting there, portal guy.”

And I was, in fairness. By the end of that first week I could hold a hover for a slow count of ten without drifting into a tower. I could rise and settle, small and careful, like an elevator operated by a nervous man. I could not yet do the thing that mattered, the thing Malloy called “flying the line,” holding a heading and a speed and a height all three at once, because the moment I locked down one of them the other two went wandering, and a stray thought, any stray thought, the color of the sea, the smell of the mess, the memory of a white dress on a moonlit terrace, would send me sliding off course. But the source was there now. I’d found the window inside me where the lift came from. The trouble, as Malloy never tired of saying, was that I’d found a window and not a door, and a window only opens one way, all at once, and a man needs a door he can hold half-shut.

Wayne trained in the energy yard next door, and they shared a fence, which I came to suspect was not an accident, that Malloy or somebody had decided the new Universal and the polished Specialist should have a clear view of each other’s mornings.

Wayne, of course, was magnificent.

I’ll give him that, because it would be a lie not to. Where I was a man falling with ambition, Wayne was clean lines and zero waste. They’d run him through drain-timing drills, charged targets lighting up on a board, and he’d take them one after another, going still, the air thinning, a target’s glow bleeding off into him, and his timing was a beautiful cold thing, never early, never greedy, just enough, on the beat, target after target, and the watching cadets applauded because it deserved it.

He’d catch my eye through the fence, after, while I was scraping foam off my face, and the jab would come, mild, polite, perfectly deniable.

“Coming along,” he’d call, friendly. “It’s good to see a man humble himself. Builds character. Some of us had to build it the slow way, but I’m sure the talent makes up for the gap.” The smile followed the words instead of leading them. “Mind the towers.”

I stopped giving him friction. I’d decided it three days in. Friction was what he was fishing for, the proof that the outsider was arrogant, that I thought the gift entitled me, and the surest way to disappoint a man fishing for your arrogance is to agree with him cheerfully.

“You’re completely right,” I called back, spitting foam. “It’s humbling as hell. You make it look easy. Genuinely, that timing’s beautiful. I’d kill for a tenth of that control.”

And that, I learned, bothered Wayne more than any insult could have, because you cannot resent a man for stealing what he openly admits you earned and he didn’t. He’d nod with that late-polished courtesy and turn back to his targets, that cold private arithmetic still running, and I’d go back to my mats, and the fence between us hummed with something neither of us said.

In between the failing, there was Donna.

She came every day after the mixer, the long way around, with a reason each time that fooled neither of us, a message to deliver, a plate of something from the Wife wing kitchens, a question about the events calendar she could have asked anyone. We’d find ten minutes in the shade of the colonnade between her classes and my bruises, and she’d ask about my morning and I’d lie that it was fine and she’d see through the lie and not push it, and I’d ask about hers and she’d tell me about Secretary drills she was determined to be getting better at and was, I could hear it, not, and I’d not push that either, and the not-pushing went both ways and felt, after a year of a city that pushed at everything, like being handed back a piece of air to breathe. She made me laugh every single time. It became the thing I trained toward, more than the flight, the ten minutes in the colonnade where a beautiful woman thought I was worth the long way around.

Wayne noticed. Of course Wayne noticed. He noticed the way he noticed everything, sideways and patient. He caught us once in the colonnade, Donna laughing with her hand on my arm, and he slowed as he passed, and that manufactured smile settled into place, and he said, pleasant as ever, “Miss Fairchild. Spending your study hour wisely, I see,” and went on before she could answer, and the pleasantness had a hook in it, and Donna’s bright laugh faltered for just a second after he’d gone, and I watched her decide not to let him take the ten minutes from us, and put the laugh back on, and I think that was the morning I started to understand that whatever Wayne wanted from this island, some part of it had Donna’s face on it.

The morning everything changed, Donna came to the balcony.

The flight yard had an observation gallery off the Wife wing side, a long marble balcony where applicants could watch the heroes train, ostensibly for educational purposes and actually, Eddie informed me, so that everyone could keep doing their math, and I’d gotten used to it being a soft blur of dresses at the edge of my vision that I made myself not look at because looking at it sent me drifting toward the cliff.

But that morning I lifted off my chalk mark, found my wobbling hover, and a voice came down across the yard, bright and breathy and unmistakable, “Go on, Jack! You’ve got it! Up!”

I looked. Of course I looked. And there was Donna at the balcony rail, and the morning had gotten warm and she’d dressed for the morning, in a swimsuit, the high-waisted pin-up kind, navy with little white polka dots, a halter top straining around the lush spill of her and a high-cut bottom over the full round flare of her hips, her platinum hair tied up in a kerchief, her skin glowing in the sun, and she was leaning over the rail to call to me with the whole abundant front of her pressed against the marble and her red mouth open and her gaze fixed on me alone out of all the men in the yard.

It surged.

I’d been hanging in a wobbling two-foot hover, fighting to find the place the lift came from, doling it out a frightened trickle at a time. And the second I saw her, the second I heard her believe in me out loud with her whole bright self, the trickle became a flood. The source inside me opened like a window blown wide, the same hot bright feeling from over the jewelry store except this time it didn’t come from terror, it came from her, and I went up.

Not two feet. Twenty. Thirty. I shot off the chalk mark in a clean powerful rush that put the whole yard below me and the sea flashing blue past the cliff and the balcony swinging down beneath my feet, and for one perfect roaring second I was actually flying, high and strong and steady, lifted by nothing but a beautiful woman calling my name like she’d never doubted I could.

It was the strongest lift I’d produced since the rescue. It was Muse fuel, undeniable, measurable, the exact thing I’d watched make Karras dent steel. Donna had not touched me. She’d called my name and believed it, and my body had made it true.

And I’d be lying, telling this honestly, if I left out the rest of what put the surge in me, because it wasn’t only her faith. It was the whole of her, leaning over that marble rail in the navy polka-dot swimsuit with the morning sun on her, the soft abundance of her straining the halter top as she leaned, the deep line of cleavage the lean pushed up, the platinum hair tied in a kerchief and a few loose strands stuck to her flushed throat, the wide flare of her hips, all of it, the most overwhelming thing I’d ever had pointed at me, and pointed at me specifically, out of a whole yard full of men. A man tells himself his power runs on his Muse’s pure belief because that’s the noble version, and the belief is real and it’s the larger part. But I was twenty-nine and starved and human, and the surge that took me thirty feet into the air came up out of a place where the faith and the wanting weren’t separate things at all, where being believed in by a woman who looked like that, who’d dressed like that and leaned over a rail to call my name like that, fed the same source, and I went up on all of it at once, the faith and the want braided into a single bright rush.

And then, because I was still me, because I had power and no control, I had absolutely no idea how to come down.

The surge that took me up had no off switch. I hung thirty feet over the flight yard, the grass a green table below me, the sea a blue blur past the cliff, the wind suddenly loud in my ears, and the joy curdled cold. I had gotten exactly what I wanted and had no idea how to put it down. I’d never been this high. I’d never even been close. And every instinct I had was the wrong instinct.

I tried to brake. The source poured instead, a fresh hard shove of lift that bobbed me higher, and the lift gauge man, far below, hollered “Reading’s hot!” in a voice that had finally found something to be interested in. I tried to drift back over the mats and a stray thought, don’t hit the tower, became the thing I steered toward, the way a bicycle goes wherever you stare, and the chrome tower swung at me fast enough that I felt the cable hum past my ear. I flinched away from it and overcorrected, hard, the way you wrench a wheel out of a skid, and the overcorrection threw me back the other way and tipped me, and the world rolled, the green table where the blue blur should be, and then I wasn’t flying at all, I was a man who had run out of up, and the down came for me all at once.

I dropped. Not a glide, a drop, the source guttering out under me like a flame in a draft, and the mats rushed up huge and pale and not nearly soft enough for the speed.

I heard Malloy bellow a single word. I heard Donna’s bright call shear up into a sharp little cry of pure fright, cut off. And then I hit the biggest mat shoulder-first and wrong, my arm folded under me, all that fall going into one bad point, and the foam caught most of it and threw the rest straight into my ribs, and something went with a flat wet crunch I felt more than heard, and the world whited out at the edges and rang like Karras’s steel plate, and I lay in the body-shaped dent I’d punched into the canvas with one arm pinned and my chest full of broken glass, trying to remember how a person did the breathing thing, while the whole yard’s worth of running footsteps converged on me through the ringing.

“Well,” Eddie said, jogging up with his satchel, dropping to his knees beside me, already pulling my whites aside to get at the ribs, “on the bright side, you got real high that time. That was your best lift. You want the good news or the bad news first?”

“Bad,” I wheezed.

“You cracked two ribs and you fly like a man being thrown out of a moving car.”

“Good?”

“A man being thrown out of a moving car is still, technically, airborne.” He laid his steady hands on my side, and the soft green light spread under his palms, warm and easing, and the white at the edges of the world pulled back, and the flat bad ache in my ribs began, impossibly, to knit. “Also you’re not dead, also a very pretty girl just screamed when you fell, which on this island is basically a marriage proposal, so all in all I’d call it a productive morning.”

I laughed, which hurt, which made me laugh more, which hurt more, and Eddie put a flat hand on my sternum, not roughly. “Stop laughing, you’ll undo my good work, and then I have to do it twice and you have to be alive for both, which is the worst.” He worked the green light along the line of the cracked ribs, slow and methodical, and talked the whole time, which I’d realized by now was how he kept a patient calm, by never once shutting up. “Okay. Two ribs, clean cracks, no float, lung’s fine, you’d know if it wasn’t because you’d be doing a very different kind of breathing. Hold still. This is the knitting part. It itches like the devil, everybody hates the knitting part, it’s the price of not spending six weeks taped up like a mummy. There. Feel that?”

I felt it. A deep, hot, crawling itch as the broken edges drew back together, miserable and miraculous at once.

“I hate the knitting part,” I said.

“Everybody hates the knitting part.” He sat back on his heels, satisfied, wiped his palms on his whites. “You’re going to be sore. No flying till tomorrow, doctor’s orders, and yes, before you ask, I am the doctor, I’m the only doctor who’ll have you.” He glanced up at the balcony, where Donna stood gripping the rail, and his nervous patter dropped for a second into something quieter and shrewder than people gave him credit for. “You know what just happened up there, right? You went up like a rocket the second she yelled. I’ve patched a lot of fliers, Jack. I’ve never seen the gauge spike like that off a man who couldn’t hold a hover an hour ago.” He looked back at me. “That’s not a girl with a crush cheering her fella. That’s fuel. That’s a Muse, whatever she’s telling everyone she’s training for. You felt it, didn’t you. The window opening.”

“I felt it,” I admitted.

“Yeah.” Eddie packed his satchel, mournful and amused at once. “Must be nice. The closest I get to a power boost is when somebody remembers my name.” He stood, and offered a hand, the steady one. “Come on. Clinic. You can be heroic again tomorrow.”

Over his shoulder I could see Donna at the rail with both hands pressed to her red mouth and her whole face stricken, and I lifted one hand off the mat and gave her a thumbs up to tell her I was alive, and she sagged against the marble with relief so total it was almost funny.

That was the moment I understood what she was to my power. Not vaguely. Specifically. She’d lifted me higher than I’d ever lifted myself, with a sentence, and the lift had been real and enormous and uncontrollable, and the uncontrollable part wasn’t her, the uncontrollable part was me, and somewhere in the bruised foggy relief of lying in that mat with Eddie’s light in my ribs, the two halves of my problem clicked together. I had a source now. I’d felt it. She was the source. What I didn’t have, what I was missing, was the aim.

Audrey found me an hour later in the clinic, where Eddie had sent me to rest the newly-knit ribs, and she was holding a film canister and a clipboard, and she didn’t ask how I was, which I appreciated, because everyone had been asking how I was and the honest answer was embarrassed.

“They film the flight drills,” she said, by way of hello, pulling a chair up to the little viewing machine on the clinic counter and threading the film with fast certain hands. “For instruction. I review them. It’s not my job, technically, but Captain Malloy stopped telling me to stop about a week ago, which I take as permission.” She got the film running, a flickering gray image of the flight yard, of a small distant me lifting off a chalk mark. “Watch your own morning with me. You’ll learn more in two minutes than in ten crashes, though I admit the crashes are more memorable.”

I watched myself fail, in gray and silver, on the little screen. The wobbling hover. The trickle of lift.

“There,” Audrey said, and stopped the film with a finger on a lever. On the screen, frozen, was the moment Donna had called out, though you couldn’t hear it, only see the small distant me suddenly transform, the wobble vanishing, the surge taking hold. Audrey tapped the glass. “Watch what you do here when Captain Malloy gives you a verbal command.” She ran it a few frames. “Nothing. You hear the command, you process it, you try to comply, there’s a lag, half a second, three-quarters. Your body argues with the instruction.” She rewound, found the other moment, ran it. “Now watch what you do when the applicant calls to you. No lag. None. The response is instantaneous. The command goes around your thinking entirely and straight into your output.” She sat back and looked at me through her glasses, gray-green and certain. “You don’t respond to instructions, Mr. Danner. You respond to belief. Verbal tactics arrive late and your body resists them. Emotional stimulus arrives instantly and your body obeys it before you’ve decided anything.” A small dry pause. “It’s a remarkable inefficiency. It’s also, I suspect, the most important fact about how you work, and nobody’s written it down, so I’m writing it down.”

I stared at the frozen frame of myself surging into the air on a single woman’s faith.

“That’s a problem,” I said slowly, “isn’t it. If I only respond to belief and not to instruction. Because belief gets me into the air. But it’s the instructions that would land me.”

Audrey’s hand paused on the projector knob. Then she rewound three frames, stopped it on the exact instant Donna’s shout hit me, and adjusted her glasses with one finger, suddenly sharper than she had been a second ago.

“Yes,” she said, quietly. “That’s exactly the problem. You have a source and no steering. The source makes you enormous and the lack of steering makes you a hazard, and the maddening part is that the two things you need come from opposite directions. One of them needs to make you stop thinking. The other needs to make you think faster than you can.” She pressed one fingertip to the projector frame, not moving it, not looking away from the frozen image, the small physical tell of a mind refusing to leave a hard problem alone. “You’ll need both. It’s an unusual requirement. Most heroes only need one.”

I watched her while she rewound a few frames to check herself, because she was the kind of person who checked herself, and I let myself notice, for one honest second, the things a man notices. The neat economy of her hands on the little machine. The pencil-skirt line of her where she sat angled on the clinic stool, the full curve of her crossed over itself, so at odds with the prim blouse and the glasses and the clipboard that the contrast hit louder than a whistle. The way her glasses had slipped a fraction down her nose while she concentrated, and the fact that she had not noticed yet. She was the photograph negative of Donna in every way, cool where Donna was warm, spare where Donna was abundant, and a man would have to be made of wood not to find the precision of her tempting. I made myself stop noticing, mostly.

“You like this,” I said. “Don’t you. The puzzle of it.”

She didn’t look up from the film. “I like things that work. You’re a thing that doesn’t work yet. That’s the most interesting kind of thing.” A beat, dry. “Don’t read poetry into it, Mr. Danner. Half the heroes I review think a woman with a clipboard is auditioning. I’m not auditioning. I’m cataloguing.” Then, smaller, almost to the machine, “You’re a good catalogue, though. I’ll give you that.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I said the true thing.

“Thank you,” I said. “Genuinely. Nobody’s been able to tell me why I work the way I work, and you just did it with a film canister in two minutes.”

“It’s what I’m good at.” She said it without vanity, a simple fact, the way I’d say I figure pretty well, and began rewinding the film with those fast certain hands. “Some people read people. I read systems. You happen to be an interesting system.” She glanced up, and for just a second the dryness softened into something almost warm. “Get the steering, Mr. Danner. You’ve clearly already found the source.” A beat, and the dryness came back like a door closing gently. “She was very loud. The whole island heard her find it for you.”

She gathered her film and her clipboard and left, neat and unhurried, and I sat alone in the clinic with my newly-knit ribs and turned over what she’d said, the source and the steering coming from opposite directions, and I did not see Donna standing in the clinic doorway until she spoke, and when she spoke her voice had the brittle brightness in it again, the one I was learning to dread.

“She’s good, isn’t she,” Donna said.

She’d changed out of the swimsuit into a sundress, and she had a covered plate in her hands, something she’d brought me, and the kindness of that and the hurt in her face were fighting on her features in a way that made my chest ache.

“Donna.”

“No, she is. I’m not being awful. She watched a film for two minutes and figured out something about you that matters, the kind of thing that’s going to keep you alive someday.” She came in and set the plate on the counter, a little too carefully. “And what did I do this morning? I yelled, and you flew so high you broke yourself. That’s me. That’s the whole of what I bring. I get you up in the air and I can’t get you down.” Her voice wobbled, and she steadied it with effort, her fingers fussing at her perfect hair. “She gets you down. She belongs next to you, Jack. The clever one, in the clinic, with the film. Not the one who screamed and made you crash.” A small terrible bright laugh. “Maybe Mr. Benton’s right and I should look for a house that won’t move.”

And there it was, the whole tangle of her laid bare, the sincere admiration for me snarled up with the oldest fear she had, that she was the ornament, the loud pretty thing that got men into trouble and clever women got them out, and that the morning had just proved it in front of the entire island.

I got up off the clinic bench, ribs and all, and I crossed to her, and I did not let her have the math.

“Come here,” I said, and took the covered plate out of her hands and set it down, and took her hands instead, both of them, warm and soft in mine. “I’m going to tell you what actually happened this morning, because you’ve got it backwards, and I’m not going to let you walk out of here believing the backwards version.”

She wouldn’t look at me. “Jack.”

“This morning,” I said, “I finally felt the place inside me where the power comes from. I’ve been reaching for it for a week. Malloy couldn’t show me where it was. Price couldn’t. The drills couldn’t. You stood at a rail in a polka-dot swimsuit and called my name and I found it in half a second, and I went thirty feet straight up on nothing but you believing I could.” I squeezed her hands until she looked at me. “Audrey can read the film. Audrey can tell me why I crash. And I’m grateful, and I’m going to need that, I’m not going to pretend I’m not. But Audrey did not get me off the ground, Donna. You did. The steering’s a skill I can learn. The source is a thing I only have because of you. You think you’re the loud part that gets a man into the air and can’t get him down.” I leaned in, close, my voice dropping. “Sweetheart, getting a man into the air is the part nobody else on this whole island could do for me. The landing’s just practice.”

She was crying now, quietly, her eyes gone glossy, and she was also, helplessly, starting to smile, the two things at once, the way I’d come to learn Donna did everything, brightness and ache braided together.

“You called me sweetheart,” she said, wetly.

“I did.”

“You meant it.”

“I did.”

“I brought you a sandwich,” she said, “because I felt guilty for breaking your ribs,” and then she laughed and wiped her eyes and laughed again, and I pulled her in carefully, mindful of the ribs, and she came, soft and warm and abundant against me, smelling of sun and salt and that warm sweet perfume, and we stood there in the clinic doorway not doing the thing the math would have predicted, while down the hall Eddie pretended very hard to be reorganizing a cabinet and was clearly, audibly, grinning.


Chapter 8: Secretary Games

The Wife wing let heroes observe its skills classes twice a week, and I went to all of them, partly because Malloy encouraged it and partly because Donna was in them and I had reached the point, about ten days in, where I arranged my whole week around the chance to watch Donna do anything at all.

It took me most of those ten days to stop being quietly bewildered by the Wife wing, because nothing in my old life had prepared me for an institution that was, simultaneously and without any sense of contradiction, a finishing school, a military academy, a beauty pageant, and a graduate program in tactics. I’d walk into a room expecting one thing and get four. A class would open with a posture-and-deportment drill that looked like a charm school, the applicants gliding across a marble floor with books on their heads, and then without a pause for breath the same instructor would wheel out a casualty dummy bleeding fake blood from a fake artery and start timing them on field triage. There was a class on flower arrangement that turned out to be a class on reading a room’s mood by who sat where. There was a class that was openly, unembarrassedly about how to walk into a mixer and be chosen, which they taught with the cold rigor of a sales seminar, and which I watched through a doorway with my mouth slightly open, because where I came from we had spent a great deal of money convincing ourselves that wanting to be chosen was a thing to be ashamed of, and here was a roomful of brilliant women treating it like artillery.

“Stop gawking,” Eddie told me once, finding me frozen in a hallway watching a deportment drill collide with a knife-wound demonstration. “You look like a man who walked into the wrong half of a wedding.”

“It’s a pageant and a war college,” I said. “At the same time. With the same people.”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Welcome to the Wife wing. The men train to be dangerous. The women train to be everything. It’s not a fair fight, when you think about it, which is why nobody thinks about it.” And he wandered off toward the mess, and I carried the thought with everything else, the slow accumulating understanding that the women on this island were not prizes waiting to be won but the most formidable people on it, training harder than the heroes, for stakes that were, if anything, higher.

The skills hall was a long bright room with a wall of tall windows letting in the sea light, and that particular morning it had been set up as a mock operations room, which meant a great map table in the center, a wall of little colored lights, a bank of radio handsets, and a stack of what the instructors called threat cards, which were exactly what they sounded like, cards that introduced complications into a staged rescue, a gas leak, a panicked crowd, a second gunman, a collapsing floor.

The exercise was simple to describe and brutal to do. An applicant sat at the map table with a radio and a clock, and somewhere on the far side of the building a hero, played by one of us, blundered through a staged rescue blind, hearing only her voice in his ear. The applicant’s job was to be his eyes and his judgment, to read the map and the clock and the threat cards the instructor dealt face up one by one, and to talk her hero through to the trapped civilian and back out clean before the clock ran down or the building, theoretically, came down on everyone.

This was a Secretary exercise to its bones: maps, timing, perception, precision. It was the smoke-maze drill with the lights turned up. And Donna had decided, with the whole stubborn force of her, that she was going to win it.

Audrey ran it first.

The instructors went in order of some list I couldn’t see, and Audrey’s name came up early, and she took her seat at the map table and adjusted her glasses and picked up the handset the way a pianist sits down at a piano they’ve played their whole life. They gave her Boyd as her blind hero, the big strength Specialist, blindfolded and stumbling somewhere in the back halls, and I watched her run him, and it was the smoke maze all over again, except worse, because this time I could see the cards.

The instructor dealt the gas-leak card. Audrey had already rerouted Boyd around that wing before the card finished sliding across the felt, because she’d read the map’s ventilation marks at the start and flagged the room as a risk in her head and simply kept it flagged, the way you keep your keys in the same pocket. The panic-route card came down and she’d already accounted for it, sending Boyd against the flow before the flow existed, “hold at the stair, count three, let the crowd clear left, now move,” and a third card came, a second-gunman complication that the instructor clearly enjoyed dealing, and Audrey paused for exactly one second, the only second she spent all drill, and then folded it in too, splitting Boyd’s route, talking him to cover, bringing him out the long safe way with the civilian over his shoulder and eleven seconds still on the clock.

She did it without raising her voice once. She did it without a single wasted word. And she did it, I noticed, without any warmth at all, not coldly, just efficiently, the way you’d expect a very good machine to do it, and Boyd came out blinking and impressed and a little in love, the way men got with a Muse, except this wasn’t a Muse, this was the cool clean opposite, a woman who’d steered a blindfolded giant through a burning building like she was reading him a recipe.

The instructors made small approving marks. Somebody murmured that Bell was going to have her pick of placements. And across the hall, Donna watched Audrey’s clean little victory with her chin up and her bright smile fixed and her knuckles white on the back of a chair, and I watched her watch it, and I knew, before she ever sat down at that table, that she was about to walk onto the exact field where she was weakest because the woman she was most afraid of had just owned it in front of the room.

I played her hero.

They put me in the back of the building with a radio handset and a blindfold, which was the academy’s elegant way of forcing me to trust the voice and only the voice, and I stood in the dark with Donna’s bright breathy warmth coming through the little speaker against my ear, and I will tell you that I would have followed that voice off the cliff, which was, it turned out, more or less the problem.

Because Donna did not talk like Audrey talked. Audrey, on the radio, was an air traffic controller, flat and three seconds ahead, second left not first, civilian behind the blue door, stop, count two, now. Donna was a cheerleader and a girlfriend and a woman who wanted, desperately, visibly, even through a radio, to be seen as clever, and so she over-talked. She narrated. She encouraged. “Okay, okay, you’re doing wonderfully, Jack, just go straight ahead, no, your other straight ahead, that’s it, you’re so good at this,” and it was warm and it was lovely and it made me feel ten feet tall and it was, tactically, a disaster.

In the middle of the disaster, she did the one thing no red card could measure.

Halfway through, blindfolded in the dark with my hands out, I lost my nerve. It wasn’t part of the exercise. There was a moment, real and stupid, where the dark and the disorientation and the week of crashing all caught up with me at once, and I stopped, genuinely rattled, my breath going short, my confidence guttering like the lift had guttered over the flight yard. I didn’t say a word. I just stopped moving, and my breathing changed, that was all, a small private faltering that no instrument could have caught through a radio.

And Donna caught it.

Her voice changed before I’d said anything, before I’d done anything but breathe wrong. The bright over-talking dropped away and her voice came low and warm and certain into my ear, “Hey. Hey, I’ve got you, Jack. You’re not lost, I can see exactly where you are, I’m right here, just give me your hand and I’ll walk you,” and something in my chest unkinked, the short breath came back deep, and I went forward into the dark steady again, on nothing but the sound of a woman deciding, from across a building, that I was going to be all right. She’d felt my nerve break through a radio and mended it without being told and without knowing she’d done it, and then, two seconds later, she missed the gas-leak card, because all that exquisite attention was pointed at me and not at the map.

She missed the gas-leak card. The instructor dealt it face up onto the map, a red card, and Donna was so busy telling me I was doing wonderfully that she didn’t fold it into her routing for a full fifteen seconds, by which point, in the fiction of the exercise, I’d walked my blindfolded self straight through a room that was filling with gas while she cheered.

And she missed the panic-route card. The instructor dealt a second complication, a crowd of fleeing civilians that would, on a real call, come pouring down the exact corridor she was sending me toward, and she didn’t account for it, didn’t reroute me, didn’t even seem to see it, because her warm bright attention was fixed entirely on me, on getting her hero to feel capable, and not on the cold geometry of the map where the complications lived.

I came out of that exercise on the clock, technically, but only because I’d cheated by being a real person who could feel a wall coming. On the scoring, Donna had walked me through a gas room and into a stampede, and she knew it, and when they took the blindfold off me and I came back into the skills hall, she was standing at the map table with her bright face cracking around the edges, looking down at the two red cards she’d missed like they’d betrayed her personally.

Audrey Bell didn’t gloat. She’d had every opening. She’d run the same drill flawlessly ten minutes earlier in front of the same instructors, and now her chief competition for the Secretary lane had walked a hero through a gas leak, and a smaller woman, a meaner one, would have let the room do the damage for her. Audrey didn’t. She gathered her notes, and on her way out she paused at the map table just long enough to set one of the missed red cards square in its place and say, not unkindly, not warmly either, just exactly, “The ventilation marks are easy to miss. They’re printed too small. I’ve told them to fix the cards.” And then she left, handing Donna a true reason that wasn’t pity and getting out of the room before Donna had to thank her for it.

It didn’t help. It might even have made it worse, because there’s a particular sting in being shown a kindness by the person who just beat you, and Donna stood there with the small mercy of it in one hand and the two red cards in the other while every instructor’s pen stayed politely busy.

“I had it,” she said, to no one, to the cards. “I had it and I talked too much and I missed them. They were right there. Audrey would have seen them in the first ten seconds.” She laughed, that brittle laugh I’d come to hate, and reached for the joke before anyone could beat her to it, the Eddie reflex, get there first so it hurts less. “Well, that’s me. I’d cheer a man straight into a fire. ‘You’re doing wonderful, Jack, you’re so brave,’ and meanwhile he’s on fire. Maybe that’s my specialization. Encouraging arson.”

“Don’t,” I said.

It came out sharper than I meant, and the whole table looked at me, and Donna’s eyes came up, surprised.

“Don’t do that,” I said, gentler. “Don’t make the joke. I’ve watched you make the joke about yourself four times now and I’m done letting it go by.” I came around the map table to her. “You want to know what you actually did just now? You missed two tactical cards because you spent the whole exercise reading me instead of the map. And I’ll grant you, for this drill, that’s the wrong thing to read. This drill wanted the map.” I picked up one of the red cards, the panic-route, and set it back down. “But here’s what nobody at this table is saying. While you were missing the gas card, you knew, somehow, the exact second I started to lose my nerve in there. You don’t remember doing it. But you changed your voice. Right when I got scared in the dark, before I said a word, your voice went lower and warmer and you said ‘I’ve got you,’ and I steadied. You felt me lose it through a radio, blind, and you fixed it without being told, and not one person in this room can do that, including the woman who would’ve seen both cards.”

Donna stared at me. “I don’t, I didn’t even know I was doing it.”

“I know you didn’t even. That’s the point. The cards are a skill you have to think about. Reading a frightened man through a wall is a thing you do without thinking, because it’s what you are.” I looked around the table at the instructors. “What do you call that? When the applicant doesn’t track the map but tracks the hero. When she can’t see the gas leak but she can feel the man’s nerve breaking from across a building. What’s the word for that.”

One of the instructors, an older woman with a kind shrewd face, said, quietly, “We call that a Muse, Mr. Danner.”

The word dropped into the room and sat there. And Donna flinched from it, actually flinched, the way you’d flinch from a hand raised too fast, and I understood that to her, right then, Muse was not a compliment. Muse was the consolation prize. Muse was the pretty cheerleader. Muse was the door-holder, the ornament, the loud thing that got men into the air and couldn’t get them down, everything her mother had warned her she’d be reduced to, handed back to her with a label.

“I don’t want to be a Muse,” Donna said, very low, and there was something raw under it. “Everyone always wants me to be the Muse. The pretty one who cheers. I want to be the one who’s good at the hard thing. Just once. I want someone to write down that I was good at the hard thing.” And she gathered up her dignity and her bright armor and walked out of the skills hall with her chin up and her platinum waves perfect and her whole abundant glamorous self moving like a woman who would not, would not, cry in front of the map table.

I started after her. A small firm hand caught my sleeve.

“Let her go a minute,” said the woman who’d caught it.

She was petite, a full head shorter than me, with honey-brown curls pinned up with a bit of stage flair and green eyes that were watching the door Donna had gone through with real concern. She had a singer’s poise, a way of holding herself like a small bright lamp, and a chest and frame as slight as Donna’s were abundant, which on this island of careful arithmetic made her another kind of woman entirely.

“Mabel Crane,” she said. “I’m a Muse applicant. The real kind, not the kind Donna’s afraid of being.” She let go of my sleeve. “Go after her in a minute, she’ll want you to, she just doesn’t want you to see her cry, there’s a difference and a man who can’t tell the difference shouldn’t chase a woman out a door. But first let me tell you something, because you clearly don’t know it and you’re about to spend a lot of effort on this girl.”

“All right.”

“Donna thinks Muse is the booby prize.” Mabel said it plainly, without heat, a woman stating a thing she’d had to make peace with herself. “Most of the wing thinks it. They think Secretary’s the smart lane and Housewife’s the strong lane and Muse is the pretty girl who claps. And it makes me want to scream, because it’s exactly backwards.” She nodded at the map table, at the red cards. “A Secretary can run that drill perfectly and it does nothing if the hero on the other end has already quit. You can route a man around a gas leak all day long, but if his nerve’s gone, if he doesn’t believe he can lift the beam off the kid, your perfect map is a map to a man standing still. A Muse is the only one who can reach into a hero who’s decided to fail and change his mind.” Her green eyes came back to me, sharp under the stage-bright surface. “I watched her change your mind through a radio just now without trying. That’s not the booby prize, Mr. Danner. That’s the rarest thing in this building. She’s just been told her whole life it’s the cheap thing, so she’s running from the only thing she’s great at, straight into the arms of the one thing she’s only good at.”

“You want to know the dirty secret of the whole wing?” Mabel went on, warming to it, her green eyes flashing. “They rank us. Nobody says it out loud, but everybody knows the order. Secretary’s the prestige lane, the clever lane, the one the panels respect. Housewife’s the solid lane, the dependable one, a girl’s people are proud if she makes Housewife. And Muse is the lane they put the pretty ones in when they can’t do the other two, that’s the story, Muse is where you land when you’ve got nothing but a face and a warm way about you.” She shook her head, the honey curls bouncing. “And it’s exactly backwards, and I’ve made my peace with knowing it’ll stay backwards, because the men who matter learn it the way you’re learning it, in a flight yard, when a girl yells and the gauge spikes off the top of the glass. A Secretary makes a hero efficient. A Housewife makes him last. But a Muse makes him reach past the edge of himself, and there is no edge-of-himself for the other two to make efficient or make last if nobody gets him there first.” She poked me in the chest, surprisingly hard for a small woman. “I had a hero last year, a trial pairing, energy thrower, talented, terrified of his own ceiling, would not throw past half-strength because he’d hurt a man once overreaching. I stood at his station for ten minutes and I didn’t coach him and I didn’t dazzle him, I just made him believe the ceiling was a door, and he threw harder than he’d thrown in two years and laughed like a boy. They gave the trial marks to the Secretary who routed him. Nobody wrote down what I did. That’s Muse work. You do the rarest thing in the building and the building hands the credit to the clipboard.” She shrugged, the bitterness worn smooth by long acquaintance. “So no, I’m not going to let Donna run from it into a lane she’s only good at. Somebody fed me that lie for a year before I clawed out of it. I won’t watch her swallow it too.”

I looked at this small fierce woman who’d had every reason to be Donna’s rival, two Muse applicants competing for a scarce pool of heroes, and who was instead standing here defending Donna’s gift to the man Donna wanted, and I thought again that the world I’d fallen into kept being more generous than I had any right to expect.

“Why are you telling me this?” I said. “You’re a Muse applicant too. She’s your competition.”

Mabel smiled, and it was a real one, a little sad at the edges. “Because there are eight heroes and thirty-some of us, Mr. Danner, and I’m not fool enough to think I can make a man want me by letting another woman drown. That’s not how it works for the good ones.” She tipped her head toward the door. “And because she’s wrong about herself in a way that’s going to cost her the placement she actually deserves if nobody fixes it, and you’re the only person on this island she’ll believe, because you’re the only one who looks at her and isn’t already doing the math.” A beat. “Go on. It’s been a minute. She’ll be on the seaward terrace, pretending to look at the ocean. Tell her what I told you. She won’t believe it from me. Maybe she’ll believe it from you.”

I found Donna on the seaward terrace, pretending to look at the ocean.

She heard me coming and didn’t turn, and she said, to the water, in a voice scrubbed determinedly clean of any crying that may or may not have just occurred, “If you’ve come to tell me I’m a wonderful Muse, you can save it, I’ve heard the speech, my whole life is the speech.”

“I came to tell you that you walked me through a gas leak,” I said, leaning on the rail beside her, “and that it was the most reassuring trip through a gas leak I’ve ever had, and that I’d do it again.”

That got her. A small wet startled laugh, surprised out of her against her will.

“That’s not a compliment, Jack.”

“It’s the truest thing I’ve got. I felt safe the whole time you were killing me.” I looked out at the water with her. “Mabel Crane just spent five minutes telling me that you’re running from the one thing you’re great at because the world taught you it was the cheap thing. And I think she’s right, and I think you’re going to keep walking heroes into gas leaks until you stop trying to be Audrey and start being the thing only you can be.” I turned to face her. “But I’m not going to keep arguing you out of it, because you’ve decided I’m biased, and you’re right, I am. So I’m going to ask you a question instead, and I want the true answer, not the bright one.”

She turned, finally, and looked at me, her eyes still a little red, the red mouth pressed careful. “All right.”

“When I was up in the flight yard the other morning,” I said, “and I went too high, and I started to come down wrong, and I was thirty feet up and scared. What did you feel? Right then. Before I hit the mat.”

She went still. And the bright armor she wore came off, just slid off, because it was a question about feeling, and feeling was the one place Donna never had to perform, the one place she was simply, effortlessly, completely real.

“I felt it the second before it happened,” she said, quietly. “Before you started to fall. I felt your, I don’t know what to call it, your nerve, the thing that was holding you up, I felt it kink, like a hose with a knot in it, and I knew you were going to come down wrong about a half a beat before you did, and I wanted to be a bird, I wanted to be a thing that could fly out there and put my hands under you, and I couldn’t, so I just held the rail and I screamed your name because it was the only thing I had, and it was useless.” Her voice caught. “It was useless, Jack. I felt exactly what was wrong and I couldn’t do a single thing about it.”

I let the silence hold a second, so she’d hear what she’d just said.

“You felt my nerve kink from forty feet away through open air,” I said softly, “a half-second before my body did. You read a thing about my power that Audrey needed a film canister and two minutes to find. And you think the problem is that you couldn’t fly.” I shook my head. “Donna. The flying I can learn. There’s a whole yard full of mats and a man with a whistle teaching it. Feeling a man’s nerve kink before he knows it himself, from across a flight yard, with no instruments and no training, because you’re tuned to him like a string.” I held her eyes. “Nobody teaches that. There’s no mat for it. You either are that, or you aren’t, and you are, and it’s not the cheap thing, it’s the thing the whole rest of it is useless without.”

She was crying again, but it had changed, it wasn’t the brittle defeated crying from the map table, it was something rawer and more frightened, the crying of a person being shown a door they’ve spent their whole life refusing to look at because they were so sure it led somewhere humiliating.

“I’m scared of it,” she whispered. “That’s the truth. I’m scared that if I let myself be the Muse, I’m just admitting they were all right, that I was only ever good for the pretty feeling part, and that everyone’s been waiting for me to stop pretending I had a brain and just stand there and glow.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know. That’s exactly the fear. I’ve had the office-worker version of it my whole life.” I reached out and smoothed the loose hair back from her cheek, steadying her the way she usually steadied herself. “I figured this out about an hour too late to use it. The fear that you’re only good for one thing, and the fact that you’re great at that thing, are not the same fact. You can be terrified you’re only the glow, and still be the best glow anyone ever stood next to, and the second one doesn’t prove the first one. You can be the Muse and not be small.”

She didn’t say anything. But she leaned in, and put her forehead against my chest, careful of my ribs, and I held her there on the seaward terrace with the wind off the water moving her platinum hair, and I felt something in her that had been clenched for as long as mine had begin, very slightly, to ease, and I knew she wasn’t all the way there, knew this was the first crack and not the whole break, knew I’d have to say versions of this to her more than once before she believed it in her bones. But it was a crack. The flag on the Secretary hill had shifted in the ground.

We didn’t get to stay in it, because that’s when the sound came from the sparring yard below the terrace, a hard meaty thud and a cry and then a sudden frightened silence, and we both leaned over the rail to see.

Down in the yard, Wayne stood over a sparring partner, a smaller energy Specialist named Doyle, who was on his hands and knees on the mat, gray-faced, swaying, emptied so completely his arms seemed to have forgotten why they were holding him up. I’d seen Wayne drain a dummy and a fern in the demonstration yard. Watching him do it to a man was a different thing entirely. Doyle had the color of old dishwater. His hands trembled on the mat. His head hung like it weighed too much for his neck, and there was a terrible passive confusion on his face, as if something had been taken from him before he knew he could lose it, and he understood only that the morning had turned heavy and gray. A drill that should have left him winded had left him hollowed.

Wayne, by contrast, stood straight and bright and rested, and for one long second before he remembered himself, satisfaction moved across his face, quiet and private. He had taken more than the drill called for, and the having pleased him. He looked, I realized, the way I’d felt after Donna cheered me into the air. Fed. Lifted. Larger. Except I’d been made larger by a woman choosing to pour something into me, and afterward there’d been more warmth in the world, not less, and Wayne had been made larger by reaching into another man and pulling something out, and the man it came out of was on his knees turning gray.

Then he remembered himself, and the polish came down, and he crouched at once to Doyle’s side, all concern. “Easy, easy, I had the timing off, that’s on me, breathe, get the man some water,” loud enough to carry, the apology arriving exactly large enough to be respectable and not one ounce larger, and an instructor came hurrying, and Doyle was helped off the mat gray and shaking, and Wayne stood and smoothed his uniform and accepted the murmured it happens, control’s hard with a modest dip of his head.

But I’d seen the half-second before the polish. And Donna had too, I felt her go still beside me at the rail.

“He took more than he needed,” she said, low, watching Wayne dust himself off down in the bright yard. “Didn’t he. You could see it. The man on the floor didn’t make a mistake. Wayne just, took a little extra, because he could, and liked it.” She shivered, and pressed closer against me, and her bright warmth had gone wary. “He’s the opposite of you, isn’t he. You crash because you give too much. He never crashes because he takes.” She looked up at me, her gaze suddenly very clear and very serious. “Promise me you’ll keep crashing, Jack. Promise me you stay the kind that gives too much. I think the other kind is how a man ends up like that, standing over somebody on a mat, glad.”

I looked down at Wayne, who chose that exact moment to glance up at the terrace and find the two of us at the rail, Donna pressed against my side, and his face did the thing it did, the smile sliding into place a beat late, polished and aimed up at us like a card laid down, and I felt the cold of it even from forty feet.

“I promise,” I told her, and meant it, on the terrace in the sun with her wary and warm against me, and Wayne smiling up at us a beat too late, and the gray emptied man being walked off the mat below.

We found Eddie in the academy diner that night, wedged into the end booth under a chrome wall fan with a green-glass bottle of ginger phosphate sweating between his hands and a plate of fries going cold in front of him.

The diner was the one place on the island that tried hardest to pretend it was not an academy facility. Red vinyl booths, black-and-white floor, a jukebox with brass trim, a counter where hero recruits and wife applicants negotiated milkshakes with the seriousness of diplomats. The whole room hummed with post-drill chatter, but Eddie looked like he’d carried a piece of the clinic into the booth with him.

“Doyle?” I asked, sliding in across from him. Donna sat beside me, close enough that her knee pressed mine under the table.

Eddie turned the bottle in his hands. “Came back around after about an hour. Sort of. Not injured, that’s the maddening part. Nothing torn or broken. Just emptied.” He grimaced, searching for the least awful way to say it. “Like a battery. Gray and slow and confused, sitting on a clinic table not quite able to say what was wrong because nothing was wrong exactly. There was simply less of him than there’d been this morning.”

Donna’s hand tightened on my knee.

“Could you heal it?” I asked.

Eddie shook his head. “Healing knits flesh. This wasn’t flesh. It was the other thing. Vitality. Spark. Whatever word Doctor Price uses when she’s being precise and I haven’t slept.” He swallowed. “I can’t fix it. That’s the part that gets me. I can fix a gunshot, I can fix a fall, I can fix most of what one man does to another. But what Wayne does, there’s nothing to knit. He just takes, and you wait for it to come back, and it always comes back a little slower than the time before.” He looked up at us, troubled and young and very sure. “Doyle’s been drained by him three times this term. I don’t think Doyle knows it’s adding up. I think Wayne knows.”

The jukebox clicked over to something bright and brassy. A waitress laughed at the counter. The whole diner kept being warm and clean and cheerful around the cold thing Eddie had just set on the table.

Donna slid her untouched cherry soda toward Eddie. “Drink this too,” she said, gentle and bossy at once. “If you can’t fix it, you can at least stop looking like you forgot how to be alive yourself.”

Eddie took the soda because Donna Fairchild handing you a soda had the force of weather. “Yes, ma’am.”

I looked through the diner window toward the dark training yard beyond the lamps, where Wayne had walked away rested and bright, and I thought about Donna’s promise at the rail. Stay the kind that gives too much. I put a hand over hers under the table.

“We’ll remember,” I said.

Eddie nodded once, then took a noisy pull from the straw and looked slightly embarrassed by how much he needed the sugar. The room went on humming. The three of us sat in the red booth with the knowledge of Wayne’s appetite between us, no longer something I could dismiss as a bad impression, but a fact we’d heard the same day, under warm diner lights, while the island pretended everything dangerous stayed out in the yards.


Chapter 9: The First Spark

The energy range was a long bunker of poured concrete and chrome built into the cliff side, with a row of stalls facing downrange toward steel targets and instrument banks, and it smelled of hot metal and machine oil and the faint scorched-dust smell that the energy throwers left behind when they worked. Dr. Lillian Price ran it two mornings a week with the same clinical calm she’d measured me with on the mainland, and on this particular morning she had decided it was time to find out whether the Universal could make light.

“Strength you have,” she said, settling me into a stall with a target downrange and a recording instrument humming beside us. “Flight you have, after a fashion. Durability, clearly, or Mr. Pruitt would be busier than he is. Energy projection is the facet you haven’t surfaced, and a Universal who can’t project is fighting with one hand. So. We’ll try to find it.” She set a gloved hand on the instrument. “Hold your hand toward the target. Find the place the lift comes from, the source, and instead of pushing yourself up, push outward, through the palm. Think of it as the same water through a different pipe.”

I held my hand toward the steel target. I found the source, or the edge of it, the window-place inside my chest. I thought push, outward, through the palm, the same water through a different pipe.

Nothing happened.

“Try again,” Price said, unbothered, making a note. “Don’t strain. Straining closes it. We learned that on the mainland.”

I tried again, not straining, breathing, reaching for the source the way I’d reached for it in the flight yard. And again nothing came, no light, no flare, not so much as a warm tingle in the palm, and I stood there in the stall with my hand out toward a steel target feeling exactly as I’d felt in Price’s calm room on the mainland, full of something I could not get out of myself on command.

We did it for an hour. Price tried everything in her clinical arsenal, and her arsenal was considerable, because the energy range was where the bright atompunk science side of this world showed its hand. She had a machine the size of a wardrobe that she called the resonance bank, all brass dials and a glass faceplate with a needle that swept when I reached for the source, and she’d watch the needle the way a doctor watches a pulse. She had a rack of “primers,” little charged rods that hummed when you held them, meant to coax a stubborn facet awake. She had a metronome of polished chrome that she set ticking to pace my breathing, and a set of cards with shapes on them she had me picture, and a warm-up protocol where I opened the strength facet first to “prime the channel.”

I crushed a ball bearing flat to prove the strength was right there. I held the humming primer until my arm tingled. I breathed on the beat of the chrome metronome until I was lightheaded. I pictured the shapes. I reached for the source the careful crack of an inch she kept asking for.

And then I pointed my hand downrange and produced, for all my effort, the energy output of a man waving at a target.

“Again,” Price said, after the ninth try, unbothered, the needle on her brass machine twitching and settling. “You’re not failing, Mr. Danner, which I realize is hard to believe with a cold target downrange. You’re spiking and stalling. The source wakes, the channel opens to the threshold, and then it shuts like a valve against pressure. I have measured a great many heroes and I have never measured a man whose power so plainly does not want to be told what to do.” A pause, dry as Audrey. “It’s almost insubordinate. I mean that as a compliment to neither of us.”

“Maybe it’s shy,” I said, shaking out my dead arm.

“Maybe it is.” She didn’t smile, but the needle-watching stillness of her warmed a degree. “Shy power is a thing, you know. More common than the films would have you believe. A facet that only surfaces under the right conditions, and refuses every condition but those. The trick with shy power is not to corner it. The trick is to find the one thing it trusts, and bring that into the room.” She made a final note and capped her pen. “The strength facet trusts physical demand. The flight facet, by all reports, trusts being believed in loudly. The energy facet trusts nothing I own.” She looked at the cold target, then at me. “Which means the thing it trusts is not in this room. We’ll stop before we sour you on it.”

That was when Donna came in.

She came in late, and she came in wrong, and I knew it before she’d crossed half the bunker, because I’d gotten good at reading her the way she was good at reading me, and everything about her was off. She was overdressed for the energy range, almost defiantly so, in a red dress, a sweetheart cocktail dress cut to do damage, and it did. It hugged her narrow middle and flared over the round swing of her hips, and the sweetheart neckline lifted her heavy breasts into a deep shadowed line of red-on-red cleavage that the dress strained to hold and didn’t entirely manage, the fabric pulling tight with every breath. The kind of dress you put on when you need the world to look at you and you’ve decided to make the looking your weapon instead of your wound.

My mouth went dry at the sight of her even through the misery I could read all over her, which tells you something about the specific power of Donna Fairchild, that a man could clock her ruined careful armor and still lose a full second to the way the red pulled across her chest. Her platinum waves were set perfect, her red lipstick freshly painted, her bright smile nailed on a half inch too hard, and there were two faint tracks through the powder under her eyes that she’d tried to repair and not quite managed, the small honest failure under all the careful armor.

“There you are,” she said, too bright, arriving at the stall in a drift of warm perfume and visible misery. “I heard you were trying to make sparks. I came to watch. I won’t be in the way, I’ll just stand here and look decorative, that’s the one thing I’m reliably qualified for.”

“Donna.” I looked at the dress, at the perfect armor of her, at the tracks she’d missed under her eyes. “What happened.”

“Nothing happened,” she said, with a brightness that cracked straight down the middle. “I had my Secretary placement interview this morning. The formal one. With the panel.” She lifted her chin. “I wore the red because Mama always said wear red when you need to be brave. And I sat down across from three instructors and a clock, and they gave me a routing problem, a real one, and I, I had it, Jack, I almost had it, and then I tried to be clever about the timing and I, I talked myself out of the right answer into a wrong one because the wrong one sounded smarter, and one of them, very kindly, oh so kindly, said, ‘Miss Fairchild, you have wonderful instincts, you simply talk past them.’” Her voice was climbing. “Wonderful instincts. Do you know what that means, when a Secretary panel tells you that? It means no. It means pretty girl, go be a Muse. It means know which one you are, just like Mama said.” The bright smile was gone now, the red dress and the red mouth and her eyes glossy and furious. “So I came down here to watch the man I, to watch you make sparks, because at least one of us should be able to do the thing they’re supposed to do. Don’t mind me. I’ll glow in the corner.”

Dr. Price, watching with her usual still attention, quietly began packing her instruments, the way a tactful person clears a room without seeming to.

And I stood there in the stall with my hand still half-raised toward a steel target that I could not make spark, and I looked at Donna in her brave red dress with her brave ruined face, and the two problems in front of me, the energy I couldn’t summon and the woman I couldn’t console, resolved all at once into a single shape, and I understood what Price had meant. The key wasn’t in this room. The key had just walked into it in a red dress.

“Stay,” I said. “Don’t go to the corner. Come here. Right here, where I can see you.”

She blinked. “Jack, I’m not, I can’t help you make sparks, I can’t even start to.”

“Donna.” I put it gently, but I put it firm, because I’d learned that with Donna the firm part was the part she leaned on. “Come stand right here, in front of me, where I can see your face, and I want you to do one thing. I don’t want you to cheer me. I don’t want you to be clever. I don’t want you to route anything. I want you to look at me, and tell me, out loud, what you believe I can do. Not what Doctor Price’s manual says. Not what the instruments say. What you, Donna Fairchild, with your wonderful instincts that the panel was too stupid to want, believe is inside me.” I held her eyes. “You felt my nerve kink from across a flight yard. You can feel the source in me better than the instruments can. So feel it now, and tell me what’s there.”

She came. Slowly, uncertainly, the red dress moving with her, and she came to stand close in front of me, close enough that the warm sweet perfume of her was the whole air I breathed, and Dr. Price had gone very quiet by the door, instruments in hand, watching, not leaving after all.

Donna looked at me. And the bright performing armor came off her face, the way it always did when she stopped trying to be clever and let herself simply be tuned to me, and her gaze went soft and certain, and she found the thing in me she could feel and could not name and tried at last to name it.

“I think,” she said, low, “that you’re carrying something so big you’re scared of it. I think that’s the whole truth of you, Jack. I think there’s a power in you like a sun behind a door, and you keep the door shut because the one time it opened all the way you flew two people over a street and almost killed them both, and ever since you’ve been afraid that if you really let it out, you’ll hurt somebody.” Her voice was steady now, and quiet, and absolutely sure. “And I think the reason it won’t come out for the doctor’s instruments is that the instruments are asking you to open the door a careful crack, and your power doesn’t do careful cracks, it does suns. It’s an all-or-nothing thing, your power, like you. So stop asking it for a crack.” She lifted her chin and her gaze burned into me. “I’ve seen what’s behind that door, Jack. I’m not scared of it. Open it. Show me the sun. I’m standing right here and I’m not going anywhere and I will not let you hurt me. Open the door.”

The valve at the threshold blew.

I felt it go, the held thing inside my chest, the window-place, except it wasn’t a window this time, it was a door, her word, the sun behind it, and her standing in front of me telling me she’d seen it and wasn’t afraid. For an hour I’d been asking the source to crack open an inch and it had refused, because, she was right, it didn’t do inches, it did suns. So I stopped asking it for an inch. I held her warm certain eyes and I let the door swing, and the source poured out of me the way it had over the jewelry store, all at once, except this time there was no terror in it and no falling woman, just a steady golden pressure rising up my arm and out through my open palm, warm as the light under the arch, and I raised my hand toward the downrange target without taking my eyes off her face, and a flare of blue-gold light bloomed out of my palm.

It was small. Not Karras’s white-blue bolt denting steel. A soft, swelling sphere of blue-gold hovered just off my open palm, warm, humming faintly, throwing its color across Donna’s stunned upturned face, and it was the first energy I had ever produced in my life on purpose. It had come the instant she told me she’d seen the sun and wasn’t afraid.

I looked at it. After days of crashing into mats and an hour of waving at a cold target, I, Jack Danner, had a handful of light, and the wonder of it filled my chest so full I thought it might come out as the light too. Behind me Price’s brass machine had gone wild, the needle pinned and a soft bell chiming somewhere in its works, and I could hear her breathing change, the clinical calm cracking at last into something like awe. The little sun off my palm pulsed in time with my own heartbeat, brighter when I looked at Donna, dimmer when I looked at the steel, and I understood that even now, even in the first flare I’d ever made, the power was telling me the same thing it had been trying to tell me all week, the same thing the flight yard had said: it ran on her, not on the target.

“Oh,” Donna breathed, the light blue-gold on her red lips, on her platinum hair. “Oh, Jack. Look at it. Look what you did.”

“Mr. Danner,” Dr. Price said, very quietly, from the door, and I heard the instrument in her hand humming as it recorded, “do not stop.”

I didn’t. I held the blue-gold light off my palm, warm and alive, and Donna stood bathed in it with her ruined brave face turned up in pure wonder, and for ten whole seconds I was a man who could make light.

Then Malloy came in.

He came in the way Malloy came into everything, brisk and physical, and he took one look at the blue-gold flare off my palm and the recording instrument and Price’s still attention, and his instinct, a good instinct, a trainer’s instinct, was to seize the teachable moment and push it tactical, to turn the flare into a drill, to make me aim.

“There it is,” he said, crossing fast. “Good. Now hold it and put it on the center target, downrange, on my mark. Square your stance. Lead with the heel of the hand. Three. Two.”

And the light died.

It went out the instant he made it a tactic, the instant the door turned from her face to a target and a count and a heel of the hand, the same way my flight had stalled against verbal commands, the same lag, the same argument between my body and the instruction, and the apple of blue-gold guttered and shrank and winked out, and my palm was just a palm again, and the bunker went back to its ordinary chrome and shadow.

I made a sound of pure frustration, low in my throat, and reached for it again, on purpose, hard, the way you grab for a dropped thing before it hits the floor, and got nothing, because grabbing was straining and straining closed it, and I knew that, I’d known it for an hour, and knowing it didn’t help. I’d had it. For ten seconds I’d held the thing I’d been failing to produce all week, and a single tactical count had snuffed it like a thumb on a candle. The unfairness of it was almost funny. The strongest energy on the island wouldn’t fire on command from a decorated captain, and fired itself happily the second a heartbroken woman in a red dress told me she’d seen my sun.

“It’s gone,” I said, flexing my dead hand. “I can’t get it back by trying. The harder I try the deader it gets.”

“I noticed,” Malloy said, dry, but he was looking at the cold target and then at Donna and then at the recording instrument with the expression of a man revising a long-held opinion in real time.

Malloy stopped. Looked at my empty hand. Looked at Donna. Looked at Price.

“It was emotionally keyed,” Price said, into the silence, with the quiet satisfaction of a scientist whose stubborn result has just confessed. “Completely. It came online the moment Miss Fairchild told him what she believed he could do, and it went offline the moment you made it tactical, Captain. The same signature as the flight.” She lowered her instrument and looked at me, and there was real wonder under the clinical calm now. “Mr. Danner, your energy facet does not respond to instruction. It responds to being believed in. Specifically, it appears, by her.” Her dark blue eyes moved to Donna, and there was a new and serious respect in them. “Miss Fairchild. The Secretary panel was wrong about your placement, and I will say so to anyone who asks. You just keyed an energy facet in a Universal that an hour of my best technique could not touch.” A pause. “That is not a Secretary’s gift. That is a Muse’s, and an unusually strong one. I’d reconsider your lane, if I were you. The instruments don’t lie, and the instruments just learned your name.”

Donna stood in the stall in her red dress with the blue-gold ghost-light fading off the chrome and stared at Dr. Price like the woman had spoken a foreign language. “Reconsider my,” she said faintly. “You’re, you’re telling me to leave the Secretary track. After I just, this morning a panel told me I had wonderful instincts, which is the kindest way anyone’s ever said no to me, and now you’re saying.”

“I’m saying the panel measured you against the wrong instrument,” Price said, each word flat, exact, and more merciful because she refused to soften it. “A Secretary panel tests routing and timing and perception, and you are competent at those and not exceptional, and they were not wrong about that, they were only wrong to think competent-and-not-exceptional was the whole measure of you. They had no instrument for the thing you actually are, because the thing you actually are does not show up on a routing exercise. It shows up here.” She lifted her recording device, the needle still trembling. “It shows up as an energy facet coming online in a Universal that an hour of my technique could not touch and your single sentence opened like a door. I have been measuring heroes and applicants for twenty years, Miss Fairchild, and I have never recorded a clearer Muse signature in my life. You have been campaigning for the silver medal in a sport you happen to hold a world record in. Stop. Go win the thing you’re built to win.” And she capped her device with a small definite click, the most emphatic gesture I’d ever seen the composed woman make, and Donna’s face changed, because an instrument and a scientist and a recorded number were all telling her, in the cool language she’d spent her whole life wishing the world would use about her, that there was somebody home.

Malloy looked at the empty range, the recording, the stunned blonde in the red dress, and he did a rare thing, he conceded.

“Huh,” he said, which from Malloy was a revolution. “Well. I’ll be damned. The source and the steering really do come from opposite directions.” He clapped me once on the shoulder, hard, a soldier’s benediction. “We’re done for the morning. Both of you. Go on. I’ve got some thinking to do about how you train a man whose gun only fires when his girl’s in the room.” And he gathered Price with a look, and the two of them went out, leaving Donna and me alone in the long chrome bunker with the smell of hot metal and the ghost of blue-gold light still on the air.

For a moment neither of us said anything.

Then Donna started to cry. Not the brittle bright way. The real way, hard, her hand coming up over her red mouth, her shoulders shaking, the brave red dress and the perfect platinum waves and the whole careful armor of her dissolving all at once into a frightened, overwhelmed, undefended woman standing in a bunker.

“Hey,” I said, alarmed, crossing to her. “Hey, no, that was a good thing, you just did something nobody else could.”

“I know,” she sobbed, “I know it was, that’s why I’m, oh, Jack.” She pressed both hands over her face. “Do you know what I felt my whole life every time a man looked at me? I felt him decide. I felt him take one look at, at this,” she gestured down at herself, at the red and the curves and the abundance of her, with something close to disgust, “and decide there was nobody home. That it was all front porch and no house. That the smartest thing I’d ever do was look the way I look and the kindest thing the world could do was not ask me to think, because thinking would just embarrass everybody.” Her face crumpled. “Every man. My whole life. They see the body and they assume the empty, and I’ve spent twenty-four years trying to prove there’s somebody home by chasing the cleverest hardest thing in the room, and every single time I get close, somebody very kindly tells me I have wonderful instincts and sends me back to the front porch.”

“Donna. Listen to me.”

“And then you,” she said, and now she took her hands down from her face and looked at me, her eyes drowned and furious and amazed all at once, “you stand there with your hand out and you can’t make it work for the doctor or the captain or any instrument they’ve got, and you turn to me, the front porch, the pretty empty one, the booby prize, and you say tell me what you believe is inside me, like my believing it is a, a thing that matters, like it’s the key to the whole locked door, and then the light comes out of your hand the second I say it, Jack, the second I say it.” Her voice broke completely. “Nobody ever made my believing in them matter. Nobody. They wanted the smile and the dress and they did not want my belief, my belief was the thing they were politely trying to get me to stop offering, and you, you just proved in front of the doctor and the captain and the instruments that my believing in you is the only thing in this world that turns your power on.” She was shaking. “Do you understand what that does to a woman who’s spent her whole life being told there’s nobody home? You didn’t just want what’s inside me. You ran on it. You can’t even make light without it.”

I took her face in both my hands.

“There’s somebody home,” I said. “I’ve known it since the white dress. I knew it ninety seconds in, when you read my homesickness off a dodged question. I have never once looked at you and seen an empty house, Donna. I’ve looked at you and seen the only lit window on the whole island.” I wiped a thumb under her eye, where the powder had given up entirely. “And I didn’t turn to you in front of the doctor because I was being kind. I turned to you because Price spent an hour failing and I knew, I knew the way you know things about me, that the only thing in this room that could open that door was you believing it was openable. You’re not the porch. You’re the key. There’s a difference, and I’d say it in front of the whole panel.”

She made a sound, half sob and half laugh, and she looked up at me with my hands still framing her wet face, and the bunker was quiet, and the sea moved somewhere beyond the cliff, and the warm sweet smell of her was the whole world, and her gaze dropped, once, to my mouth, and came back up.

“Jack,” she whispered. “Can I, would you, I’ve been wanting to since the first night and I keep waiting for you to and you keep being a gentleman about it and I am going to lose my entire mind.” Her hands had found the front of my jacket, gripping the blue-and-gold. “Do you want me to kiss you? Because I’m about to ask very directly, and if the answer’s no I’ll need a minute and a great deal of dignity I don’t currently have.”

I almost laughed at how completely her, that was, the directness braided with the nerves, asking permission to kiss the man whose power she’d just turned on.

“The answer,” I said, “is that I’ve wanted you to since the white dress, and I’ve been a gentleman about it because you were already braced for every man to want one thing, and I wanted you to know I wanted the whole house first.” I tipped her chin up. “So yes. Kiss me, Donna. Close the distance. I’m not going anywhere.”

She closed the distance.

She came up onto her toes in the red dress and pressed her warm soft mouth to mine, and it was sweet and it was clumsy for half a second and then it wasn’t clumsy at all, it was warm and deep and certain, her red lips parting under mine, her hands fisting in my jacket and pulling me down into her, the whole soft abundant front of her pressing up against my chest, and I got my arms around her narrow middle and the warm flare of her hips and lifted her in a little, and she made a low pleased sound against my mouth that went straight through me.

I’d kissed people before. I was rusty, but I wasn’t new, and I knew the difference between a kiss and whatever this was turning into. She kissed like she did everything, all in, too much, no part of herself held back in case she needed it later, and the too-much of her undid me. Her mouth opened wider under mine and her tongue touched mine and her breath went ragged and fast against my cheek, and her hands came up off my jacket and found my jaw, my neck, the back of my head, holding me to her like she’d been waiting weeks for permission and had just used it all at once. Her chest pressed flat against me, soft and full and moving with every fast breath, and I felt the deep neckline of the red dress against my own shirt and made myself not look down at what it was doing, and lost, and looked, and the look went through me like a current.

I slid one hand up the warm bare line of her back where the red dress left it open and felt her shiver against my palm, felt her press harder into me in answer, and she pulled back just far enough to breathe, her forehead against mine, her red lipstick smeared now at one corner, her lashes lowered and her mouth soft from the kiss.

“You taste like,” she whispered, breathless, half laughing, “I don’t even know. I’ve thought about this. I’ll have you know I have thought about this a truly improper amount, in class, during a triage drill, I missed a fake artery once thinking about your stupid honest mouth,” and then she stopped talking, because she’d run out of want for talking, and kissed me again, deeper, her whole body arched up into mine, and I got my hands full of the warm flare of her hips and held her against me and felt the source pour open soft and golden through my chest.

And the lights in the bunker brightened.

I felt it before I saw it, a warmth blooming through my whole body where she was pressed against me, the source opening, the door, except it wasn’t an apple of light off my palm this time, it was a soft swell of blue-gold warmth running through me and out, and the chrome fixtures down the length of the energy range hummed and brightened, the bulbs flaring a degree warmer, responding to her mouth on mine the way they’d responded to her telling me to open the door, and Donna broke the kiss to gasp and look up at the brightening lights with the blue-gold glow on her flushed face, and then she looked back at me and laughed, breathless, delighted, amazed.

“Did I do that?” she whispered. “The lights. Did I do that?”

“You did that,” I said, my voice gone rough. “You make me make light, Donna. With a kiss. There’s the proof, all the way down the range, written in the bulbs. So the next time anyone tells you there’s nobody home, you tell them to come look at the wiring.”

She laughed again, and pulled me back down, and kissed me harder, and the lights brightened again, the whole long bunker glowing warm blue-gold around the two of us, and I understood, holding her, that whatever else happened on this island, whatever Wayne had tucked away and whatever I was hiding and whatever was coming on the mainland, I had found the source. Not in a drill. Not in an instrument. In a frightened brave woman in a red dress whom half the world had mistaken for decoration, and who’d just turned on every light in the building by believing in me.

We walked out together because neither of us wanted to be the one who let go first, and the energy range opened onto a path that ran along the top of the cliff, white shell underfoot and the open sea falling away below it, and we took it slow in the late-morning sun, her hand in mine, her heels in the other hand because the path was no place for them and she’d announced this with great dignity and gone barefoot.

She was quiet for a while, which meant she was working up to something big. Then she said, watching the water, “I’m going to switch my lane.”

I didn’t say anything. I’d learned that the best thing to do when Donna arrived somewhere on her own was to let her stand there a second before you crowded her.

“To Muse,” she said, as if I might not have followed. “I’m going to go to the wing office this afternoon and I’m going to tell them I’m withdrawing from the Secretary track and entering the Muse track, and I’m going to do it before I lose my nerve, and you’re not allowed to look smug about it, because I’m not doing it for you, I’m doing it because Doctor Price said the instruments learned my name and I have wanted, my whole entire life, for an instrument to learn my name instead of just my face.” Her chin came up, that brave tilt, except there was nothing brittle under it now. “Mabel’s going to be insufferable. She’s going to be so kind about it. I’m going to have to hear ‘I told you so’ delivered as a hug, which is the worst possible way to receive an ‘I told you so.’”

“You’re going to be the best Muse on this island,” I said.

“I’m going to be the best Muse on this island,” she agreed, with a little of the old performing brightness, except now the brightness had something true and settled underneath it, like a stage light that had finally found the thing it was meant to shine on. Then she stopped on the path and turned to me, and the performance dropped away entirely. “Jack. When you turned to me in that bunker, in front of the doctor and the captain, and asked me what I believed. Do you have any idea what you handed me?”

“Tell me.”

“You handed me back the thing I’d been told to be ashamed of,” she said simply. “My whole life, my believing in people was a thing I was supposed to grow out of. Too much. Too eager. A girl who believes in a man too loudly is a girl who’ll get her heart broke, that’s the lesson, that’s what they teach you with their eyes at every party. And you stood in a bunker and made my too-much believing the literal key to your power, where everyone could see.” Her eyes were glossy again, but steady. “You didn’t fix me, Jack. I want to be clear, because I think men like to think they fix women and I don’t want you getting ideas. You just stopped letting me apologize for the one thing I was always best at. That’s all. That’s everything.”

I kissed her again, there on the cliff path with the sea wind in her platinum hair and her heels in her hand, slow this time, no instruments measuring, no captain about to make it a drill, just the two of us and the long blue water, and I felt the warmth bloom through me, the source easing open soft and steady, no bunker lights to flare this time, just the warmth, and I thought, this is it, this is the thing they were all trying to teach me, and not one of them could, because the lesson had a name and the name was Donna.

“For the record,” she murmured against my mouth, “I’m still wearing the red dress to dinner tonight so the Secretary panel can watch me walk in glowing about it. I’m petty. It’s a flaw. You should know what you’re getting.”

“I’m getting the whole house,” I said. “Front porch included.”

She laughed, and bit my lip, lightly, a promise of something, and took my hand again, and we walked the cliff path back toward the bright impossible campus.


Chapter 10: The Man From Elsewhere

There was a part of hero training nobody had warned me about, and it turned out to be the part I was secretly, dangerously good at.

Heroes got deployed against threats ordinary law couldn’t handle, and on the mainland that mostly meant organized crime. So twice a week we sat in a small tiered film room in the Hero wing and studied the people we’d eventually be sent against, the families and the crews and the rackets, in briefings and grainy films and case folders, and I sat in the dark of that room with a strange cold feeling growing in my chest, because I knew this. Not the specifics. The shape. The whole architecture of it.

I’d spent ten thousand evenings of my old life inside this exact world, secondhand, on screens. I knew omerta before the instructor said the word. I knew the structure, the capos and the soldiers and the bosses, the way a family fed off unions and docks and protection, the terror of the informant, the way a crew that fell out of favor got squeezed and bled and finally sacrificed by the bigger fish above it. I knew the codes the way you know the rules of a sport you’ve watched your whole life without ever playing.

That was what put the cold in my chest. It was close. It was so close to what I knew that I kept finishing the instructor’s sentences in my head and getting them right. But it was not identical, and the differences were exactly the kind that could hang a man.

I started spending my evenings in the academy library, a long quiet hall of dark wood and green-shaded lamps and tall windows over the sea, built in a way my own century had mostly stopped building, where the books smelled like books and a brass card catalog stood in the middle like an altar. I told myself I went to study, which was true. The case folders were available to heroes who asked, and I asked, and I sat under a green lamp with the Moretti file and the Sartori file open in front of me and did the thing I was good at, the only thing I’d ever been reliably good at, which was reading a pile of facts and finding the shape inside it.

The shape was familiar and the details were treacherous, and I made myself a private discipline out of separating the two. On a sheet of academy paper I drew a line down the middle. On the left I wrote what I knew for certain, the things in the folder, the territory, the names, the burned depots. On the right I wrote what I only thought I knew, the things my ten thousand screen-evenings whispered, the endings, the codes, the way these stories went. And I made myself stare at the gap between the columns until it scared me, because the gap was where a man got caught. I knew how a Moretti story ended in my century. I did not know how it ended in this one. The dates were wrong. The men were alive who should be dead and dead who should be alive. My knowledge was a map of a country next door to this one, close enough to be useful, close enough to be fatal, and the discipline of the two columns was the only thing keeping the map from feeling like the territory.

The right-hand column scared me most when it was confident. There was a name in the Sartori file, a lieutenant, and my screen-memory served it up with a whole biography attached, an ending, a famous betrayal, the way he’d flipped and testified and vanished, and I’d written half of it down before I caught myself, because the man in the file was thirty years old and the man in my memory had done his flipping in a decade that hadn’t happened yet, in a city that might not exist here, in a story a screenwriter had embroidered for an audience that wasn’t born. The biography felt like knowledge. It felt exactly like knowledge, solid and detailed and useful, and it was a ghost, a thing from a neighbor-world wearing this world’s name, and if I ever acted on it, leaned on it in a room with a sharp man in it, the ghost would walk me straight off a cliff while feeling like solid ground the whole way. That was the real danger of what I carried. Not that I knew nothing. That I knew a great deal, and couldn’t always tell which half was true, and the false half was indistinguishable, from the inside, from the true.

Eddie found me there one night, peering over my shoulder at the two columns with a sandwich he’d smuggled out of the mess. “That’s either the most studious I’ve ever seen a man,” he said, “or you’re planning a heist of your own. Which is it, because I want to know whether to be impressed or to leave before the constables come.”

“Studious,” I said, sliding my arm over the right-hand column without quite deciding to.

“Boring,” Eddie said, sat down anyway, and ate his sandwich, and stayed an hour talking about nothing, which was, I’d come to understand, simply what Eddie did for the people he’d decided to keep, and which made the library a great deal less lonely than studying the men who’d one day try to kill us probably should have been.

The training film that particular week was about the Moretti crew.

The name touched the back of my neck in the dark, cold as a hand, because I knew Morettis, or thought I did, a Moretti from a film, a Moretti from a true-crime paperback, and for one vertiginous second the screen and my memory tried to occupy the same space. Then the dates came up on the film, and the territory, and the names of the men, Vito Moretti, a heavyset capo, Nicky Moretti, his nephew, and none of it matched, not quite. The Vito I half-remembered had died in a different decade in a different city of different causes. This Vito was alive, here, now, fat and sweating in a grainy surveillance still, being slowly strangled out of his own territory by a bigger outfit called Sartori, and the strangling had a strangeness to it that the instructor circled without being able to name.

The film cut to photographs that didn’t belong in a Mafia briefing. A payroll depot, or what was left of one, the steel door not blown off its hinges but slumped, sagging, the metal drooled down its own frame like a candle left in the sun. A bank of safe-deposit locks melted into a single bright scar. A floor of poured concrete cracked in a starburst with the edges glassed smooth, the way sand goes to glass under a heat that has no business at a stickup. The instructor advanced through them with a pointer and a frown.

“This is the part the field office can’t square,” he said. “The Sartori outfit is muscling the Morettis out, that’s ordinary, that’s how the families have always eaten each other. But this,” he tapped the slumped steel door, “is not ordinary hardware. No torch we know does this. No charge does this. Whatever’s helping the Sartoris isn’t a man with a satchel of tools. The damage profile reads like a power signature, and not one in any registry. Gold-white residue at every site, and nobody’s been able to classify it.” He let the pointer drop. “I’m telling you because you’re heroes, and because when you go to the mainland to lean on an ordinary crew, you should keep in the back of your mind that an ordinary crew this desperate is desperate for a reason, and the reason might not be ordinary at all.” He moved the film on. “But that’s above a first-year’s pay grade. For now, the Morettis are flesh and blood and frightened, and frightened is the most dangerous thing a man can be.”

That last line snagged in me, because it was almost exactly what Malloy had said, and because it was, I knew from ten thousand screen-evenings, completely true.

I sat in the dark and felt the two things war in me. The deep useful familiarity, the loaded gun of everything I knew about how desperate crews behaved. And the cold mismatch, the constant small wrongness of dates and names and outcomes that told me my gun would fire true about half the time and jam the other half, and that I would not know which half until I’d already pulled the trigger in front of someone.

The instructor posed a question to the room. “The Morettis are being pushed out, hard, by the Sartori outfit. Their territory’s shrinking, their earners are defecting, their protection’s drying up. Captain Malloy wants you thinking like field men. A crew in that position. Cornered, proud, broke, watching the bigger family take everything. What does a crew like that do?”

It was a discussion question. He expected hands, guesses, a slow circling.

I answered it before I’d decided to, because I knew it the way I knew my own name, the cold familiar shape of it rising up out of ten thousand screen-evenings.

“They do something stupid and loud,” I said. “Something fast, for cash, that a healthy crew would never touch, because they’re not playing for territory anymore, they’re playing to make payroll for one more month and prove they’re still men. A heist, probably. Hard deadline, too many moving parts, no margin, the job you take when you’re already dead and know it. And it’ll go wrong, because desperate men plan badly and panic worse, and when it goes wrong, the first instinct of a proud cornered man who’s run out of options is to grab hostages, because hostages are the only leverage a finished man has left.”

The film room was quiet.

The instructor was looking at me with a slightly arrested expression, because I had not guessed, I had not circled, I had answered, flatly, completely, a question that was supposed to take the room ten minutes to fumble toward, and I’d answered it in the cadence of a man reading off a card he’d memorized.

“That’s, ah,” the instructor said. “That’s exactly the assessment in the field analysis, Mr. Danner. Almost word for word. Where did you get that?”

“Lucky guess,” I said, too fast, my stomach dropping. “It just seemed like, you know. What I’d do. If I were a desperate idiot.”

A small ripple of laughter let me off the hook, mostly, and the instructor moved on to the next slide, but I’d felt the temperature of the room change, the way it changes when a man does a card trick a little too well at a party and people go from charmed to wondering. I’d answered a discussion question like a man with the answer sheet hidden in his sleeve. In my old life that had been my whole value, the thing they put on the performance review, sees patterns others miss, and the world had still consolidated me out the door, so I’d learned to lean into it, to be the one who knew the answer, because knowing the answer was the only currency I’d ever reliably had. And here, in a dark film room on a superhero island, the exact thing that had been my only worth in the old world was the exact thing that could expose me in this one, and I sat in the dark feeling the cruel symmetry of it, that the gun and the value were the same gun, that the only thing I was truly good at was the thing most likely to get me caged.

I made a private vow to keep my mouth shut. Keeping my mouth shut had never once been the thing I was good at when I knew the answer, and the part of me that had starved for years to be the man who mattered in the room could not be starved into silence just because mattering had become dangerous.

But two people in that room had not laughed.

Audrey Bell sat three rows up, attending the briefing the way she attended everything, with a notebook and a pencil and that cool gray-green attention, and when I’d given my answer I’d seen her head turn, just slightly, and her pencil stop, and her eyes find me in the dim. She didn’t write anything for a moment. Then, slowly, she did write something, one short line, and she did not look at me again, and the not-looking was somehow worse than a stare, because Audrey not-looking at a thing meant Audrey had decided to think about it carefully later, and Audrey thinking about a thing carefully later was the single most dangerous weather system on the island.

Wayne caught a phrase. That was a hook he could pull on, a funny word I could explain away with cheap magazines. Audrey hadn’t caught a phrase. Audrey had caught the shape of the answer, the missing lag, the certainty that didn’t fit a recruit barely two weeks off a portal, and a shape is a far worse thing to be caught at than a phrase, because you cannot lie your way out of a shape. Watching her not-look at me with her pencil stopped over one short written line, I could only hope she chose not to follow it all the way down. Of everyone on the island, the dry brunette in the glasses who’d fixed Donna’s schedule in eight seconds was the one most likely to assemble the whole truth of me out of nothing but the way I held a sentence, and that meant I was going to have to be very careful around the woman I most wanted to keep close.

And Wayne. Wayne sat at the end of my own row, and after the briefing, in the bright hall outside the film room, while the cohort dispersed toward the mess, he fell into step beside me with smooth deniable ease, as if he’d timed the hallway for exactly this.

“That was a remarkable answer,” Wayne said. The smile took a moment to reach his mouth. “In the film room. You sounded like you’d read the field report. Had you?”

“No. Just a guess.”

“Mm. A very good guess.” We walked. The sea light came through the tall windows, bright and clean, and Wayne’s perfect uniform caught it, and his voice stayed warm and reasonable, which was when he was most worth fearing. “It’s only, you used a phrase. ‘Too many moving parts.’ And earlier this week, on the flight yard, you said something about a man being ‘thrown out of a moving car,’ and at the mixer, I’m told, you called my conversation ‘a radio advertisement.’” He let each one land, gently, like cards. “They’re funny little phrases. They don’t quite sit right. They’ve got a, I don’t know how to put it. A flavor I can’t place. As if you learned to talk somewhere none of the rest of us have been.” He turned his head and looked at me, the ice-blue mild and merciless. “Where did you say you were from, again? Captain Malloy was vague about it, and the captain’s never vague by accident.”

My mouth had gone dry. But I’d had a whole career of men trying to catch me out, and I’d had a whole childhood of being the kid who talked funny, and I knew that the way you survive a man fishing is to give him a hook so dull it isn’t worth keeping.

“Cheap magazines,” I said, easy, rueful, leaning into the joke. “That’s the honest answer and it’s embarrassing. Where I grew up there wasn’t much to do, and I read every trashy crime magazine and dime novel that came through the drugstore, the lurid ones, the ones with the painted covers. Half of how I talk is just badly-remembered pulp.” I shrugged. “My mother despaired of it. Said I’d never speak like a Christian. Apparently she was right and it followed me all the way to a superhero island.”

“What town?” Wayne said, mild, instant, the question already sharpened into a trap. “The drugstore with the magazines. What town was that?”

And there it was, the small clean trap, because a real place has a name and a man who’s from somewhere can say it without thinking, and I was from nowhere this world had ever heard of, and the half-second of hesitation before I answered was exactly the half-second Wayne had gone fishing for.

“Little place back east,” I said, easy, leaning into the vagueness like it was modesty. “You wouldn’t know it. Nobody knows it. That’s sort of the whole feature of the place, that nobody knows it, including, most days, the people who live there.” I gave him the rueful small-town grin, the one that invites a man to feel superior, because letting Wayne feel superior was the surest way to make him stop digging. “Why, you summer somewhere out that way? I’ll tell you, if your family’s got a place near a town this nothing, I’m sorry for you.”

It was a good lie, because it was almost true, just swap the screens for magazines and the future for the east, and Wayne knew it was good, I watched him weigh it, and I watched his collector’s patience decide not to push. He’d gotten what he came for anyway. Not an answer. The hesitation. The half-second. He’d felt the gap open before I papered over it, the same way he could feel the charge in a dummy before he drained it, and a man who can feel a gap doesn’t need to see what’s inside it to know it’s there.

“Cheap magazines,” he repeated. The smile arrived on time this time, which was worse, because it meant he had decided how to shelve the lie. “That explains it. I’m sure that’s all it is.” He stopped at the turn toward the energy yard, and put a light hand on my shoulder, and there was nothing in his face but courtesy, which was the most frightening thing his face could hold. “You should be careful with the pulp talk on the mainland, though, when they deploy you. Funny phrases. A real wiseguy hears a wrong note in a man’s voice, hears him sound like he’s not quite from anywhere, and he gets nervous. And nervous men with guns are how good heroes end up dead.” He patted my shoulder once. “Just looking out for you. We’re partners on the milk run, you know. They posted it this morning. You, me, and the nurse boy.” The smile held. “I’ll be watching your back.”

He went to his energy drills, and I stood in the bright hall with the sea flashing in the windows and the cold settled all the way down into me, because I understood what had just happened. Wayne had not believed the magazines, not all the way. He’d taken the dull hook and pocketed it and walked off, and somewhere behind that polished face, in the place where he collected things, there was now a small file labeled with my funny phrases and my vague origin, and the file would sit there, patient, the way Wayne sat there, until the day it was worth more than a friendly warning in a hallway.

I did not sleep well. I went out to the night terrace because the room was too small to hold what I was carrying, and that’s where Donna found me.

She came out of the dark in a soft pale day dress with a cardigan thrown over it against the sea wind, her platinum waves loose, her face scrubbed of the daytime armor, and she didn’t bring her brightness with her, which was how I knew she’d come on purpose, having felt, the way she felt things, that something in me had gone wrong.

“You’ve got the look,” she said, coming to the rail beside me, not touching me yet, just present. “The one from the first night. The complicated-far-away-place look, except worse. What happened, Jack?”

She didn’t crowd me. That was the thing about Donna that I was only beginning to understand the size of. A lesser comfort would have wrapped itself around me the second she arrived, would have asked questions, would have needed me to feel better so that she could feel useful. Donna just leaned on the rail a careful foot away, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her in the sea wind, far enough that I didn’t have to be touched if touch was the wrong thing, and she let the quiet sit, and she waited, the way she’d waited at the gate the first night, the way she’d waited in the bunker for me to find the door. She had a genius for the exactly-right amount of presence. I think it came from a lifetime of watching faces for the moment a person needed something, the same Muse-tuning that let her feel my nerve kink from across a flight yard, turned now from my power onto my fear.

“How’d you even know to come find me?” I asked.

“I felt it,” she said simply, like it was obvious, like everyone could feel a man’s dread from across a campus through stone walls. “I was halfway to sleep and something just, pulled. Like a thread going taut.” She glanced at me, sidelong, a little shy about it. “I don’t think I’m supposed to feel you yet. We’re not betrothed, there’s no bond, it’s not allowed by the rules Doctor Price drew on her charts. But I felt you go cold up here all the same, and I’m not going to lie about it to make the chart happy.” A breath. “So. You’ve got the look. Tell me what happened, or don’t, but I’m not going back to bed.”

I looked out at the dark water and the lamplit terraces and I thought about how much I could not say, and how much I wanted to, and how dangerous the wanting had become.

“I can’t tell you,” I said. “I want you to know this isn’t distrust. It’s the opposite. I trust you more than anybody in this world and I’m still not going to tell you, and I need you to not take that as a wall.”

She was quiet a moment. The wind moved her hair.

“All right,” she said. “Then tell me what you can.”

I gripped the rail. “I’m carrying something,” I said, slowly, picking each word like a man crossing a stream on stones. “About where I’m from. About how I know the things I know. And it’s not that it’s bad, or shameful, or that I did anything wrong. It’s that it’s, it’s valuable. Dangerously valuable. The kind of thing that, if the wrong person fully understood it, they wouldn’t lock me up.” I made myself say the shape of the real fear, the one that had crystallized in Malloy’s office on the mainland and sharpened in the hallway with Wayne. “They’d use me. They’d never let me be a free man again. They’d put handlers on me and questions to me and they’d never, ever let go, because a man who knows what I know is too useful to ever let walk around loose.” I turned to her. “I used to be afraid people would think I was crazy. That was the easy fear. The real one’s worse. The real one is that some of them would believe me, and believing me is exactly when it gets dangerous.”

Donna looked at me for a long time in the lamplight.

I braced, the way she was always bracing, for the wrong response. For pressing. For the hurt of being kept out. For a clever question designed to get the rest of it out of me, the kind Audrey might have asked.

She didn’t ask anything.

She stepped in, and she put her arms around me, under my arms, around my back, and she laid her head against my chest, the whole soft warm abundant presence of her pressed close in the sea wind, and she just held me, and said, into my jacket, “Okay.”

“Okay?” I said, thickly.

“Okay. You’re carrying something heavy and you can’t put it down and you can’t show it to me, and that’s allowed.” Her arms tightened. “Jack, I’ve spent my whole life with people trying to get inside my head to confirm there’s nothing in it. I know exactly what it’s like to have somebody come at you wanting to understand you so they can decide what you’re good for. I would never do that to you. Not ever.” She tipped her face up, and her gaze was steady and clear in the lamplight. “I don’t need to know what’s in the box. I just need to know I’m allowed to stand next to the man carrying it. That’s all I’ve ever wanted from anybody, the standing-next-to part. So that’s what you get from me. Not the prying. The standing next to.”

Of all the impossible things that happened to me on that island, the flying and the light and the chrome-and-gold miracle of it, the thing that undid me most completely was a beautiful woman in a cardigan offering, with no conditions, to stand next to a locked box I couldn’t open just yet, because she of all people knew what it cost to be pried at.

It nearly broke the box open right there. With her cheek against my chest and her arms around me and the warmth of what she’d offered pressed between us, the portal rose up in me, the gray Tuesday, the year that wouldn’t come for decades, the want to put the box in her hands and let one other human being in this world know who I actually was. I got as far as opening my mouth. I got as far as the first word, which was going to be the truth, and then I felt Wayne’s voice in the hallway again, the half-second he’d gone fishing for, the patient file sitting behind that perfect smile, and I understood with a cold certainty that telling her wouldn’t only be my risk. It would be hers. A woman who knew what I knew would become a thing worth prying at too, and I had just watched, all evening, exactly how this world pried.

So I closed my mouth, and I held her tighter instead, and I let the unsaid thing settle back down into the box where it would keep me up nights, and I hated, for one clean second, the miracle of the place, because it had given me the first person I’d ever wanted to tell everything to and made telling her the one thing I could not do.

I held her. I held her hard, careful of nothing, ribs healed, and I pressed my face into her platinum hair and breathed her in, the warm sweet smell of her, and something in me that had been clenched since 10:14 on a Tuesday in a city seventy years from here came all the way loose, and I understood that this was what they’d meant, all of them, Price and Malloy and the whole impossible system, when they said a wife was a hero’s source. She fueled more than the flying. She was the place a frightened man could finally set down the part of himself he couldn’t set down anywhere else, and standing there in the lamplight with Donna’s arms around me and her cheek against my chest, I felt the source of me open quietly, no light, no flare, just warmth, just steadiness, just the deep animal relief of being held by someone who had decided not to ask.

“I think I might be falling in love with you,” I said, into her hair, before I’d decided to say it.

It just came out. After a whole evening of clamping down on every dangerous true thing in me, one of them had slipped the leash, and the second it was in the air I felt the terror and the relief of it in equal measure, because that, at least, was a truth I was allowed to give her.

She went still against me. I felt her breath stop. Then she pulled back, slowly, and looked up at me with her eyes enormous and brimming in the lamplight, her red mouth parted, the shining performing armor nowhere on her face, just Donna, undefended, looking at me like I’d handed her something she’d been told her whole life she’d never get to hold.

“Jack Danner,” she whispered, and her voice shook, “if you’re saying that to be kind, I will throw you off this terrace, and I’ll do it gently, because I care about you too much not to, but I will do it.” Her hands came up to my jacket. “And if you mean it, then you should know I’ve been falling since the white dress, since you danced with me badly and said the rare thing, and I’ve been so scared to say it first, because where I come from women who say it first are the ones who get left, and I’ve decided I don’t care anymore, so listen, Jack, because I’m only going to be brave about this once. I lo,”

and that was as far as she got, because that was the moment the alarm went off.

It came from down the hill, from the dark cluster of buildings at the far end of the campus by the water, the receiving yard, a hard clanging bell and then a horn, deep and urgent, and then men’s voices, shouting, and a light, a wrong light, flaring up against the night sky from down where the mainland boats docked, a hard gold-white light that pulsed and flared and was not the warm gold of the lamps or the blue-gold of my own power but something else, something cold and brilliant and wrong, throwing the silhouettes of running men against the chrome buildings.

Donna’s hand fisted in my jacket. “Jack, what is that?”

But I was already moving, the warmth in my chest hardening into the bright held thing, the source, with her hand still gripping my jacket and her belief already at my back, and below us in the dark the receiving yard flared gold-white and the horn screamed and somebody, faint and far and terrified, was shouting for help.


Chapter 11: Gold-White Residue

I went off the terrace.

Not gracefully. The version that got told around the island later had me coming down out of the night like an avenging comet, but the truth was uglier: I dropped off the marble rail in a half-controlled plunge with my heart in my mouth and Donna’s voice already chasing me down the dark.

I hadn’t decided to do it so much as my body had decided for me. One second I was holding Donna in the lamplight with a confession half out of both our mouths, and the next the horn was screaming and the wrong gold-white light was pulsing against the sky down at the water and a faint voice was crying for help, and the reflex Price had measured on the mainland, the one that ran under my thinking and worked when nothing I tried on purpose did, simply took me. I was over the rail before I’d weighed it. Donna’s hand grabbed for my jacket and missed, and I heard her shout my name, furious and frightened, and then I was falling down the dark hillside toward the yard with the wind tearing at me.

I corrected twice on the way, badly, the source bucking under me, and I nearly clipped a palm tree, its fronds raking my shoulder, and a low garden wall came at me out of the dark and I cleared it by inches I felt in my teeth, and I came into the receiving yard fast and ugly and mostly because falling was the one part of flight I’d had a great deal of practice at, and a man who’s good at falling can aim a fall, which is not the same as flying but is sometimes enough to get a body where it has to be.

The receiving yard was a wide apron of poured concrete at the water’s edge, where the mainland boats came in under a big chrome gantry crane, a tall steel A-frame on rails that lifted cargo off the decks and swung it onto the dock. Floodlights on poles lit the whole apron hard and white, and under that ordinary light, in the middle of the concrete, sat the thing that had set off the alarm.

It was a crate. A big reinforced shipping crate, the kind they moved evidence in, banded with steel and chained to a pallet, and it had come in on the night boat from the mainland, and it was wrong. The steel bands around it were warped, sagging, half-melted, drooping like they’d been soft once and cooled in the wrong shape. The padlocks on it weren’t blown or cut, they were slumped, the brass run together into frozen droplets. And the whole crate was wreathed in a faint gold-white shimmer, a cold brilliant glow that breathed in and out, throwing hard shadows, raising the hair on my arms as I came down near it, and leaving a taste at the back of my teeth like a mouthful of pennies.

There were people in the yard. Two cadets in night whites who’d been on the intake detail. A dockworker in coveralls, an older man, up on the gantry crane where he’d been rigging the crate to be lifted and moved to the diagnostic bay. And the big chrome gantry itself, forty feet of steel arched over all of them.

I’d been told the residue couldn’t be classified. The crate itself said enough for the next ninety seconds: warped steel, melted locks, a glow that did not behave like any power I’d seen, and a night crew that had brought it too close to people because everyone had believed the danger was over. The residue was not done being active, and the academy had been wrong to think it was, and it chose that moment to prove it.

The crate flared.

The gold-white shimmer pulsed once, hard, a soundless flash that whited out the whole yard and snapped every shadow flat, and a wave of heat rolled off it like an oven door swung open, and the warped steel banding shrieked as it warped further, the metal moving, actually moving, the way nothing solid should ever move, and up on the gantry the dockworker yelled and threw an arm over his face. The penny taste flooded my whole mouth. The hair on my arms stood straight up. Every floodlight on its pole dimmed at once, the filaments going dull orange, the yard plunging toward dark, because the thing in the crate was eating the light, and the dimming was the most frightening part, because I’d felt the opposite my whole short career as a hero, I’d felt power pour out and brighten the world, and here was a thing that poured the world into itself and left less behind.

And then the crane reacted to the flare the way the bunker lights had reacted to my power, except inverted, monstrous, where my power had brightened the bulbs, this thing pulled, it drank, and somewhere in the gantry’s chrome housing a hoist motor that should have held for fifty years simply died, the charge sucked out of it mid-strain, and it seized and locked and then, with a tortured metal scream that I felt in my fillings, let go.

The gantry buckled.

I watched forty feet of steel A-frame lurch sideways, the rail under one foot tearing loose, the whole towering thing beginning a slow, enormous, irreversible lean toward the concrete, toward the people on it, the dockworker riding it down with a shout, the two cadets directly under the path of the falling arm, frozen the way I’d been frozen behind the fountain in Carraway Square, the way people freeze, the way the body forgets it can move.

There was no time to find the source carefully. There was no door to open by degrees. There was only the old all-or-nothing thing, the window blown wide, and I reached for it the way I’d reached over the jewelry store, on pure terror and instinct, and I went up off the concrete and across the yard and got both hands and my whole body under the falling arm of the gantry an instant before it would have come down across the two cadets.

It hit me like the sky falling.

I have been hit by a lot of things by now. Nothing has ever been like the first time I caught a thing that wanted to fall and meant it. There was no clever leverage in it, no technique, nothing but the raw transaction of mass against a body, and the mass won the first exchange completely. The gantry arm slammed down across my upraised hands and forearms and drove me to my knees in a single motion, my boots punching through the concrete like it was crust on a pie, the impact running up my arms and into my spine and out the back of my skull as a white flash. For one endless instant I was simply being crushed, folding, the steel pressing me down toward a concrete that would not give, and the part of my brain that does the math computed, very calmly, that this was how I died, flattened in a bright yard barely two weeks into a borrowed life.

And then the strength facet, the one that had crushed a ball bearing in a quiet room and never been asked for more, opened all the way, all at once, the way everything in me only ever opened, and it poured into my arms and my back and my driven-down legs a power that had no business in a body my size, and the folding stopped. I held. The gantry arm hung an inch off the cadets’ heads on a frame of one man’s outraged arms. My joints screamed in their sockets, my vision pulsed red at the edges with every heartbeat, the steel ground and shifted and tried to find a way past me to the ground it wanted, and I fought it for that inch, then drove for a second inch, my boots tearing fresh trenches in the concrete as I forced my knees to straighten under the impossible load.

And it held. Barely. I got my legs under me and I locked my arms and I held the gantry arm up off the cadets at the cost of every ounce I had, my whole body one long scream, sweat sheeting into my eyes, the gold-white residue still flaring off the crate eight feet away and raising the hair all down my arms and leaving that flat penny taste thick at the back of my throat.

Raw strength was enough to hold the steel. Raw strength was not enough to hold it well. I had no control, no precision, no fine sense of the load, and so as I fought to keep the arm up, my own clumsy power made everything around me worse. My boots tore the concrete and a slab of it heaved up near one of the cadets. A wild flare of blue-gold burst off my shoulders, uncontrolled, splashing across a stack of fuel drums by the dock and rocking them. The gantry, shifting in my grip because I couldn’t hold it steady, ground sideways and the loose rail end whipped around toward the dockworker still trapped up in the housing.

I was holding the disaster up and creating three new ones doing it. Output and no aim. A green Universal could overpower the thing that was falling and could not, for the life of him, control the fallout, and the fallout was where the people were.

“Jack!”

Her voice came across the yard from the dark beyond the floodlights, from behind the safety line where the staff were holding the gathering crowd back, and it cut through the roar in my head the way it had cut through the radio in the smoke maze, the way it had cut through my panic at thirty feet.

“Jack, look at me!”

I found her. Donna, at the safety line, in her pale dress and cardigan, platinum hair wild in the wind, both hands gripping the rope, all her fierce shining attention leaning toward me, and she did not give me tactics, she could not give me tactics, she didn’t know a hoist from a hole in the ground, and that was not what I needed from her and not what she was for. She gave me the other thing. The thing only she could give.

“You’ve got it!” she shouted, and her voice was pure faith, pure certainty, the same thing that had dented steel and turned on every light in the bunker. “You’re holding it, I can see you holding it, you are so much stronger than this, Jack, this is nothing, this is a Tuesday, you held me up over a whole street and you didn’t even know how, and you know how now, so hold it, hold it, I’ve got you, I’m right here, I’m not going anywhere, HOLD IT!”

And I held it.

I can’t explain the mechanism better than I’ve already tried to. The strength was mine, but the will to keep pouring it out past the point where my body wanted to quit, the nerve, the scale, the refusal to drop forty feet of steel onto two frozen kids, that came from her, came across the dark on a rope of pure belief, and my arms stopped shaking and locked, and the gantry steadied a degree, enough, just enough, and I stopped making it worse and started simply holding, a man become a pillar because a woman at a rope had decided he could be one.

But holding wasn’t winning. I could hold the steel up. I could not get the people out from under it, and I could not put it down without dropping it, and I could not see, in the chaos and the flaring gold-white, which way was safe. I had the source. I did not have the steering.

The steering arrived in a flat clear voice from the edge of the floodlights.

“Danner. Hold position, do not move your feet, you’ll heave the slab.” Audrey. She’d come down from the wing, and she’d ducked under the safety rope, and she was standing at the very edge of the danger with her glasses catching the gold-white flare and her gray-green eyes moving over the whole collapsing geometry of the yard the way they’d moved over a smoke maze, fast, certain, three seconds ahead. She wasn’t looking at me with faith. She was looking at the problem with precision, and she was solving it out loud. “The two cadets, on my voice, crawl toward the water side, not the dock side, the dock side’s where his energy’s splashing, go now, low, go.” The cadets unfroze and went. “The support strut, the diagonal, the one your left knee’s near, it’s the only thing the residue hasn’t drunk yet, it’s still load-bearing. The far leg’s gone, that’s why it’s leaning. If somebody cuts that near strut clean, the whole arm pivots away from the dockworker instead of toward him, and Danner can ease it down on the empty side instead of holding it forever.” She turned her head. “I need a cutter on the near strut. Now. Fast and clean, one cut, and back.”

I understood, holding the gantry, sweat in my eyes, what I was watching. Donna had given me the strength to hold. Audrey was giving me the way to let go without killing anyone. The source and the steering. The two things from opposite directions, both of them down here in the dark with me, and I needed both, and the first bond had not even happened yet, and the gap between those facts was a man’s whole future arriving in a single overloaded instant.

She kept talking, Audrey, the whole time, a flat unhurried stream that never once rose toward panic. Where I saw a falling building and felt terror, and where Donna saw a frightened man and felt his fear, Audrey saw a problem with parts, and she named the parts in order, fastest-killing first, the way Eddie triaged a body. The strut that would hold and the strut that wouldn’t. The route the energy was splashing and the route it wasn’t. The cadet who could move and the dockworker who couldn’t. She stood at the very lip of the danger with the gold-white flare lighting her glasses and read the whole collapsing geometry of that yard like a page of print, a woman walking toward a thing that was falling so she could see it well enough to tell a man how to catch it. Watching Audrey from under forty feet of steel, I understood all the way down that strength had never once been my problem.

But there was a man still trapped up in the gantry housing, the dockworker, hung up there bleeding, and before anyone could cut anything, somebody had to get up into the buckled steel and free him and get him down, and it was a tight, ugly, dangerous crawl up into a structure that might come apart, the kind of job a flying hero with broad shoulders and a flair for glory could not physically fit into and would not want to.

Eddie did it.

I didn’t even see him come into the yard. One second the dockworker was screaming up in the housing, and the next there was a soft boyish shape in training whites scrambling up the canted steel of the leaning gantry, satchel banging against his hip, sandy hair flopping, narrow shoulders threading into a gap a strength Specialist would have stuck fast in, and Eddie Pruitt climbed up into a structure I was personally holding off the ground by main force, putting his whole life in my shaking hands, and got to the dockworker, and I heard him up there in the dark over the roar, fast and nervous and absolutely steady, “okay, okay, you’re alive, that’s the main thing, that’s ninety percent of it right there, your leg’s caught, I’m going to free it and it’s going to hurt and then it’s going to stop hurting, that’s the deal, one second, here we go,” and a soft green light bloomed up in the buckled housing, gentle against the cold gold-white flare, and the dockworker’s screaming dropped to a groan and then to ragged breathing as Eddie’s hands found the wound and held him together.

And I held it for him. That was my whole job for those endless seconds, the only job that mattered: I held forty feet of steel rock-steady while Eddie Pruitt crawled around inside it, because if I shifted, if my arms gave the smallest inch, the buckled housing would close on him like a fist and I’d have killed the bravest man on the island doing the thing nobody else would do. I have never concentrated on anything in my life the way I concentrated on not moving. My arms had gone past pain into a kind of roaring numb certainty that they were going to fail, and I told them they were not allowed to, and Donna’s voice came across the dark, low now, steady, no longer shouting, just there, hold it, hold it, he’s almost down, you’re a wall, Jack, walls don’t move, and I made myself a wall, and Eddie’s green light glowed in the housing above me, and the dockworker’s screaming eased to breathing, and the seconds went by one at a time like stones laid across a flood.

“Cutter!” Audrey called again, and one of the senior heroes finally moved, an energy thrower, and put a tight controlled lance of white-blue against the near strut where Audrey pointed, one cut, clean, and back.

And Wayne arrived.

Wayne came down into the yard smooth and unhurried while I was holding forty feet of steel and Eddie was bleeding a man back together in the housing and Audrey was running the geometry from the danger line, and Wayne did help. That’s the deniable part, the part that would read clean in any report. He steadied a falling fuel drum I’d rocked with my wild flare. He waved two crew back from the water side. He looked, to the gathering crowd at the rope, like a hero pitching in.

But I was eight feet from him, holding the sky up, and I saw what he did first, before he helped, the half-second tell, the same one from the sparring mat. Before Wayne Benton lifted a finger to help a single trapped person, he stopped, and he went still, the drain-stillness, and he looked at me, holding the gantry, and his ice-blue eyes moved over me the way Audrey’s moved over the problem, except Audrey was measuring the danger and Wayne was measuring me, measuring the output, measuring how much an unbonded Universal was carrying, and across his face, for that half-second before the polish came down and he became a helpful hero, went a flicker of pure cold assessment, a silent tally of numbers that did not add up.

He helped second. He measured first. And he never once, that whole night, looked at the dockworker’s face.

The strut was cut. The gantry, freed of the thing that had been twisting it toward the trapped man, pivoted the way Audrey had said it would, away, toward the empty water side, and the weight in my arms changed direction all at once, a living lurch, and for one bad second I almost lost it, almost let the new motion tear forty feet of steel out of my grip and fling it God knew where, my arms screaming that they were done, that they’d given everything and there was nothing left to give.

And Donna’s voice came across the dark, not a shout now, lower, the bunker register, the one that had told me to open the door. “Ease it down, Jack. You’ve got it. Don’t fight it, ride it. Set it down like you set me down on the floor of the energy range. Gentle. Gentle.” And something about the comparison, the memory of lifting her and setting her down soft, gave my dead arms a shape to hold to, and instead of fighting the new motion I went with it, let the pivot carry the arm toward the empty side and only steered the landing, the way I steered a fall, and I bent my screaming knees and let the steel come down, not dropped, lowered, hand over hand against its own weight, the first genuinely controlled thing I had done all night, all month, the source and a thread of steering working together for three whole seconds, and the gantry arm settled onto the empty concrete on the water side with a long grinding crash that shook the dock and hurt no one at all. I knelt where I’d lowered it, arms hanging, and understood dimly that I had just, for the length of one controlled descent, been the hero they kept telling me I could be, and that needing both voices before I had earned even one bond scared me worse than the steel.

Then came the aftermath, and the aftermath was work too. Eddie brought the dockworker down out of the housing, the man’s leg splinted and the bleeding stopped, alive, gray but alive, and the cadets were clear and unhurt on the water side, and the crowd at the rope made a ragged sound that was almost a cheer and didn’t quite get there, because everyone had seen how close it had come, and how much of the close had been me.

Malloy came through the safety line like a thrown ax.

“Shut it down,” he barked, to the staff, to the yard. “Get that crate in a containment cradle and douse the floods, the residue feeds on power, that’s why the hoist seized, stop feeding it. Pruitt, get your man to the clinic. Bell,” he said, and gave Audrey a single hard look that held more in it than any praise, “good eyes. Danner.”

He stopped in front of me. I was on my knees on the cracked concrete, shaking, emptied, my arms not yet willing to believe the weight was gone, the blue-gold flickering and guttering off my shoulders.

“You held it,” he said. “That’s the good half. You held a gantry off two kids when nobody told you to and you’d have been right to wait for orders.” He crouched, so we were eye to eye, and his pale eyes were not unkind but they were not soft either. “And you cracked the slab, rocked the drums, splashed power onto a fuel stack, and damn near whipped that rail into the man Pruitt was saving, all while you were helping. You hear me, son? You did everything right and you still nearly made it worse, because you’ve got the source and not the steering, and the receiving yard tonight is exactly what the mainland looks like when a green Universal goes in carrying more than he can aim.” He stood, and put out a hand, and hauled me up off my knees. “Remember this yard. You’re deploying soon, and the Moretti job is supposed to be a milk run, and milk runs are where green heroes find out the hard way that strength was never the thing that was going to keep people alive.”

He looked back at the crate, at the slumped brass locks and the warped steel and the gold-white shimmer breathing in its containment cradle, and his weathered face went grim in a way I hadn’t seen on it.

“And remember this, too,” he said, lower, almost to himself, looking at that cold brilliant glow. “Whatever burned that depot and left that mark didn’t do it with a torch or a bomb. Brass doesn’t run like that from any heat the Sartori outfit owns. Locks don’t slump. Steel doesn’t drink power out of a hoist.” He turned his head and found me, and there was a warning in it meant for me specifically. “That’s not Mafia hardware. That’s not any hardware. Somebody powered did that, somebody off our books, off any registry, and they did it to a Moretti depot, which means the thing we’re sending you against next week is sitting underneath something a lot bigger than a desperate crew.” He let it land. “We don’t have a name for it yet. I don’t like not having a name for a thing that melts locks. Get to the clinic. Get looked at. Get some sleep if you can find any.”

I found Donna at the safety line, because of course I did, because she’d been at the rope the whole time and would have stayed at it till dawn. She ducked under it and came across the cracked concrete and into me without a word, her arms around me, her softness and heat bracing a man who’d just held up a crane, and I put my face in her platinum hair, shaking, and felt the source open quiet and warm again, the held thing setting itself down inside me the way the steel had set down on the empty side, gentle, no one hurt.

“You gave too much,” she whispered into my chest. “Like you promised. You stayed the kind that gives too much.” Her arms tightened. “I’m so proud of you I can’t breathe, and I’m so angry you went off that terrace without me I could scream, and both of those are true and I don’t care which one wins.”

Over her shoulder, at the edge of the doused floodlights, Audrey Bell stood coiling a length of rope with her fast certain hands, watching the two of us with an expression I couldn’t read, the precision of her gone quiet, and when she caught me looking she didn’t look away. She held my gaze a moment, one hand stilling on the rope, a woman who had just stood in the dark and supplied the exact thing the man holding the crane could not supply himself, and who had watched another woman supply the thing she couldn’t, and who was, I understood with a small cold certainty, already turning the shape of it over in that precise mind of hers.

And past her, alone, smoothing his uniform though it had not a wrinkle in it, Wayne Benton looked at the crate’s slumped brass and the gold-white shimmer, then at me, holding my Muse in the wreckage of a yard I’d half-saved and half-wrecked. His smile settled into place slowly, patient and entirely without warmth, and I could see the night being folded and put away behind it, kept for the day remembering would be worth something.

The clinic took me afterward whether I wanted it or not, because Donna walked me there with one arm around my back and her fingers hooked hard through my sleeve, steering me like a man who had lost all voting rights, and because Eddie, having delivered the dockworker, came and looked at my hands and my shoulders and made a face.

“You held a crane,” he said, turning my hands over in his steady ones. My palms were scorched red where the energy had splashed back through them, and my shoulders felt like someone had taken them apart and put them back wrong. “With your body. A crane. There’s a class of hero specifically built for that and you are not in it, you’re the one who can do a little of everything badly, and you held a crane with the everything.” He laid the green light over my hands, and the scorched red eased, and the deep wrongness in my shoulders began to unknot, and he kept talking the way he kept talking, because it was how he kept his hands calm. “The dockworker’s name is Pell. He’s going to keep the leg and he’s going to keep the foot and in a month he’ll be back rigging crates and telling everyone a flying man dropped out of the sky and saved him, and he’ll leave out the part where the flying man almost whipped a rail through his skull, because that part doesn’t make as good a story, but I was up there, Jack, and I clocked that part too, and I’m not even mad, because you were also the reason the rest of the crane wasn’t on top of both of us.” He sat back. “Hold still. The shoulders are the bad part. Everybody hates the shoulders.”

“I hate the shoulders,” I said.

“Everybody hates the shoulders.” The green light spread, warm and merciless, and I gritted through it, and Donna held my scorched hand the whole time, not flinching from the burns, her thumb moving over my knuckles, and across the little clinic the two cadets I’d caught the gantry off of sat wrapped in blankets, shaken and whole, and one of them kept looking over at me like he wanted to say something and couldn’t find it, and I gave him a nod, and he gave one back, and that was the whole conversation, the same conversation Miriam Coyle and I had had in a wreck of straw hats a lifetime ago, the wordless one that means you’re alive and I’m glad.

They had the crate in the diagnostic bay by then, and I saw it through the long observation window on the way out, because the bay was glass-walled and lit cold and blue, and Dr. Price was already inside it in her white coat and her clean gloves, walking a slow circle around the containment cradle with an instrument in her hand, and the gold-white shimmer breathed against her composed face, and even Price, who I had never once seen unsettled, who had measured me crushing a ball bearing without changing her expression, stood looking at that slumped brass and warped steel with her clinical calm gone thin and careful, like a woman reading a word in a language she’d been told was dead.

She saw us through the glass. She didn’t wave. She held up one gloved hand, palm out, the gesture you make at a child near a stove, stay back, and then she went back to her slow circle of the thing nobody could name, and the cold blue light of the bay laid her shadow long across the floor, and I thought, with the certainty that had been arriving all night in overloaded instalments, that whatever had melted those locks was a great deal worse than a desperate crew with guns, and that I was scheduled to go stand near the edge of it in a week, with one Muse who was not yet bonded and no steering at all.

Donna walked me up to the night terrace after, because I wasn’t ready for the small room and she knew it, and we stood at the marble rail where I’d told her I was falling in love with her about an hour and a lifetime ago, and the campus had gone quiet, the alarm long silenced, the doused floodlights down at the yard leaving the water dark again. She didn’t say anything clever. She just stood close, her shoulder against my arm, and let me come down out of it the way you let a kettle come off the boil, and after a while the shaking stopped, and the night got ordinary again, warm and starred and smelling of salt.

“A week,” I said finally, to the dark water.

“A week,” she agreed, and I felt her go still beside me, felt the thing I was thinking arrive in her too, because she was tuned to me and always had been. “You held a crane tonight, Jack, and you almost dropped it on the man you were saving, and you only had me. And there’s a girl down in that yard right now coiling rope who’s the exact thing you didn’t have.” She said it without jealousy, which is the thing I have never stopped marveling at about Donna, that she could name the truth that frightened her most and keep her voice steady doing it. “You’re going to need the steering before that week’s out. We both know it. And the betrothal boost isn’t going to be enough, and there’s a rule about the rest of it, and I’ve been thinking about that rule since the second the crane started to fall.” She turned and looked up at me, the warm blue serious and clear in the starlight. Then her hand found my sleeve and stayed there. “You held a crane, Jack. Let that be the only thing we solve right now.” And she put her head on my shoulder, and we watched the dark water where the gold-white thing breathed in its glass cage down the hill.


Chapter 12: Choosing the Muse

They gave me a medal I didn’t want before they gave me the trial I was dreading, and the two things happened on the same bright morning, which is how I learned that on Valor Island praise and pressure came stapled together.

The medal wasn’t really a medal. It was a ribbon, blue and gold, pinned to my training jacket on the marble terrace outside the mess by a man in a flying cape I’d never met, an academy commendation officer with a clipped mustache and a voice built for ceremonies, and he said words about the receiving yard, about courage, about a green hero who went off a terrace into the dark when nobody had told him to, and the assembled cohort applauded, and I stood there in the sun with the sea flashing behind me and felt like a fraud.

Because I knew what they hadn’t seen, or had seen and were choosing not to say. I’d cracked the slab. I’d rocked the fuel drums. I’d nearly whipped a steel rail into the one man Eddie was bleeding to save. The ribbon was for the half of the night I’d done right, and I could not stop thinking about the half I’d done wrong, the half that lived in Malloy’s flat voice saying you did everything right and you still nearly made it worse.

“You’re doing the face,” Donna murmured.

She’d come up beside me in the dispersing crowd, in a sweet pale-yellow day dress with a full skirt and a little white belt that cinched her waist down to nothing and made the soft heavy rest of her look even softer and heavier by the arithmetic of it, and she had a paper cup of the academy’s terrible coffee in each hand, and she gave me one without being asked.

“What face.”

“The one where somebody says you’re wonderful and you go away inside your own head to argue with them.” She sipped her coffee and watched me over the rim, her gaze amused and not fooled. “You’ve had it since the man pinned the ribbon on. You’re standing in the sun on a beautiful island with a medal and a beautiful girl handing you coffee and you’re somewhere down in a dark yard arguing with a slab of concrete. Stop it. The slab isn’t here. I’m here.”

I looked at her, the yellow dress and the wind in the platinum waves and the red mouth and the absolutely correct read she’d just taken of the inside of my skull, and some of the dark let go.

“You’re getting too good at that,” I said.

“I’m a Muse,” she said, and the word came out of her mouth easy and proud, no flinch, no apology, no chasing-the-Secretary-lane defensiveness underneath it, just the plain claimed fact of it, and I heard the change in it and it did something to my chest that the ribbon hadn’t. “Doctor Price wrote it down and everything. I’m reconsidering my lane.” She said the bureaucratic phrase with a little curtsy, mocking it, mocking herself, light. “Turns out reading the inside of a man’s head and telling him to stop arguing with concrete is a real specialization. Who knew. Drink your coffee. You’ve got the trial in an hour and you can’t run a rescue course on an empty stomach and a bad mood.”

So I drank the coffee.

“You’re nervous,” I said, because under her bossing me about my mood I’d finally caught the thing she was hiding under it, the way her free hand kept finding a platinum wave to tuck behind her ear and finding it already there.

“I am not nervous, I am providing coffee and moral support, which is my new specialization.” She tucked the wave again. “Fine. I’m a little nervous. I have to run the same course you do, you know. The applicants run it too, at the support stations, with every gallery and rail watching whether the girl who walked a hero through a gas leak last week can actually do the Muse thing when it counts, or whether she just got lucky in a bunker.” A bright determined breath. “And Audrey’s running it, and she’ll be perfect, because she’s always perfect, and I’m going to be standing forty feet from her doing the soft glowing part while she does the clever part, and some small ugly piece of me is going to want to die about it even though I withdrew from her lane on purpose and it was the best decision I ever made.”

“Donna.”

“I know. I know.” She waved her own coffee at me, sloshing it. “I’m allowed one last little spasm of the old nonsense before I’m magnificent. Let me have my spasm.” She drank, steadied, and the bright armor settled into something realer underneath it. “There. Spasm complete. Now I’m going to go be the best Muse on this island in front of God and everybody, and you’re going to run that course clean, and we are both going to be insufferable about it at dinner.” She kissed my cheek, leaving a soft red print I didn’t wipe off, and added, over her shoulder, walking away, “And Jack? If some other applicant draws you at the Muse station before I do, in the rotation, for the record I will be a perfect lady about it and I will also hate her quietly forever. Just so we understand each other.”

“Understood,” I called after her, grinning, the dark from the ribbon ceremony entirely gone now, and that, I’d come to learn, was the other half of what a Muse did, the half nobody put on a chart. She didn’t just turn on the lights. She made a man forget he’d ever been standing in the dark.

The trial was the thing the whole month had been building toward, the courtship trial, the formal one, and Malloy had explained it the day before with his usual economy. Every unbonded hero in the cohort would run a single rescue course, and at three points along that course the hero would be paired, in rotation, with wife-applicants offering the three kinds of support, so that a man could feel, in his own body, under load, the difference between a Muse and a Housewife and a Secretary before he chose. It was a test of the heroes and a showcase for the applicants both at once, run with the applicant rail, recruit rail, and instructors looking down on every step, and at the end of it a hero who was ready could declare a betrothal from the finish platform, under the banners, with the whole island watching.

A hero who was ready. Most of the cohort wasn’t, and wouldn’t declare today, and that was fine, the first-year mandate only required a bond by the end of the year, not the end of the month. But I’d known for a while now, since a red dress in a bunker, since a cardigan in the dark by a locked box, which way my own decision was already leaning, and the knowing sat in me all through the coffee like a second, warmer kind of pressure.

The course was built on the big training field below the flight towers, and it was not subtle. The academy did not believe in subtle. It was a sprawling mock disaster, a half-collapsed building facade of timber and breakaway masonry, a toppled water tower, a staged trolley car canted off its rails with a dressmaker’s dummy belted into the driver’s seat, smoke pots hissing colored smoke, and a tall central tower of stacked training columns with a “civilian,” another weighted dummy in a painted dress, strapped to a platform forty feet up where the whole unstable structure could come down on her if a hero was clumsy. Which, in my case, was the open question of the morning.

The stands were full. The Wife wing applicants sat in their bright dresses along one rail, and the Hero wing recruits along another, and the instructors on a raised platform under a striped awning, and Dr. Price with her instruments at a little table beside Malloy, and somewhere up there Wayne in his too-perfect uniform, watching the way he watched, and somewhere down at the applicant rail, in pale yellow with a white belt, Donna.

Wayne ran before I did.

He ran it clean. I’ll give him that, because giving it to him was the honest thing and because watching him do it taught me something I needed twenty minutes later. He moved through the course with cold efficiency, every turn and pace showing the eleven native years he’d spent training for exactly this, and at the first support station he was paired with a Housewife applicant, a tall sturdy copper-haired woman named Lorraine Pike, and she coached his pace and his breathing and made him steadier under sustained effort, and at the second station he drew a Secretary applicant who called his angles, and at the third he drew, by the luck of the rotation, Donna.

I sat very still on the recruit rail and watched my Muse stand at the Muse station and pour all that fearless warmth at Wayne Benton.

She did it because she had to, because the rotation was the rotation and the trial was the trial, and she did it well, because she was good at it, and Wayne’s energy drain, which fed on others and gave back nothing, flared a degree brighter under her encouragement than it had all morning, and the stands made an impressed sound. And I sat there with something ugly and hot moving in my chest that I had not felt since before the portal, since a life where I’d never had anything worth being jealous over, and I made myself name it honestly. Jealousy. Plain green jealousy, watching her warmth land on another man, even a man she didn’t want, even in a drill she couldn’t refuse.

And then Wayne finished his run, drained-bright and clean and competent, and he came off the course to real applause, and he stopped by the Muse station on his way out and said something to Donna, low, with his on-time smile, and I watched her face, and her face did the polite thing and none of the warm thing, and she stepped back from him a half-pace, and he straightened his uniform that didn’t need straightening and walked away, and the ugly hot thing in my chest cooled all the way down.

Because I’d watched her be a professional Muse for a man she didn’t love, and I’d watched the difference. The light she gave Wayne was a stage light. The light she gave me turned on bulbs.

Then it was my turn.

“Danner,” Malloy called from the platform. “You’re up. Same course. Same three stations. Run it the way the yard taught you, you hear me? Strength holds. Aim saves. Go when the horn sounds.”

The horn sounded.

I went into the course at a flat run, and the first thing I want to say about it is that I did not fly into it like a comet, because I’d learned that lesson too, that flying into a delicate problem was how you became the problem, so I ran in on my own two feet and I went to work.

The trolley first. The dummy belted into the canted car, smoke pouring, the car balanced on the edge of going over the staged embankment. The first support station sat right there, and I hit it and turned, and the rotation gave me Lorraine Pike, the tall copper-haired Housewife applicant, who fell in at my shoulder with a clipboard tucked away and her sleeves rolled and a dry steady voice.

“You’re going to want to wrench the door and rush it,” she said, brisk, not unkind. “Don’t. You’ll rock the car off the edge and finish the job the crash started. Brace the car first. Take the weight before you take the person. Breathe low, breathe slow, you’ve got more in the tank than you think, that’s my whole job, telling you that. Set your feet. Now the car.”

And I felt it, the Housewife facet, not as a power, I wasn’t bonded to her, but as a way of working, a discipline, a slowing-down. I braced the trolley with one shoulder and one hand, felt the canted car settle into me instead of fighting me, and I held it level while I worked the belt loose on the dummy with my other hand, and Lorraine talked me through my own breathing the whole time, low and steady and endless, you’ve got it, you’ve got more, set it down before you let go, and I got the dummy clear and eased the car back onto its wheels instead of dropping it off the embankment, and the stands made a sound, and Lorraine gave me one nod and peeled off, and I understood in my body what a Housewife was for. She was the reason a man didn’t burn out in the first thirty seconds. She was endurance. She was the tank reading more full than it felt.

The water tower second. Toppled, leaking a staged flood of real water across the next stretch, a path through it that a clumsy man would flood worse, and the second support station, and the rotation gave me Audrey Bell.

She came in at my shoulder in her pencil skirt and her glasses with her notebook already open, and she did not waste a single word on me.

“Two routes,” she said, fast and flat, her gray-green eyes already three seconds down the course. “The high route over the pipe looks faster and it’ll collapse the masonry when you land, I’ve watched four men do it. The low route through the water looks slower and it’s the right call because the masonry there is breakaway and won’t hurt anyone when it goes. Take the low route. When you cross the flood, don’t fly, your energy splashes when you fly and you’ll short the smoke pots and white out your own sightline, I watched you do exactly that in the yard. Walk it. Hands ready. The dummy’s pinned at the third strut, the strut releases if you lift from the bottom left, not the top, lift from the top and you crush it. Bottom left. Go.”

I went the low route. I walked the flood instead of flying it. I lifted the pinned dummy from the bottom left and the strut released clean and didn’t crush, exactly as she’d said, and I crossed the water without splashing my own light across my own eyes, and it was the cleanest, most precise thirty seconds I had ever spent on that island, and I felt the Secretary facet the way I’d felt the Housewife one, not as power but as a way of seeing, the course laid out three seconds ahead of itself, the right route lit up and the wrong route shadowed, my own clumsiness corrected before I committed to it.

“Clean,” Audrey said, which from Audrey was Malloy’s huh, and she closed her notebook and stepped back, and as she went she said one more thing, lower, just for me, in that dry unreadable voice. “You’re stronger than you were last week. By a lot. I can see it in how you move. Interesting.” And she was gone before I could read what she meant by it, which I would learn was a thing Audrey did on purpose.

And then the central tower. The hard one. The unstable stack of training columns, forty feet up, the painted-dress dummy strapped to the platform at the top, and the whole structure rigged so that if a hero hit it wrong, used too much, splashed his power, the columns would shed and the platform would drop and the civilian would fall, and the third support station at the base of it.

And the rotation gave me Donna.

She came to the Muse station in her pale-yellow dress with the white belt and the full skirt, and she did not have a clipboard like Lorraine or a notebook like Audrey, she had nothing in her hands at all, she had only herself, and she stepped up to the rope at the base of that swaying tower and looked at me, and the whole island fell away.

“Last station,” she said, breathless, bright, and underneath the bright the certain. “I’m not allowed to tell you the route, that’s the Secretary’s job and she already did it. I’m not allowed to coach your breathing, that’s the Housewife’s and she did that too. They get the route and the tank. You know what they leave for me?” Her gaze burned into me across the rope. “They leave me the part where you look at forty feet of swaying tower with a person on top of it and your whole body tells you you’re not big enough, you’ll splash it, you’ll drop her, you’ll do to her what you almost did in the yard. That’s the part they leave the Muse. The part where you don’t believe you can.” She leaned over the rope. “So look at me, Jack Danner, and not at the tower. I felt you get bigger this week. I don’t know how and I don’t care how. You are so much more than you were when you cried over a slab of concrete this morning. That little girl up there is painted plywood and you know it, but you’re going to lift her like she’s real, and you’re going to do it gentle, gentle like you set the gantry down, gentle like you set me down, because you have got the source now, you’ve had it since the bunker, and I am standing right here at the bottom of it and I am not going anywhere. Show them the sun. Lift her down.”

The source opened like a door.

I felt it go the way it had gone in the bunker, all at once, no careful crack, the held thing in my chest blown wide, and I went up the face of that swaying tower controlled. Donna gave me the courage and the scale, the belief that I was big enough, and Audrey’s earlier voice was still in my body telling me bottom left, lift from the bottom, ease, don’t splash, and Lorraine’s discipline was still in my breathing, slow, low, you’ve got more. All three of them were in me at once even though I’d only ever kissed one of them. I reached the platform, got my hands under the strapped dummy, and lifted the painted plywood girl gentle, no splash, no shed columns, no dropped platform. I came down the face of that tower with a fake civilian cradled against my chest and set her on the safe concrete at the base, light as setting down a sleeping child, and the tower stood, every column of it, swaying and whole. Nothing fell. Nobody, not even a plywood nobody, got hurt.

The stands came apart.

The whole island stood up and roared, the applicant rail and the recruit rail and the instructors under the awning, because they’d all seen the yard last night or heard about it by breakfast, the green Universal who held the crane and cracked the slab, and now here was the same green Universal lifting a civilian off a swaying tower clean as a surgeon. The difference between those two nights was forty feet from me at the bottom of the tower in a pale-yellow dress with her hands pressed over her red mouth and tears standing in her eyes.

I walked off the course to the finish platform.

I hadn’t planned to declare. The trial only required me to run the course; the declaration was optional, a thing a ready man could do or wait to do, and the sensible play, the careful play, the play a man who guarded secrets and watched exits should have made, was to wait, to think, to not bind my whole new life to a decision made in the hot flush of a course I’d just run clean.

But I stood on the finish platform under the blue-and-gold banners with the whole roaring island in front of me and Donna at the base of the tower with her hands over her mouth, and I thought about a bunker and a red dress and the only lit window on the island, and I thought about a cardigan in the dark offering to stand next to a locked box, and I thought, the way she was always telling me to, with my instincts instead of past them, and my instincts said now, and so I did the decisive thing, the thing that scared me, the thing a man does when he’s done being a passenger in his own life.

I found Malloy on the instructor platform and I raised my voice over the noise.

“Captain. I’d like to declare.”

The roar dropped into a hush so fast it left a ringing.

Malloy looked at me for a long second, and I saw him weigh it, the speed of it, a green hero declaring on the day of his first clean run, and I saw him decide the speed answered enough, and he stepped to the rail of the platform and lifted his gravel voice to fill the field.

“Hero recruit Jack Danner declares a betrothal.” A pause that let the island lean in. “Name your Muse, son. Out loud, so the whole island hears it, and so she gets to say yes or no in front of everyone, because that’s how we do it here and that’s how it stays honest.”

And I looked down off the platform at Donna Fairchild, at the platinum waves and the wind in the yellow skirt and the red mouth and her eyes brimming over, and I did not say it the way Wayne would have said it, as a claim, as a prize collected, as a native son taking what the world owed him. I said it the way she’d taught me to say true things, plainly, from the instinct and not past it.

“Donna Fairchild,” I said, and my voice carried clean across the silent field, “I’m not choosing you because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, though God knows you are, and I’m not choosing you to be kind, and I’m not choosing you because the system says I have to pick somebody. I’m choosing you because I can’t make light without you. Because there is somebody home, the realest somebody I’ve ever met, and she’s the only thing in this world that turns my power on, and everybody on this island just watched her do it. You’re not my consolation, Donna. You’re my source. So I’m asking you, in front of everyone, the way you asked me in the bunker. Will you be my Muse. Will you wear my colors. Will you stand next to me.” I made myself say the last of it, the part that was just for her, even with the whole island listening. “I already told you I’m falling in love with you. The alarm went off before you could answer. So this is me asking again, slower, where nothing can interrupt. Choose me back.”

For one whole second the island held its breath, and Donna Fairchild stood at the bottom of a swaying tower with her hands over her mouth, and then she took her hands down, and she did not perform anything, she did not overexplain, she did not chase a single clever word, she just shouted the simplest thing she’d ever said to me across the silent field, ragged and bright and absolutely sure.

“Yes! Yes, you wonderful, terrifying man, yes, of course, yes!”

And she ran. She came off the rope and across the staged disaster in her pale-yellow dress with the full skirt flying, dodging smoke pots and breakaway masonry, and I came down off the platform to meet her, and we hit in the middle of the wrecked course in front of the whole roaring island, and I caught her up against me and spun her once, warm and soft and laughing into the lift, and she got her arms around my neck and her red mouth found mine, and the whole field cheered, and the bulbs in the flight-tower floods forty feet over our heads brightened, every one of them, blue-gold and warm, responding to her mouth on mine the way they always did, and I felt the betrothal take.

I felt it. The kiss landed and the bond took hold, partial, a door opening another inch, and the source in my chest steadied, the wild guttering thing from the yard settling a degree, finding a floor under it. Donna gasped against my mouth and pulled back to look at me with her eyes gone wide, because she’d felt it too, the feedback running back the other way down the bond, into her, a warmth, a rightness, the two of us suddenly wired into the same circuit.

“Jack,” she breathed, the blue-gold floodlight on her wet face, “I felt that. I felt it go into me. Is that, did we just, is that the bond?”

“That’s the bond,” I said, rough, holding her up off the ground, and I knew it was true the way I knew the source was true, in my body, no instrument required. “Partial. There’s more, they told me there’s a lot more, after the wedding.” I kissed her again, helpless with it. “But that’s the bond. You’re my betrothed now, Donna. You’ll be my wife after the chapel, and until then you’re mine and I’m yours and the whole island just watched it take.”

Up on the instructor platform Dr. Price was bent over her humming instrument with an expression of pure scientific delight, and Malloy was almost, almost smiling, and at the applicant rail a petite honey-haired girl, Mabel Crane, the Muse applicant who’d told me days ago that Muse was real power and not decorative cheering, was on her feet clapping with both hands over her head, vindicated, grinning, and even Audrey Bell, coiling her rope at the edge of it, gave a small grave nod toward Donna, woman to woman, one professional acknowledging another, no jealousy in it that I could find, only a kind of recognition, and a kind of patience, and the look of someone watching a pattern settle into place.

And there was one more reaction, and I caught it over Donna’s shoulder, because some animal part of me had been tracking it the whole time.

Wayne Benton stood at the recruit rail, and Wayne applauded. He brought his clean pale hands together and he applauded my betrothal before the roaring field, the posture perfect, the face correct, a native son congratulating the lucky newcomer in every visible way.

But he came in late. A full second after the rest of the rail, after the cheer had already crested, Wayne’s hands started, stiff, mechanical, a beat behind the world, and his ice-blue eyes were not on Donna’s joy or on my face, they were on the brightened floodlights forty feet up, on the blue-gold glow that the kiss had thrown across the whole field. Across his still face went the look I was coming to know, the look of a man watching a number he wanted to study, watching a freshly betrothed Universal throw light off a single kiss, and deciding to remember the exact brightness for later.

Donna pulled my face back to hers with both warm hands and kissed me again, and the lights flared, and I let Wayne and his late applause slide off the edge of the world, because my Muse was in my arms in front of God and the whole island and she’d chosen me back, and the wedding was scheduled, Malloy was already calling it out over the noise, two weeks, after the milk run, after the mission, and the milk run was a problem for a Jack who didn’t have a girl in his arms turning on every light on the island, so I let that Jack worry about it later, and I kissed my Muse in the wreckage of the course, and the floods burned warm and gold above us, and for the length of that kiss I was the luckiest man in any century.

The rest of that day was the best day I’d had in this world or the last one.

By midafternoon the mess terrace had extra lanterns, a cake the size of a hubcap, and a band playing as if betrothals were reason enough to stop the island’s clocks. Eddie shook my hand with both of his and told me I had either courage or an undiagnosed concussion. Mabel Crane pointed at Donna from across the cake and mouthed I told her so with the satisfied cruelty of a friend who had earned the right.

Donna, when the crowd finally thinned, tucked herself under my arm in front of everyone. She wasn’t performing for the room. She wasn’t bracing for the second look. She just leaned into me in her pale-yellow dress and let the island see her be happy, and the new ease of it sat on her like lamplight on the water.

They tested me that evening, because they tested everything on Valor Island, and because Dr. Price would no more let a fresh betrothal boost go unmeasured than she’d let the sun set without writing down the time.

She took me back to the energy range at dusk, with Donna in the stall beside me where she belonged, and she had me do the things I hadn’t been able to do clean all month, and I did them clean. I hovered, and the hover held steady at six feet without the wobble that had defined my whole flying career, my body finding a floor under itself in the air the way the source had found a floor under itself at the moment of the kiss. I landed, and the landing didn’t crack anything or pitch me onto my face; I came down on the balls of my feet like a man stepping off a low wall. And when Price had me make light, the apple of blue-gold bloomed off my palm the instant Donna told me to, the same as the bunker, except it didn’t gutter out in ten seconds. It held. It held for a full minute, warm and humming and steady, throwing its color across the chrome, while Price’s instrument sang and Price herself watched with the frank delight of a scientist whose theory had just grown teeth.

“The bond is partial,” she said, capping her pen, “and the numbers are not partial. Your floor has come up, Mr. Danner. Not your ceiling, your floor, which matters more. You used to have power and no bottom under it, a man standing on a trapdoor. Now there’s a floor. The betrothal gave you a floor.” She looked between the two of us, the steady light and the platinum-haired girl in the stall keeping it lit with nothing but her presence, and something almost wistful crossed her composed face. “Full marriage gives more. They always tell betrothed couples that, and the couples never quite believe how much more, until the wedding.” A pause, dry, pointed, a woman who measured everything including the things people thought she didn’t notice. “Until the wedding, Mr. Danner. The custom exists for a reason. Goodnight.”

And she gathered her instruments and left us alone in the long chrome bunker with the light still burning off my palm, which was, I suspected, exactly as careless an exit as she’d intended.

Donna waited until the door had closed. Then she stepped out of the next stall and into mine, into the warm blue-gold glow of the light I was still holding, and she put one finger against the soft sphere of it, brave, and it didn’t burn her, it warmed her, and she looked up at me through the glow, her red mouth curving as her fingers found the gold trim at my lapel.

“A floor, she said.” Donna’s voice had dropped into the low register, the one that wasn’t bright at all, the one that did things to me. “And the wedding gives more. The custom exists for a reason.” She traced the gold trim up to the collar pin, slow enough that the touch felt indecent through two layers of uniform. “You know what I heard, when she said all that, in her careful little voice with her careful little warnings? I heard exactly how much we’re leaving on the table by being good.” She came up onto her toes, the whole soft front of her pressing against me, and the light I was holding flared brighter between us, helpless, betraying me. “I heard that there’s a version of you, after a wedding night, that’s stronger than anything this island’s ever measured. And I heard her tell you to wait two weeks for it.” Her lips brushed my jaw. “And you’ve got a mission in one.”

“Donna.” Her name came out rough. The light off my palm was pulsing now, throbbing in time with something that was not my heartbeat exactly, and the fixtures down the range had begun to hum. “You’re making the lights do that.”

“I know.” She smiled against my throat, delighted, wicked, the innocent-bombshell armor gone entirely and something hungrier underneath it that she was only beginning to discover she owned. “I can feel it now. Through the bond. I can feel what I do to you. It’s the most interesting thing that’s ever happened to me.” She pulled back just enough to look at me, and the wickedness gentled into something serious and certain and frightening. “They’re going to send you to the mainland underpowered because of a rule about appearances, Jack. A rule about waiting. And I’ve spent my whole life being good and proper and waiting for the world to give me my turn.” Her hand flattened over my chest, over the source, over the steady light. “I’m done waiting for my turn. I just don’t know yet what I’m going to do about it. But believe me, the thinking’s started.”

Then she kissed me once, soft, and stepped back out of the glow and out of the stall, and she gave me the bright warm public smile over her shoulder, the armor sliding back on, and she swayed out of the bunker in her pale-yellow dress leaving me alone with a sphere of light I couldn’t make myself put out and a problem I couldn’t make myself stop thinking about.


Chapter 13: Almost a Hero

Malloy didn’t congratulate me on the betrothal. Malloy put a wrecked yard on a projector and made me watch myself nearly kill three people, which was, in its way, the most useful wedding present I got.

He’d had someone film the receiving-yard rescue, one of the staff with a hand-cranked camera from the safety line, and the morning after the trial he sat the whole deployment team down in the film room, the same tiered dark room where I’d shown off too much about the Morettis, and he ran the footage with the flat narration of a man pointing at a map.

“Watch his feet,” Malloy said, and there I was on the grainy film, lit gold-white, a small distant figure with forty feet of steel on his shoulders. “There. He shifts his stance to take the load better and he heaves a concrete slab two feet into the air a yard from a cadet’s head. Now watch his shoulders.” The blue-gold flare burst off the filmed me and splashed across the fuel drums. “That’s a man’s energy facet venting because he’s got nowhere to put it. On the mainland that’s a fire. Now the rail.” The loose rail-end whipped across the frame toward the trapped dockworker. “That’s the man Pruitt was bleeding to save, and Danner damn near finished him while he was saving him.” He stopped the film on the frozen image of me holding the gantry, lit up, surrounded by the three new hazards I’d made. “That is the most powerful rookie I have trained in nine years,” Malloy said, to the room, not unkindly. “And that is a picture of him making everything worse while doing everything right. Both of those are true. Learn to hold both, or you’ll learn it the hard way in a few days with real people, and real people don’t reset between drills.”

It was a hard thing to watch with the whole team there, Wayne three seats down wearing the small patient expression of a man enjoying a thing he was too well-bred to enjoy openly, Eddie beside me radiating uncomfortable loyalty, but Malloy was right, and the rightness was the point. I had the source now. I had a floor under it from the betrothal. What I did not have, what the film made undeniable in flat gray light, was aim.

He ran the worst ten seconds twice, the slab heaving, the drums rocking, the rail whipping, and the second time I made myself watch it without flinching, the way you make yourself look at a thing you’re going to have to fix, and I understood that the ribbon they’d pinned on me that morning and the film he was showing me now were the same event seen by two different kinds of honesty. The ribbon was the academy telling me I was a hero. The film was Malloy telling me I was a hazard. The hard, unwelcome, useful truth was that I was both, in the same body, in the same ten seconds, and that the entire job of the week ahead was to make the gap between those two facts smaller before I took it somewhere with real clerks in it. When the lights came up I didn’t argue and I didn’t make the face Donna would have caught me making. I just nodded at Malloy, and he nodded back, once, which from Malloy meant he’d seen me take it instead of defending myself, and had not given up on me yet.

So we spent the few days we had left on aim.

It did not go well. The easy version was the one where the betrothal boost turned me into a hero overnight, and that was not what happened. What happened was that I got measurably stronger and barely more precise, and the gap between those two things got more dangerous, not less, the way a faster car with the same bad brakes is more dangerous than a slow one.

Malloy built me a control course on the flight yard, and it was humiliating in a useful way. He set out rows of glass bottles on a low wall and had me knock down a target behind them with an energy flare without breaking the bottles, and I broke the bottles, every morning, a whole quartermaster’s worth of bottles, because my energy facet did not do a careful crack, it did suns, Donna had named it exactly in the bunker and the naming hadn’t fixed it. I’d reach for a thread of light and get a flood. I’d aim for the target and splash the whole wall. The strength was the same story in a different key, I could lift the loaded sled now, the one I couldn’t budge three weeks ago, but I couldn’t lift it gently, couldn’t set it down by inches, and every time Malloy added a precision constraint, ease it down on the chalk line, don’t overshoot, the power fought the instruction the same way it always had, the same lag, the same argument between my body and the words.

He invented new humiliations daily. He hung a paper target the size of a dinner plate at the end of the range and told me to scorch the center without touching the white border, and I vaporized the target, the frame, and a good deal of the sandbag behind it, and the lift-gauge man called “Reading’s hot” with the same dead satisfaction he’d had for my crashes. He set a row of candles on the wall and told me to put out the third one from the left with a pinch of energy, just the third, and I put out the third and the second and the first and melted the brass candlesticks into the same slumped shape the gold-white residue had left on the evidence crate, which nobody found funny but me, and I only found it funny in the bad way. He had me try to lift an egg off a pedestal with the strength facet and set it down unbroken on a second pedestal a yard away, a child’s task, a parlor trick, and I crushed nine eggs in a row, my hand closing too hard or my lift overshooting, until the ninth yolk ran down my wrist and Tommy Hale, watching from the fence, called, “You know they let you eat those, you don’t have to defeat them,” and even Malloy’s mouth twitched.

The maddening part was that the strength was there and the energy was there, more of both than when I first arrived, the betrothal floor under all of it now so that nothing guttered out the way it used to. I had more power than I’d ever had and I was more dangerous with it, not less, because a bigger flood through the same stripped valve just floods more. I’d reach for a thread and get a rope. I’d ask for a candle’s worth and get a bonfire. Somewhere in there, late in the week, I managed to put out exactly one candle without melting its neighbor, one clean small act of control, and I was so startled I lost it on the next three, which Malloy said was the whole story of a Universal in a sentence: he finds the thing and then loses it for being delighted he found it.

“It responds to her and not to me,” Malloy said on the third morning, watching me overshoot the chalk line by a yard for the ninth time, and there was no cruelty in it, just a field man’s blunt diagnosis. “I’ve trained drainers and throwers and fliers and one poor kid who turned to smoke when he sneezed, and I have never trained a man whose whole power runs off his girl’s say-so. I don’t know how to coach that. The thing that aims you isn’t in this yard, it’s up in the Wife wing in a dress.” He scrubbed a hand over his iron-gray crew cut. “Which is a problem, son, because she won’t be on the mainland when you deploy, and the mainland is where you’ll need the aim.”

By lunch the flight yard looked like a breakfast counter after a bar fight. Broken bottles glittered in the sand. Eggshells stuck to the chalk lines. One candlestick had fused into a brass lump that the lift-gauge man kept nudging with his boot as if it might confess what I’d done wrong.

Eddie brought sandwiches from the cafeteria because he said I looked like a man who might try to eat a target if nobody intervened. Donna came down from the rail with lemonade, and Audrey appeared two minutes later with a clipboard she had no official reason to have. She glanced at the shattered course, made one small mark, and said, “A productive morning, if the objective was inventory reduction.”

“I saved one candle,” I said.

“Yes,” Audrey said. “I marked it as a survivor.”

Donna bumped her hip lightly into mine. “Don’t listen to her. I thought the egg drill was very heroic.”

“You thought the ninth egg running down his wrist was heroic?” Audrey asked.

“I thought he looked determined,” Donna said, and then her mouth twitched. “Also a little like he had lost a fight with breakfast.”

Eddie nearly choked on his sandwich, and I laughed despite myself, standing there in the noon with yolk under one fingernail and the academy’s chrome towers blazing above us. The little pause did not solve anything. It did remind me that the world around the drills was still alive, still absurd, still full of women who could tease a man back into his body.

Donna came to watch the control drills, because Donna came to watch everything now, openly, in his colors, or almost his colors, she’d been given a small token piece, a blue-and-gold scarf she wore knotted at her throat as a betrothed wife’s first marker, and she wore it like a coronation. And the first day she watched, she did what she’d always done, she cheered. She stood at the rail in her bright way and called out you’ve got it and that was closer and don’t let the bottles get in your head, and it didn’t help, because cheering was the fuel and what I needed that week wasn’t more fuel, it was aim, and you cannot cheer a man into precision.

She figured that out faster than I did. That was the thing about Donna that the panels and the world kept missing, the thing that made her a Muse and not a cheerleader. By the second day she’d gone quiet at the rail, watching, reading me, and on the third day, after Malloy had walked off to bark at another recruit and I stood alone in a field of broken glass with my hands shaking from the effort of trying to be gentle and failing, she came under the rail and crossed the yard to me and did the hardest thing a Muse can do, which is tell her hero a true thing he doesn’t want to hear.

“I have to tell you something,” she said, low, and she’d dropped the brightness, the armor, she was just Donna, scarf at her throat, her eyes serious. “And I’ve been scared to, because my whole job, the thing I’m good at, the thing that turns your power on, is believing in you out loud. And I’m worried that if I say the true thing it’ll turn the lights off.” She took a breath. “But you scared me in the yard, Jack. The night of the gantry. When the blast went wide off your shoulders and splashed the fuel drums. I was at the rope cheering you on and the whole time, underneath the cheering, I was terrified, because I could see what Malloy sees on his film, I could see you saving those kids and almost burning them in the same second, and I didn’t say it, I just cheered louder, because I thought my job was to never let you doubt.” Her jaw set. “But that’s not my job. My job is to make you bigger and braver, and a man who’s bigger and braver and can’t aim is a man who’s going to get somebody killed feeling great about himself. So here’s the true thing. You’re not ready. The cheering’s real and I mean every word of it, but it’s not enough, and I’d be a coward and a bad Muse if I sent you to the mainland believing the cheering was enough.”

I stood in the broken glass and looked at her, and the truth cut clean through my pride, because she’d been brave enough to say it, and because I could see what it cost her, the fear that telling me a hard truth would shut off the very thing she was for.

“It didn’t turn the lights off,” I said.

She blinked. “What?”

“You just told me the hardest true thing you could and you were scared it’d kill my power.” I held up my hand, and the apple of blue-gold bloomed off my palm, steady, undimmed, because it turned out the thing that fueled me wasn’t her flattery, it was her, the whole real her, the one brave enough to tell me I wasn’t ready. “Still on. Donna, it’s not the cheering. It was never the cheering. It’s you being all the way honest with me, the believing and the warning both. The light came on the second you trusted me with the true thing.” I closed my hand and the light winked out, gentle, the first gentle thing my energy facet had done all week, because I’d let it go soft instead of fighting it. “You just taught me more about aim in thirty seconds than Malloy taught me in three days. Tell me hard things. That’s the upgrade. The cheerleader makes me reckless. The honest Muse makes me careful.”

She looked at me for a second with her whole face open, and then she did the wet bright laugh, and she pressed her scarfed throat and said, “Oh, that’s a relief, because I had about nine more hard things saved up and I was going to have to swallow every one,” and we both laughed in the field of broken glass, and it was a good moment, and it didn’t fix my aim, because thirty seconds of insight doesn’t fix in a week what a man needs a wife and a year to build. But it changed the shape of the problem. It told me the gap I had, and a man who knows the exact shape of his own gap is more dangerous to his enemies and less dangerous to the people behind him than a man who thinks the cheering is enough.

Eddie taught me the other half.

Malloy had paired us for casualty drills, on the theory that a hero who couldn’t aim had better at least know what he was protecting, and Eddie ran them with a competence that kept surprising me, because the boyish nervous kid who joked before anyone could mock him became, the second there was a body on the mat, somebody else entirely, fast and steady and absolutely without panic.

He laid it out for me on the clinic floor, two of us kneeling over a weighted dummy with painted wounds, and he didn’t lecture, he just worked, his quick gentle hands moving over the dummy while he talked.

“Nobody tells the fliers this,” Eddie said, splinting a painted break with the easy speed of long practice. “You go in thinking about the bad guys. The whole drill in the Hero wing is bad guys, how do I hit the bad guys, how big can I hit them. And then you get to a real scene and there’s a clerk with a chest wound and a kid with a scalp laceration that looks like murder and isn’t, and a fat man having a heart attack from the fear of it all, and none of them are bad guys, they’re just people the bad guys made bleed, and they’re who you’re actually there for.” He glanced up at me, light brown eyes earnest under the sandy hair. “The bad guys are the weather. The wounded are the mission. You hold that in your head, you stop thinking about how hard you can hit and start thinking about who’s downwind of it, and you stop being the kind of hero who saves the day and breaks the building.” He grinned, the nervous self-deprecating grin coming back now that the lesson was done. “I can’t fly and I can’t lift a sled and I once fainted at my own nosebleed, true story, ask anyone. But I’ve kept eleven men alive on these mats this year and not one flier’s done that, so I figure I’m allowed to tell the flier where to point his feet.”

He drilled me on the ugly practical things the Hero wing never taught, because the Hero wing taught hitting and the clinic taught the cost of being hit. He showed me how to tell a wound that could wait from a wound that couldn’t, so that in a room full of bleeding people I’d know who to drag clear first. He showed me how a man under a fallen beam can be killed by the rescue, by the weight coming off wrong, the same lesson the gantry had taught me written small in a body instead of a crane. He made me practice carrying a dummy the way you carry a person who might have a broken back, slow, flat, supported, and I dropped the first three because I was strong and impatient and the strength made me careless, and Eddie said, mild, “On the mainland that’s a man who walks again or doesn’t, depending on whether you were in a hurry,” and I stopped being in a hurry.

“You faint at your own nosebleed,” I said, repositioning the dummy for the fourth time, gentler.

“At the sight of my own blood, specifically,” Eddie corrected, with great dignity. “Other people’s blood I’m a rock. It’s a documented condition. The instructors think it’s hilarious. They make me do the lecture on shock with a clip on my own finger.” He guided my hands a half inch. “There. That’s a carry that doesn’t finish what the bad guy started. See? You can learn. I had my doubts the first three times, you looked like a man trying to be tender with a sack of cement, but you can learn.”

“You’re allowed,” I said, and meant it, and I thought about the dockworker Eddie had threaded a gap to reach, the gap I couldn’t have fit through, and I understood that the academy had it backwards, that the kid they called nurse boy was worth two of the men who said it, and that on the mainland I was going to want him at my shoulder more than I wanted any flier.

Malloy ran us as a team twice that week, to shake the deployment down before the mainland, and the team drills taught me something about Wayne that the hallway smiles hadn’t.

The setup was simple. Malloy built a mock raid on the training field, a payroll-office facade with breakaway furniture and three dummy gunmen on spring-loaded swivels that popped up at random, and the drill was for me to go in as the hero, Wayne to back me, and Eddie to follow and tend the “wounded,” a couple of weighted dummies in clerk’s clothes. Hero leads, backup covers the angles the hero can’t see, support keeps people alive. The cleanest division of labor in the world, on paper.

The first run, I went in too hot, the way I went in everywhere too hot, and I cleared the facade in a rush and knocked a breakaway bookcase into a clerk dummy that Eddie had to “resuscitate” with a flat look in my direction, and Wayne moved through behind me like oil over glass, never hurried, never wrong, calling the room in his smooth square voice, “clear left, clear high, your six is clean,” and on paper it was beautiful backup, a native son who’d drilled the geometry his whole life feeding the lucky newcomer clean information. On paper Wayne was the best partner a green hero could ask for.

In practice, Wayne backed me like a hand resting on a door it might let swing. He was never wrong. That was the thing I kept turning over afterward. He never did a single thing you could point at in a report and call a failure. But twice in that drill a swivel gunman popped up behind me, in the dead zone over my left shoulder where a hero can’t watch and a backup is supposed to, and twice Wayne called it, clear and clean, a beat late. Not a fatal beat. A deniable beat. A beat that, against a spring-loaded dummy, cost nothing, and that, against a real man with a real gun in a real dead zone, would have been the whole difference between a hero who got the warning and a hero who got shot.

I noticed it the first time and told myself I was imagining it, jealous, primed by the hallway and the late applause to read malice into ordinary lag. I noticed it the second time and stopped telling myself anything.

“Benton,” Malloy called, after the second one, in the flat voice that wasn’t an accusation because Malloy didn’t make accusations he couldn’t film. “Your call on that left-side man came a half-beat slow. Tighten it. On the mainland that’s a hole in a man’s back.”

“Apologies, Captain,” Wayne said, smooth, the picture of a peer taking correction. “The angle was tricky. I’ll watch it.” And he smoothed his uniform, and he gave me a small rueful collegial look, sorry, partner, tricky angle, and the look was perfect, and I did not believe one atom of it, because I’d seen his eyes during the half-beat both times, and his eyes had not been wrestling with a tricky angle. His eyes had been calm. He’d seen the gunman the instant it popped. He’d simply chosen to spend a half-second deciding whether the lucky newcomer needed saving before he opened his mouth, and both times he’d decided, eventually, that I did.

“He’s slow on your left,” Eddie murmured to me afterward, at the clinic sink, scrubbing dummy-blood off his hands, not looking at me, and I understood that Eddie had seen it too, from behind, where the support man sees everything. “Twice. I counted. I’m not saying anything, I’m just a nurse boy, nobody listens to me. But on the mainland, watch your own left, is all. Don’t trust the backup to have it.” He dried his hands. “I’ll watch it too. I can’t shoot anything but I can yell real loud.”

“You watch it,” I said. “I’ll trust the support over the backup. Don’t tell anybody I said that, it’s against about four rules.”

“Who’m I gonna tell,” Eddie said. “I’m the nurse boy.”

The night before they posted the final team sheet, I had the bad hour.

It came on me in my provisional quarters, alone, late, the way these things come, not as one clean fear but as facts arriving one after another in the dark. Not long ago I’d been an office analyst whose biggest professional risk was a bad quarterly review, and in two days they were going to put me in a building full of armed men with one rule, don’t let anyone die, and the man assigned to watch my back was a man who took a half-beat to decide whether I deserved the warning, and the woman who turned my power on would be a hundred miles away across the water, and Malloy himself had said, to my face, in flat gray light, that I wasn’t ready. I sat on the edge of the narrow bed with my hands shaking, not from power, from plain animal fear, and I thought, clearly and coldly, I am going to get somebody killed, and the somebody is going to be a clerk I never met, and it’s going to be because a man fell through a portal and the system decided he was a hero before he’d earned it.

It would have gone somewhere bad from there. I know the shape of my own spirals. It would have gone to self-pity, to the trapdoor under the floor, to a long ugly night.

Donna knocked.

She knocked the way she did everything, brightly and then not brightly, two quick raps and then, when I didn’t answer fast enough, her voice low through the door, “Jack. I felt it. Through the bond. Something in you went small and dark about ten minutes ago and I’ve been lying in my bed feeling it get smaller and I am not going to lie there and feel my almost-husband disappear down a hole he thinks I can’t see. Open the door.”

I opened the door. She stood in the corridor in a robe over her nightdress with her platinum hair down and unset and her face scrubbed bare, no red lipstick, no armor, just Donna, and she took one look at my face and stepped in and shut the door and didn’t say anything clever at all.

“Talk,” she said, sitting beside me on the narrow bed, taking one of my shaking hands in both of hers. “The true thing. Not the brave thing. The true thing.”

So I told her the true thing, the clerk I was going to get killed, the half-beat in Wayne, Malloy saying I wasn’t ready, the whole cold spiral, and she listened to all of it without trying to fix it. Somehow that helped more than advice would have. When I’d run out she sat there holding my hand for a moment and then she said the thing only she could have said.

“You’re not afraid you’ll fail,” she said, slow, reading me the way she read me. “You’re afraid you’ll fail at the one thing you actually care about. Not the flying, not the lifting, not looking like a hero. Keeping people alive. That’s the only failure that’s got you shaking, the dead clerk, the person downwind.” Her thumb moved over my knuckles. “Jack, do you understand that the men who get clerks killed are the ones who aren’t afraid of it? The ones who go in thinking about how big they can hit? You just spent a week with Eddie learning that the wounded are the mission and the bad guys are the weather. The fear you’ve got right now, the exact one, the dead-clerk one, is the thing that’s going to make you careful enough to keep them alive. Malloy’s right that you’re not ready. And you’re going to go anyway, because they’re sending you, and the only question is whether you go scared-and-careful or brave-and-reckless, and I would put my whole self on scared-and-careful, every time, because scared-and-careful is the man who lifted a plywood girl off a swaying tower without dropping her.” She lifted my hand and pressed her lips to my knuckles. “Now stop disappearing down the hole. I can feel it from across the wing and it’s the worst feeling I’ve ever had. Whatever happens out there, you’re not going under-loved, and I’m working on the underpowered part, so let me carry that one, and you carry the careful, and we’ll get the clerk home.”

And the bad hour broke, the way it always broke when she got her hands on it. She hadn’t fixed anything. She’d named it and sat in it with me and refused to let me be alone in it, and I turned my hand over in hers and held on, and the source in my chest, which had gone small and dark, opened back up quiet and warm, no light, just steadiness, the deep animal relief of being read all the way down and not left.

The team posting went up with the mission two days out, and it was no surprise, because Wayne had told me himself in the hallway, smiling, but seeing it on the board made it real. Jack Danner, hero, first deployment. Wayne Benton, backup. Eddie Pruitt, support and medical. Captain Malloy, remote field guidance from the staging post. Target: the Moretti crew, a payroll-related action on the mainland, classified by the academy as a low-risk rookie deployment, a milk run, a green hero against ordinary non-powered wiseguys, the kind of thing a betrothed rookie was supposed to handle as a graduation exercise with training wheels.

Wayne found me at the board, of course he did.

“Partners,” he said, the smile arriving on time and polished to a shine. “I’ll confess I’m a little surprised they’re sending you so green. Though I suppose that’s the point of a milk run, isn’t it. Low stakes. Ordinary men with guns. Nothing a real super needs to worry about.” He looked at me, and the ice-blue went, for a half-second, to the place over my shoulder where my power lived, the drain-sense, the thing that could taste what a man was carrying, and I watched him read it, read the betrothal floor, the steady source, and I watched curiosity sharpen behind his polite face. “You’re carrying a great deal for a newly betrothed Universal. The betrothal boost is real, I felt mine, but yours reads, hm. Generous.” The smile held. “I’d be careful, if I were you, about feeling invincible. A betrothal isn’t a wedding. You’re not as armored as your readings might be telling you, and the worst thing a green hero can do on a milk run is believe his own dial. Men die on milk runs. They die exactly because somebody told them it was a milk run.” He patted my shoulder, light, every inch the concerned partner, and his eyes did the cold-assessing thing one more time before the polish came down. “I’ll be watching your back out there. Partners.”

He walked off toward the energy yard, and I stood at the board and felt the cold settle into me, because I’d heard the two messages stacked inside the one sentence, the way Wayne always stacked them. The surface message was a peer’s friendly warning. The buried message was you read strong, and I noticed, and I’m filing it. He’d felt the betrothal floor and marked it as interesting, not illicit, not yet, but Wayne collected interesting things the way other men collected matchbooks, and that habit was going to get ugly when the plane finally left the island with him standing right beside me.

I told Donna about the posting that night, on the night terrace where we’d taken to meeting, the place where she’d offered to stand next to my locked box, and she went quiet in a way I’d learned to pay attention to.

“Two days,” she said.

“Two days.”

“And Malloy says you’re not ready.” She wasn’t asking. She’d been at the rail. She knew. “And Doctor Price says the wedding gives more, a lot more, and the wedding’s two weeks out, after the mission, because of a rule about appearances.” She turned from the rail and looked at me, and the wind moved her platinum hair, and her face was doing a thing I hadn’t seen on it before, a kind of cold clear calculation that had nothing to do with the bright performing armor and nothing to do with the warm honest Muse, a third Donna, a fierce one, the one who’d shouted hold it across a wrecked yard. “They’re going to send my almost-husband to the mainland to fight desperate men with guns, underpowered, because a custom designed to keep heroes on a leash says we have to wait for a party.” Her jaw set. “I keep coming back to what Doctor Price said. The custom exists for a reason. And I keep thinking, the reason it exists is so the academy can control how strong its heroes get and when. The reason has nothing to do with you and me and a building full of hostages. The reason is the academy’s reason. It was never our reason.”

“Donna.” I knew where this was going, I’d known since the bunker, since I’m done waiting for my turn, but I needed to slow it down, because she was talking herself toward a cliff and I needed her at the cliff with her eyes open, not running. “What you’re thinking about. There’s a rule, and there’s a real risk if Wayne can already feel the betrothal floor and call it generous. If I show up to that mission carrying a full consummation spike without a wedding, he’ll know exactly what we did, and he keeps things, Donna, he’s been keeping pieces of me for weeks.”

“I don’t care what Wayne knows.”

“You should care a little.”

“I care about you coming home,” she said, and her voice cracked clean down the middle the way it had in the bunker, the fierce Donna and the frightened one colliding, “and not about Wayne Benton’s filing cabinet, and not about a rule the academy made to keep men on a leash, and not about whether some future version of him uses it against us, because there is no future version of anything if you go to the mainland underpowered and a desperate man with a gun does the thing desperate men do.” She came across the terrace until the blue-and-gold scarf at her throat brushed my uniform, then planted both palms flat over the source in my chest. “I’m not asking you tonight. I haven’t decided how. But I want you to stop being a gentleman about this one thing and hear me say it plain, my hero. Your body and your power are not the academy’s to ration. They’re mine now, by their own rules, I’m your Muse, I’m your source, they said so out loud in front of everyone. And I am not, I am not, sending my source into a building full of guns running half-empty because of a party we could have a week early in a custom nobody but the academy benefits from.” She pressed her forehead to my chest. “So you think about that. That’s all I’m asking tonight. Think about it. And know that I already have.”

I held her on the dark terrace with the sea moving below us and the lamplit campus around us, and I thought about it, the way she’d told me to, with my instincts and not past them, and my instincts, God help me, said she was right, and the part of me that guarded exits and feared Wayne’s perfect memory said she was dangerous, and both of those were true, and I stood there holding my fierce frightened brilliant betrothed and could not, for the life of me, find the lie in anything she’d said.


Chapter 14: The Night Before Waiting

The academy threw a dinner for the deploying team two nights before the seaplane, because the academy threw a dinner for everything, and because in a world this bright a man going off to danger got fed and toasted and sent out under banners instead of slipping away in the gray. It was held in the grand hall, the one with the long windows over the water and the chrome chandeliers and the blue-and-gold pennants, white tablecloths and good silver and a small band playing the kind of warm brass swing that I’d only ever heard through the tin filter of old recordings and that sounded, played live in a marble hall by men in white jackets, like the actual sound of the world I’d lost being handed back to me whole.

I was at the head table in my best blue-and-gold, between Malloy and an empty chair, and I spent the first half of dinner not eating because I was watching the door, because Donna had sent word she’d be late and that I was to save her the seat and not, under any circumstances, start the roast without her, and I had learned by now that when Donna staged an entrance there was a reason, and the reason was usually a dress.

She came in between the soup and the roast, and the band did not stop playing but several of the men in the hall briefly forgot how to.

She wore champagne satin. A long evening gown the warm pale gold of good champagne, cut to skim every soft curve of her and pour off the rest, a low cowl back that left the whole creamy expanse of her spine bare to the dip above her hips, the satin clinging to the heavy sway of her breasts in front and the wide flare of her hips below and catching the chandelier light so that she seemed to move in a slow shimmer, platinum waves set soft, red mouth, no blue or gold anywhere yet, nothing but civilian glamour sharpened into a weapon, and she came across the hall toward the head table in the swimming satin with her chin up and her eyes only on me, and I stood, because some old instinct in me that the portal hadn’t killed knew you stood when a woman like that crossed a room toward you, and the whole hall watched her not-look at anyone but me.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, arriving, breathless, bright, sliding into the saved seat in a whisper of satin and warm perfume, and she leaned in close so only I could hear under the brass, her red lips at my ear, “I am not even a little sorry I’m late, I made you wait on purpose, I wanted you to see the whole thing walk the whole way across the room before you got it next to you. Was it worth the roast getting cold? Tell me the truth, the lights did a thing when I came in, I felt it, did the chandeliers brighten or did I imagine it.”

“They brightened,” I said, low, because they had, I’d felt the source open the instant she came through the door, the chrome chandeliers flaring a degree warmer the length of the hall, and half the table had glanced up at the lights and not known why. “You walked in and turned up every light in the room and you knew you were going to. That’s not a dress, Donna, that’s a weapon.”

“It’s a campaign,” she said, pleased, settling, reaching for her water with the satin shifting over her, “and you are the only voter, and I am running an extremely aggressive race.” She bit her lip, glanced at me sideways, and the bright dropped half an inch into the low register, just for a second, just for me. “Wait till you see what I’m not wearing under it. No. Don’t think about that. Eat your cold roast. We have all of dinner to get through and I intend to make every minute of it very difficult for you.”

She did. She was a menace through the entire dinner, and she did it with a deniable public sweetness that made it worse, a hand on my arm here, a lean across me to reach the salt that pressed all that warm satin and softness against my shoulder there, a low aside about the band, a way of eating a strawberry off the dessert plate that I had to look away from before I disgraced myself at the head table next to my commanding officer. Malloy, to his credit, pretended to notice none of it, though once, when Donna had leaned across me a beat too long and too warm, I caught the old field instructor studying his roast like it had told him a private joke.

Eddie sat two seats down, in a borrowed jacket a size too big in the shoulders that made him look like a boy at his father’s table, and he’d been quietly working up his nerve through the whole soup course, and somewhere around the roast he leaned over and said, “I’ve never been to one of these before. The send-off dinners. Healers don’t usually deploy. They put me on your team because, well, because of the thing in the yard, I think, Malloy saw the thing in the yard.” He turned his water glass in his freckled hands. “I keep thinking I should be more scared than I am. We’re going to the mainland to a building with guns in it and I’m a kid who faints at nosebleeds, and I’m sitting here more worried about whether I’m holding the right fork. Is that strange? That feels strange.”

“It’s not strange,” I said. “It’s the company. Hard to be scared at a table with a band and a roast and your friends in jackets that don’t fit.” I nodded at his enormous shoulders. “Whose is that?”

“Karras lent it to me,” Eddie said, mournful. “He’s built like a chrome refrigerator. I look like I’m wearing his garage.” And he grinned, the nervous grin going brave at the edges, and I thought again that the academy had its whole hierarchy upside down, that the bravest man at the table was the one in the too-big jacket who was going to crawl into the danger with a satchel and no power to hit back with, and who was more worried about his fork.

Malloy stood for the toast between the roast and the dessert, and he was not a man built for toasts, he was a man built for orders, and so the toast came out short and blunt and somehow more moving for it. He lifted a glass and said, “To the team. Danner, Benton, Pruitt. First deployment. I’ll say the thing I say to every team and I mean it more than it sounds. The mission is not the arrest. The mission is everybody comes home, theirs and ours both. A hero who books a collar and buries a clerk failed, no matter what the paperwork says. You bring them all home, you’ve won, and I don’t care if it looks like a win or not.” He raised the glass higher. “To bringing everybody home.” And the hall lifted glasses and said it back, to bringing everybody home, and the chandeliers chose that moment to flare a degree, because Donna had leaned warm against my arm and squeezed my hand under the table at the exact word home, and I felt the source open, and half the table glanced up at the lights again and didn’t know why, and Donna hid her smile in her champagne.

She kept it up the whole rest of the dinner, the deniable public menace, and she was an artist at it. She fed me a bite of the dessert off her own fork, an innocent sweet gesture that anyone watching would have called charming, and held my eyes the whole way through it with the low look that was not charming at all. She laughed at something Malloy said and used the laugh as cover to let her satin-covered thigh press warm against mine under the tablecloth and stay there. She reached past me twice for things she did not need, and the second time she let the warm full curve of her breast press against my shoulder through the champagne satin a half-second longer than any reach required, and murmured, “oops,” in a voice with no apology anywhere in it, and I had to set down my fork and look hard at the band for a moment to remember I was a grown man at a formal dinner beside my commanding officer.

The hall itself kept ambushing me with its sheer unembarrassed gladness. In my old century a send-off was a thing you did in a parking lot, a few people checking phones, somebody saying we should do this more often and meaning the opposite. Here a man going toward danger got a marble hall and a live band and a roast and three kinds of pie and the entire academy turned out in its best, and nobody thought it was excessive, because the whole place ran on the conviction that a thing worth doing was worth doing beautifully. The cohort came by the head table in twos and threes between courses to thump my shoulder, Tommy Hale loudest of all, leaning in to inform me with great seriousness that he’d put two weeks’ commissary on me coming home clean and that I was therefore contractually obligated not to make him look like a fool, and Karras gripping my hand in his refrigerator fist and saying only “you held the crane,” like that settled something, which on this island it apparently did. Boyd, the strength Specialist, gave me a nod from across the hall, and I gave one back, and it occurred to me that a month ago I hadn’t had a single person on this earth who’d have noticed if I’d vanished, and now I had a hall.

“You’re going to get me court-martialed,” I told her, low.

“There’s no such thing as court-martial for a man whose Muse loves him at dinner,” she said serenely, reaching, again, for the salt she did not want. “I looked it up. In the rules. It’s completely legal. Oops.” And the breast pressed warm against my shoulder, and the chandeliers flickered, and Malloy, God bless him, asked Eddie a long detailed question about field triage and pretended with great dignity to be deaf to the entire west end of the head table.

And across the hall, at the recruit tables, Wayne Benton watched.

He watched the way he watched, with the patient stillness, and he watched Donna’s whole champagne campaign land on me and only me, and I saw, even at that distance, the cold arithmetic moving under the faultless face, a native son watching the woman he’d told himself should choose the orderly native option pour herself across the lucky portal-fallen newcomer while the grand hall politely pretended not to notice. His applause-late hands stayed folded, then one thumb passed once over the rank stars at his collar, too neat and too controlled. I made myself stop looking at him. He was a problem for a different night. Tonight the problem was the satin.

When the dinner broke up, when the band shifted to the slow numbers and the couples drifted to the floor and the hall went golden and loose, Donna put her red mouth at my ear again and said, “Walk me out. I can’t dance in front of Malloy, I’ll do something we both regret. Walk me down to the water. I want to talk to you somewhere the chandeliers can’t tattle.”

So I walked her out.

We went down the long marble steps from the grand hall to the sea path, the music falling away behind us, the night warm and salt-smelling, the lamps strung along the path throwing pools of gold, and at the bottom of the steps there was an old boathouse, a long low chrome-and-timber structure where the academy kept its small sailing craft, dark and empty at this hour, and Donna took my hand and drew me out of the lamplight and into the deeper dark of the boathouse overhang, where the water slapped soft against the pilings and the only light was the moon off the sea, and there, out of the chandeliers’ sight, the campaign stopped being a campaign and became the real thing.

“I have to tell you the plan,” she said, and the brightness was gone, all of it, this was the third Donna, the fierce clear one. “Because in two days you get on a plane and I don’t, and I am not going to spend tonight being coy about it. So here’s the plan, and I’ve thought about all of it, the rule and the risk and Wayne and Doctor Price’s careful little warning. The plan is this. I am going to power you up before that plane leaves the ground. Properly. The way the academy says to wait for the wedding to do. And I’m telling you now, two days early, in the dark, so that you have time to look me in the eye and tell me no if it’s a no, because the one thing I will not do is spring it on you in a stairwell and call that a choice.”

“Donna.” I took both her hands. The satin was cool under my fingers, her skin warm above it. “I need to say the risk out loud, all of it, one time, plainly, and then I’ll never throw it in your face again. The rule is real. If I show up to that mission carrying a full consummation spike without a wedding, Wayne can taste it. He already thinks the betrothal floor reads generous. The real spike, he’ll feel it like a bonfire, and he won’t be able to prove the act but he’ll know exactly what we did, and he keeps things until they’re useful, and someday he’ll decide this is useful. That’s the cost, and it’s not a small one, and most of it lands on you, because the rule’s about the wife’s choice, and breaking it brands you, not me.” I held her eyes in the moon-dark. “I needed to say it. Now I’ve said it. I’m not telling you no. I’m telling you what it costs, because you taught me that a man who keeps a true thing from the woman he loves to make the night easier is a coward, and I’d rather be scared than a coward.”

She looked at me for a long moment with the sea moving behind her, and then she did something that undid me, she smiled, slow and certain and not bright at all.

“My body,” she said, “and my bond, and my choice. I heard every word of the cost and I’m choosing it with my eyes open, exactly the way you asked, exactly the way Audrey keeps asking me to. The brand lands on me, fine, let it. They can brand me his. That’s all the brand says, Jack. That’s all Wayne’s bonfire says. It says she chose to keep him alive. I’ll wear that one. I’ll wear it under every banner on this island.” She stepped in close, the champagne satin pressing against me in the dark, her arms coming up around my neck, her red mouth an inch from mine. “What I will not wear is a black dress to a funeral because we waited for a party. So that’s decided. The only thing left to decide is the when, and the when is your call, almost-husband, because you know the mission and I don’t. Tell me when. Tonight, tomorrow, the morning of. You pick the moment. I’ve already picked you.”

I stood there in the dark with her hands in mine and the sea moving behind her, and I understood that I was being shown something I’d never once been shown in twenty-nine years, which was a person choosing me with full knowledge of the cost, out loud, on purpose, with her eyes open. Every connection I’d ever had in the old world had been conditional, contingent, the kind that thinned out the second I stopped being convenient, the group chat going quiet, the date texting someone funnier, the company consolidating me when the numbers said to. Nobody had ever stood in front of me and counted the whole price of choosing me and chosen me anyway. Donna had just done it twice in two days, in a corridor and now in a boathouse, and the size of it kept ambushing me: being wanted past the point of convenience, wanted at a cost, wanted on purpose.

“You know what you’re doing right now,” I said, rough. “You’re being braver about this than I’ve been about anything since I got here. I name the risk and you pick it up and put it on like a coat. I don’t think you understand how rare that is, where I’m from. People don’t choose each other at a cost where I’m from. They choose each other when it’s free and leave when the bill comes.”

“Then where you’re from sounds lonely as hell,” Donna said simply, “and I’m sorry you came up in it, and you’re not in it anymore, you’re here, with me, and here we pay the bill and we stay.” And that, the matter-of-fact certainty of it, the way she said we stay like it was a law of physics, undid the last careful thing in me.

And I kissed her.

I kissed her in the dark of the boathouse with the water slapping the pilings, and it was not a careful kiss, not a gentleman’s kiss, the gentleman had said his piece about the cost and now the gentleman could sit down, and she came up into it hungry, her whole soft champagne-satin self pressing into me, her hands fisting in my hair, and I got my arms around the bare cool of her lower back where the cowl left her open and pulled her in until there was no space left between us, and she made the low sound against my mouth that turned on lights, except there were no lights here to turn on, only the moon, so the source had nowhere to go and ran instead through my whole body as heat, as pressure, as the warmth of her bare spine under my palms going warmer.

“Jack,” she breathed, breaking the kiss only to find my throat, my jaw, “the lights are off out here, where’s it going, I can feel it building in you and there’s nowhere for it to, oh,” because I’d slid one hand up the warm bare track of her spine and the source had pulsed through my palm and she’d felt it go into her, warm, through the skin, “oh, that’s, do that again, the warm thing, your hands are warm, your hands are doing the light thing without any light.”

I did it again. I ran my warm hand up her bare back and she arched into it, the heavy front of her pressing against my chest through the satin, and I learned, in the dark of that boathouse, a thing about my own power that no drill had taught me, that when there were no fixtures to brighten the energy didn’t vanish, it found her, it poured through wherever my skin met hers, warm and humming and alive, and Donna gasped and pressed closer and said, half-laughing, half-undone, “you’re cheating, that’s not fair, you can’t power up the night before the actual powering up, save some, oh, no, don’t save any.”

I walked her back two steps until the cool timber of the boathouse wall met her bare shoulders, and she pulled me with her, and I kissed the line of her jaw, her throat, the soft warm place below her ear, and she tipped her head back against the wood and let me, her breath coming fast and uneven, one hand fisted in my hair holding me to her throat. The champagne satin had slipped at one shoulder and I left it there, not greedy, just looking, the moon off the water laying a pale line down the deep shadow of her cleavage where the gown strained, the betrothal scarf the only blue in all that gold, and the sight of her like that, undone and willing in the dark with her armor gone, hit me harder than any drill or any flare. I ran my warm palm down from her bare back over the satin drawn tight at her middle to the full flare of her hip and pulled her against me, and the source pulsed through my hand and she felt it and made a sound I will hear for the rest of my life.

“That’s not fair,” she breathed again, but there was no protest left in it, only want, and her hands went to the clasp at my throat, worked it loose, then followed the buttons down one by one until she could push the jacket off my shoulders, and she pressed her palms flat to my chest over the shirt to feel the source humming under it, and her red mouth found mine again, deeper, hungrier, her whole soft abundant self arched into me against the boathouse wall, and the campaign and the talk and the cost were all gone and there was only the two of us in the salt dark and the heat building and building with nowhere in the unlit night to put it but into each other.

And I stopped us.

Donna would have kept going, I think, swept all the way out on the heat of it, her hands already at my shirt and her mouth hungry against mine, and a lesser man, a greedier one, would have let the current take them both right there against the timber. But I’d learned something about leading her in the bunker and on the dance floor and the tower, that the strongest thing I could do for Donna was not to take everything she was offering in the heat of the moment, because too many men had seen the open door and missed the cost she paid to open it. So I caught her wrists, gently, both of them, and held them still against my chest, and pressed my forehead to hers, and made the choice for both of us, holding her up by stopping while stopping still meant something.

“Not like this,” I said, low, my voice rough with how much I didn’t mean it. “Not spent in a boathouse because we couldn’t wait two days. When I have you, Donna, the first time, it’s going to be because we chose the moment for the mission and for us, not because a dress beat us both. You’re worth a chosen moment. So we stop here, tonight, and I get to be the man who stopped, and you get to know I can.”

She breathed out, ragged, and I felt her go from straining-toward to leaning-into, the heat settling into something steadier, and her stilled hands turned under mine and laced their fingers through, and she laughed, shaky and warm against my mouth.

We stopped at the edge, both of us, by a kind of agreement I’d named and she’d accepted, my hand flat on the warm bare skin of her lower back and her fingers laced through mine, both of us breathing hard in the dark, because we’d decided, and the decision was real and worth honoring, that the real thing, the powering-up, the rule-break that mattered, was going to happen on the timing the mission needed and not be spent here in a boathouse on the night of a dinner because we couldn’t stop kissing.

“Not tonight,” I said, rough, my forehead against hers.

“Not tonight,” she agreed, breathless, her hand still flat on my chest, feeling the source hum under it. “God, I want to. You feel that? I have never wanted anything in my life the way I want this, and before you I’d have been mortified to say so out loud, and now I’m standing in a boathouse in a dress that cost me a week’s allowance telling my almost-husband I want him so much I can’t see straight, and I’m not even a little ashamed, isn’t that something.” She laughed, wet and warm. “You did that. You and your warm cheating hands and your light that comes on when I believe in you. You made me a woman who says what she wants in the dark.” She kissed me once more, soft, and made herself step back, the champagne satin shifting, the warm sweet absence of her where she’d been pressed against me a physical ache. “The morning of,” she said. “Or the night before. You pick. But before that plane. I am not negotiating the if, only the when. And now I’m going to walk back up to my wing alone before I change my mind about the not-tonight, and you are going to give me a five-minute head start so the lamplit path doesn’t get a full parade of us coming back from the boathouse looking like this.”

“You think you look like something,” I said.

“I look,” she said, fixing her hair in the moon-dark with shaking hands, the red lipstick smudged at one corner where I’d kissed it, the cowl-backed satin a little crushed, “like a woman who just got thoroughly kissed in a boathouse and decided to keep her dignity by about a thread. Five minutes. Count them.” And she came back for one last quick fierce kiss, and then she went, swaying up the lamplit path in the champagne satin toward the golden hall, and I stayed in the dark of the boathouse and counted to three hundred with my pulse still going and the source still humming warm in my chest with no light to spend itself on.

Wayne was on the path when I came up.

I should have expected it. He had a way of being on paths. He was standing at the turn where the sea walk met the steps, ostensibly taking the night air, his perfect uniform pale in the lamplight, and he watched me come up from the direction of the boathouse five full minutes after Donna had come up from the same direction, and his eyes did the arithmetic, two people, same dark boathouse, five minutes apart, a betrothed hero with his jacket recently rebuttoned. His smile arrived exactly when manners required it, and he said nothing about it at all, which was so much worse than if he’d said something.

“Lovely night,” Wayne said. “She’s a striking woman, your Donna. That champagne thing was quite a statement.” He let the word statement sit. “Do give my compliments to the dressmaker. Goodnight, Danner. Two days.” And he went up the steps toward the hall, unhurried, a man who’d seen exactly what he needed to see and filed it without a word, and I stood on the path knowing Wayne had one more picture to keep and that there was nothing in the world I could do about it tonight, and that Donna had told me, in the dark, that she’d wear that brand under every academy banner, and that I believed her.

I didn’t sleep much that night, and for once it wasn’t the spiral, it wasn’t the dead-clerk fear or the locked box or Wayne’s careful remembering. It was the other thing, the warm thing, lying awake in the smallest best room I’d ever had with the source still faintly humming in my chest where no light could spend it, turning over Donna crossing a marble hall in champagne satin to turn up every chandelier, then standing in a dark boathouse and choosing the whole cost of me with her eyes open. Not long ago I’d deleted a message because I couldn’t bear to be the man who only surfaced to be rescued. Now there was a woman across a wall who’d decided to rescue me on purpose, against the rules, and call it her own free choice, and dare the whole academy to brand her for it. I lay there and let myself believe it, which was harder than the fear, and somewhere toward dawn I stopped counting exits long enough to fall asleep.

I found out the next morning that Donna had told someone else, too, in her own way.

Audrey caught me at the mess, with her notebook and her glasses and her cool gray-green attention, and she fell in beside me at the coffee urn the way she did, economical, no wasted approach.

“Donna’s different this morning,” Audrey said, not a question, watching the coffee fill her cup. “I’ve been watching her since the first mixer. She walks differently today. The performing’s gone out of her. Last week she’d have come into the mess and worked the room, made sure everyone saw the scarf, proved something. This morning she came in, got her toast, and didn’t prove a single thing to anyone, because she’s stopped needing to.”

She capped the urn and turned, not to me, but past my shoulder.

Donna had come up behind us with her toast untouched on the little white plate, her platinum waves perfect and her mouth painted morning red, but the old campaign brightness was not on her. She looked calm in a way that made her even more beautiful, dangerous because it was not staged. The blue-and-gold betrothal scarf sat at her throat, and she touched it once as Audrey’s eyes moved to her.

“I’m not going to ask anything indelicate,” Audrey said to Donna. “It’s not my business and I don’t traffic in the indelicate. I’m asking as your friend, and as the person who can see you are about to do something with consequences.” She held Donna’s gaze, not mine. “Are you choosing this? All of it, whatever it is, with your own eyes open? Or are you being swept along because you love him and he’s leaving for the mainland?”

The mess hall noise seemed to thin around the three of us. I did not answer. I made myself not answer. The old office-trained part of me wanted to step in, smooth it, protect her from the question, protect myself from the answer being heard by someone too close. But this was the thing Audrey was guarding: not my comfort, not the secret, Donna’s agency.

Donna set her plate down on the edge of the coffee urn table and stood a little straighter.

“I am choosing it,” she said. Her voice was soft enough that it did not carry, clear enough that neither of us could mistake it. “Jack named the cost last night. Every bit of it. The rule, Wayne, Doctor Price, what people might call me if they knew, all of it. He said it plainly and then he stopped. He let me decide. So I’m deciding, Audrey. With my eyes open. If there is a brand, I know where it lands, and I am still choosing him.”

Audrey studied her for one long exact second.

“Good,” she said.

“That’s all?”

“That’s the important part.” Audrey tapped the side of her cup once, precise as a period at the end of a sentence, but her thumb stayed pressed to the handle after the sound faded, white at the knuckle. “The rest is logistics, propriety, and other people’s nerves. Those matter less than women are usually told they do.”

Donna gave a small laugh that almost broke, then steadied. “You really are a Secretary.”

“Yes,” Audrey said. “Which is why I’m very good at identifying the load-bearing fact.” She turned that cool attention on me at last. “If I ever find out you swept her, Danner, I will do whatever a Secretary does to a man who deserves it.”

“I suspect it’s terrifying,” I said.

“It is.” She adjusted her glasses, composed again, and lifted her coffee. “She chose well, for the record. I didn’t think so at first. I thought she was chasing a man to win a competition. I was wrong. She’s not chasing anything anymore. That’s the difference.” She turned to go, then paused and delivered the line over her shoulder in the flat dry voice, the one that hid a whole second meaning under it the way Wayne’s hid a threat, except Audrey’s hid something almost like care. “Come home from the mainland, Danner. Both of you, in one piece. The household’s not finished yet.”

And she was gone before I could ask what she meant by the household’s not finished, which was, I was learning, a thing Audrey did entirely on purpose.


Chapter 15: For Luck

I’d lain awake the whole last night before deployment. The fear was there, the dead-clerk fear Donna had named, the cold animal certainty that I wasn’t ready, and it had a new thing braided through it now, a warmth, an anticipation that had nothing to do with guns and everything to do with a promise made on a boathouse path, and I’d lain in the narrow bed in the dark feeling both at once, the dread and the want, and somewhere around the gray hour I’d given up on sleep and gotten up and dressed in the dark.

There’s a particular quality to a man’s mind in the hour before he goes to do something dangerous. The world goes very clear and very slow. I stood at the small window of my provisional quarters and watched the lamps burn down the dark campus to the pewter sea, and I thought about a city seventy years from here, a downsized analyst deleting a draft message to an acquaintance who wouldn’t have answered, a man with no one to call and nothing to lose and rent coming due, and I thought about how that man would not have believed, could not have believed, that a few weeks later he’d be standing in a chrome window on a superhero island in the gray hour before his first deployment, betrothed to the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, afraid of the right things at last. Whatever happened on the mainland, whatever Wayne had stored away and whatever the future cost, I’d already gotten more out of the wrong turn through that portal than the right road had given me in twenty-nine years. I held that for a moment in the gray. Then I shouldered my kit and went down to the hangar to wait for a plane, because a man can hold a true thing and still have to go to work.

She picked the morning of.

I’d left it to her, in the end, the when, because she’d left me the when and I’d given it back, the two of us passing the decision back and forth like a hot coal until she’d plucked it out of the air on the boathouse path and said, simply, “the morning. Before the plane. I want it to be the last thing, so you carry it onto the mainland still warm,” and I’d agreed, because by then I’d have agreed to nearly anything she said in that low certain voice.

So I went down to the flight hangar before dawn, in the gray hour, kit bag on my shoulder, blue-and-gold jacket on, an hour ahead of the muster because I hadn’t slept and because a man waiting on a plane that’s going to put him in a building full of guns does not lie in a narrow bed and pretend, and the campus was dark and salt-cold and empty, the lamps still burning, the sea a flat pewter sheet below the cliffs.

The walk to the hangar felt longer than it ever had in daylight. Valor Island slept beautifully, which was not the same thing as sleeping deeply. Somewhere behind the palms, a boiler hissed. A night orderly crossed a distant colonnade with a covered tray and did not see me. The flight tower’s red warning lamp blinked high above the terraces, slow and patient, and every blink reminded me that by breakfast I was supposed to be over water, heading toward a city block where men had guns and old pipes leaked gas and my best plan still involved not letting Wayne decide whether I deserved a warning.

The hangar doors were cracked open against the morning air, and the seaplane waited inside like a big silver animal, floats blocked, propellers still, its skin beaded with salt mist under the service lamps. A mechanic’s cart stood near the wing with a canvas draped over the tools. Somebody had already chalked the deployment numbers on a little blackboard by the office: Danner, Benton, Pruitt. Three names, neat and final, as if writing a thing in chalk made it orderly.

I stood there a moment with my kit in my hand and felt the whole island narrow to that board.

Danner. Benton. Pruitt.

Hero. Backup. Healer.

The world before the portal would have given me a calendar invite and a link. This world gave me a silver plane, a dark hangar, and a woman somewhere on the island who had promised to put courage in my blood before the propellers turned.

I walked the edge of the plane once because standing still had become impossible. The floats were taller than my waist, riveted and polished, with the academy crest painted on the side in blue and gold. Tie-down ropes creaked in the wind outside the doors. The mechanic’s chalk marks along the wing struts looked like little white warnings. Oil gleamed in a drip pan under the engine, black and ordinary and brutally practical, the kind of detail that reminded a man that romance and heroism still needed machines that started when asked.

I touched the cool metal of the fuselage with my gloved hand and tried to picture the flight. Water below. Eddie pale in the seat behind me, pretending not to be. Wayne across the aisle with his perfect gloves folded over one knee, polite enough to pass for trustworthy until the second he had to choose. Me with Donna’s promise under my ribs and a power spike still coming, assuming courage could be scheduled between a muster bell and a propeller turning.

The chalkboard waited every time I turned around.

Danner. Benton. Pruitt.

It looked thinner each time. Three names for a whole street full of things that could go wrong.

I looked at the quiet seaplane and tried to imagine the mainland from above, the payroll office, the market street, the wiseguys Malloy kept calling ordinary as if ordinary men with guns could not end a life. I checked my gloves twice. I checked the blue-and-gold clasp at my throat. I checked the comm unit Malloy had issued me and then checked it again, because busy hands are what a frightened man uses when he cannot make time move faster.

Then I saw the side passage light.

The flight hangar was a great chrome shed at the north end of the island where the seaplanes were kept and serviced, and at that hour it should have been empty, the ground crew not yet stirring, and it was empty, except that down a side passage off the main floor, in the throat of a concrete maintenance stairwell that ran up to the catwalks and down to the fuel cellars, there was a light on, and standing under it, waiting, was Donna.

She had a coat on over a fitted day dress, a belted swing coat in pale blue, and under it a snug dress in a small print that hugged her hourglass, and she’d done her hair and her face in the dark hour, the platinum waves set, the red lipstick perfect, and she was flushed and bright-eyed and visibly nervous and visibly determined all at once, and when she saw me come down the passage she pressed back against the cold concrete wall of the stairwell and put one hand to her own chest as if to hold her heart in.

“You’re early,” she whispered. “I was so afraid I’d miss you, I’ve been here since the lamps, I told the wing matron I couldn’t sleep before my hero deployed, which wasn’t even a lie.” Her eyes ran over me in the dim, the kit bag, the jacket. “There you are. Come here. Come in here, off the floor, where the door is.”

I came into the stairwell. It was a narrow concrete throat, a single bulb in a wire cage overhead, the steel stairs running up into dark and down into dark, the smell of cold concrete and machine oil and far-off fuel, and it was exactly the kind of place a person was not supposed to be at that hour, which was, I understood, half the point.

Donna pulled the heavy door shut behind me. There was a bolt on the inside, a maintenance bolt, and she threw it, the clack of it loud in the concrete throat, and then she turned back to me with her back against the bolted door and her chest rising and falling and her red mouth parted, and the nervous bright girl was still there but underneath her the fierce one was rising.

“I locked it,” she said. “On purpose. The door, the bolt, my choice. I want you to know that before I touch you.” Her hands came to the front of my jacket, not steady and not retreating. “The real powering-up is for later, for a bed, for when I can do it right. This is luck. This is me marking you mine before the plane. Tell me you want it.”

The risk was real, so I named it. “Ground crew wakes soon. There’s a catwalk over us. If somebody comes down those stairs.”

“Then the bolt tells them to turn around.” Her red mouth curved, nervous and wicked. “And the danger is half of why I can’t breathe. Now answer me.”

“Yes,” I said, and kissed her.

The caged bulb above us warmed the instant her mouth opened under mine. Donna laughed once, breathless, saw the light, and then the laugh left her face. She held my eyes while she shrugged the pale-blue coat open enough to show the fitted dress beneath, the print pulled tight over heavy breasts and soft hips, the neckline tugged low by her breathing.

“Look,” she whispered.

She sank to her knees by inches, platinum hair shining under the bulb, coat pooling on the concrete, red mouth parted. A boot scraped somewhere on the catwalk above us.

We froze.

Another scrape. A tool clicked. The whole waking academy seemed to lean toward the stairwell door.

Donna’s eyes widened, then brightened with a thrill she did not bother hiding. “Don’t move,” she whispered. “If you move, the lights will tattle.”

“Donna.”

“Quiet, hero. Let me lead this little piece.”

The steps faded farther down the catwalk. Not gone. Far enough.

She unfastened me with both hands, breathing fast, and when my cock sprang free she stared for one hungry second before wrapping her warm fingers around the base. “Tell me if I do it wrong. I only know what I’ve imagined.”

“Keep looking at me,” I said, my hand settling into her set hair. “That’s all.”

Her eyes went proud and glossy. “Then remember me like this.”

She put her red mouth on me.

The first slick heat of her lips nearly took my knees. She went slow, careful at first and then stubborn, taking the head, pulling back with a wet gasp, going down again while her hand worked the base. Lipstick smeared red across my skin. The bulb pulsed brighter with every pull of her cheeks, and I had to plant one palm against the concrete to keep still.

“That’s it,” I breathed. “Use your hand. Good girl. That’s all you.”

She moaned around me at the praise. The vibration ran through my spine and straight into the source under my ribs. A cart wheel squeaked beyond the wire-glass door, close enough that my whole body locked.

Donna pulled off just enough to whisper, “Hand over your mouth if you have to.”

“You’re enjoying this too much.”

“I know. Hold it.”

Then she took me deeper, eyes laughing up at me, fist twisting slick at the base while her tongue worked under the head. The cart squeaked past and kept going. Down the passage, the work lamps over the seaplanes swelled in a warm ripple, brightening in time with her mouth.

“The lights,” I warned.

She looked through the door and smiled around my cock, proud instead of frightened. Then she pulled off with a wet sound, still stroking me. “I did that with my mouth.”

“You did.”

“Then let me finish you with it.”

“Look at me while you do.”

She did. Platinum hair mussed by my hand. Lipstick ruined. Breasts rising hard under the fitted dress. Sweet and filthy and brave on a concrete floor before dawn.

“That’s my Muse,” I whispered. “Take what you started.”

The words hit her through the bond. Her thighs pressed together under the dress, and she swallowed me again with new greed, hand and mouth working in a slick rhythm that made the hangar blaze brighter beyond the door. The pressure built fast, body and source winding tight together.

“I’m close.”

She answered by taking me deeper, both hands gripping my thighs.

I came in her mouth with the hangar flaring blue-gold around us, every fixture blazing in a stuttering pulse that lit the rigging like noon. Donna held my gaze while I spilled across her tongue, swallowing proudly, one silver thread escaping the corner of her stretched red lips before she licked it clean. She milked the last of it from me with her hand, then pressed a small kiss to the tip as the lights eased back down to the single steady bulb above us.

For a moment there was only the two of us breathing in the concrete throat.

I hauled her up off the floor and held her between my body and the locked door. Her legs wobbled, and she laughed soundlessly into my jacket.

“I thought I’d be embarrassed,” she whispered.

“Are you?”

She lifted her ruined mouth, eyes bright. “No. I’m trying to find one inch of embarrassed and all I can find is proud.”

“That’s mine,” I said.

The bulb gave one tiny answering pulse.

“Say that again tonight,” she whispered. “In the bed. When the real thing happens.”

I kissed her hair. “Your knees all right?”

“My knees are fine, and that is the least romantic thing a man has ever said after I lit up a building with my mouth.” She touched her lipstick, then laughed again. “Fix me before I go back out there.”

I failed at fixing her until she took the compact back and repaired herself in three deft strokes. She still looked flushed and too bright, but not like evidence.

“That wasn’t the powering-up,” she reminded me, both palms spread against my jacket. “That was luck. The real thing’s still coming, before that plane leaves. This was so you’d carry me onto the mainland already warm.” Her smile went soft and fierce. “Did it work?”

“I feel like a man who could fly to the mainland without the plane.”

“Good. Hold that.” She kissed me once, quick and careful of the fresh lipstick, threw the bolt, and slipped away up the passage in her pale-blue coat, leaving me under a single steady bulb with my whole body singing and the ghost of the lit hangar still on the air.

Wayne was there. He’d come early too, of course he had, kit on his shoulder, and he was standing in the middle of the main floor frowning up at the rigging lights with the particular stillness I’d learned to fear, the drain-stillness, the look of a man tasting something in the air he couldn’t name. He hadn’t seen the stairwell. He hadn’t seen Donna. The angle was wrong and the bolt had been thrown. But he’d felt something, a flare, an abnormality, a pulse of power that had no business pulsing in an empty hangar at dawn, and he was standing there with his head tipped back trying to place it, and when I came out onto the floor he turned and looked at me with the frown still on him.

“Did the lights do something just now?” Wayne asked. “I’d swear the whole hangar surged. Felt it like a, a wave. You feel it?”

“Generators, maybe,” I said, easy, hefting my kit, not breaking stride. “Old building. Probably kicking the morning load on.”

“Maybe.” But the frown stayed, and the ice-blue went to the place over my shoulder where my power lived, and I watched him taste it, the source, warmer and fuller than it had been the day before, brightened by a stairwell and a red mouth, and I watched the not-adding-up cross his face, and I watched him decide to remember the exact shape of it. He said nothing, because he never said anything. He only collected, and I walked past him to the muster point with my heart going and my power humming.

Malloy was at the muster point with a face like weather.

“Stand down,” he said, before I’d even set my kit. “All of you. Plane’s grounded. Crosswinds came up across the channel overnight, hard, the kind that flips a seaplane on the water, and the field office on the mainland says they’re socked in till tomorrow at the earliest.” He scowled at the pewter sky over the cliffs as if it had personally insulted him. “We hold here, overnight, maybe two. The Moretti job’s not going anywhere, the academy’s pushed the window. Get your kit stowed and stay close, I want you ready to move the second the wind lays down.” He looked at the three of us, me flushed and humming, Eddie pale and relieved, Wayne smooth and frowning, and his pale eyes lingered a half-second on me, on whatever he could read of me, and I had the brief cold thought that Malloy noticed more than he ever said. Then he turned and stamped off toward the field office, leaving Wayne with only the unexplained pulse and his own appetite for conclusions.

The grounded team didn’t disperse all at once. Malloy hated loose ends almost as much as he hated weather, so he pinned us in the hangar office for a fast map review while the wind slapped rain against the high windows and the seaplane’s rigging ticked in the gusts. Delano Street in charcoal pencil. Payroll office on the corner. Market stalls drawn as little rectangles. The elevated rail, old gas lines, two alleys, three likely getaway routes, and the field officers’ perimeter marked in red grease pencil.

“This is what you do with a delay,” Malloy said, jabbing the map. “You don’t stew. You rehearse. Danner, where are the civilians?”

“Market side,” I said, forcing my head back into the work. “Payroll line inside if the office is open. Foot traffic under the rail.”

“Good. Benton, blind spots.”

Wayne named them cleanly, too cleanly, and I hated that he was good at the part I needed him to be good at. Eddie marked the triage corner with a shaky pencil and then, when Malloy made him do it again, moved it upwind of the gas main without being told. That was Eddie’s courage: quiet, practical, his little healer’s station already waiting in the place where the bodies would come if the day went wrong.

Malloy made me talk through the first contact three times. He did not love repetition. The first time I said I would disarm the nearest gunman, he rapped the map with two knuckles hard enough to make Eddie jump.

“Nearest is not the same as most dangerous,” Malloy said. “Nearest is what frightened rookies grab because it’s in reach. Most dangerous might be the man near the gas valve. Might be the driver with the engine running. Might be the fool with his finger too tight on a trigger and a clerk in front of him. Don’t marry the first problem you see, Danner.”

Wayne’s mouth moved at the word marry. Barely. He looked down at the map before I could decide whether I’d imagined it.

I made myself start over. This time I named civilians first, exits second, guns third. Malloy let that one stand. Wayne let it stand too, which somehow felt less generous than being corrected.

A day. Maybe two. A whole night, or two, before the plane, where there’d been only an hour before.

I found I wasn’t thinking about the crosswinds at all. I was thinking about a fierce platinum-haired woman who’d just told me, one hand over the source in my chest and the other curled at my collar, that the real thing was still coming, before that plane left, in a proper bed if she had to commandeer one, and about how the weather had just handed her exactly the thing she’d said she wanted, which was time, and a bed, and a night.

The day passed in the strange suspended way that grounded days do, a team keyed up for danger and then handed nothing to do with the keying. There’s a specific misery to it, the body flooded with the chemistry of a thing it was promised and then denied, no fight and no flight, just a long flat afternoon of waiting with adrenaline souring in your blood. We stowed our kit. We ran a half-hearted gear check that Malloy made us do twice because idle hands made him nervous, and a third time when the second one didn’t take.

Eddie managed his fear out loud, the way he managed everything. He reorganized his medical satchel four times and explained each item to me whether I’d asked or not, the morphia syrettes and the pressure bandages and the little brass clamps and the green-glass bottles of things I couldn’t pronounce, narrating his whole kit like a man saying a rosary, and I understood that the explaining was the prayer, that as long as Eddie was telling me what each thing was for he didn’t have to think about the bodies they’d be used on, and I asked questions I didn’t need answers to just to keep him talking, because there are worse ways for a frightened man to spend a grounded afternoon than teaching his friend the names of the tools.

“You ever think,” Eddie said, somewhere around the third repacking, not looking up, “about how we’re the only two on the team who can’t really hurt anybody? You can lift a crane but you crack everything you touch, and I can knit a man back together but I faint at my own blood. Wayne’s the only one of us built to actually win a fight.” He clicked the satchel shut. “And I’d still rather go in with you two than with a yard full of Waynes. Isn’t that strange? I trust the cracked crane-lifter and the fainting nurse over the man who never misses.” He glanced up, freckled and earnest. “Don’t tell him I said that. He files things.”

“I know he files things,” I said. “Don’t worry. I won’t add to the file.”

Wayne spent the afternoon in the energy yard, draining the practice dummies with a cold methodical patience, one after another, sharpening himself on the eve of the mission the way other men oil a gun, and the dummies hung gray and emptied behind him and a row of potted ferns along the yard wall wilted a little more with every hour he worked near them. Twice I caught him looking across the yard at me with the frown that was still trying to become a conclusion, the head-tipped tasting look, a man trying to reconcile an odd morning pulse with a betrothal reading that already interested him, and twice I looked away first, which I hated, and did anyway, because the alternative was letting him watch my face while I thought about what the weather had just given us.

The wind didn’t lay down. By late afternoon the channel was a field of whitecaps and the field office confirmed another night minimum, and the academy did the thing the academy did with stranded deployment teams, which was move us to the staging quarters near the hangar, a cluster of low guest cottages kept for exactly this, for crews waiting on weather, comfortable little chrome-and-timber boxes with their own beds and their own doors, set apart from the wings, quiet, private.

Private.

The weather had given Donna exactly what she’d asked the world for: time, a door, and a proper bed.


Chapter 16: Breaking the Rule

The academy allowed betrothed farewells for deploying heroes. It even dressed the custom up until it looked innocent: a short visit, a little comfort before danger, a woman telling her chosen man to come home.

Donna used that permission like a lockpick.

She came to the staging cottage at dusk in a soft wrap with her hair down, stepped inside, and shut the door behind her. The room was small and kind, with blue curtains, a quilted bed, a braided rug, and my provisional hero jacket hanging over the back of the single chair. Donna looked at the bed, the proper bed she’d promised to commandeer, and then at me.

“The weather did it,” she said quietly. “I asked for time and a door and a bed, and the channel handed me all three.” Her hand settled over my sternum, right where the morning’s luck still hummed. “This morning was luck. This is the real thing. The powering up. The thing the academy says to wait for.”

“Donna.”

“I know the cost.” Her voice shook once and steadied. “Wayne will feel it. Doctor Price will read it. The chapel hasn’t happened yet, and the brand will land on me first. I heard you every time you named it. I’m still choosing it.”

I covered her hand with mine. “Then I choose it with you.”

Her eyes shone, frightened and fierce together. “Good. But not this second. I want to do it right, and doing it right means I go fix myself up and let you have an hour to make your peace one last time. Then I come back, and we don’t rush it, because it’s my first time and your only time being my first, and I want both of us to remember it as more than a thing we did in a hurry before a mission.” She kissed me once, soft and sure. “An hour, hero. Be ready.”

She slipped back out into the dusk.

The rain came in off the channel after she left, the crosswind driving it against the cottage windows in long soft sheets, and I spent the hour the way she’d told me to. Wayne would feel the spike, not a curious betrothal floor this time but the full consummation bonfire. Dr. Price would know the numbers didn’t match the official timeline. Donna would carry the judgment of breaking the rule before the chapel. And tomorrow I would take a new, untested level of power into a street full of guns with Wayne Benton at my back.

I walked through every bit of it. At the end I found the same truth I’d found on the boathouse path: the cost was real, and so was the alternative. Donna had chosen with her eyes open. I was choosing beside her.

Then I stopped sitting still and made myself prepare the room, because waiting without moving was a good way to let fear pretend it was wisdom.

I checked the lock to show the exit-counting part of me that he had been heard and could sit down now. I drew the blue curtains across the rain-streaked windows, leaving one narrow line where the gray light from the channel could slip through. I turned the lamp down and then up again until the cottage felt warm instead of exposed. I folded the quilt back on the bed and then laughed once under my breath at myself, because there is no dignified way for a man to arrange a bed on the night he is going to make love to his betrothed before a mission. Every small practical act felt enormous. The pillow moved six inches and suddenly the whole future of my life seemed to depend on whether it looked inviting or staged.

On the little dresser sat the things the room had come with: a porcelain water pitcher, two glasses, a brass tray, a little chrome alarm clock with hands that glowed faintly green. I filled both glasses. My hand was steady doing it, which surprised me. The mission had made my hands shake. Donna coming back did not. She made something else in me shake, deeper, but the hands were steady, and I took that as a good sign.

Then I sat again, because there was nothing else to straighten without becoming ridiculous, and I listened to the rain and to my own pulse and to the faint hum of the source under my ribs, warmer than it had been before the stairwell, waiting for her the way the room waited.

Eddie knocked first, about twenty minutes in, and nearly stopped the whole night.

He stuck his sandy head around the door when I opened it, satchel still on his hip because Eddie never went anywhere without his satchel, and he had the wide nervous look of a boy who couldn’t sleep before his first deployment and had gone looking for company.

“Can’t sleep,” he said. “Wayne’s cottage is dark and I’m not going to knock on Wayne’s door, I’d rather sleep in the rain. You up? I thought maybe we could go over the casualty load-out one more time, I keep thinking I’ve forgotten the, you’ve got your serious face on. Are you all right? You look like a man waiting on something.”

“I’m all right,” I said, and I kept my voice easy and my body in the doorway, blocking the small lamplit room behind me, the proper bed, the whole shape of what was about to happen, because Eddie was my friend and I would not lie to him with my face if I could help it and I was absolutely going to lie to him with my body. “Just trying to sleep before tomorrow and failing, same as you. We went over the load-out twice today, Eddie. It’s good. You’re good. Get some rest.”

He looked at me a moment, and Eddie was not a stupid kid, he was a healer who read bodies for a living, and I watched him notice the something in me, the keyed-up waiting, and I watched him decide, with the tact of a boy who’d been the overlooked one his whole life and knew when to make himself scarce, not to ask. “Yeah,” he said. “Okay. You’re right. Twice is enough.” And then, at the last second, with his hand on the doorframe and his nervous grin going soft and brave, “Hey. We’re going to bring everybody home tomorrow. Theirs and ours. I just wanted to say that to somebody before I tried to sleep. Malloy’s right. That’s the whole thing.” And he ducked back out into the rain toward his own dark cottage, and I stood in the doorway feeling like a heel for the warm uncomplicated friendship of him, and then I shut the door, because the heel feeling did not change a single thing about what I was choosing.

I almost saw Wayne too. When I cracked the door a few minutes later to check the walk, to make sure the staging quarters had gone quiet, I caught a shape at the far end of the covered walk, pale uniform, standing at the rail in the rain-dark taking the night air, perfectly still, and I shut the door fast and soft before the shape could turn. Wayne, out there in the wet, awake, watching the night the way he watched everything. I stood with my back against the shut door and my heart going and thought about calling the plan off, about the bonfire he’d taste, about that perfect memory of his. And then I thought about a black dress at a funeral, and about a fierce woman who’d told me she’d wear the brand under every banner on the island, and I let the thought of Wayne go cold and far away, because some prices you decide to pay and then you stop counting them, or you’ll never do the thing you’ve decided to do.

She knocked at the hour, exactly, because of course she did.

I opened the door and the rain blew in cold around her and she stood on the little step in the lamplight, and she’d changed. The wrap was gone. She wore a simple slip of a thing under her open coat, pale, and her platinum hair was down and unset, soft, the way I’d only seen it once before, and her face was scrubbed of the daytime armor and made up soft instead, the red mouth gentled to a warmer rose, and she was shaking, just slightly, from the cold or the nerves or both, and she looked young and frightened and braver than anyone I’d ever known.

“Let me in,” she whispered. “It’s freezing and I’m losing my nerve on the step and I refuse to lose my nerve, so let me in before the cold decides this for me.”

I let her in. I shut the door on the rain and the cold and the whole watching island, and it was just the two of us in the lamplit cottage with the blue curtains and the rain on the glass, and Donna stood dripping a little and shivering and looking at the bed and then at me, and the fierce certainty she’d carried all day wavered, finally, into the simple human truth of what she was about to do.

“I’m scared,” she admitted, very quiet. “Not of you. Of, of doing it wrong, of it hurting, of it not being what I built it up to be in my head since the white dress. Of being bad at it. I’ve never, you know I’ve never, and I want to be good at it for you and I have no idea how to be.” Her chin came up, the brave thing reasserting. “But I want it more than I’m scared of it. By a lot. So tell me what to do and I’ll do it, and don’t be too gentle, no, be gentle, I don’t know, you’ll know, that’s the whole point, you’ll know and I won’t and I trust you to.”

I crossed to her and took her cold face in both my warm hands, and heat uncoiled under my palms and ran into her, the warm thing, and she gasped softly and leaned into the heat of my hands.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, low, holding her eyes. “We’re going to go slow. There’s no being good at it and no being bad at it, there’s just you and me and all night and a locked door. If something’s too much, you tell me, and I stop, and we wait, and there is no clock on this, the plane’s not till morning and I’m not going anywhere. And the second it stops being scary and starts being good, and it will, you let yourself have it, all of it, no being proper. Can you do that for me. Can you tell me the truth the whole way through, the scared and the good both.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Then come here,” I said, “and let me warm you up.”

I kissed her slow.

I’d promised her slow and I meant it, and so I kissed her the way she deserved to be kissed her first time, unhurried, deep, my hands warming the cold out of her, and I felt the shaking ease out of her by degrees, the nerves melting into the kiss, her cold body warming against me, her mouth softening and then opening and then growing hungry under mine. I slid the wet coat off her shoulders and let it fall, and the pale slip underneath was thin and damp and clung, and I ran my warm hands down the bare cool of her arms and up the warm soft sides of her and she shivered, not from cold now, and pressed closer, and made the low sound that turned on lights, and the lamp by the bed flared warmer, and she laughed against my mouth, breathless. “Even here. Even now. The lights do it for you.” “They know better than I do,” I said. “You turn on every light you get near. Come to the bed.”

I undressed her at the edge of the bed, slow, and she let me, and then she stopped me with a hand on mine, fierce under the nerves, and said, “no, let me, I want to, I want to do it myself so you know I chose it,” and she stepped back and drew the pale slip off over her head herself, deliberate, choosing it, and stood in the lamplight in nothing, my Donna, the whole soft abundant glory of her, the heavy full breasts and the deep cleavage and the tiny cinched waist and the wide flaring hips and the thick creamy thighs, platinum hair loose over her shoulders, flushed pink down her chest, shaking just slightly, brave, bared by her own choice, and I forgot how to breathe.

“Don’t just look,” she whispered, the nerves cracking into a small desperate laugh. “If you just look I’ll die of it. Come here. I bared the whole front porch, the least you can do is, oh,” because I’d crossed to her and gotten my mouth on her throat and my hands full of her soft breasts, and the joke died in a gasp.

“No more porch,” I said against her throat.

She stilled under my mouth.

I lifted my head and looked at her, naked and shaking and watching me as if the next sentence mattered more than the room, the rain, the mission, maybe all of it. “You don’t have to make that joke again. Not tonight. Not with me. Not when you just stood there and chose every inch of yourself in front of me.”

Her mouth trembled once. The old reflex, the bright joke, tried to come back and failed.

“What do I say instead?” she whispered.

“Say what you want.”

She swallowed. Her hands, which had risen halfway to cover herself without her meaning to, lowered again. Slowly. Deliberately.

“I want your hands on me,” she said. “Everywhere. I want to stop thinking about whether I look foolish and start finding out what it feels like when you don’t stop at looking.” A shaky breath. “And I want you to tell me when I’m beautiful, because I know men have said it to me before and I didn’t believe a one of them the way I believe you.”

“You’re beautiful,” I said, and put my hands on her the way she’d asked. “And you’re brave. And you’re mine because you chose to be.”

They filled my hands and overfilled them, soft and warm and heavier than they looked, and she made a low surprised sound when my thumbs brushed her nipples. She grabbed my wrists, not to stop me, to press my hands harder into her. “Yes,” she breathed. “Like that. I’ve thought about your hands on me since the flight yard.” Then she guided my hands down the narrow sweep of her waist to the warm flare of her hips, showing me where she wanted me, the nervous bombshell becoming bold because I was touching her exactly where she’d dreamed.

I made her put want into words; every answer took ground from the nerves.

“Where,” I said, kissing the soft swell of one breast.

“There. Your mouth, there, yes.” She gave a breathless broken laugh when I smiled against her skin. “Don’t laugh.”

“I’m happy,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

The lamp warmed another shade.

I laid her down on the proper bed with the rain on the blue curtains, and I took my time. I kissed her throat, her breasts, the soft belly she’d once gestured at with shame, the inside of one trembling thigh. When she understood where I was going she said, “Jack, you don’t have to,” half scandalized and half desperate, and I said, “I want to. Lie back. Let me get you ready.”

I parted her with my thumbs, and she was already soaked, her pussy slick and pink and swollen with want, glistening in the lamplight, and the first slow drag of my tongue up through her folds tore a cry out of her that she hadn’t expected. Her hand flew to her mouth. I drew it down and pinned it gently to the bed. “No. Let me hear it. The door’s locked.”

I licked into her slow, learning the taste of her, soft and sweet and salt, weeks of wanting held back until this locked room and my mouth finally made holding back impossible, and I found the stiff little knot of her clit with the flat of my tongue and worked it in slow circles until her hips chased my mouth. Then I slid two warm fingers into her, and the tight wet clutch of her around them made my cock ache. The source pulsed through my hands wherever my skin met hers, the heat sinking into her with every stroke. The nerves burned off by degrees. The careful proper girl vanished. Donna arched off the quilt, thighs shaking around my head, her hands fisting the sheets, breath breaking into open sounds she stopped trying to hide, and the lamp flared bright while the chrome fixtures hummed. I felt her start to flutter and clench around my fingers, her whole body winding tight. “I’m going to, Jack, I think I’m going to, don’t stop,” she gasped, and I didn’t stop, I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked, and she came against my face, soaking my fingers, shaking, crying out, her pussy clamping and pulsing while warm gold light filled the cottage.

I kept my hand on her hip through the aftershocks, holding her still when she tried to curl away from the intensity.

“Stay open,” I said, low. “Don’t hide from the good part after you earned it.”

“I don’t know how,” she panted, laughing and nearly crying. “My whole body wants to run and come back at the same time.”

“Then stay and come back.”

She did. She stayed trembling under my hand, thighs still parted, watching me with wet amazed eyes while the lamp hummed and settled. Her own pleasure had not made her foolish or small. It had made the room brighter, and my power gathered in answer.

I came up her body while she was still trembling, kissing my way back to her mouth, and she pulled me into a hungry kiss, tasting herself on me, past nervous now and all the way into want.

“That’s what you were so worried about?” I murmured. “Being bad at it?”

“Shut up,” she said, breathless, laughing. “I have no dignity left and I don’t care.” She bit my lip and arched up against me, wet and ready, her platinum hair fanned across the pillow and her gaze fixed on mine with a hunger I’d carry into the dark of the next day’s war.

“Look at you,” I said, low, brushing her hair back. “There’s the woman who lights up buildings. No bracing. No armor. Just you.”

“Just me,” she breathed, and reached between us and took hold of me, guiding, brave, choosing it, “and I want you, all of you, now, I want to feel the man who’s going to be my husband, I’ve waited my whole life and all the days since you found me in that white dress and I’m done waiting, come here,” and she lined me up against her wet heat herself, and looked up at me, and said, simply, the bravest thing, “I’m ready. I trust you. Make me yours.”

“Slow,” I said, settling fully between her wide soft thighs, my forehead against hers, watching her face, holding myself still against her wet heat. “We go at your pace, not mine. Tell me if it’s too much and I stop, no matter where we are. I’m watching you the whole time. Okay?”

“Okay,” she breathed, and wrapped her hands around the back of my neck, and lifted her hips a fraction in invitation, choosing it one more time. “Go.”

I pushed into her slow.

Just the first inch, the head of me notching against her soaked entrance and then parting her, sinking into a heat so tight and wet it stole my breath, and she gasped, nails biting into my shoulders as her body tensed around the stretch and the newness. I felt her clench down hard, untried, gripping me like a fist. I stopped, held still, buried just the head of me in that snug clutch, and stroked her hair back from her face. “Breathe. Don’t fight it. There’s no hurry.”

She breathed, shaky, eyes squeezed shut and then opening to find mine. I gave her another slow careful inch only when I felt her body stop fighting me and start to yield, her slick easing the way, then another, the wet grip of her dragging at every inch, pausing each time she tensed, watching every flicker across her face.

Then the discomfort changed. Wonder moved across her face, her mouth falling open, and she rocked her hips up against me, working herself down onto another inch, taking more of me herself.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “It’s a lot, but don’t stop. I want all of it.”

I sank the rest of the way into her, slow and steady, feeling her stretch to take me, until I was fully buried and her thighs trembled around my hips and her pussy fluttered hot and tight around the whole length of me. For a moment we stayed there, joined all the way, packed into her as deep as I could go, both of us breathing hard with the rain on the blue curtains.

“Tell me true,” I said. “The scared or the good?”

“The good,” she whispered. “It’s the good. Move, Jack. Please. I want to feel you move.”

I moved.

I started with the smallest careful strokes, drawing back until just the head of me stayed inside her wet heat, then sliding slow back home, watching her face for the line between too much and good. She found the good fast. Her hips began to rise to meet mine, tentative and then surer, learning to take the slick drag of me out and the deep press of me back in, and the last of the wince gave way to open hunger, her body softening and opening and growing wetter around me until I slid easy and deep.

“More,” she demanded, breath breaking. “Harder. I won’t break. I want to feel it.”

I gave her harder, deeper, one hand under the wide flare of her hip to angle her up and take her at the slant that made her gasp, and she cried out my name, no longer trying to muffle herself. The cottage filled with the rain, our breathing, the wet slap of my hips against her thick soft thighs, the slick sound of me driving into her, Donna’s voice climbing, and the lamp blazed while the chrome fittings began to sing.

Then I stopped moving for one breath, buried deep, because her eyes had filled too fast and I needed to know which kind of tears they were.

“Truth,” I said.

She blinked up at me, wet and dazed. “Good. Too good. I didn’t know it could make me feel full like this. Not just here.” She tightened around me and made both of us shudder. “Everywhere. Like you’re in my chest too.”

“That’s the bond.”

“Then move,” she whispered, suddenly fierce, pulling me down until her mouth brushed mine. “Move and make it open. I want to feel what I do to you when you’re all the way inside me.”

I obeyed my Muse.

And the source opened.

Not a flare. Not the apple of light off my palm, not the hangar lighting up, nothing I’d ever felt. As I moved in her and the bond pulled tight between us, the source in my chest opened like a sunrise behind my ribs, light and strength and lift and courage flooding up through me at once. More than the bunker. More than the betrothal. The held thing behind the door flung wide, and in the space of a few thrusts I became more than I had ever been.

“Oh my God,” Donna gasped, eyes flying open as the spike ran back into her. “Jack, I can feel it, you’re glowing, the whole room,” and the cottage filled with soft blue-gold light, not from any one fixture but from me, the lamp and chrome fittings blazing in sympathy, the small metal objects on the dresser trembling and ringing. Donna stared up at me lit from within, pure wonder on her face, and her own pleasure crested at the same instant.

“I’m going to come again,” she cried, clutching me, her legs locking around me, heels digging into the small of my back to pull me deeper, “Jack, I’m, with you, come with me, come inside me, I want all of it, I want the whole spike, give it to me, give me everything,” and I felt her pussy clamp down around me, gripping and pulsing, her whole soft body seizing, her second climax tearing through her, and the wet hot clutch of her wringing me past the edge, and the bond pulled tight as a drawn bow, and I broke.

I came inside her with the room blazing gold around us, buried to the root, her legs locked around my hips holding me deep, and I felt myself pour into her in thick pulsing spurts, my cock jerking with each one, spilling everything I had into the tight clutch of her while the consummation spike went off like that sunrise reaching noon. Power flooded up and out of me, a long warm pulse of blue-gold light filling the cottage and pouring through the blue curtains into the rain. Donna held me through it, clinging and crying out as she felt the heat of me flood her, her pussy still fluttering and milking around me, drawing the spike out of me, until at last the light sank back into my skin and the last of me emptied into her and the cottage fell back to ordinary lamplight and rain.

For a long moment neither of us could move. I held myself off her on shaking arms, still inside her, both of us slick and gasping, then lowered us onto our sides so I wouldn’t crush her. She made a soft contented sound and burrowed into me.

The little chrome alarm clock on the dresser ticked itself three inches sideways, stopped at the edge of the brass tray, and kept ticking. The water in the two glasses trembled in perfect little rings. My hero jacket, hung over the chair, lifted at one sleeve as if a wind had found it from inside the room and then settled back down.

Donna saw it all. So did I.

“Did we break anything?” she whispered.

I listened. Rain. Breathing. Ticking clock. No cracked glass, no falling plaster, no shouted alarm from outside.

“No.”

Her smile came slow and stunned. “We made all that power and didn’t break anything.”

“We shook a clock.”

“That clock had it coming.”

I laughed into her hair, helplessly, and the laugh loosened something in both of us.

Then the cottage boards outside gave a soft complaint under a man’s weight.

I went still.

Donna felt it through me and froze with one hand on my chest, her eyes suddenly wide in the ordinary lamplight. We listened together, naked and tangled and still joined enough that every breath felt like evidence. Rain hit the roof. The little clock ticked. Out beyond the blue curtains, under the covered walk, someone had stopped near the cottage rail.

The source inside me was too bright to hide. I could feel it now the way I could feel my own pulse, no longer the warm stairwell lift or the betrothal floor, but the whole wide sun of her, sitting behind my ribs. If Wayne was out there, if the pale shape I’d seen earlier had come back to the walk, he would not need proof. He would only need that sense of his, that vile tasting attention, and the knowledge that no betrothed rookie should read like this.

A shadow crossed the narrow line where the curtains did not quite meet.

Donna’s hand tightened on me, not in shame. In decision.

The shadow held for one breath. Two.

Then the boards creaked again, softer this time, moving away into the rain.

No knock. No accusation. No proof.

Only a man outside who had felt a bonfire where the records said there should have been a candle, and had walked on with the warmth of it in his pocket.

Donna’s hand loosened against my chest, right over the new blaze, and her forehead followed it down. “Was that him?”

“I don’t know.”

But I did. Not with certainty a court would take. With the worse kind, the kind that lived in the body. The leverage had just been born outside our door.

“Then he knows,” she whispered.

“He knows something.”

She lifted her face to mine, tears still wet on her cheeks, and there was fear there now, clean and honest, but it did not replace the glow. “Then let him know something true. I chose this. We chose this. Don’t let him make it ugly in your head, Jack. Not even for a second.”

So I kissed her, because she was right, and because the only way to keep Wayne from owning the moment was to return to the woman who had made it.

We lay tangled and gasping in the wreck of the bed, the rain steady on the blue curtains, the source humming warm and vast inside me at a level I knew would never go all the way back down. When I first arrived, I couldn’t lift my heels off Dr. Price’s floor in a calm room. Now there was a sun behind my ribs that didn’t gutter, and the woman who’d put it there was tucked soft and sated against my chest.

Donna started to cry and laugh at the same time, her hand over her mouth, tears running into her loose platinum hair, her whole body shaking under me with the laughing and the crying tangled together past separating.

“Hey,” I said, alarmed, gathering her up, “hey, was it, are you all right, did I, talk to me,” and she shook her head, laughing, crying, and got her arms around my neck and pulled me down.

“I’m wonderful,” she sobbed, laughing. “I’m so far past all right there isn’t a word, I’m, Jack, I felt it, the whole thing, the spike, I felt it go into you, I felt myself make you into that, into the light, I did that, with my body, I powered up a superhero, me,” and she pulled back to look at me with her wrecked wet shining face, and there was not one atom of the front porch left in it, not one, only a woman who had finally, completely, found out what she was for. “And it was the best thing that’s ever happened to me and I’m not talking about the power, I’m talking about you watching my face the whole time and going slow when I was scared and telling me to let you hear me. I feel like your wife already, Jack. The chapel can make the world catch up. I’m yours.”

I held her. I held her through the crying and the laughing both, the rain on the blue curtains, the source humming warm and enormous and new inside me, and I pressed my face into her loose hair and breathed her in, and I thought about the cost, all of it, Wayne’s bonfire and Price’s instruments and the brand, and I found I could not make myself regret a single piece of it, because the woman in my arms had just become the most herself I’d ever seen her, and a man who’d lit up a cottage in the rain with the woman he loved did not have a great deal of room left in him for regret.

After a while I got up because I had promised myself aftercare before heroics, and because the water glasses were still intact. I brought one to her and held it while she drank, because her hands were shaking too much at first and she laughed at herself for it until I told her, “Let me,” and then she let me, which was another kind of courage from a woman who had spent the whole night proving she could choose for herself.

I cleaned her gently with the warm damp cloth from the washstand. She blushed harder at that than she had at anything else, which was so completely Donna that I had to kiss her shoulder.

“Don’t you dare make me feel silly,” she warned, but there was no bite in it.

“I’m taking care of my Muse.”

The word hit both of us.

Muse.

Not a consolation prize. Not the pretty one waiting outside the useful work. The source. The woman who had just lit me from the inside and left the whole cottage trembling without breaking.

Her eyes filled again, quieter this time. “Say it again.”

“My Muse.”

She breathed it in like warmth. “Again later. Whenever I look like I’m forgetting.”

“You won’t forget.”

“I might. Old habits are stubborn.” She touched my jaw. “You keep saying it anyway.”

“I keep thinking,” Donna said after a while, drowsy, her cheek on my chest, her finger tracing the place where the light had poured out of me, “about my mother. She used to tell me, know which one you are, the pretty one or the clever one, and learn to live as the one you are, because the world won’t let you be both. I want to tell her someday that there was a third thing nobody told either of us about. You can be the woman who lights a man up so he can save a street.”

“Tell her,” I said, into her hair. “Someday. We’ll go together.”

Donna went still, and then her arms tightened around me hard. The lights and the spike had undone her, but the small ordinary fact of the man she was about to marry being willing to drive up the coast and sit in her mother’s parlor undid her more.

“We can’t tell anyone yet,” I said into her hair, quiet, the practical thing surfacing the way it always surfaced in me. “The rule-break. Not till after the mission. If it comes out before, they might pull me, or pull you into it, and the mission’s tomorrow either way. After. We tell whoever we tell after.”

“After,” she agreed, sleepy now, sated, warm against me. “I don’t care who knows after. Let them all know after. Let Wayne know after. I’ll wear it.” She tucked her face into my throat. “But you carry this onto that plane, Jack Danner. You carry the whole spike and the whole night and the fact that there’s a woman on this island who’d break any rule they’ve got to keep you breathing. You carry me. And you come home, and we have the wedding, and then I’m going to do all of this to you again except louder, because the door won’t have to be locked anymore.”

There was one thing I did not say, lying there in the rain-light with my almost-wife in my arms. I did not tell her about 2026. The truth rose in me, the layoff call, the arch, the locked phone in my footlocker, the gray city that would not exist here for decades, because she’d held back nothing and it felt wrong to keep the locked box shut. But the mission was too close, and the secret was the most dangerous thing about me, and a man does not hand the woman he loves a live grenade before he flies into a building full of guns. When I could bring her the truth without putting the pin in her hand, I would. For now she had all of me except the one thing that could get us both controlled, and I told myself, holding her, that holding back could be love too, if it kept fear from becoming someone else’s burden before a war.

She fell asleep first, the way she did everything, completely, her loose hair across my chest and one soft thigh thrown over mine, and I lay awake a while longer listening to the rain and feeling the new vast steadiness of the source.

The rain tapped the blue curtains. Donna breathed against my throat. The power sat in me wider and deeper than it ever had, no longer a flare I had to chase but a baseline under my whole body, and when I finally slept, the chrome clock was still ticking on the brass tray and her warm hand was still spread over the light behind my ribs.


Chapter 17: Delano Street

The wind laid down at dawn and they put us on the water by eight.

I’d never flown in a seaplane, and even after everything, after the portal and the flying and the lit-up cottage, there was a clean simple boy’s joy in it: the chrome hull skipping off the swells and then the lift and the island falling away below us into blue, the cockpit smelling of leather and fuel, the pilot whistling, the mainland a gray-gold smudge on the horizon growing into a coastline and then a city. I sat with my kit between my knees and the new vast steadiness humming in my chest and watched a 1950s city the size of a memory rise up out of the haze, water towers and smokestacks and the long elevated rail lines threading between the buildings on their iron legs, and I thought, the source quiet and enormous inside me, that three weeks ago the most dangerous thing I’d done all year was merge onto a freeway.

Donna had seen me off at the hangar in the gray dawn, decent and public this time, a betrothed wife sending her hero to work in front of the ground crew, no trace on her bright face of the cottage or the rain or the spike except the thing that lived in her eyes when they found mine, the new private knowledge that ran both ways down the bond. She’d fixed my collar with steady hands and said, loud enough for the crew, “you come home, hero,” and quiet enough for only me, “I can feel it in you this morning, the whole thing, the spike, you’re carrying me onto that plane exactly like I wanted, now go bring everybody home, theirs and ours,” and she’d kissed my cheek and stepped back into the line of well-wishers, and I’d carried the feel of her warm and vast in my chest up the gangway and into the silver plane. I could still feel her now, faintly, across the widening water, a steadiness with her name on it, and I understood that the bond gave me this too: a tether, a woman holding the far end of a line while her man walked out onto the thin ice of a dangerous day.

Eddie sat across the cramped cabin looking green, and not from the flying. Wayne sat at the back, composed, his kit squared on his knees, watching the mainland grow with the still patient attention he gave everything, and twice on that flight I caught him glance at me, at the place over my shoulder where my power lived, and frown the frown that had become a conclusion. He’d felt the spike in the night. I knew he had. We both sat in the small loud cabin not saying it, the way you sit next to a thing too large to name, and the coastline came up gray-gold out of the haze.

Malloy briefed us on the water taxi in from the seaplane dock, terse, a folded map on his knee.

“Moretti crew, payroll action. Here’s the shape of it.” He tapped the map. “The Morettis run a check-cashing and payroll front on Delano Street, here, edge of the garment district, busy block, market stalls, foot traffic, families. Field intelligence says the crew’s planning to hit their own front. You heard me right. They’re going to rob the payroll office they run, fake it as an outside job, and skip with the cash before the Sartori outfit muscles them out of the territory entirely. Desperate men, desperate plan.” He looked at me, and there was a weight in it, because the desperate-crew-does-something-stupid-and-loud assessment had come out of my own mouth in a film room a week ago, word for word. “Our job is support to the arrest. Local field officers move in to collar them mid-act, we’re the muscle that makes a powered response unnecessary. A super on the scene means the wiseguys give up instead of shooting it out, that’s the whole theory. You are overkill, Danner. That’s deliberate. A rookie’s first deployment is supposed to be a job where his presence ends the fight before it starts.” He folded the map. “Theory. Remember the receiving yard. Theories meet the ground and lose. Eyes open, all of you. Pruitt, you stay behind the line until I call you forward, and not one inch sooner. Benton, you’ve got Danner’s flanks and angles. Danner, you lead, you keep your power on a leash, and you do not, under any circumstances, throw energy on a crowded block. You hear me? Strength only, fists and lift, no flares on Delano. Too many people.”

“No flares on Delano,” I repeated. “Understood.”

The first half went exactly the way the theory promised, and for about six minutes I was the hero the academy thought it was sending.

We came onto Delano Street as the local field officers moved in, and the Moretti crew, four wiseguys in narrow suits with a getaway car idling and a fifth man already inside the payroll office with a canvas sack, made the choice desperate cornered men make, which was to run loud instead of giving up. A gun came out. A shot went into the air over the market stalls and the whole block screamed and scattered, mothers grabbing children, a fruit cart going over, and the getaway car lurched off the curb, and that was my cue, and I took it, and God help me it felt good.

I went up off the street, clean, the betrothal floor and the consummation spike holding me steady the way nothing had held me steady before, no wobble, no plunge, just lift, and I came down in front of the getaway car as it accelerated and put one hand on the chrome hood and stopped it. Stopped it dead. The rear wheels screamed and smoked and the car bucked against my arm and did not move, forty-some horsepower of Detroit steel held still by a man who’d crushed his first ball bearing three weeks ago, and the driver’s face through the windshield went from snarl to disbelief to terror, and he scrambled out the far door and ran.

The wiseguy with the gun fired at me, twice, point-blank, and I felt the rounds hit my chest and shoulder like hard-thrown stones, a deep bruising thump and nothing more, the durability facet taking them, and I crossed to him and took the revolver out of his hand and bent the barrel double like a man twisting a wet stick, the steel groaning, and handed it back to him useless, and said, “go home,” and he dropped it and ran.

It was, I will admit, the most purely satisfying stretch of my life to that point. The old starving wish made flesh: being enough for the moment in front of me, visibly, undeniably enough. Everything the gray Tuesday man had ever wanted and never had, the sense of being unequivocally enough for the moment in front of him, all of it arrived at once in the middle of Delano Street. A wiseguy swung a tire iron at my head and I caught it in my fist mid-arc and held it, immovable, and watched the certainty drain out of his face as he hauled on it with his whole body and it didn’t budge, and then I plucked it out of his hands and bent it into a horseshoe and let it drop, and he made a small noise and ran. Another one drew down on a fleeing market woman, and I crossed twenty feet of street faster than a man should, got between them, felt the round thump off my back like a hard rain, and turned and looked at him until he dropped the gun and put his hands up on his own. I flew over a barricade of overturned market carts to cut off a runner, not gracefully, but on purpose, the lift holding steady under me, and came down in his path and he simply sat down in the street and quit. I caught a thrown chair out of the air one-handed and set it down gently, absurdly, like a man tidying a café.

For six minutes I was the thing the academy had promised, the overkill, a green Universal carrying a married man’s stolen power against ordinary men who could not touch me, and the street that had screamed and scattered began, at its edges, to do a thing I’d never had an audience do for me in my life: it began to cheer, faces appearing in doorways and over windowsills, a ragged amazed sound going up for the flying man in blue and gold who was ending the thing before it could get worse. In my old life, I’d been invisible. For six minutes I was the most visible man on a city block, and the visibility went to my head exactly the way Malloy had warned me wonder went to a man’s head, and that was the half-second the academy’s whole theory was built to ignore, the half-second where a hero believes his own dial.

And then, for half a second, I wasn’t.

The fourth wiseguy threw something at me, a wild panicked thing, a sap or a blackjack, and it caught me across the temple, and it didn’t hurt, the durability ate it, but the surprise of it, the flinch, kicked the source open before I could stop it. That was the whole tragedy of how I worked, in one half-second: the power went around my thinking and answered the flinch, and a flare of blue-gold burst off my right hand, bright and wide and uncontrolled, exactly the thing Malloy had told me not to do on a crowded block, no flares on Delano, too many people.

I felt it leave me wrong the instant it left. There is a sick lag between doing an irreversible thing and watching it land, and I lived a whole life in that lag. The flare splashed up and wide and clipped the old brick cornice of the building above the market stalls, and the masonry, eighty years old and never meant to take a hero’s stray light, cracked, and a slab of it the size of a door sheared loose, and a sheet of plaster and brick dust and broken cornice came raining down, and it came down toward a knot of civilians huddled behind an overturned fruit cart where they’d taken cover from the guns, a mother with one child clutched to her chest and another by the wrist, all three of them looking up at the wrong thing falling out of a clear morning because of me.

The receiving yard all over again. Output and no aim. Except there were no impact mats here and no Donna at a rope and no Audrey calling a clean line, there was just a mother and two kids and a slab of masonry and the half-second I had to fix the thing I’d just done. I didn’t fly, there wasn’t time to fly, I lunged, three running strides and a low desperate leap, and got my whole body between the falling cornice and the huddled family, my back to the sky, my arms spread over them, and the slab came down across my back and shoulders and the base of my skull and broke apart on me like a wave on a rock, the durability taking all of it, brick dust raining down around the four of us, and not one fragment of it touched the children. The mother stared up at me from six inches away, white-faced, both kids crushed against her, alive, unhurt, breathing, and I stared back at her with my own power’s wreckage settling around us and understood in my bones, finally, completely, past any drill, that strength had just saved three people from a danger that strength itself, my own clumsy ungoverned strength, had created. That was the equation Malloy had been trying to carve into me since the first mat. I was reading it now in a stranger’s terrified eyes.

“Sorry,” I heard myself say, stupidly, to the terrified family, “sorry, sorry, stay down, stay behind the cart,” and the cold understanding settled into me even as I turned back to the fight: I had done that. Malloy said no flares and I’d flared anyway, not by choice, by reflex, by the same uncontrolled instinct that cracked slabs and rocked fuel drums, and the only reason a mother and two children weren’t under a pile of brick was that I’d been fast enough to fix my own mistake with my body. Strength had saved them from my own lack of aim. That was the whole lesson of the island arriving one more time, in case I’d missed it, and I had not missed it.

The wiseguys took one look at the bullets bouncing off me and the bent gun barrel and the car held still by one hand and the man who’d just caught a falling cornice on his back, and three of the four broke and ran into the arms of the waiting field officers.

And over the comms in my ear, dry and cold, Wayne said the too-pointed thing.

“You’re awfully durable today, Danner.” A pause, the comm hissing. “Bullets at point-blank. That’s not a betrothal’s durability. That reads like a married man’s floor. Funny. You’re not married till next week.” Another pause, and I could hear the conclusion settling in his voice, patient, the last piece sliding into place behind all that courtesy. “Is there something you’d like to tell the team before we go in? About how strong you’re feeling this morning?”

“Less talking, more flanking, Benton,” Malloy cut in over the channel, flat, and the moment passed, but it didn’t pass, not really, it just went into the file. And it was the recorded part that chilled me, even in the middle of a fight, the cold clerk in the back of my head noting it: Wayne hadn’t just tasted the spike, he’d said it out loud, on a channel that recorded, where there’d be a wax cylinder or a wire spool or whatever this bright atompunk world used, a permanent thing, Danner reads like a married man, you’re not married till next week, in Wayne’s own smooth voice, time-stamped. He wasn’t only keeping it in his head anymore. He was building a patient record for official use someday, and he’d done it so smoothly, folded so neatly into a backup’s reasonable concern for his partner, that no one reviewing the channel would hear anything but a hero looking out for a hero. I filed my own copy of it, Wayne knows, Wayne’s putting it on the record now, that’s a problem for after, the worst kind of problem, the patient kind, and I put it away because the fourth wiseguy hadn’t run.

There’d been a signal. That was the thing I pieced together from the angles, the reports, and Wayne’s own too-smooth warning, the thing that should have changed how the next ninety seconds went.

Wayne had the overwatch. That was his assignment, my flanks and my angles, the high lines I couldn’t watch while I was holding a car still with one hand and bending a gun barrel with the other, and Wayne was good at overwatch, Wayne had the cold patient eyes for exactly that kind of work, and from his position across the street he had a clean view of the upper windows of the payroll building, the windows I had my back to.

And in one of those upper windows, a lookout, a sixth crew man nobody had counted, leaned out and made a fast flat chopping motion with his hand, a clear abort signal: pull back, regroup. It told the fourth and fifth wiseguys not to scatter into the open street with the others but to fall back into the building where the boss was, where the hostages were, where the gas lines ran.

From Wayne’s angle, the lookout should have been plain. A man with Wayne’s eyes, Wayne’s assignment, and Wayne’s cold patience had every reason to catch a second-floor signal before I did. The warning that should have come instantly, lookout, upper window, they’re regrouping inside, get the door, did not come instantly. It came a beat late. It came after the two wiseguys had already turned and bolted back through the frosted-glass door, after the moment to cut them off had already closed, and when it came it came smooth and unhurried and entirely deniable.

“Be advised,” Wayne said over the comm, calm, a half-second too calm, “I think they may have a man up high. And the two inside, they’ve, ah, they’ve pulled back into the building. Hard to say if that’s a regroup.” Hard to say. He’d watched a man throw a clear abort signal and watched two armed men respond to it and called it hard to say, and by the time he’d finished the sentence the door was shut and the hostages were taken and the milk run was a hostage crisis, and not one word of it would read as anything but a backup making a reasonable call about an ambiguous situation. It was perfect. It was petty and it was deniable and it was exactly a beat too late, the same half-beat from the training mats, and the cost of the half-beat this time was eight to ten people in a brick box with a gas leak.

I didn’t have time to be angry about it. I held onto it, the way I was learning to hold onto things, the way Wayne had taught me that memory could be a weapon, and I set it beside everything else I knew about him.

The fourth wiseguy had run inside.

That was the flip. That was the moment the theory met the ground and lost, exactly the way Malloy said it would, and it happened fast, the way these things happen fast. The fourth man, and the fifth who’d been inside with the sack, didn’t scatter into the street with the others. They pulled back into the payroll office, the heavy old brick building on the corner of Delano with its barred windows and its frosted-glass door, and they dragged the door shut, and through the front window I saw, in the half-second before the blinds came down, what was inside that building that the theory hadn’t accounted for.

Civilians. The payroll office had been open for business when the crew decided to rob it. There were people in there. Clerks behind the counter, customers in line, a payroll line of garment-district workers come to cash their wages on a Friday morning, six, eight, ten people, ordinary people, and the two trapped wiseguys had just pulled the door shut on all of them, and a finished man with a gun and ten hostages is not a milk run, he is the worst problem in the world.

“Hostages,” I said into the comm, fast, low, the satisfaction gone to ice in my gut. “Two crew, inside the payroll office, hostages, I count eight to ten civilians, they pulled back inside, the door’s shut.”

“Hold.” Malloy’s voice, instantly all business. “Everybody hold. Nobody moves on that building. Danner, do not, repeat do not, go through that door or that wall. You go in hard, they start shooting, we bury civilians. We do this slow. Field officers, set a perimeter, get the street clear. Danner, get me eyes on the inside, soft, without spooking them.”

I went up the brick face of the building, slow, silent, the lift holding me close to the wall and my fingers finding the old mortar joints, durability and flight working together to carry me up an invisible ladder. I had never used the power for stealth instead of spectacle before, and it felt strange and right, a quiet application of a loud gift, something I could do now that I couldn’t have done a month ago, the slope of the climb again, noticed in passing in the middle of a crisis.

I got my face to a grimy upper pane and looked down into the payroll office through the gap above the lowered blinds. I made myself do it the way Audrey would have done it, slow, complete, counting, before I let the picture become a feeling. Eight hostages that I could see, maybe two more in the blind corners, pressed against the far wall, a payroll line of garment workers in their Friday clothes, an old man, two young women clutching each other, a boy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen come to cash a wage. The counter. The bleeding clerk behind it. The two exits, the front door and a side service door I marked for later. The old iron pipe in the corner. And then I let myself see the men, and the picture inside was the picture I’d described in a film room a week ago, the picture I’d known was coming the way you know your own name, and it gave me no satisfaction at all to have been right.

A heavyset man in an expensive straining suit, sweat dark at his temples, a pinky ring catching the light, was backed into the corner behind the counter with a revolver in a shaking hand and his other arm hooked around the neck of an old woman clerk, using her, his own employee probably, as a shield, his bloodshot eyes wild, his whole proud expensive polish coming apart in real time. Vito Moretti. The capo himself, not skipped with the cash, here, in the building, because of course the desperate plan had needed the boss to make it work and the boss had gotten caught in his own collapsing scheme.

And by the front door, lean and quick and quiet where the fat man was loud and sweating, a younger man in a narrow knife-neat suit was crouched at the wall, doing something to a pipe, an old iron pipe running up the corner of the room, and I watched him work at the joint with a wrench, fast, his dark eyes moving constantly, and I understood with a cold drop in my stomach what he was doing.

“There’s gas,” I said into the comm, very quiet, my face to the grimy pane. “Old building, old lines. The younger one, lean, quick, he’s at a gas pipe with a wrench, he’s cracking the joint. He’s rigging the building to blow. He’s telling everybody, the field officers, me, all of us, that if we come through that door the payroll office goes up with the hostages inside.”

Silence on the comm for a beat. Then Malloy, grim: “That’s Nicky Moretti. Vito’s nephew. Field file says he’s the smart one. Of course it’s the gas.” A breath. “Danner, this just stopped being a milk run and I can’t pull you out and I can’t send you in. You hear me? Strength can’t fix a gas leak and a hostage. You go through that wall, he cracks the joint the rest of the way, one spark, ten dead. We are now in a negotiation, and a negotiation is the one thing I cannot do for you from a water taxi six blocks away. You’re the man on the wall. What do you see.”

What I saw was the thing I’d been most afraid of in the staging cottage, the dead-clerk fear made real, eight to ten people in a brick box with a gas leak and a sweating man with a gun, and a green hero outside with all the power in the world and none of the aim, because there was no amount of strength that fixed this, strength was the liability here, exactly as Malloy had drilled into me on the mats, exactly as the receiving yard had taught me, the brute-force facet was the thing that got everyone killed, and the only tool I had that might work was the one I was most afraid to use, because using it risked the gun and the gun was my secret.

And then it got worse, because it always gets worse, and this time the worse was Eddie.

A shot went off inside. Not Vito’s, an accident, the fat man’s shaking hand or a hostage who moved wrong, a single deafening crack inside the brick box, and a scream, and through the gap above the blinds I saw a young clerk go down behind the counter clutching his side, dark spreading fast across a white shirt, and the whole office erupted into screaming, and Vito Moretti’s face went from desperate to panicked, the worst possible direction, a cornered man watching his own bad plan start killing people.

“Man down inside,” I said, fast, “civilian, gunshot, side wound, he’s bleeding bad, somebody’s got to get to him or he’s gone in minutes,” and before Malloy could answer, before I could think, before anyone could stop it, there was movement at the perimeter below me, a small figure in academy whites breaking from behind the line with a satchel banging on his hip.

“Pruitt!” Malloy roared over the comm. “Pruitt, hold the line, that is an order, hold the,” and Eddie did not hold the line.

Eddie Pruitt, who fainted at nosebleeds, who’d worn Karras’s garage to dinner, who could not fly or lift or throw a single spark, who had every reason and every excuse to stay behind the line where Malloy had ordered him, ran across the open street toward a building rigged to explode because there was a man bleeding to death inside it. I watched him go from up on the wall and my heart climbed into my throat, because Eddie had no durability, Eddie had no bruise-eating skin, Eddie was a soft boy with a satchel and if that gas went up he’d die exactly as dead as the clerk he was running to save, and he ran anyway, low and fast and absolutely without hesitation, the bravest thing I had seen on either side of the portal.

He went not to the front door where Nicky crouched at his gas pipe but around to the side, to a low barred service window I’d clocked on my way up the wall, and he was at it with his quick hands before I’d even started down, hauling uselessly at iron bars his thin arms could never move, and he looked up and found me on the brick face and yelled, fast, no fear in it now, all the nervous gone the way it always went the second there was a body to save, “I can fit through here if you bend two bars, just two, Jack, the clerk’s got maybe four minutes and then it doesn’t matter what anybody negotiates, four minutes and the negotiation’s a funeral, bend the bars and get me in there. That’s not a flare, that’s just your hands, you can do that without sparking the gas. Do it. Do it now.”

And God help me, he was right, and the rightness was the whole shape of the month arriving one final time. Two bent bars was strength, the clean facet, the one that didn’t spark. No energy. No flare. No light to touch the gas. Just my hands and a man dying eight feet beyond them, and a nurse boy with more courage in his narrow shoulders than the whole flying combat-drunk Hero wing put together, telling the Universal exactly where to point his feet.

I came down the wall and put my hands on the bars and looked through the dirty service glass at the back of the payroll office, at the bleeding clerk on the floor eight feet away, at Vito sweating in the corner with the old woman in his arm, at Nicky’s lean back at the gas pipe across the room, and I bent two iron bars apart slow and silent, no spark, no flare, the metal groaning soft, and Eddie threw his satchel through and went through after it headfirst into a building full of gas and guns and dying people, and I heard Malloy in my ear saying something I didn’t listen to, and I made the decision that everything since the portal had been bending toward, the decision that was the actual point of all of it, the flying and the lifting and the lit-up cottage.

I wasn’t going to win this with my fists. I’d known it since the gas pipe. Strength was the liability and the spark was the killer and the only thing left in the toolbox was the dangerous one, the loaded gun that jammed half the time, the thing that could save the hostages or expose me as a man from nowhere, often both at once.

I made the calculation crouched at the corner of that building, fast, the way you make the calculations that matter, in the half-second between heartbeats. I had spent a month and every ounce of caution I owned protecting one thing, the secret, the truth of where I came from, because being known for what I was meant being used, handlers and interrogation and never a free man again, the deepest fear I had. And the only tool that could talk Vito Moretti off a gas line was that exact secret, the head full of mob knowledge, the codes and the paranoias and the endings, the thing that marked me as a man who knew too much about a world he had no business knowing. To save the hostages I was going to have to spend, in public, on a recorded street, with Wayne on the comms and a sharp gangster three feet away, the one thing I’d sworn to never spend. Use the gun and risk revealing the gun. Every clever word I said to Vito was a word that could expose me, and the cleverer it needed to be to work, the more it would expose me, and I weighed the secret against the eleven people in the brick box for exactly one heartbeat, and it wasn’t close, it wasn’t close at all, and I have never since been prouder of how fast it wasn’t close.

I was going to have to talk. I was going to have to walk up to that frosted-glass door, unarmed, hands open, and talk a sweating finished capo down off a gas leak with nothing but a head full of mob movies that were half wrong, and I was going to have to do it before the bleeding clerk Eddie was crawling toward ran out of minutes, and I was going to have to spend my one safe thing to do it, and I decided, crouched at that corner, that a secret a man wouldn’t spend to save eleven lives wasn’t a secret worth keeping anyway.

“Malloy,” I said, low, already moving toward the front of the building, toward the door, my hands coming up open and empty. “I’m going to the door. I’m going to talk to him.”

“Danner, you are not trained for,”

“I know,” I said. “But I’m the only one here who knows what to say to a man like Vito Moretti, and we’re out of time, and Eddie’s already inside. Keep the field officers back. Whatever I say in there, whatever it sounds like, you let me say it. I’m going in soft, hands open, no power.” I reached the corner of the building, the frosted-glass door an arm’s length away, the blinds twitching behind it, ten lives and a gas leak on the other side of it, and I took a breath and pitched my voice loud and easy and conversational, borrowing every calm old-movie negotiator I’d ever watched and trusting the next thirty seconds to prove how many of them were lies.

“Vito!” I called through the door. “Vito Moretti! My name’s Jack. I’m the super they sent, and I’m putting my hands where you can see them, and I’m coming up to the door real slow, no flying, no flares, just a guy who wants to talk before this thing goes someplace nobody walks back from. You hear me, Vito? You and me, we’re going to talk about how this actually ends. Because I think you already know how it ends, and I think you’re smart enough to be scared of it, and I’m the only man on this street who can give you a different ending. So put your finger off that trigger, and let’s you and me have a conversation.”

The blinds went still.

Inside the brick box, the screaming dropped to whimpers, and the sweating capo’s shadow shifted behind the frosted glass, and a rough proud frightened voice, cracking at the edges, called back through the door.

“Who the hell are you to know how anything ends?”

And I put my open hand flat on the cold frosted glass and got ready to bet ten lives on a head full of movies that were made decades too late in a world that wasn’t this one, and I said, “Open the blinds, Vito, and let me show you.”


Chapter 18: How This Ends

The blinds came up.

Not all the way. A hand worked the cord and the slats rose halfway and stopped, and through the dusty glass I could see into the brick box now, the whole bad picture of it, Vito Moretti sweating in the corner with the revolver and the old woman clerk hooked in his arm, the line of hostages pressed against the far wall, the bleeding clerk on the floor behind the counter with Eddie already crouched over him, and Nicky, lean and quiet, by the door with his wrench on the gas joint and his dark eyes already on me through the glass, taking my measure, three seconds ahead of his uncle the way Audrey was three seconds ahead of everyone.

I kept my hands flat and open and visible against the glass, and I kept my voice easy, the conversational voice, a guy who wanted to talk, and I started doing the only thing I had any chance of doing, which was to be a man Vito Moretti recognized.

“Here’s what I am, Vito,” I said through the glass. “I’m not a cop. Cops want you in a cell, alive or dead, doesn’t much matter to them which. I’m something else. I’m the guy they send when they’ve decided a thing has gotten too big and too loud and too public, and somebody needs to make it quiet, and I’ll be honest with you, because I think you’ve earned honest, you made this real loud.” I gave him the silence after that, the kind a cornered man could fill or fear. “But I didn’t come here to make it quiet the ugly way. I came here because I read your situation on the way in and I thought, that’s a man who got cornered, not a man who’s bad. There’s a difference and I know the difference. So talk to me like I know the difference. What do you actually want out of the next ten minutes. Not the cash. The cash is gone, you know the cash is gone the second a super showed up. What do you want.”

Vito’s bloodshot eyes flicked, and his grip on the old woman shifted, and the proud frightened voice cracked out of him. “I want my territory. I want Sartori off my neck. I want it to be six months ago when I had earners and respect and a future, and you can’t give me any of that, super, so don’t stand there with your hands on the glass talking about what I want like you’re my priest.”

“No,” I agreed. “I can’t give you six months ago. Nobody can. But I can tell you what’s coming if you crack that gas line, because I’ve seen exactly how this ends, Vito, I’ve seen it a hundred times, and you have not, because nobody who does this ever lives to do it twice.” I leaned closer to the glass. “You blow this building, you take ten wage workers and an old woman with you, and you become the thing the life can’t survive. Not a tough guy. Not a man Sartori has to respect. A baby-killer. A man who gassed a payroll line full of garment workers. And here’s what omerta does to a man like that, Vito, you know this better than me, the code doesn’t protect him, the code spits him out, your own people put your name in the dirt to save themselves, and every family in the city lines up to help the feds bury you, because a man who kills civilians brings the kind of heat that burns everybody, and the one unforgivable sin in your whole world is bringing the heat down on the men around you.” I watched it land, watched the fat sweating face flicker. “You’re not scared of dying. I can see that, you’re past scared of dying. You should be scared of how you die. There’s a clean way out of this room and there’s the gas, and only one of them lets your name stay a man’s name.”

“That’s a fairy story,” Vito said, but his voice had lost something, a layer of the snarl peeling off. “Heat comes down on everybody. Always has. A man does what he’s gotta do.”

“A man does what he’s gotta do, sure,” I said. “But there’s a difference between heat and the wrong kind of heat, and you know it, Vito, you’ve known it your whole life, it’s the first thing they teach you. A bank job, that’s heat, that washes off. A cop, that’s bad heat, that sticks. But civilians?” I shook my head slow against the glass. “Dead wage workers on a Friday morning? That’s the kind of heat that doesn’t wash off anybody, ever, the kind that makes the commission itself decide your whole crew is a liability that has to disappear so the rest of them can keep breathing. You don’t get buried by the law for that, Vito. You get buried by your own. By men you came up with. And they don’t even feel bad about it, because you broke the one rule that was never about honor, it was about survival. You bring that kind of heat, you’re not a man anymore, you’re a fire everybody’s got to put out before it spreads to them.” I kept my voice low and steady and certain, a man who’d seen it. “I’m not telling you anything you don’t know. I’m just the first guy who’s said it out loud to your face today instead of pointing a gun at it.”

I watched the words do their work, watched them go in past the panic to the place where a lifetime of the code lived, and I thought, the cold clerk in the back of my head narrating: he’s a believer. The desperate ones who came up on the old rules are believers, and a believer can be talked, because he’s already got a whole architecture in his head about how the world’s supposed to work, and all you have to do is show him you live in the same architecture. The half of my knowledge that was true was very true. It was the other half I had to watch.

And Vito wavered.

I saw it. The revolver dipped half an inch, the grip on the old woman loosened a fraction, the bloodshot eyes went from wild to wet, because I’d found the thing, the actual thing, the proud man’s terror of dying dishonored, and I’d named it in the language of his own world, omerta and the code and the heat, the language I’d absorbed across ten thousand screen-evenings in a life seventy years from this brick box, and for one bright second I thought, I’m doing it, I’m actually doing it, I’m going to talk a capo off a gas line with a head full of movies.

“Keep going,” Malloy breathed in my ear, low, tense. “He’s listening. Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”

So I kept him talking, because a talking man isn’t a man cracking a gas line, and because every second Vito spent listening to me was a second Eddie spent keeping the bleeding clerk alive behind the counter, and because some animal instinct told me that the longer I kept Vito in the language of his own world the further I kept him from the panic that ends in fire.

“Tell me about Sartori,” I said, easy, like we had all day, like there wasn’t gas in the room. “Because here’s the part of your situation I actually don’t understand, Vito, and I’ve been doing this a while. A family gets muscled out, fine, that’s the life, the big fish eats the small fish, it’s older than both of us. But the way Sartori’s been doing it to you, that’s not normal muscle. I saw the file on the way in. Burned depots. Vault doors melted, not blown, melted, brass locks run together like candle wax. That’s not a torch crew, Vito. That’s not even a good torch crew. No torch on earth runs a brass lock into a puddle.” I watched his face. “So who’s Sartori got? Because somebody’s helping them push you, somebody who isn’t on any books, somebody who can melt a vault with his hands, and I think that’s the real reason you’re standing in your own front office with a gun, isn’t it. Not the cash. You got cornered by something that isn’t supposed to exist, and nobody believed you, and you ran out of room.”

And Vito’s face did a thing then, the proud sweating terror cracking open onto something rawer, because I’d named the thing nobody had let him say out loud, the unbelievable thing, the thing that had broken his nerve.

“You saw the locks,” he said, hoarse, almost grateful, the gun dipping. “You saw ’em. Nobody believes me. The other families think I’m making excuses, think I’m soft, think I lost my territory ’cause I went weak. I didn’t go weak.” His voice climbed, ragged, the words pouring out of him now like the leak in the pipe, a thing held back too long finding its crack. “Sartori’s got a man. Gold, all gold, you understand me, he glows, in the dark he glows like a furnace with a man’s shape, and the doors just, they just open for him, the steel runs like water and the locks drip off and he walks in through a wall that ain’t a wall no more and takes whatever he wants and walks out and there’s nothing, there’s nothing you can do. My cousin Sal put four rounds in him, point-blank, I heard it from a man who was there, four rounds, and the bullets went soft in the air before they touched him, just, dropped, like wax, and the gold man turned and looked at Sal and Sal don’t talk no more, Sal sits in a chair and looks at the wall, whatever the gold man did to him took the talking out. I had eleven good earners. He came to three of my places in one month and after that I had four earners, ’cause the rest of ’em ran, ’cause who stays? Who stands against a thing that melts your gun and empties out a man’s head with a look? Who?” His bloodshot eyes found mine through the glass, and there was something almost pleading in them, one cornered man to another. “You’re a super. You’re the only thing I ever seen that might could stand against him. So don’t tell me about programs and clean slates. You wanna help me? You go find the gold man. You go stand against the thing that did this to me, ’cause the government sure as hell won’t, they don’t even believe he’s real.”

Cold moved through me, heavy and slow, because this was the thing the academy had sent a crate across the water to puzzle over, the gold-white residue, the melted locks, the off-grid super nobody could name, and here was a broken capo describing him in a hostage room, a man of gold who walked through steel. The shape of a thing much bigger than a desperate crew stood behind this little brick box, the real war casting its shadow through Vito’s panic. But I couldn’t chase it now. Now I had a wavering man and a cracked line and a bleeding clerk, and I had Vito halfway down off the ledge, the gun dipped, the grief and the fear pouring out of him instead of into the trigger, and I should have stopped there, I should have just kept him grieving and talking until the field officers could move, and instead I reached for the close, the deal, the reassurance, because I was green and greedy and I wanted to win clean.

Behind the counter, through the gap in the blinds, I could see Eddie working. He had the bleeding clerk’s shirt open and his hands pressed into the wound and the soft green glow flickering under his palms, and his lips were moving, the patter, the prayer, the steady nervous stream he used to keep a frightened man’s heart from quitting, and I knew without being able to hear it that he was telling the clerk the same thing he told everyone, you’re going to hate me for a second and then love me forever, that’s the deal, one second, stay with me. Eddie had a clock running on that man, four minutes he’d said, maybe less now, and every second I spent talking Vito down was a second I bought Eddie and a second Eddie spent spending it, and the two clocks, the negotiation and the wound, were running against each other in the same brick box, and I could feel both of them, and the pressure of feeling both is what made me greedy.

The civilians had their own clocks too. You could see them if you knew to look, and Eddie had spent a week teaching me to look. The old woman in Vito’s arm had stopped fighting and gone slack, which was not calm, it was shock. A young man near the far wall had one hand pressed to his own side where a piece of glass had cut him, his face white and damp, pretending not to bleed because he thought stillness would keep him alive. The girl by the filing cabinet kept staring at the door instead of the gun, counting the distance in her head, and every time another hostage shifted she flinched like she might run.

I wanted to tell all of them to breathe. I wanted to put my body between every one of them and every bad angle in that room. I wanted to tear the wall open, take the gun, break the wrench, lift Eddie and his clerk out through the roof, and be done with it.

That was the dangerous want.

The whole month on Valor Island had been one long lesson in distrusting the version of me that wanted to solve a delicate problem by becoming bigger. Bigger had cracked slabs. Bigger had rocked fuel drums. Bigger had put a steel rail within a breath of Eddie’s skull. So I kept my palms on the glass and did the smallest, hardest thing available: I stayed still and talked, while the people behind the glass suffered in ways my strength could not touch without making them suffer worse. I made myself count breaths instead of exits, because exits were how panic dressed itself up as strategy.

So I kept going, and that was my mistake, because the thing about a loaded gun that jams half the time is that the more you fire it the closer you come to the jam, and I’d been firing it beautifully and I got greedy and I fired it one time too many.

“You give it up now, today, peaceful,” I said, pressing the advantage, reaching for the biggest reassurance I had, “and there’s a deal in it for you. Real protection. Not a cell. The government takes care of men who come in quiet and useful, Vito, they relocate you, new name, new town, somewhere Sartori’s reach doesn’t go, a whole new life with the heat off your back. They’ve got a whole program for it. You roll over on Sartori and the off-grid muscle they’re using, and you don’t go to prison, you disappear into a nice quiet life with a new name and federal men keeping you safe. That’s the actual offer on the table for a man smart enough to take it. A clean slate.”

The room went very still, and it was the wrong kind of still.

It was Nicky who broke it.

Nicky Moretti, lean and quiet by the door, who’d been listening to every word with his dark restless eyes and his wrench on the gas joint, straightened up slow, and a thin cold smile cut across his narrow face, and he tipped his head at me through the glass like a man who’d just heard a wrong note in a song he knew by heart.

“A program,” Nicky said. His voice was nothing like his uncle’s, fast and precise and mocking, the voice of the smart one, the one who survives. “A government program. New name, new town, federal men keeping you safe, a clean slate for a guy who rats on the bigger family.” He took a step toward the glass, and his dark eyes had gone sharp and hunting. “That’s a hell of a thing, mister. That’s a beautiful thing. There’s only one problem with it.” The smile thinned. “There’s no such thing.”

The cold dropped all the way through me.

“There’s no program,” Nicky said, soft, advancing, and the whole room was listening to him now, even Vito, the wavering capo turning to look at his sharp nephew. “I know how the heat works, mister, I follow it close, I gotta, it’s how I stay alive. I know about the Senate hearings, I know about the committees and the subpoenas and the photographers, I know exactly how much trouble a guy can be in right now and exactly how much the government can do for him if he flips, and it is nothing. There’s no new names. There’s no nice quiet town with federal men on the porch. A rat right now is a dead man with a head start, that’s the deal, that’s the only deal there’s ever been, every guy in this room knows it in his bones.” He was at the glass now, his face inches from mine through the dust, his eyes boring into me. “So where’d you get the other thing? The program. The new name and the porch and the clean slate. Because that’s not a thing that exists. That’s not a thing anybody’s offering. That’s a thing out of a story that hasn’t been written yet, and you said it like you’d seen it work a hundred times, real casual, real sure, like a man describing his own front yard.” His voice dropped to almost nothing, and it was the most dangerous sound I’d heard since the portal. “Who are you, mister? Because you talk like you know how everything ends, and you just described an ending that can’t happen, and a man who knows endings that can’t happen yet is not a man who’s from around here. You’re not a cop and you’re not a fed. You’re something I don’t have a word for, and I don’t like things I don’t have a word for, and I think maybe you’re the most dangerous thing in this room, more than the gas, because the gas I understand.”

“Danner.” Wayne’s voice in my ear, soft, and I could hear it in him, the click, the conclusion arriving. “He’s right, you know. There’s no such program. I’ve never heard of any such thing either. Where did you get that?” Patient. Remembering. The long column of strange numbers finally lining up in his head. “We’ll talk about it later. After.”

I had no answer. That was the thing about the jam, when the gun jammed it jammed all the way, and I stood there with my hands flat on the glass and a sharp-eyed gangster reading the truth of me off a slip about witness protection, a program that wouldn’t exist for twenty years in a country seventy years away, and there was no cheap-magazines lie that fixed it, because Nicky hadn’t caught a funny phrase, he’d caught a man describing a future that hadn’t happened, and the only thing I could do was the thing I was learning to do, which was not flinch, not explain, not feed the hook, just hold.

“I’m a man trying to get everybody in this room home alive,” I said, flat, true, the only true thing I had. “That’s who I am. You can chew on the rest of it later. Right now there’s a clerk bleeding out on your floor and a gas line cracked open and an old woman in your uncle’s arm, and none of that cares where I’m from.”

“See, that’s the move,” Nicky said, soft, delighted, the way a man is delighted to be proven right about a danger. “That’s exactly the move. Don’t explain, don’t deny, just put the bleeding clerk between you and the question. Smart. Real smart. You’re good, mister, I’ll give you that, you’re the best I ever seen at the thing you do, and I’ve watched a lot of men talk.” He cocked his head, the dark eyes never leaving me through the dusty glass. “But you slipped. One time. And I don’t forget a slip, it’s the whole reason I’m still breathing when guys twice as tough as me are in the ground. You told a finished man a fairy story about a clean slate and a federal porch like you’d watched it happen, and it can’t have happened, because it doesn’t exist, and there’s only two kinds of men who describe things that don’t exist like they’re real.” He held up a thin finger. “Liars.” A second finger. “And men who’ve seen something the rest of us ain’t seen yet.” The thin smile. “And you don’t lie like a liar. So that leaves the other thing, don’t it.”

I held his eyes through the glass and gave him nothing, no flinch, no tell, every exit-counting instinct in full command now because silence was the only thing standing between me and a much worse exposure than a dead clerk, and my silence told him plenty, and we both knew it, and there was nothing in the world I could do about that except not make it worse.

“We’re done talking about me,” I said. “We were always done talking about me. There’s a clock on your floor and his name’s on a payroll list and he’s got a family, and you’re the smart one, Nicky, so be smart. Tell your uncle to put the gun down and step off the pipe, and everybody in this room goes home, including you, and you can spend the rest of your clever life chewing on what I am. Or don’t, and the building goes up, and you don’t get to chew on anything ever again. That’s the whole choice. Make it.”

But it was too late, because I’d lost the room, I’d lost Vito the second Nicky planted the doubt, the wavering capo’s terror curdling back into the worse thing, the cornered animal thing, his bloodshot eyes swinging between me and his nephew, his whole collapsing world telling him that the super at the glass was a liar or a fed or something stranger and that there was no clean way out after all, that the program was a trick, that he was finished every direction he turned.

“You lied,” Vito said, and his voice broke, and the revolver came back up, and the old woman in his arm made a thin terrified sound. “There’s no program. He’s lying, Nicky, he’s, it was all a lie, the deal, the clean way out, all of it,” and his finger tightened on the trigger in pure panic, and everything happened at once.

The gun went off.

Not at me, into the ceiling, a reflexive panic shot, plaster raining down, but a gunshot in a room with a cracked gas line is a spark looking for a place to land, and the muzzle flash bloomed bright in the gassy air and by pure blind luck did not find anything to catch, did not, this time, this one time, and I had a half-second of animal relief before the rest of it came apart.

The old woman wrenched free of Vito’s slackened grip and fell hard to the floor, scrambling on hands and knees away from him, and a young hostage screamed and bolted from the wall in pure panic and crashed into the counter and went down, and the line of garment workers, who had held still and terrified against the wall through the whole negotiation, broke all at once, the held terror snapping into a stampede, and they surged toward the front door in a clawing crush, the strong over the weak, the way crowds always go, an old man knocked flat, a woman trampling a dropped pocketbook, the door jamming with too many bodies trying to fit through it at once.

Vito stood frozen in his corner staring at the gun in his own hand as if it had gone off by itself, his mouth working, no sound coming out, his whole face collapsing into the dawning understanding of a man watching his last bad choice metastasize in front of him, the program a lie, the super a liar, the clean way out a story that hadn’t been written yet, and nothing left in any direction but the fire. For one terrible second I thought he’d raise the gun again, finish it, take the room with him the way finished men do. He didn’t. He just stared at his own hand. That was almost worse.

And Nicky, quick Nicky, the smart one, spun toward the chaos to control it, to do something, and the wrench that had been resting on the gas joint, his hand still gripping it, twisted the rest of the way as he turned, not malice, not even a decision, just the blind physics of a startled man pivoting with his hand still on a thing, and I heard it.

The hiss. The soft lethal exhale of an old iron line letting go all at once, not a leak now but a pour, gas flooding into a brick box that had just had a gun fired in it twice, the smell of it rolling out even through the glass, and the field officers behind me shouting, and Eddie’s voice rising from behind the counter, sharp and steady and louder than I’d ever heard it, “It’s open, the line’s open, everybody on the floor, get them out the front, get them OUT,” and Eddie’s hands not leaving the bleeding clerk even then, because Eddie had decided his job was the dying man and Eddie was not going to be moved off his job by a little thing like the building filling with gas.

I made the decision in half a second. I could go through the wall right now, into the gas, and pull people out, the hostages, the old woman, Eddie, the clerk, my strength was more than enough to tear that wall open and haul them clear. But the wall coming open was friction, sparks, brick on brick, my own uncontrolled power flaring the way it always flared, and one flare in that gassy room was ten dead and Eddie among them, the exact thing I’d come to prevent. I could not save them with force without killing them with force. The only safe way out of that room was the front door, slow, no spark, and the field officers were already dragging it open and the crush of workers was already pouring through it into the street, into the open air, away from the gas, and the smartest, hardest, most counterintuitive thing I could do for the people in that building was to not touch it, to trust Eddie and the field officers and the open door, and to turn my back on it.

The hostage room tipped from crisis into catastrophe in the space of a breath, because that was the moment the street tried to die too.

And then, above all of it, came a sound I felt in my teeth before I understood it, a deep iron groan from somewhere overhead, outside, up the street, and I turned from the glass and looked up.

The elevated rail ran past Delano Street one block over, the iron viaduct on its tall legs carrying the line between the buildings, and where it crossed the mouth of the market a maintenance platform hung off it, a span of scaffolding and catwalk slung under the rail where men worked the iron, empty now or near it, the workmen scattered when the shooting started. The gas I’d smelled wasn’t only in the building. The old lines ran under the whole block, a century of iron pipe threaded beneath the pavement, and something, the panic, the two gunshots, the leak inside finding the street main, sent a hard dull concussion thudding up through the ground, a single deep underground cough I felt in the soles of my boots, and the elevated maintenance span shuddered on its old fittings.

A bolt sheared with a crack like a rifle. Then another. Then a whole row of them let go down one side in a ripple, the way the gantry’s rail had let go, the way failing iron always lets go, all at once after pretending it never would, and the slung platform, forty feet of catwalk and scaffolding loaded with a workman’s tools and a coil of cable and a steel drum of rivets, dropped at one end and swung, groaning, tearing the rest of itself free from the underside of the rail, and it hung for one impossible iron instant over the mouth of the market, directly above the scattered civilians and the field officers and the overturned carts, above the crush of garment workers just now stumbling out the payroll door into the open street, above a mother with two children huddled behind a fruit stall who had already, once today, been six inches from dying under masonry I’d knocked loose myself.

It was the receiving yard again. It was the cornice again. It was every lesson since the portal stacked into one falling thing. I had a building full of gas behind me with Eddie and a dying clerk inside it, and forty feet of iron tearing loose over a crowd in front of me, and I could not be in two places, and I had to choose, and the choosing was the job, the actual job, the one nobody could do for me from a water taxi. Power rose in my chest, vast and steady and new, the consummation spike answering the terror the way it had answered everything since the cottage, an ocean with no harbor.

And I knew, with the same cold certainty Nicky Moretti had used to read my stolen future off a slip about a program that didn’t exist, that raw strength was not going to be enough for what was tearing loose over that street. Lifting it would only make it worse, the way lifting always made it worse, the way it had heaved a slab at a cadet’s head and rocked a fuel stack and knocked a cornice down on a mother. To catch forty feet of falling iron over a packed street and not finish what gravity started, I needed an aim I did not have, the fine thread of control that only ever came in someone else’s voice, and Donna was a hundred miles away across the water and Audrey wasn’t here at all and there was no one to call the clean line, no one to tell me bottom left, no one at the rope.

There was no time. None. So I launched off the pavement toward the failing span anyway, the source roaring open under me, hands already reaching for iron I didn’t know how to hold, because the alternative was standing in the street watching it come down on a mother and two children, and some things a man goes toward whether he is ready or not, and finds out on the way up whether there was anything in him equal to the catch.


Chapter 19: The Brace

I caught the span the way I’d caught the gantry, which is to say wrong, which is to say with my whole body and no idea, and for one terrible second it was the receiving yard all over again, the mass of it driving me down through the air, forty feet of iron catwalk and a workman’s loaded gear tearing free of the underside of the rail and trying to fall on a market street, and me underneath it with more strength than sense.

I got my hands under the failing edge and I heaved, and the span checked its fall, and exactly as I’d known it would, exactly as the gantry had taught me, the heave made it worse. The far end of the catwalk, the end I wasn’t holding, whipped down as the near end came up, the whole span see-sawing on its last good fitting, and the loose gear, hammers and a torch rig and a coil of cable, came sliding down the canted iron toward the lip, toward the drop, toward the crowd below who’d run out of the gassed building into the one place the falling sky was aimed.

Raw lifting creates new danger unless you control the load. Audrey’s voice in my memory, flat and certain at the edge of a wrecked yard. Don’t move your feet, you’ll heave the slab. I was thirty feet in the air with no feet to plant and a load I couldn’t hold level, and lifting harder only see-sawed it worse, and there was no Audrey here, no clear flat voice calling the geometry, no support strut to cut. There was just me and a falling thing and the people under it and the cold certainty that strength was the liability, that I could overpower the span all day and still kill everyone below it by holding it wrong.

And then I almost dropped it.

It was the weight, and it was the angle, and it was the simple arithmetic of a body trying to hold a thing built for iron legs and bolts to hold. My arms gave a degree, just a degree, and the whole span answered the degree, lurched, the see-saw tipping further, the loose cable coil sliding another foot down the canted catwalk toward the lip and the long drop, a hammer skating after it, the torch rig grinding loose. Below me a field officer screamed at the crowd to run and the crowd was too packed to run, bodies on bodies in the mouth of the market, nowhere to go, faces turning up white at the falling iron and the man failing to hold it. I felt the span sliding out of what little control I had, dragging the street toward the worst version of itself, the version with broken people under it, and the panic came up in me black and total and absolutely certain, I can’t hold this, it’s too much, I’m going to drop it, I’m going to be the man from a hundred films who flew into the thing he couldn’t do and dropped the sky on a market full of mothers, and my grip began to fail, my arms shaking, the span winning, gravity winning, all the crashing and bottle-breaking and slabs heaved at children’s heads arriving at once to say you were never going to be enough for this, you were always going to be the hazard, and the iron came down another inch.

Donna.

Donna wasn’t here. She was a hundred miles and a channel away on a bright island, but the bond was here, the consummation spike was humming in my chest, and what came up through it in that black second was her, the whole fact of her, the memory of her face at a safety rope shouting you’ve got it, the memory of her in a red dress in a bunker saying open the door, the memory of her under me in a rain-lit cottage saying I powered up a superhero, me. No words. The thing words point at: courage, scale, the refusal to drop forty feet of iron onto a market, the deep certainty pouring up the bond from a woman who’d decided I was big enough, and my failing arms locked, and the panic burned off, and I stopped being a frightened man holding a thing too heavy and became, the way I’d become at the gantry, a pillar, because somewhere across the water my Muse had built me to be one.

But holding wasn’t winning. The gantry had taught me that too. I could hold the span up here in the air forever and the gear would still slide off the canted iron, the cable would still go over the lip, I still couldn’t level it, and I needed the steering I didn’t have, the precision that lived in a woman in glasses on an island, and she wasn’t here, and there was no strut to cut, and I had seconds.

So I did the thing I didn’t know I could do, which is the only kind of thing I ever seem to do.

I’d been thinking about my energy facet all wrong. I’d been thinking of it as a flare, a sun, an apple of light, a thing that splashed and broke and cracked slabs, the brute version of the brute power, all output and no aim, the thing Malloy made me knock bottles over with. But up there in the air with a load I couldn’t hold level and a coil of cable sliding toward a market, with the source vast and steady and new from the spike, I reached for the energy not as a flare but as a hand, and it answered differently.

It came out of my fingers in threads.

Thin lines of blue-gold, fine as wire, spinning out from my fingertips where they gripped the iron, and I didn’t decide to do it so much as I needed it badly enough that the power found the shape the need had, and the threads reached out across the canted span, a dozen of them, two dozen, fine glowing lines anchoring from my hands to the far end of the catwalk, to the sliding cable coil, to the loose gear, a web of blue-gold wire catching the load I couldn’t reach with my arms, and I felt the span through them, every part of it, the way you feel a fish through a line, the weight and the balance and the slide, and suddenly I had the load in my hands not as a single crushing mass but as a thing with parts, a thing I could feel and steer.

I had a half-second, even in the middle of it, to be astonished. Some back room of my mind stood off to the side of the terror and the effort and said, clearly, you can do this, you could always do this, you just never needed it badly enough to find it, and I understood in that half-second the whole truth of what a Universal was, the thing Price had tried to tell me on the mainland with her instruments, the thing Malloy had tried to beat into me on the mats. The facets were all in there, all of them, the big and the tough and the precise, sleeping behind the door, and they didn’t come out for drills or instruments or careful coaxing, they came out when a falling market forced them out, one at a time, torn loose by need. I’d found strength under physical demand and flight under fear and energy under Donna’s belief, and now, under a load I could not afford to drop, I’d found the first thin shaking thread of control, the facet I lacked most, the one a woman in glasses carried whole and effortless on an island across the water.

It was not Secretary precision. What Audrey could do with a glance, lay a whole collapsing geometry out flat and name the one strut to cut, I could not do at all, not even close. What I had was cruder than that by an order of magnitude, a brute’s first fumbling grip on a fine tool, a man who’d only ever swung a hammer suddenly asked to thread a needle and managing, barely, to get the thread through once before it slipped. It was crude, and it shook, and the threads frayed and snapped and I had to spin new ones, and it cost me everything I had and then more, sweat blinding me, the source pouring out through two dozen fine lines at once until my whole body rang. But it was the door opening on the facet I’d been missing my whole short career, the aim to go with the output, and even spending myself white I knew I’d want it again, knew I’d need it taught and steadied and made reliable, and knew, with a small private certainty, exactly whose effortless gift could teach it to me, if she ever chose to. But it was aim. At last it was aim, a new facet surfacing under pressure exactly the way the academy had promised a Universal’s kit would surface, not handed down in a drill but torn out of me by a falling market, and with the threads I caught the sliding cable and drew it back from the lip, and with the threads I steadied the see-sawing far end, and with the threads I felt the whole span come level in my grip, balanced, held, every part of it, mine.

Then a bracket on the near side shrieked.

I felt it through the thread a heartbeat before anyone called it, a sick sideways give in the fitting nearest the crowd, and from the street below Wayne’s voice came over the comm too smooth and too late. “Danner, near bracket might be slipping.”

Might be. By the time he said it, the bracket had already torn half free and the near edge of the span kicked down toward the packed market mouth. I caught it with three new threads spun out of empty, ugly and desperate, one around the bracket, one through the cable coil, one snapped across the catwalk rail like a tourniquet, and the web bit down hard enough to make the blue-gold lines whine. The span bucked in my grip and stopped. Barely. Wayne’s warning would read clean on a recording, a backup calling a hazard as he saw it. My arms knew the half-beat he’d spent seeing it first.

“Ease it down, Jack.” Donna’s voice, not real, the memory of it, the cottage, set it down like you set me down, gentle, gentle. “You’ve got it. Set it down on the empty side.”

There was an empty side. I made myself see it through the sweat and the shaking, the way Audrey would have made me see it, the geometry of the street laid out under me: the near end of the span hung over the packed crush of the crowd from the building, but the far end, the see-sawing end, swung over a cleared stretch of pavement where the carts had gone over and the people had already fled, a margin of empty ground, a place to put a falling thing. And now I could choose. With the threads I had the load in parts, not a single crushing mass but a balanced thing I could feel and shift, and I could decide where it went, and the deciding was the whole difference between a hero and a hazard, every lesson since the first mat living in a single choice made forty feet up with my arms on fire.

I poured the last of myself into the web of blue-gold wire. I tightened the threads on the near side and eased them on the far, felt the great iron span answer me, slow, ponderous, level, and I walked it sideways through the air, a few feet at a time, the way you’d carry a loaded tray across a crowded room, every step costing a thread that frayed and snapped so I had to spin another, my whole body ringing with the effort of holding two dozen fine lines and the lift and the strength all at once, sweat sheeting into my eyes, the source pouring out of me toward empty, and I walked the failing span off the crowd and over the cleared pavement, and when it hung over nothing but stone I let it down.

Not dropped. Lowered. The first controlled thing I’d ever done with the whole of my power, strength and energy and lift all working together, the iron catwalk and its gear coming down onto cleared pavement in a long grinding crash that shook the street and hurt no one, no one, the threads winking out one by one as the weight left them, and me sinking down out of the air to the pavement on legs that wouldn’t hold me, emptied, shaking, the source guttering low after pouring itself out through every line at once, but the street was alive, the whole packed terrified market street was alive, and I’d done it with aim.

Behind me the building emptied.

I turned, on my knees on the pavement, and watched the front door of the payroll office disgorge the last of them into the open air, the field officers and an academy support detail working the crush, and I saw, among the support detail, a tall copper-haired woman with her sleeves rolled and her capable hands moving people fast and calm, Lorraine Pike, who’d come with the deployment as civilian support the way the Housewife trainees were trained for exactly this, the unglamorous lifesaving work of getting frightened people out of a bad place in good order, and she had the old woman clerk under one arm and a stumbling garment worker under the other and she was moving them clear of the gas with the same dry competence she’d coached Wayne’s breathing with, and I understood, watching her, that the academy had a whole quiet architecture of people who saved lives without throwing a single spark, and that I’d been trained to think of them as lesser, and that I’d been a fool.

And Eddie came out last, because of course he did, backing out the front door with the bleeding clerk on a door he’d torn off its hinges for a litter, two field officers carrying the other end, Eddie’s hands clamped on the wound the whole way, his whites soaked dark to the elbow, his sandy hair plastered to his head, his face gray with effort and absolutely steady, and he got the clerk clear of the building and down onto the pavement and never stopped working, “you’re out, you’re in the air, the gas can’t get you now, stay with me, stay with me, you’re going to be telling this story for forty years,” and the green light bloomed soft under his clamped hands, and the clerk, who’d been four minutes from dead when Eddie went through a bent-barred window into a gas-filled room, breathed, and kept breathing.

Lorraine dropped to one knee beside him long enough to count the clerk’s pulse with two fingers, then snapped her head up and started directing the field officers like she’d been born with a whistle in her mouth. “Coats under his legs. You, hold that door steady. You, keep the crowd back from the gas. Eddie, don’t look at the street, look at him.” Eddie obeyed her without pride getting anywhere near it, eyes fixed on the clerk’s gray face, his narrow shoulders locked over the wound while the soft green light pulsed under his hands. The clerk tried to speak and coughed instead, and Eddie leaned close, smiling with blood on his sleeve and terror nowhere in his voice. “No speeches yet. Save it for the nurses. They’ll like you better if you arrive dramatic.” The clerk’s mouth twitched. One breath. Another. A third. Each one looked bought and paid for.

Nobody had died. The building was clear. The span was down on empty pavement. The gas was venting into open air now with the door wide. And the two Morettis were still inside.

Vito Moretti came out of the building last of all, stumbling, broken, the gun gone from his hand, dropped somewhere in the panic, just a fat sweating finished man in a ruined suit being walked toward the field officers, and over his head, where the building’s old brick cornice had been shaken loose by the concussion the same way I’d shaken it loose with a flare an hour ago, a slab of masonry the size of a door cracked free and fell, straight down, toward the man who’d taken ten hostages and fired a gun in a gassy room and lied to himself all the way to catastrophe, the man who by every cold accounting of the world deserved whatever the falling sky decided to do to him.

I did not have to save him. Every cold accounting said let it fall. He’d taken ten people hostage. He’d fired a gun in a room full of wage workers. He’d lied to himself all the way to the edge of murdering an old woman, and the falling brick was nothing but the world doing its own arithmetic on a finished man, and no court anywhere would have called it my failure to let physics have him. There was even a fast ugly voice in me that said it, in the language of the films, that’s how it ends for men like him, let it end.

But I’d promised Donna I’d stay the kind that gives too much. And Malloy had said the mission was everybody comes home, theirs and ours both, a hero who books a collar and buries a man failed no matter what the paperwork said. And under all of it, deeper than the promise and the order, was the plain fact that I had not crossed a wall out of a world that threw people away to start throwing people away myself.

So I had a thread left in me. One. I spun it out, the last of the source, fine and blue-gold and shaking, scraped up off the bottom of an emptied well, and I reached across the wrecked street with it and caught the falling slab an arm’s length over Vito Moretti’s bowed head and snapped it sideways, away from him, into the gutter, where it shattered on the curb and hurt no one. And Vito Moretti flinched at the crash and looked up and saw the man from the glass, the liar, the super, the thing he had no word for, kneeling spent on the pavement after spending his last literal ounce of power to keep a brick off the head of someone who’d given him nothing all day but grief and guns.

He stared at me. And something went out of him, the last of the fight, the last of the proud cornered animal. I think a man can stand against an enemy who wants him dead, can find the will to fight to the end against a thing that hates him. A stranger who saves his life for no reason, who spends himself to keep a brick off a worthless head, takes something out of a finished man that no amount of force could take. Vito Moretti sat down on the curb of his own ruined street and put his face in his hands and let the field officers take him, the whole crew’s will broken by the fact that I had refused to let even the worst of them die.

“No body count,” Malloy said in my ear, quiet, and there was something in his gravel voice I’d never heard before, something close to wonder. “Building’s clear, hostages are out, your clerk’s going to live, and you didn’t kill a one of them, not even the ones who earned it. Danner.” A pause. “That’s the job. That’s the whole job. I’ve waited nine years to watch a rookie do it right and I just did.”

I knelt on the pavement with Malloy’s words ringing in my ears, and they reached me strangely, because they were the thing I’d most wanted to hear and I had no strength left to feel them the way they deserved. There’s a particular hollowness on the far side of a thing you barely survived, the body’s chemistry crashing all at once, and through the hollowness Malloy’s words came like a voice from another room, that’s the job, that’s the whole job, and I thought about the gray Tuesday man who’d built dashboards nobody read and been told, very politely, that he was a numbers thing, consolidated, disposable, that nobody would call. That man had ached his whole life to do one thing that mattered, one thing the world would have been measurably worse without, and he’d never gotten the chance, because the world he lived in didn’t have chances like that lying around for men like him. And here, on a wrecked curb in a borrowed century, with my power burned to embers and a broken man weeping beside me, I’d done it. Eleven people were going home who would not have gone home, and a clerk would tell a story for forty years, and a mother and two children had walked out from under the same iron twice, and it had cost me everything I had and the secret on top of it, and Malloy, who didn’t hand out a word he didn’t mean, had said that’s the job. I’d been a man the world threw away. I’d just become a man eleven strangers got to keep. Whatever it cost, I would have paid it again on the spot, and the knowing of that, more than Malloy’s praise, was the thing that finally let the hollowness fill with something warm.

I knelt on the pavement, emptied, shaking, the source burned down to embers, and I should have felt nothing but triumph, and I almost did, except for the cold thread of awareness running under it, the thing I’d file for later, the thread that put a shadow across the clean victory.

Nicky Moretti had not come out of the building.

I cast around the chaos, the field officers and the support detail and the broken capo on the curb and the venting building, and there was no lean quick figure in a knife-neat suit anywhere in it, and I knew, with the same cold certainty he’d used to read the future off my own tongue, that he was gone, that he’d slipped out a back way during the catastrophe, the smart one, the survivor, the one who’d caught my slip about a program that wouldn’t exist for twenty years, and that he’d taken it with him, the wrongness of me, the man who knew endings that couldn’t happen yet, along with everything his uncle had spilled about a man of gold who walked through steel.

“He’s gone,” I said into the comm, low. “Nicky. He slipped the net in the chaos. He’s loose.”

A silence on the channel. Then Wayne, smooth, a half-beat late, the way he was always a half-beat late on the things that mattered: “I had the rear angle. I didn’t see him go.” Hard to say. I’d watched a man throw an abort signal and Wayne had called it hard to say, and now a wiry gangster had slipped a rear exit Wayne was supposed to be watching, and Wayne hadn’t seen him go, and it was deniable, all of it, perfectly deniable, a backup with a tricky angle, and I knelt on the pavement and remembered it exactly and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that a recorded channel wouldn’t carry straight into Wayne’s hands.

And somewhere out there in the garment district, slipping between the iron legs of the elevated rail, a sharp-eyed survivor carried two dangerous facts into the city: the knowledge that the Morettis’ destroyer was a man of gold the government wouldn’t admit was real, and the knowledge that the super who’d saved them all knew too much about endings no honest man should know.

The next part was the slow part, the part nobody films, the long ragged comedown of a saved street putting itself back together. It surprised me, how long it took, and how unheroic it all was. The movies cut from the catch to the cheer. Real life made you sit in the wreckage and wait while careful men did careful work. The field officers got the gas line capped, a city crew arriving with wrenches and a meter to chase the leak back to its main, and the building cordoned with sawhorses, and the street cleared a cart at a time, and the workers counted, all of them, every single one, a field officer going down a clipboard list calling names while frightened people raised their hands and answered, and the tally came back whole, not one missing, not one under a slab, not one left in the gas, and when the officer reached the bottom of the list and looked up and said “that’s all of them, that’s everybody,” something in my chest that had been clenched since Delano Street first screamed finally let go.

The count had names on it, not numbers, and that made it harder in the best possible way. Mrs. Alvarez from the sewing floor, coughing but standing. Mr. Dugan from payroll, holding a handkerchief to his split brow and trying to straighten his tie because apparently a man could be nearly gassed and still worry about being presentable. Two delivery boys who had ducked under a cart when the rail started to come down. A bookkeeper with one shoe gone. The old woman clerk Lorraine had dragged out under one arm, insisting in a rasp that she could walk and then nearly folding the second Lorraine let go.

Eddie moved through them with his satchel open, too spent to joke much but still trying, touching wrists, checking eyes, pressing green light into the worst bruises until Lorraine caught his sleeve and said, “Pruitt, sit before you become the next patient.” He opened his mouth to argue, looked at her face, and sat on an overturned produce crate like his strings had been cut.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“You are gray,” Lorraine said.

“That’s just my complexion under hero lighting.”

She gave him a cup of water and a look that would have made Malloy stand up straighter. Eddie drank. The support detail kept moving around him, coats over shoulders, children reunited with mothers, one field officer taking statements while another handed out little stamped slips for damaged carts and smashed goods, because even a miracle left a mess and somebody had to write down who had lost a wheelbarrow.

I watched it all from the curb and understood another piece of the no-body-count lesson. Saving people was not one grand catch in the sky. It was the count afterward, the water, the names, the bodies checked twice, the shaken civilians pointed toward home instead of left standing in smoke because the hero had already had his big moment.

Market people drifted back as the danger ebbed, the way they do, to right their carts and gather their spilled fruit and stare at the iron span sitting impossible on the cleared pavement and at the brick-dusted super sitting impossible on the curb. A woman pressed a paper cup of water into my hands and wouldn’t take no. A man in an apron stood over me a moment and just said “thank you, mister,” the way Florence had called me sugar a lifetime ago, the way the city kept being kinder to me than I had any standing to expect. I drank the water. My hands shook around the cup. An ambulance took the clerk, alive, Eddie riding the running board with his hands still on the wound until the city medics pried him loose at the hospital doors and told him, grudging, that he’d done work they couldn’t have done. They walked Vito Moretti to a wagon in irons, and he went quiet, broken, an old finished man, and he turned his head once on the way and found me on the curb and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read and didn’t try to, and then he was gone behind the wagon doors.

Wayne came and stood over me while I sat spent on the curb. He’d helped, in the visible deniable ways, all through the aftermath, a drum here, a barricade there, the picture of a hero pitching in, and now he stood over me in his uniform that hadn’t taken a single mark, while mine was torn and brick-dusted and soaked through, and he looked down at me with the late smile arriving and the ice-blue doing its cold arithmetic.

“That was quite a performance,” Wayne said. “All of it. The strength, the talking, the, what was that, at the end, the threads? I’ve never seen energy do that. Fine control like that, that’s a Secretary’s gift, and you don’t have a Secretary, you have a Muse.” He let it sit. “You shouldn’t be able to do half of what you did today, Danner. Not a betrothed rookie. The durability, the output, that new control facet, and the readings, my God, the readings off you when you caught that span, you lit up like a married man on his power baseline, like a man who’d had his full consummation spike, except you’re not married, you’re betrothed, the wedding’s next week.” He crouched down to my level, smooth, unhurried, and dropped his voice so the comm wouldn’t carry it, so it was just the two of us on a wrecked curb. “And then there’s the program. The new names and the federal porch and the clean slate that the gangster said doesn’t exist, that I’ve never heard of, that you described like your own front yard. A man who’s stronger than his paperwork says, and who knows things that haven’t happened.” The smile held, patient, terrible. “I don’t have the whole picture yet. But I’ve got a great many pieces, and I’m a patient man, and pieces have a way of becoming a picture if you keep them long enough.” He straightened, and smoothed the uniform that didn’t need it, and the smile arrived exactly when it should. “You did good work today. I’ll say so in the report. I will. Get some rest, partner. You’ve earned it.” And he walked off toward the field officers to be helpful where it would be seen, leaving me on the curb with the cold understanding that Wayne now had two hard pieces of leverage in his pocket, the impossible power and the impossible knowledge, and that he was going to hold them, polish them, and wait for the day they were worth using.

Malloy’s voice came soft in my ear, and I understood from the gentleness of it that he’d heard at least the comm-side of the day and read more of the rest than he let on.

“Don’t let Benton in your head,” Malloy said. “Whatever he’s selling, don’t buy it on a curb when you’re empty. You saved a street today. Hold onto that one and let the rest keep till you’ve slept and eaten.” A pause. “The plane’s coming back for us at the dock in an hour. You’re going home, son. There’s a girl on that island who’s been at a radio set since dawn waiting to hear you’re standing up. Let’s get you standing up.”

I got to my feet, slow, on legs that barely held, and I looked up at the elevated rail where the span had torn free, and at the venting building, and at Eddie working over his clerk on the pavement, and at Lorraine moving the last of the frightened workers to safety, and at a broken man weeping on a curb.

Then my legs gave out, and Eddie was there, somehow, his bloody hands on my shoulders easing me down. “Okay, okay, you’re done, you spent it all, that’s allowed. Sit down before you fall down, hero. I’ve got you.”


Chapter 20: Blue and Gold

Donna was at the seaplane dock when we came back across the water, and she did not wait for the hull to stop skipping or the propeller to wind down or any of the dignified things a betrothed wife is supposed to wait for. She was down the dock and onto the float before the pilot had killed the engine, and when I came out of the hatch on legs still unsteady from spending myself white on a market street, she hit me at a dead run and nearly knocked us both into the channel.

“You’re standing up,” she said into my chest, fierce, her arms locked around me, her platinum hair in my mouth, “Malloy radioed that you were standing up and I didn’t believe it, I’ve been at that radio set since dawn feeling the bond go thin and dark and then almost nothing, almost nothing, Jack, I felt you spend down to embers from a hundred miles away and I sat there at a radio in a room full of people pretending to be calm and I have never been so frightened in my entire life, don’t you ever, don’t you ever go that empty again where I can’t reach you,” and then she pulled back and looked at me, the brick dust and the torn jacket and the gray exhaustion, and her fierce frightened face broke into the wet bright laugh, “and you saved them, all of them, Malloy said no body count, you talked a capo off a gas line and lifted a whole rail span off a market and didn’t kill a soul, you impossible man, you did the thing, you did the whole thing,” and she kissed me in front of the pilot and Malloy and Wayne and the gathering dock, and I felt the source, burned to embers all day, kindle warm at her mouth, the bond pouring back into me from the woman who’d kept the radio all day, and somewhere up the dock a string of lamps brightened.

The rest of the dock had its own homecoming. Word had crossed the water ahead of us the way word always crossed that island, and there was a small crowd at the seaplane dock, cadets and applicants and a knot of instructors, and when Eddie came down out of the hatch behind me, still in his blood-darkened whites, somebody started clapping, and then the whole dock was clapping, for the healer, for nurse boy, who’d gone through a barred window into a gassed room, and Eddie stopped dead on the float and went scarlet and looked like he might bolt back into the plane, and Tommy Hale shoved through the crowd and threw an arm around his narrow shoulders and announced to everyone that this was the bravest man on the island and they could all fight him about it, and Eddie laughed the helpless overwhelmed laugh of a person being seen at last, and I stood on the dock with my wife-to-be’s arms around me and watched the academy clap for the man it had called lesser, and counted it among the best things I’d seen in either century.

Wayne came off the plane last, immaculate, and the dock clapped for him too, the polished backup, and he accepted it with a small formal nod, and only I knew about the half-beats, the hard-to-says, the lookout he’d watched throw a signal and the rear angle he hadn’t watched at all, and I let the dock have its clean version of him because a homecoming dock was no place to start a war I wasn’t ready to fight.

That night, the night before the debrief, the night before the wedding, Donna came to my quarters and didn’t let me be alone with the comedown, because she’d felt it building through the bond the way she felt everything, the dark thing, the cost arriving now that the danger was past.

We didn’t do anything. That was the strange tender truth of it, the night before the sanctioned wedding, two people who’d already broken the rule and consummated the bond in a rain-lit cottage, and what we did that night was sit on the narrow bed with the lamp low and the sea outside and decompress, fully clothed, her head on my shoulder, because some nights the body needs holding more than it needs anything else, and because we’d decided, both of us, without saying it, that the next time would be the wedding night, sanctioned and unhidden and ours.

She’d brought things. That was Donna, even frightened, even feeling the dark thing build through the bond, she came with her hands full, a thermos of cocoa she’d talked out of the wing kitchens and a tin of the shortbread the Wife wing baked and a deck of cards, as if a man home from a hostage crisis could be coaxed back into his own skin with cocoa and gin rummy, and the maddening thing was that she was right, that it worked, that sitting on a narrow bed losing badly at cards to my laughing betrothed did more to pull me up out of the market street than any amount of brooding at a window could have. She cheated. I caught her cheating twice and she was completely unrepentant, said a Muse’s job was to make her hero feel like a winner and if that took palming a card then so be it, and I laughed, really laughed, and felt the comedown loosen its grip a notch.

It was the most ordinary evening, and the ordinariness was the medicine. A man who’d held a falling rail span off a market and bent iron bars and talked a capo off a gas line sat on a narrow bed and ate shortbread and lost at cards to a woman in a borrowed wrap, and the small bright nothing of it was exactly the thing the day had been missing, the proof that there was a life on the far side of the danger, a life with cocoa in it and bad card games and a woman who cheated to keep you smiling.

“Tell me the cost,” Donna said, quiet, into my shoulder. “All of it. I’ve been feeling it on you since the dock under all the happy. Something out there cost you. Tell me, so you’re not carrying it alone.”

So I told her. I kept 2026 in the locked box where it had to stay and gave her the cost of it instead, the shape, the way it had nearly come out on a market street. “I used the thing I know,” I said, slow. “The thing I can’t tell you. The thing in the box. I used it to talk the capo down, and it worked, it almost worked all the way, and then I reached too far and said a thing that doesn’t fit, and a sharp man caught it, and now he’s in the wind knowing I’m not what I say I am, and Wayne caught it too, and Wayne caught the power on top of it, the thing we did in the cottage, he tasted it like a bonfire exactly like I said he would.” I pressed my face into her hair. “I won the mission and I spent the secret doing it. That’s the cost. The thing I came here most wanting to protect, I spent it, in public, to save eleven people, and I’d do it again, and it’s still gone, and two men carry a piece of it now, and one of them hates me.”

Donna was quiet a while, her warm weight against me, her palm resting over my sternum.

“Then we carry that too,” she said finally. “The way we’re going to carry all of it. Together.” She tipped her face up. “Here’s what I know, Jack. You spent the thing you most wanted to protect to keep eleven strangers breathing. That’s not a cost. That’s who you are. That’s the whole reason I turned on the lights for you in the first place. A man who’d hoard his one safe thing while a clerk bled out, I couldn’t have made light for him, the source wouldn’t have come, it never came for the careful version of you and it never will. It comes for the one who gives too much.” Her hand pressed warm over my chest. “So Wayne has what he thinks he has and the sharp man’s in the wind and someday they come due, fine, we’ll meet them when they come, and you won’t meet them alone, because when I put on your colors I stop being your girl and start being your wife, your source, your partner in all of it, the lights and the missions and the secrets and the costs. Whatever’s in the box, I don’t need to open it. I just need to be standing next to the man who carries it when the day comes that he has to set it down. And I will be. In your colors. Forever.” She kissed my jaw. “Now stop carrying it alone. Just hold me and let the cost wait till after the wedding. The cost is patient. It’ll keep. Let me be louder than it for a while.”

And she was. We slept like that, half-dressed and tangled on a narrow bed, the lamp burning low, the cost waiting patiently in its box while a couple who had crossed the private line and were waiting for the public vow held each other through the comedown, and I woke the morning of my wedding more rested and more anchored than I had any right to be, because a woman had decided to be louder than my fear, and had been.

The debrief was the next morning, and I’d dreaded it, because I’d assumed it would be about the slip, the program, the thing Nicky caught and Wayne kept. It wasn’t. That was the first lesson of the morning. Malloy ran the debrief in a bright chrome room overlooking the water, and he ran it the way he ran everything, on the thing that actually mattered, and the thing that actually mattered to Malloy was the count.

“Eleven hostages,” he said, standing at the head of the table, no clipboard, he didn’t need one. “One wounded clerk, gunshot, will recover, because Pruitt went through a barred window into a gassed room against my direct order, and I’ll note the order was disobeyed and I’ll note I’d pin a medal on him for disobeying it if the academy gave medals to healers, which it should and doesn’t.” He looked at Eddie, who’d gone red to the ears. “Eleven civilians, two crew taken, one capo in irons, no deaths, theirs or ours. That’s the debrief, gentlemen. Everything else is detail.” His pale eyes moved over me. “Danner brought a building full of people out the right way. He overpowered nothing that mattered and controlled the one thing that did. The collateral was minimal and self-corrected. That’s a clean first deployment and I’ve seen maybe two in nine years. Well done. All of you.”

“Pruitt,” Malloy went on, and Eddie startled like a man who wasn’t used to his name being said in a room with rank in it. “You disobeyed a direct order to hold the line. I want that on the record, and I want this on the record next to it: it was the right call, and you knew it was the right call, and you made it in the half-second a healer’s got to make it, and a man’s alive because you did. The academy’s going to have opinions about a support trainee going through a barred window into a gas leak. Let them. I’ll spend whatever I’ve got telling them the opinion that matters is the clerk’s, and the clerk’s opinion is that he gets to see his kids tonight.” His pale eyes held Eddie’s. “You’re the best healer this island’s turned out in a decade and the island’s too stupid about powers to know it. I know it. Danner knows it. That’s two who matter. Build from there.” And Eddie, scarlet, eyes wet, opened his mouth and for once in his life found no nervous joke in it at all, and just nodded, and looked down at his own steady hands, and I watched a year of being called nurse boy fall off him in a chrome room over the water, and thought that if the whole bloody mission had bought nothing but that, it would have been worth the cost.

Lorraine Pike was there too, still in support whites with a brown sleeve patch where the gas-room dust had never quite washed out, and Malloy gave her the same hard look. “Pike. Your evacuation count was clean. Your triage line was cleaner. You kept the civilians moving when every civilian in the street wanted to freeze and stare up at falling iron. That saved time, and time saved blood.” Lorraine’s dry mouth softened by half an inch. “Thank you, Captain.” That was all she said, because Lorraine was not built for speeches, but she sat a little straighter afterward, and Eddie looked across the table at her with grave respect, because her orders had kept his clerk breathing while his hands were busy.

Then Malloy did the thing I’d been braced for, except he did it gently, almost as an afterthought, and I understood that Malloy had decided which parts of the day were worth his weight and which weren’t.

“There’s a loose thread,” he said. “Nicky Moretti slipped the net. He’s in the wind, and he’s the smart one, and he heard whatever Danner said in there about,” a glance at me, neutral, “federal arrangements that the field officers tell me don’t match anything that exists. Danner, you reached for a bluff and it didn’t fit. It happens. Bluffs are loaded guns and they jam. You’ll learn which ones to fire.” And that was all. Malloy filed it as a green hero’s bad bluff, a training note, not a mystery about a man who knew the future, because Malloy hadn’t tasted the power the way Wayne had and didn’t have the pieces Wayne had, and my grip loosened on the chair arm, because the man whose respect I actually wanted had decided the slip was a rookie mistake and moved on.

Dr. Price did not move on. She caught me after, in the bright hall, with a folder and her composed face and the pearls at her throat, and she didn’t ask me anything, which was worse than if she had.

“Your readings from the span event,” she said, opening the folder, showing me a graph I couldn’t read, a jagged blue-gold line spiking off the top of the page. “I want you to understand that I’m telling you this and not the academy, for now, because I haven’t decided what it means and I don’t report things I haven’t understood.” Her dark blue eyes were gentle and absolutely impossible to fool. “These are not betrothal numbers, Mr. Danner. A betrothal gives a floor. This is not a floor. This is what I’d expect to read off a hero some weeks into a stable marriage, the consummation spike fully integrated and settling. You are not married. You will be married on Saturday.” She closed the folder, quiet. “I am a diagnostician, not a chaperone, and I have no interest in academy custom or who waited for what. My only interest is the gap between a hero’s output and his control, because that gap is where civilians die, and yours is closing faster than your timeline should allow, and a thing that doesn’t add up is a thing I keep watching until it does.” A pause, not unkind. “Congratulations on Saturday. I’ll be there. And I’ll keep watching, because that’s my whole job, and because someone on this island should, and I’d rather it were me than Mr. Benton, who I notice has been watching too.” And she tucked the folder under her arm and went, leaving me to understand that Price knew, the way Wayne knew, except that Price had chosen, for reasons of her own, to hold it quietly and watch rather than save it for a later knife, and that the difference between those two ways of holding a secret was going to matter a great deal someday.

Wayne found me too, of course, the morning of the wedding, in the corridor outside the chapel, in his dress uniform, and he shook my hand, and his grip was firm and his smile arrived exactly when ceremony required it, and he said all the right things.

“Congratulations, Danner. Truly. She’s a remarkable woman and you’re a lucky man.” He held the handshake a beat. “It’s surprising, I’ll say, how strong you’ve gotten. Even for a Universal. Even with a Muse. I felt your readings on the mainland and I keep turning them over, they’re so, generous, for a man who waited for his wedding the way we all do.” The smile held, and the ice-blue did its arithmetic, and the threat sat inside the courtesy the way it always did. “But that’s a thing for another day. Today’s your wedding. I’d never spoil a man’s wedding.” He released my hand. “Be happy. Both of you. I mean that. Whatever comes later.” And he went into the chapel to take a seat among the cohort, every movement correct enough to disappear into the ceremony, and I stood in the corridor knowing that whatever comes later was the truest thing he’d said, and that he’d said it to my face on my wedding morning, smiling, because that was Wayne, the threat folded so neatly into the manners that you could never once point at it.

But none of them, not Wayne with his perfect memory or Price with her folder or Nicky in the wind, got the morning. The morning belonged to Donna, and to a woman I hadn’t expected.

Audrey dressed her.

Donna had no mother on the island and no sisters, and the wife-wing matrons were busy with the ceremony. Audrey Bell, dry precise Audrey who’d started as Donna’s insecurity mirror, came to the bridal dressing room with her competent hands and her notebook tucked away, and helped Donna into the thing she’d spent the whole courtship trying to earn.

I learned the details later, in the breathless way Donna told stories when the feeling was still too big to sit quietly. The bridal dressing room had been all mirrors and brass lamps and satin privacy screens, with the blue sea framed in three tall windows and the wife-wing matrons rushing past the door like stagehands before a show. Donna had stood in the center of it in her slip, clutching the blue-and-gold costume to her chest, suddenly pale under the powder, because winning the right to wear a thing and actually putting it on in front of the whole island were not the same courage.

“I can’t breathe,” Donna had told Audrey.

Audrey, according to Donna, had not softened her voice by one inch. “You can. The back clasp is too tight because you are inhaling like a woman awaiting execution. Stop that.”

“It’s my wedding.”

“Exactly. Not your execution.”

Then Audrey had set her clipboard down, which in Audrey’s language was practically a blood oath, and taken the costume from Donna’s hands piece by piece. She fixed the halter straps, tightened the gold side clasps, adjusted the cape so it sat straight off Donna’s shoulders instead of pulling to one side, then turned Donna gently toward the long mirror. Donna said that was when she started crying, not from fear this time, but because the woman in the glass was not campaigning anymore. She was blue-and-gold. She was chosen. She was the answer to every dress she’d worn on the way there.

“You’ll ruin the liner,” Audrey had said.

“You’re very comforting.”

“I’m very accurate. Hold still.”

And Audrey had repaired her face in three strokes, tucked one platinum curl back into place, and said, quieter, “There. Now walk in like you believe what he already knows.”

I saw it when the chapel doors opened and the brass came up and Donna walked toward me down the aisle, and I forgot, briefly, how to be a person.

She wore my colors. The blue-and-gold. Not a dress, the dress was the campaign and the campaign was over, she wore the wife costume, the earned one, the investiture, a royal-blue halter two-piece that cupped her full breasts and left the cinch of her waist and the warm plane of her belly bare, gold piping bright along every edge, small gold clasps catching the chapel light, gold cuffs at her wrists, and off her shoulders a short opaque gold cape that moved when she moved, and her platinum hair was set soft and her red mouth was perfect and her gaze was fixed on me down the whole length of the aisle, brimming, and she walked toward me in my colors with the cape stirring and the heavy curves of her swaying under the blue and the gold, a bombshell turned superhero’s wife, and the chapel lights, every one of them, brightened a degree as she came, because the bond was singing between us the length of the room and the fixtures answered before I could tell them not to.

I had seen that costume once before, I realized, watching her come, though I hadn’t understood it then. The very first night, on the east balcony, looking down into the Wife wing courtyard at a garden of women in their own colors, I’d seen a senior wife somewhere in that crowd wearing her husband’s blue, and I’d thought it pretty and not understood it. I understood it now. The dress had been the campaign. All those dresses, the white halter and the red sweetheart and the champagne satin, each one a flag planted, a case made, an argument that there was somebody home worth choosing. And the costume was the verdict. A wife wore her husband’s colors the day she’d won, and she wore them like a coronation because that was what they were, and every applicant in that chapel who was still campaigning in her own colors watched Donna Fairchild come down the aisle in earned blue-and-gold and saw the whole shape of what they were all competing for, made flesh, swaying under the cape.

She had never looked more like herself. That was the strange thing. I’d thought the bombshell glamour was the most her she got, the platinum and the red and the curves, and it wasn’t, it had always been armor, gorgeous armor but armor, a beautiful woman braced for the second look. The costume wasn’t armor. The costume was the opposite of armor, it bared the soft narrow plane of her middle and the warm sweep of her belly and trusted the whole island to look, and she walked into the looking instead of bracing against it, chin up, eyes wet, completely unguarded, a woman who had finally stopped holding her breath, and that, the unguardedness, was the most beautiful thing about her, more than any curve the blue-and-gold displayed.

She reached me at the altar and took my hands in her gold-cuffed ones and leaned in and whispered, under the brass, only for me, “Audrey laced me into it. Can you believe it. She did the back clasps and stood me in front of the glass and said, ‘There. Now you’re not campaigning anymore, you’ve won, stop holding your breath,’ and I cried and ruined my face and she fixed it in three strokes and didn’t say one unkind thing the whole time. I think she’s my friend, Jack. I think the terrifying one’s my friend.” Her eyes brimmed. “Look at me. I’m wearing your colors. I’m actually wearing your colors, in front of everyone, after all those dresses, and it fits, and it’s mine, and I’m yours.”

“You’re mine,” I said, rough, holding her gold-cuffed hands, “and I’m yours, and you look like the reason the word miracle got invented,” and the officiant, a flying-caped academy elder with a warm dry voice, began.

The ceremony had the old words, the brass, the bright chapel, the elder’s warm dry voice. When it came to the vows, I didn’t promise to keep her or to provide for her or any of the period-correct things the elder offered me to repeat, or not only those. I said the thing I’d been working toward since a bunker and a red dress.

“I’m not promising to own you,” I said, holding her hands in front of all of Valor Island, the cohort and Malloy and Price and Eddie grinning in the front row and even Wayne in his perfect uniform. “This world thinks a wife is a thing a hero gets. I don’t. You’re not a thing I got. You’re the reason I can do any of it. So I’m not promising to keep you. I’m promising to build a home with you, and a heroic life with you, and to be the kind of man who’s worth the belief you keep pouring into me, because your belief is the most powerful thing on this island, everybody’s seen it, it turns on lights and lifts cranes and saves streets, and I get to spend the rest of my life being the man you believe in. That’s the vow. I’ll be worth it. I’ll spend my whole life being worth it.”

And Donna, who’d spent her whole life being told there was nobody home, who’d campaigned through the whole courtship in dresses to prove she was more than a pretty face, stood at the altar in her husband’s colors and said her vow back simply, no overexplaining, no chasing a clever word, the realest thing she’d ever said to me.

“I choose you,” she said, her voice carrying clear and bright through the chapel. “Not because the system says I have to pick somebody. Not because you’re the strongest or the safest choice. I choose you because you turned toward the part of me I kept apologizing for and called it power, and you were right, and I’ve never been so happy to be right about anything. I’m your Muse, Jack Danner. I’m your wife. I’m your source. And I am going to spend the rest of my life believing in you so hard you light up every room you walk into, and you’d better get used to the lights, because I’m never going to stop.” She squeezed my hands. “I choose you. Out loud. In front of everyone. Forever.”

The elder pronounced us, and I kissed my wife in her blue-and-gold under the chapel lights, and the room lit up like a struck match, every fixture blazing warm and gold at once, a long pulse of blue-gold light rolling down the nave from the altar, and the whole academy cheered and didn’t know whether they were cheering the wedding or the light show and it didn’t matter because they were the same thing, and Donna laughed against my mouth and said, “I did that,” and I said, “you always do that,” and the cape stirred at her shoulders and the gold cuffs were warm in my hands and we were married, truly, publicly, the rule-break covered in sunlight for one bright afternoon, future hunger made lawful and ours, even if nothing about the timeline could be undone for Wayne or Price or the records already made. The risk did not vanish. It stepped back and let my wife have the altar.

Afterward there was the reception, and the academy did a wedding the way the academy did everything, with both hands and no embarrassment, the great terrace strung with blue-and-gold bunting and a long table of food that put even the send-off dinner to shame, a whole roast and a tower of little cakes and the band that played the mixers turned up in their best white jackets playing the bright optimistic brass that had first pulled me through a hole in a wall, and the chrome-and-marble campus turned out in its colors to eat and dance and be glad in the gold afternoon.

I kept getting ambushed by it, the gladness. A month ago a city had consolidated me out of a job in four minutes and not one person had called. Now I stood on a marble terrace over a blue sea with a wife in my colors on my arm and a hundred people lined up to shake my hand and mean it, and I had to keep swallowing a thing in my throat that wasn’t quite tears and wasn’t quite laughter. I had ached at a window for exactly this and stopped believing it existed, and now it kept walking up to me in blue-and-gold sunlight to shake my hand.

Eddie hugged me hard and got brick dust on his good jacket from mine and didn’t care, and he’d been promoted, in the space of one mission, from nurse boy to the man who went through a barred window, and I watched cadets who’d mocked him a month ago come and shake his hand carefully, like they weren’t sure how, and I watched Eddie accept it with the same nervous grace he’d accepted the mockery, except this time the grace had something settled under it, a man who’d found out in a gassed room exactly what he was worth and didn’t need the handshakes to tell him anymore. “I went through a window,” he kept saying, dazed, to anyone who’d listen, “I faint at nosebleeds and I went through a window,” and Tommy Hale kept refilling his punch and telling him to lean into it, that this was the most attention a healer would get until the next disaster, enjoy it.

Malloy shook my hand and said, “good,” which from Malloy was a sonnet, and then, lower, just for me, “You did the job right, son, and you got the girl, and you’re going to have a long ugly conversation with that boy Benton someday that I can’t have for you, but not today. Today you eat the cake.” And he took a piece of cake the size of a brick and stood at the rail eating it with the grim satisfaction of a man off duty for one afternoon. Mabel Crane cried twice, once during the vows and once at the cake, and told Donna she’d known, she’d always known Muse was the lane, delivered it as a hug exactly the way Donna had predicted days ago, the worst possible way to receive an I-told-you-so and the best, and Donna took it laughing and hugged her back and the two Muses held onto each other a moment, the friendly rivalry dissolved into something better. Lorraine Pike, who’d carried an old woman out of the gassed building on the mainland and would never get a medal for it because the academy didn’t pin medals on support trainees any more than on healers, raised a glass to us dry and warm and said, “to the ones who came home,” and drank, and I made a private note to tell somebody with rank that the academy’s whole hierarchy of who mattered was upside down, and another private note that the somebody with rank was probably going to have to be me, someday, when I had any. And at the edge of it, by the terrace rail with the sea behind her and a glass of champagne she wasn’t drinking, stood Audrey Bell, in a neat blue dress that was almost, not quite, the shade of my colors, watching the two of us in the gold afternoon light.

I caught her eye across the terrace. Audrey Bell, who’d laced my wife into her wedding costume and fixed her ruined face and called her a friend, lifted her champagne an inch toward me, a small precise salute. She held my eyes a beat longer than courtesy required, not jealous, not sulking, only patient and watchful and dryly amused by whatever she had decided not to say in front of my wife on our wedding day. Then she set down the untouched champagne without taking a sip and slipped away into the celebration, leaving that small abstention behind like a note only I was supposed to read.


Chapter 21: Wife Power

They gave us the honeymoon suite at the top of the academy’s east tower, a wide room with a wall of glass and a balcony hung out over the whole island, the sea going gold-violet with the sun, the campus lights coming on below us, and I carried my wife across the threshold of it because the old custom said to and because for once the old custom had literal power behind it.

She laughed the whole way, gold cape stirring, gold cuffs catching the last light, her blue-and-gold costume warm against me, all that soft married abundance in my arms a thing I now lifted without effort, the new married baseline steady under my power.

“You’re not even straining,” she said, delighted, her arms around my neck as I shouldered the door shut behind us. “A month ago a man would’ve thrown his back out carrying all of me and you’re holding me like a parcel. I love it. Do it again. Carry me to the balcony, I want to see the lights come on over the whole island while my husband holds me up like I weigh nothing, because I have never in my life weighed nothing to anybody and tonight I’m going to.”

“I’ll carry you anywhere you want,” I said, “but if I carry you to that balcony in that costume with the lights coming on, I’m not going to be responsible for what happens next, and there are heroes who can fly past that glass.”

“Let them fly past,” she said, but she was laughing, and she squirmed down out of my arms anyway, because she had a plan, my Donna always had a plan, and the plan was better than the balcony.

I set her down on her feet in the middle of the suite, and instead of coming to me she stepped back, out of reach, into the pour of the late gold light through the wall of glass, and did a thing that nearly finished the whole night before it started.

She posed for me.

She’d campaigned all month in dresses meant to knock me flat, the white halter and the red sweetheart and the champagne satin, a whole parade of glamour, and I’d thought I’d seen her best weapons. I hadn’t. Her best weapon was this, my wife in my colors, deliberately, knowingly, putting herself on display for the only voter in this campaign, one gold-cuffed hand on her cinched waist and the other lifting the short gold cape off her shoulder, her chin up, her red mouth curving, the late gold light pouring through the glass and over the whole of her, her full breasts straining the blue halter, the bare warm plane of her belly, the wide flare of her hips under the low-slung blue bottoms, the thick creamy thighs, the platinum waves, her gaze holding mine, certain and hungry.

“Look at me,” she said, low, the breathy bright performance gone, only the hungry certainty under it. “All the way. Take your time. This is the look I campaigned for, the wife look, the blue-and-gold look, the one the whole island saw me earn today, and tonight it’s only for you, so look at it, and then tell me what you want to do to the woman in your colors, because I have spent the entire wedding wet under this costume imagining you saying it.”

My mouth had gone dry. The source kindled warm in my chest just looking at her, the lamps in the suite swelling brighter without my willing it, throwing more gold across the gold of her.

I made myself do what she asked. I looked, slowly, because she had earned slow. I looked at the little gold clasps Audrey had fastened down the back of the halter, each one a bright promise I wanted to undo with my teeth. I looked at the blue fabric drawn tight under her breasts, at the way the gold piping framed rather than hid her, at the short cape that made every breath of hers look ceremonial. I looked at her bare waist, the soft strong middle she’d spent a lifetime being made to apologize for, and at the low curve of blue over her hips, and at the thick thighs braced apart in a stance that said wife with the same certainty another woman might have said queen. The costume had turned the island’s judgment into fabric. It said chosen, claimed, public, lawful. It also said that if I put one hand on the knot at her throat and pulled, all that lawfulness would become my wife naked and panting in my colors with the whole tower lit around us.

Donna watched me look. That was the part that nearly took my knees out from under me. She didn’t flinch from it, didn’t perform past the fear, didn’t give me the old dazzling smile that asked whether she was doing enough. She let herself be seen and let the seeing feed her. The lights climbed another notch. Her nipples tightened visibly under the blue. Her mouth opened on a shaky breath, and the hunger in her face deepened into something almost reverent, like my wanting her had finally become a language she could believe without translating it into proof.

“Good,” she whispered, because she could read me through the bond now, every bit of it. “That’s what I wanted. I wanted you to look at me and not find one thing missing.”

“What I want to do,” I said, my voice gone to gravel, crossing to her slow, “is wreck every inch of that costume you just earned, and then wreck you, and then do it again until the whole tower’s glowing and you’ve forgotten you ever spent your whole life afraid somebody thought you were empty. That’s what I want to do. Now come here, wife, and let me start.”

“Oh,” she breathed, the certainty cracking into pure want, the pose dissolving as I reached her, “yes, that, exactly that, start,” and she turned in my hold and put her gold-cuffed hands on either side of my face and kissed me, and the kiss was not the chapel kiss, sweet and public and lit-up, this kiss was the other thing, the hungry thing, the thing she’d been promising me since a boathouse, and the source kindled warm in my chest, and the lamps in the suite brightened.

“No hiding now,” she breathed against my mouth, fierce, both hands clutching the front of my shirt. “No locked doors. No bolt. No rule. No waiting for a party, the party happened, you’re my husband, this is sanctioned and legitimate and ours and I want to be loud, Jack, I want to be so loud they hear me down on the terrace and know exactly what wife power sounds like.” She pulled back and her hands went to the gold clasps at her own waist, and I caught them.

“Let me,” I said. “I want to take my colors off you myself. I’ve been looking at you in them all day wanting to.”

“No.” Fierce, delighted, batting my hands away. “You’ll be careful with it, you’ll fold the cape, you’ll preserve the costume like it’s on loan, and I am not on loan, it’s mine, I earned it, I campaigned all month in dresses for the right to wear your colors and now I’ve got the right and the very first thing I want to do with it is let you ruin me in it. Don’t preserve anything. I want lipstick smeared all over your collar and the cape twisted and the whole thing wrecked because your wife couldn’t wait to get out of it for you. That’s what the colors are for. Now kiss me and stop being careful, you’ve been careful with me twice and I loved it both times and tonight I don’t want careful, tonight I’m your wife and I want everything.”

So I gave her everything.

The first thing I ruined was the neatness Audrey had made. The cape had been arranged with military precision when Donna walked down the aisle, one golden fall from shoulder to shoulder, every little clasp in place. I caught the edge of it in my fist and dragged it crooked across her chest until the fabric slid over one breast and bared the other more sharply under the blue halter. Donna looked down, saw the perfect ceremony line broken by my hand, and made a helpless sound that was half laugh and half moan.

“Again,” she whispered.

I did it again. I pushed the cape back, twisted it around one shoulder, then pulled it loose enough that it trailed behind her. Her eyes went glossy at the sight in the glass. The costume wasn’t damaged. It was finally hers enough to be used.

“That’s better,” I said.

“That’s obscene.”

“That’s my wife.”

The lights warmed another degree.

I kissed her hard against the balcony glass, and she came up into it with a low hungry sound, her body pressing into my hands and the lamps flaring as if the whole tower had been waiting for permission. The glass was cool at her back and warm under my palms where the bond pushed heat through me, the whole wall turning into a darkening mirror with the island beyond it, so we could see ourselves and the campus lights at the same time, the public world below and the private world blazing above it. Donna saw the reflection and shivered.

“They’re going to see the tower,” she breathed.

“Good.”

The word hit her through the bond like a hand at the back of the neck. Her eyes went wide, then heavy. “Jack.”

“They don’t get to see you,” I said, catching the gold cape and pulling it back into place across her shoulders, arranging it so it framed her instead of hiding her. “They get to see the lights. They get to know my wife is in here doing exactly what she was made to do to me. They get the proof. I get you.”

The answer melted something in her. She kissed me again, less polished, less careful, open-mouthed and greedy, and I took the first gold clasp at the back of her neck between my fingers and opened it slowly enough to make her curse softly into my mouth. The next clasp took the strain off the halter. The third loosened the blue enough that her breasts spilled heavy into my hands, and Donna broke the kiss on a shocked gasp, as if the release had been a touch all by itself.

“Look at them,” she whispered, half command and half plea.

So I did. Then I put my mouth on her until the gold cape twisted half off one shoulder and she was writhing against the cool glass, red mouth open, every sound pulling more light into the room. I took my time with her breasts, because she loved the greed and because the new bond made every response impossibly clear. I could feel the place where praise landed in her body. I could feel the little hot flare when I told her she was gorgeous. I could feel how much she liked being too much when I was the one naming it as mine.

“Heavy,” I murmured against her skin, lifting one breast in my palm. “Perfect. Mine.”

She made a broken sound and clutched the back of my head. “Say it again.”

“Mine,” I said, and sucked her nipple into my mouth until her hips bucked against me.

The blue bottoms went next, but not quickly. I hooked my fingers in the gold-edged sides and dragged them down an inch, then stopped until she looked at me. “Ask.”

Donna swallowed, trembling against the glass in the wrecked costume. “Take them off me.”

“Not polite.”

Her face flushed deeper. The lights brightened with it. “Take them off your wife.”

“Better.”

I pulled them down her thick creamy thighs and let them fall around her ankles, and she stepped out of them without looking away from me, suddenly naked except for the gold cuffs and the gold cape, my colors and nothing else. The sight hit harder than the costume had. The costume had succeeded so completely that even stripped down she still looked dressed in my claim, the cape shining at her shoulders, the cuffs bright at her wrists, her whole body saying wife.

I dropped to my knees in front of her, and Donna’s hands flattened to the glass.

“Jack.”

“Hands on the glass,” I said.

She obeyed. That was new too, the trust in obedience, no competition in it, no performance of control, just my wife putting both gold-cuffed hands flat to the balcony glass because I had told her to and because every part of her wanted to know what happened when she did. I pushed her thick thighs apart and looked at her first, the slick pink of her already glistening and swollen, soaked through from a whole day spent wet under the costume, and then I buried my mouth in her. Her knees almost went. She was drenched, hot and sweet on my tongue, and I licked up the length of her slit and sealed my lips around her clit and sucked, and she made a sound so loud and raw I felt it in my ribs. My hands locked around her hips and held her up easily, married strength taking what used to be effort and making it nothing, pinning her open against the glass while I ate her.

“On our wedding night,” she gasped. “Yes. Jack, don’t stop, I’ve been close all day in that costume.”

She came fast against my mouth, flooding my tongue, her hips bucking into my face while the lamps blazed, and I worked her through it with two warm fingers sliding into the tight wet clutch of her, curling up to find the spot that made her shake, the source pouring through my hands wherever my skin met hers. “Again,” she gasped, shocked by herself, her thighs clamping around my head. “I’m coming again, how am I, oh, don’t stop,” and she broke a second time on my mouth and my fingers, harder, her pussy clenching around my knuckles, already building toward something larger than she had words for.

I stood and lifted her against the glass, my new strength making nothing of her weight, her thick thighs wrapping my hips, and I lined the head of my cock up against her dripping heat and let her sink down onto me, her own weight driving me up into her in one long slick slide until I was buried to the hilt. She was soaked and swollen from coming twice already, and the wet grip of her sheathing my cock to the root tore a cry out of her loud enough for the terrace below to earn the story if any window happened to be open. I held her there, fully seated, stretched open and impaled on me, both of us feeling the new fact of it, her pussy fluttering tight around every inch. A month ago I had fallen out of the sky under my own power. That morning I had still been a man learning the rules of a body that belonged to the impossible. Now I had my wife pinned between me and a wall of glass with her legs around me and the whole island under us, and I was not shaking, not straining, not fighting the lift of myself. The power held. My hands held. Donna held around me, hot and wet and sobbing little breaths into my neck.

“You feel that?” I asked, rough.

“Yes.”

“That’s what you made.”

“Then use it,” she whispered. “Use what I made.”

So I did. I drove up into her with the cape crushed between her back and the pane, fucking her hard against the glass, every thrust slamming her down to meet me, the slick wet sound of it and the slap of her ass against my hips filling the room. The reflection of us lit gold in the darkening glass, her breasts bouncing heavy with every drive, the lights below becoming little steady stars while the lights above us answered every thrust. Donna kept trying to look, then losing the ability, then forcing her eyes open again because she had asked for the wife look and now she wanted to witness the wife act too, wanted the image burned into her, my cock disappearing into her over and over in the reflection. I gave her words with the rhythm because the words were half the power now.

“This is my wife,” I told her. “My Muse. My source. My beautiful greedy wife getting taken against the glass in my colors because she wanted the whole island to know.”

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes, that’s me, that’s me, don’t stop.”

“Look at us,” she breathed, wrecked and awed. “That’s us. That’s what wife power looks like.”

Then she wanted to ride and told me so, fierce and breathless. “Put me on top. I want to take it myself. I’ve earned the right to take it.”

I carried her to the wide bed still buried inside her, laid back, and pulled her over me. My Donna rode me with her platinum hair wild around her flushed face, the cape pooling at the small of her back, her heavy breasts swaying and bouncing into my hands, her thick thighs gripping my hips as she worked herself up and down my cock. She set her own pace, slow at first, sinking down until she had every inch and grinding her clit against me, then rising up slick and wet until just the head held her open, then faster, her ass slapping down against my thighs, one hand braced on my ribs near the source and the other gripping my shoulder, taking every inch of me on her own terms, riding me with a greed she’d learned to hide whenever the world treated appetite like proof she was only a pretty body.

“Look at you,” I said, rough. “That’s my wife. Ride me, sweetheart. Take exactly what you want.”

She did, but even when she was taking it, she kept looking to me. That was the secret of it, the thing the old life would have explained badly and this one understood in the body. Donna was not trying to win anything from me. She was not trying to prove she could command the room. She wanted permission to be voracious and a man strong enough to hold all of it, and when I put one hand on her hip and one at the back of her neck and said, “Slower,” she slowed with a shudder that ran through both of us. When I said, “Deeper,” she rolled her hips and took me deeper, eyes wet, mouth open. When I said, “Stay there,” she stayed at the angle that made her tremble and clenched around me in little helpless pulses while the lamps hummed brighter.

“This is what I needed,” she whispered, riding small and deep because I’d told her to, her hands spread over my chest. “Not a hero who lets me be pretty at him. A husband who can tell me where to put all of it.”

“Then put it here,” I said, pressing her hand harder over the source. “Everything. Every bit you held back. Pour it into me.”

The bond answered before she did. Heat moved under her palm in a thick gold current, not wild, not sharp, but heavy and sustained, the way water fills a lock. Donna gasped, and the whole suite brightened by degrees instead of flashes, a controlled climb that made the glass glow at the edges and turned the polished chrome of the bath beyond the half-open door into a line of fire.

“Oh,” she said. “I can feel where it goes now.”

“Then follow it.”

She did. The riding stopped being only sex and became something bigger without stopping being sex for one second, her body taking me while her belief poured down through her hands and into the place inside me that had been hungry since the rail arch. I felt my power receive it, not explode from it. Receive it. That was new. That was married.

The praise fed her. Her pace went ragged, chasing the bigger thing, the nameless one. “I’m going to, Jack, something’s, it’s so big, I’m scared, don’t stop.”

I sat up under her, wrapped an arm around her waist, pressed my warm hand to the small of her back, and put my mouth to her ear. “Let it go. You’re safe. Give it to me.”

She squirted when she came, a hard helpless gush soaking us both, her pussy clamping down and pulsing around me as her whole body seized. She cried out wordless and shaking, wet heat spilling over my cock and down between us, collapsing forward onto my chest with her thighs still trembling, and at the instant she crested the bond widened until the new married baseline caught it. Blue-gold light bloomed out from both of us, filling the suite, rolling across the glass and balcony and gold dusk, the lamps and fixtures and bed frame blazing at once.

Then the flare held.

It did not crack glass. It did not rattle metal. It bloomed and gathered itself into a warm steady glow that filled the room and stayed, soft and controlled and beautiful, because the power had finally learned, in the same instant she had, how to crest without breaking.

“Oh,” Donna whispered, trembling on my chest, lifting her wet shining face to look at the steady glow filling the room, “Jack, look, it’s not breaking anything, it’s just, it’s just glowing, it’s warm, the whole room’s warm and gold and nothing’s broken,” and I held her and looked at the steady light and understood what Price would confirm with her instruments in the morning, that the secret consummation had given me the spike and the public marriage had given me control, that intimacy had become not a wild surge but a stable baseline, that I’d crested the biggest power of my life and lit up a tower and not cracked a pane, and that this, this glowing unbroken room, was what wife power actually was.

“You did that,” I said, rough, holding her trembling against me in the gold light. “You made it stable. Until tonight it broke things and tonight it held, because you held, because you stopped being scared of it, both of us, at the same time.”

“I squirted,” she said, dazed, wondering, half-laughing, her wet face shining in the steady gold, “did you see, I didn’t even know I could do that, what did you do to me, that’s not, women don’t, do they,” and the old reflex surfaced even now, even wrecked and glowing in my arms, the lifelong fear that any appetite of hers was a thing to be ashamed of, a thing that made her too much.

“You did that,” I said, gathering her in. “Not me. Your body did exactly what it wanted because for once you let it. That’s not too much, Donna. That’s what happens when you stop being scared of how much you’ve got in you.” I tipped her chin up. “I want all of it. Every drop, every sound, every greedy thing you’ve spent your whole life swallowing. There’s no such thing as too much, not with me.”

Her eyes filled, and she laughed, wet and amazed, and pressed her face into my neck. “You’re going to ruin me,” she said. “Not the costume. Me. You’re going to make me into a woman who can’t be proper at all anymore and I’m going to love it and it’s entirely your fault.”

“Good,” I said, and rolled her gently onto her back in the warm glow and braced over her, and I kissed her slow and deep until the trembling eased and the wonder settled into want again, and she wound her thick thighs around me and pulled, greedy, recovered. “I married you,” I said against her mouth, “and I’ve got all night to ruin you, so we’re going to take our time,” and she laughed and pulled me down, because she wasn’t finished, neither of us was, not nearly.

The next stretch slowed without cooling. I took my wife under the steady gold light, deep and unhurried, and she came again with her gold-cuffed hands framing my face, then again when I put her on my mouth and let her watch herself in the dark balcony glass. Each crest fed the glow instead of shattering it. Each time she laughed afterward, shocked by her own body and less ashamed of how much pleasure lived in her.

I made her feel the difference. I held her wrists above her head, firm enough to give all that overflowing want somewhere to go, and drove into her slowly while the gold cuffs clicked over the pillow.

“Watch the light,” I said.

Donna turned her face toward the wall, toward the warm glow spreading across the chrome and glass without a single rattle. Her body clenched around me.

“It listens to you,” she whispered.

“It listens to us.”

I lowered my mouth to her ear and kept the rhythm slow enough to make her shake. “Hold.”

The room held. Donna came with a soft sob, the pleasure rolling through her in a long controlled crest that deepened the glow instead of breaking it. She stared at the ceiling afterward, tears at her temples, smiling like she’d learned a new language.

“That’s different,” she breathed.

“That’s control.”

“I like control,” she said, then looked at me with ruined eyes and a wicked little tilt to her mouth. “When it’s yours.”

I turned her over near the end, drawing her up onto her knees, because I wanted to finish looking at the thing the whole island had watched her earn, my colors twisted across her back, the gold cape sliding down her spine, the cuffs still on, the round full curve of her ass tipped up for me. I gripped her hips and pushed back into her in one long slick stroke, sinking balls-deep into the wet heat of her from behind, and she moaned into the sheets and pushed back to meet me. I took her like that, watching my cock drive into her, watching her ass ripple with every thrust, my colors wrecked across her flushed body, the source pouring warm through my palm where it spread between her shoulder blades.

“One more,” I told her, fucking her deep and steady. “Give me one more, wife, and I’ll go with you.”

She sobbed yes into the sheets, shoving back onto me, and came one last time, her pussy clenching tight and rhythmic around me, and the wet grip of her dragged me over with her. I buried myself to the root and finished deep inside my wife, my cock pulsing as I emptied into her, the whole room blazing gold and steady around us, the power cresting one final time and then settling, gathering itself in, a long warm pulse of blue-gold light that filled the tower and rattled nothing. We collapsed together onto the wrecked bed in the steady glow, spent, married, gasping, the source humming at the highest and steadiest level I’d ever held.

Afterward we lay tangled in the wreck of the bed and the wrecked colors, the gold cape twisted under us, the cuffs the only thing she still wore, the glow ebbing slow and soft to ordinary lamplight, and Donna laughed, breathless, boneless, her platinum hair a disaster across my chest.

“Muse work,” she said, faint, delighted, “is exhausting. Nobody tells you that. I’ve powered up a superhero, I’ve squirted on my wedding night, I’ve lit up a tower, and I have ruined a costume that took Audrey twenty minutes to lace me into, and I am going to need a great deal of recovery and possibly a sandwich. Is that allowed? Can a wife ask her husband for a sandwich on her wedding night, or is that against the romantic rules.”

“There are no rules anymore,” I said, and meant it about more than sandwiches. “We broke the only one that mattered. Everything after that’s negotiable. I’ll get you a sandwich. After the bath.”

I brought her the sandwich first, because I’d promised, padding naked to the suite’s little service hatch where the kitchens had left a covered plate along with the breakfast tray, cold roast and good bread and a pickle, and I brought it to her in the wrecked bed and she ate half of it propped against the pillows wearing nothing but the gold cuffs and a boneless grin, and fed me the other half, and we got crumbs in the ruined sheets and didn’t care, and it was the most ordinary thing in the world and I had never once gotten to do it, eat a midnight sandwich in a wrecked bed with a woman who loved me, and the simple fact of it hit harder than the lights had.

Then I ran us a bath in the deep chrome tub, and we soaked in it together in the lamplight, her back against my chest, my arms around her, the gold cuffs finally set carefully on the edge, the warm water and the warm glow of the room and the warm steady source all running together until I couldn’t have told you where one warmth stopped and the next began. I washed the wreck of the day off her with my hands, the ruined lipstick and the dried sweat and the gold dust from the cape, and she let me, tipping her head and lifting her arms and going pliant and trusting under my hands in a way the campaigning bracing armored Donna of a month ago could never have managed. I worked the pins out of what was left of her set and let the platinum down wet around her shoulders and washed that too, and she made small contented sounds and hummed under her breath the way she did when she was happy, some bright tune I didn’t know, a song from a world I’d never get to visit, and I held my wife in the bath and felt completely and entirely at home, deeper than I had since falling through a portal seventy years out of my own life.

She kept touching me as if checking the new shape of the bond with her fingertips. My wrist. My throat. The center of my chest. Each time she did, the bathroom light warmed, not a flash, not a jump, just a steady brightening like a hand turning a knob. We played with it because we were too tired to be solemn and too happy not to test the miracle. Donna pressed her wet palm over my heart and concentrated, lower lip caught between her teeth, and the little sconce above the mirror brightened until the chrome faucet shone white-gold.

“Too much?” she asked immediately, old reflex darting up.

“Not enough,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed. “That sounds like a challenge.”

“It is.”

She pressed harder. I held the power instead of shoving at it. The sconce brightened another degree, the water around us trembling with light but not heat, not danger, not breakage. I felt the output wanting to climb and the new control meeting it, a hand and a rein, not a wall. Donna felt it too. Her face changed, going still with awe.

“You can hold me,” she whispered.

“I told you.”

“No, I mean, all of me. The power, the wanting, the loud, the ridiculous breakfast-sandwich-after-sex part, the crying at costumes part, all of it. You can hold it and it doesn’t make you smaller.”

“It makes me stronger.”

She stared at me for a second, then turned in the bath and kissed me so hard water sloshed against the chrome. The sconce stayed bright. The tub did not crack. Somewhere under the tower, Price’s instruments were probably losing their composure, and I found I could live with that.

“Where do we live now,” Donna asked, drowsy, tracing patterns in the water. “After this. After the academy gives you a posting. They give married heroes a house on the mainland, you know, a real one, a hero’s house, with a yard and a garage and everything, that’s part of it, that’s part of what I,” she stopped herself, and then went on, braver, “that’s part of what I always wanted and was scared to want out loud, because wanting a house and a husband and a yard out loud is the kind of thing they tell pretty girls to want instead of brains, like it’s the booby prize, and it took this whole courtship and you to figure out it’s not a booby prize, it’s just a thing I want, and I’m allowed to want it without it meaning I’m empty.”

“A house with a yard,” I said, and the want of it closed around my ribs too, the 1950s dream of it, the thing I’d ached for in a city seventy years from here paying too much rent for too little and dreaming of exactly this, a home, a real one, one income and a yard and somebody to come home to, the thing that world had told me was impossible and this one was about to hand me. “Yeah. A house with a yard. I want that so much it scares me, Donna. Where I’m from, a man like me couldn’t have it. Couldn’t afford it, couldn’t find it, the chance was sold off and priced out before I ever got my hands near it.” I held her closer in the warm water. “And here it’s just, it’s just the next thing. The thing they give a married hero. A house and a yard and you in it. I keep waiting for somebody to tell me it’s a mistake.”

“It’s not a mistake,” she said, fierce and drowsy at once, lacing her fingers through mine under the water. “It’s the thing the world’s supposed to give a man who does what you did on that street, and a woman who does what I did in that bunker, and it’s ours, and nobody’s taking it back.” She tipped her head against my shoulder. “We’ll fill the yard with something. I don’t know what. We’ll figure it out. There’s time. There’s a whole life, Jack. That’s the part I keep not believing, same as you. There’s a whole life now, with a house and a yard and missions and lights, and it just goes on, it doesn’t get taken away at the end of the month.” She yawned. “And maybe it gets bigger. Audrey keeps saying the household isn’t finished. I didn’t used to know what she meant and now I think I do and I find I don’t mind it, isn’t that strange, I thought I’d mind it and I don’t, I think I’d rather build something big and warm than something small and scared.”

“Big and warm,” I agreed, and kissed her wet temple, and thought about Audrey’s lifted glass and untouched champagne and the way she had said the household wasn’t finished yet, and found, the way Donna had, that I didn’t mind it either, that the thing I’d built in one impossible month felt less like a finished prize and more like a foundation, the first stone of something that went on.

“Your power changed,” she murmured, drowsy, against my chest. “I can feel it through the bond. It used to be like, like holding a sparkler, all sputter and flare. Now it’s like holding a lamp. Steady. It just sits there glowing and doesn’t burn anybody.” She tipped her head back to look at me. “We did that. The wedding did that. Being allowed did that. You stopped being afraid of breaking things and the thing stopped breaking.”

“You did that,” I said. “I just held the lamp. You’re the one who decided to stop hiding the fact that you light it.” I kissed her wet temple. “Price is going to lose her mind over the readings in the morning.”

“Let her,” Donna said, sinking back into the warm water and my arms, sated and glowing and home. “Let them all read it. Let Wayne taste it. I’m done hiding what I do to you. The whole island can know exactly how strong my husband got the night he married me, and exactly who made him that way.” She laced her gold-less fingers through mine under the water. “Me. The Muse. The woman in your colors with both feet planted and every light in the tower answering. They can read it off the wiring.”

We stayed in the warm water until it cooled. Then I carried my wife to the bed, easily, weightlessly, the new married strength steady under me, and we slept tangled in the honeymoon suite at the top of the east tower while the source hummed between us and Valor Island’s terrace lights spread out below.


Chapter 22: The First Foundation

I woke at dawn the way I’d never once woken in my old life, rested all the way down, the source humming warm and steady in my chest, my wife asleep across me with her platinum hair everywhere and one soft thigh thrown over mine, and the first thing I wanted to do as a married man was fly.

I eased out from under her, and she made a sleepy sound and burrowed into the warm hollow I left, and I stood naked at the wall of glass and looked out at the island going pink and gold under the first light, the sea flat and silver, the campus quiet, the flight towers catching the dawn, and I opened the balcony doors and stepped out into the cool morning air, and I did the thing.

I went up off the balcony rail.

And it was clean.

The first time I’d flown I’d carried a clerk over a street and crashed into an awning and nearly killed us both. The second time I’d dropped off a terrace in a half-controlled plunge and clipped a palm tree. I’d plowed furrows into the flight-yard mats for a week while Tommy Hale called me a lawn dart. I’d shot thirty feet into the air on Donna’s voice and cracked two ribs coming down. Every flight of my whole short career had been a barely-managed fall, output and no aim, the body fighting the lift, the source a window that only opened all at once.

And now I rose off the balcony rail in the dawn light, slow, deliberate, the lift coming on smooth as a held breath, no wobble, no lurch, no stray thought sending me sliding toward a tower, the married baseline solid under everything. I climbed to forty feet and stopped, on purpose, and held a hover over the east tower in the pink morning with Valor Island spread below me, marble terraces, palm-lined paths, chrome roofs, and the flat silver sea, and I held it easy, steady as a held thought, the height and the heading and the stillness all at once, the three things I’d never once managed together. I drifted left a few feet, then right, testing it, steering, and the steering answered. Then I tipped forward and came down in a long clean line and landed on the balcony on the balls of my feet, soft, silent, my knees taking it like a man stepping off a low wall, no crack in the stone, no stumble, no splash of wild light off my shoulders. The first truly clean landing of my life. A hero stepping out of the air onto stone like he’d been doing it forever, and the wonder of it, after weeks of crashing, after a life of standing on trapdoors, put a stupid grin on my face that I was glad only the dawn could see.

“I felt that,” Donna said from the bed, drowsy, proud, and I turned and she was up on one elbow watching me through the open doors, the sheet fallen to her waist, her platinum hair a wreck, her gaze soft and shining, wearing nothing but the gold cuffs she’d never taken off. “Through the bond. You went up clean and you came down clean and you weren’t scared the whole time. Do you know that’s the first time? I’ve felt every flight you’ve ever taken, and every one of them had the scared in it, the falling, and that one didn’t. That one was just flying.” She smiled, sleepy and luminous. “Look at you. My husband can fly. I mean really fly. We did that too.”

“We did that too,” I agreed, and came back in out of the cool air and kissed her, and the lamps brightened, and she laughed against my mouth.

She got up and wrapped a sheet around herself and came out onto the balcony with me anyway, barefoot in the cool dawn, and we stood at the rail together looking out at the island coming awake, the first seaplane of the morning taxiing out across the silver water, a groundskeeper raking a path far below, the flight-tower gallery catching the pink light. She tucked herself under my arm and I felt the bond between us in the simple animal warmth of it, the source steady, the power quiet and content, and neither of us said anything for a while, because there are mornings that don’t need talking, and a year of mornings alone at a window watching rain dissolve a gray city had taught me exactly how rare and how precious a quiet morning beside another person actually was.

“This is the part I never let myself want,” Donna said finally, soft, watching the water. “Not the wedding, not the power, not even you, exactly. This. The morning after. Standing on something high with somebody, not talking, both of us just, here. I used to see couples do it and think, that’s not for the likes of me, the likes of me get the wedding photo and the loneliness after, the pretty wife alone in a nice house. And here I am. On a balcony. Not talking. With my husband.” She laughed, quiet, wondering. “It’s so small. Why is the small thing the one that gets me?”

“Because the small thing’s the real thing,” I said. “The big stuff’s the wrapping. This is the present.” And she turned her face into my chest, and we stood there in the pink dawn until the morning got loud enough to need us.

We took the morning slow before the world got its hands on it. There was a tray of breakfast things outside the suite door, sent up by some kind soul in the kitchens, real coffee and warm rolls and fruit and a little jar of honey, and we sat tangled in the wrecked bed and ate it with our fingers and watched the island wake through the wall of glass, and it was, I think, the most purely happy hour of my life to that point, no danger in it, no secret pressing, no clipping or gold-white residue or polished enemy waiting to spend what he knew, just a man and his wife in a bright room eating breakfast in the dawn, the domestic fantasy made entirely literal, the promise I’d seen in every chrome diner, sunlit terrace, and blue-and-gold banner since I fell into this world.

“Tell me what it feels like,” Donna said, around a mouthful of roll, licking honey off her thumb in a way that was going to start trouble if she kept it up. “The bond. Now. After last night. I can feel my side of it, the warm rope, the way I can tell where you are and how you’re feeling even with my eyes shut, but I don’t know what your side feels like. Tell me.”

I thought about it, the way you think about a thing you’ve never had to put into words.

“It feels like a handrail,” I said. “That’s the only way I’ve got. My whole life, before the portal and after, I was a man on a dark staircase with no rail. You put your foot out and hope the step is there. Money, the job, the loneliness, the power once I got it, all of it another dark step, all of it ready to pitch me forward if I guessed wrong. And now there’s something under my hand. You don’t carry me. You don’t drag me up the stairs.” I reached over and brushed a wrecked platinum curl away from her cheek. “I know where to reach now. Whatever happens, however bad the weather gets, there’s a woman who decided to stand next to a locked box I can’t open just yet, and that’s the rail. A man who knows where his handhold is can climb a lot higher than a man feeling around in the dark, because he’s not spending half his strength waiting to fall.” I shrugged, a little embarrassed at the size of what I’d said over breakfast. “That’s what the bond feels like from my side. Like somebody finally put a rail in the dark.”

Donna had gone still, the roll forgotten in her honey-sticky fingers, her eyes brimming, and she set the roll down and crawled across the wrecked bed and into my lap and put her arms around my neck and held on, hard, and didn’t say anything clever, didn’t overexplain, just held me, and warmth gathered quiet in my chest, no light, just steadiness, the handhold there when I reached.

“I spent my whole life being told I was the booby prize,” she said finally, into my neck, muffled, fierce. “The pretty one. The one you settle for. The sweet glow in the corner. And I just found out I’m what you reach for when the climb gets steep.” She pulled back and looked at me with her wrecked shining face. “Do you have any idea what that does to a woman who was scared her whole life that there was nobody home? You keep doing this. You keep handing me the thing I was most afraid I’d never get to be.” She kissed me, salty and warm. “I’m your handrail. God. I’m going to be the best handrail anybody ever held onto. You watch me.”

“I know you are,” I said, and meant it, and we stayed like that a while, my wife in my lap in the wrecked bed with the breakfast going cold and the island bright outside.

We talked, in that warm idle hour, about the things married people talk about, which I’d never once gotten to talk about with anyone, and the ordinariness of it felt almost impossible. She told me how the postings worked, that a married hero got a house on the mainland and a deployment circuit and leave between, that the wife came with him and ran the household and the bond, that some heroes kept quarters on the island and some made a real home off it and she wanted the real home, the house, the yard, the curtains she’d pick herself, the kitchen, all of it said with a defiant little lift of her chin like she still half expected to be told that wanting it made her simple. I told her I wanted it too, every bit of it, that a yard and a kitchen and a door with both our names somewhere near it was the exact thing I’d ached for at a window in a life I couldn’t describe to her, and she didn’t ask about the life I couldn’t describe, she just laced her honey-sticky fingers through mine and said, “then we’ll have it, we’ll have the whole boring beautiful thing, missions and a yard and you coming home to me, and I’m going to love the boring parts most, you watch,” and I believed her, and we planned a house we hadn’t seen on the mainland we hadn’t been posted to, the way happy people plan, until the morning finally found us, the way the morning always finds you.

Donna wanted a breakfast nook with a window over the sink, because apparently a wife deserved to look at something prettier than a wall while she bullied coffee into her husband before patrol. I wanted a porch. That came out of me before I knew it was true, the word porch, plain and hungry, and Donna heard the hunger in it and went soft around the eyes. A porch meant a chair after work. A light left on. Somebody inside moving around in the kitchen. A place where a man could come up the walk in a torn jacket and know he belonged to the door he was opening. I did not tell her all of that, not in full. I just said, “a porch,” and she nodded like I’d handed her a whole set of blueprints.

“A porch,” she said. “With two chairs.”

“Three eventually,” I said, and then caught myself.

Donna’s smile turned bright and sly, not wounded. “For company,” she said, and squeezed my fingers. “Maybe a precise kind of company someday, if she stops pretending every correction is strictly professional.”

I looked at my wife, this bombshell Muse with honey on her thumb and the future sitting fearless in her face, and felt the household become bigger in the room without taking one inch away from her. “Someday,” I said.

“Someday,” she agreed. “Today, two chairs. One porch. One husband who comes home.”

The new baseline kept announcing itself in ridiculous little ways while we cleaned up from breakfast. I reached for the tray and it came up light enough that I almost threw it at the ceiling. A coffee spoon rolled off the bedside table and, without thinking, I caught it with a hair-thin blue-gold thread an inch above the carpet, the same power that had held a rail span now saving a spoon from making a noise. Donna saw it happen and froze with a roll halfway to her mouth.

“Did you just rescue flatware?”

“Heroically,” I said, and eased the spoon back onto the table as if I had not broken thirty bottles learning to do a worse version of that.

She came over in the sheet and gold cuffs, eyes bright with sleepy mischief, and set the honey jar right on the edge of the tray. “Again.”

“Donna.”

“For science.”

“Price has corrupted you.”

She tipped the jar with one finger before I could stop her. It slid, dropped, and my hand snapped out, not to grab it, but to call the thread. Blue-gold wire curled around the glass and held it in the air, wobbling, the honey shining amber in the dawn. No flare. No flood. No shattered glass. Just a choice, answered cleanly.

Donna’s teasing faded. “That’s aim.”

“A little.”

“No, Jack. That’s aim in a bedroom, with honey, when nobody’s screaming and nobody’s dying. That’s better than the span in one way.” She took the jar out of the thread and set it safely on the tray. “It means it came home with you.”

The words hit harder than the trick deserved. I looked at the spoon, the jar, my wife in the morning light, and understood that power only counted if it survived the crisis and became part of a life. A man who could thread a falling honey jar back onto a breakfast tray had taken one more step toward being whole.

Malloy radioed up to the suite an hour later, while we were dressing, while Donna was wrestling her platinum waves back into something like order and complaining cheerfully that nobody warns you a wedding night ruins a set, and his voice on the room’s little brass intercom was the field voice, the working voice, and it pulled the morning out of the honeymoon and back into the world.

“Sorry to break the spell, Danner,” Malloy said, and didn’t sound very sorry, because Malloy’s idea of a wedding gift was treating a man like a working hero. “Two things you’ll want before you come down. First. Nicky Moretti’s surfaced nowhere. We’ve had field officers on every Moretti contact since Delano and the man has gone clean off the board, which a panicked nephew does not do, he runs to family, he hides badly, he gets picked up in a week. Nicky didn’t run badly. Nicky vanished like a professional, like a man who had somewhere prepared to go, like a man who’d already decided, before the gas line ever cracked, that his uncle’s crew was finished and he wasn’t going down with it.” A pause. “Think about that. The smart one had an exit planned before the job went loud. That’s not a gangster, that’s a man playing a longer game than his family knew about. And he spent his last ten minutes in that building staring at you, Danner, listening to you talk like a man who knew endings he had no honest reason to know. I don’t like a loose Moretti who vanishes like a professional, and I like it less that the last thing he did before he vanished was decide you were the most interesting thing in a room full of guns. He saw too much of you. He’s the kind that remembers, and he’s somewhere now with the time and the patience to do something about what he remembers.”

“And the second thing,” I said.

“The second thing is worse.” Malloy’s voice dropped. “We finally got somebody from the city to talk about the Sartori muscle. The thing that melts the locks. The gold. We’ve got nothing official, no name, no registry, no face, the government’s position is that no such super exists because no such super has ever registered or trained or been deployed, and a thing that powerful that nobody trained is a thing that isn’t supposed to be possible.” A breath. “But the depots are real, and the melted brass is real, and your capo’s testimony’s real, a man of gold who walks through steel, and the crate that nearly killed you in the receiving yard is real, and it all points one direction, Danner. Somebody off our books, off any books, with power that scares a registered Universal, is backing the Sartori push, and the Moretti job you ran was the small loud edge of something a great deal bigger. You won the milk run. The thing behind the milk run is still out there, and it’s got a sharp Moretti in its pocket now who knows your face.” The intercom hissed. “Get dressed. Come down. Eat something. The honeymoon’s over at noon and the work starts after. Congratulations, by the way. Truly. You did good. Now there’s more of it. There’s always more of it.” And the intercom clicked off.

Donna had gone still with a hairpin in her teeth, listening, and she took the pin out and looked at me in the glass, and she didn’t look frightened, she looked fierce, the third Donna, the one who’d shouted hold it across a wrecked yard.

“A man of gold who walks through steel,” she said, “and a sharp gangster in the wind who knows your face, and Wayne with his secrets tucked behind that perfect smile. That’s a lot of weather coming, husband.” She fixed the pin and turned from the glass and came to me, one gold-cuffed hand settling at my sternum and the other at my jaw. “Good thing your power’s stable now. Good thing you can fly clean and land soft and spin those thread things you did on the span. Good thing you’ve got a Muse who can light you up and an island full of people who watched you save a street the right way.” She tipped her chin up. “Let it come. All of it. We’re not the people it would’ve crushed when you arrived. You were an office man and I was a campaign in a dress and now you’re a hero who can fly and I’m a wife who can build you, and whatever’s out there in the gold and the dark, it’s going to have to come through both of us. So let it come. After breakfast.”

I caught Price’s eye on the way down, in the bright hall, and she didn’t stop me, she only fell in beside me for a few steps with her folder under her arm and her pearls and her impossible-to-fool gaze.

“The morning readings,” she said quietly, not breaking stride. “From the tower last night, and from your flight this dawn, which my instruments caught, yes, the whole east tower lit up at intervals all night and I am a scientist and I drew the obvious conclusions and I will never mention them again.” A dry flick of something almost like humor. “Your baseline has risen and, more importantly, stabilized. The gap between your output and your control has closed to something I’d call functional. A week ago you were a man standing on a trapdoor over a great deal of power. Now you’re a man standing on a floor. That’s the good news, and it’s real, and you earned it.” She stopped at the turn, and her gentle dark eyes held mine. “The other news is for you and not the academy, again, because I still haven’t decided what it means. Your stable baseline is too high. Not dangerous. Anomalous. It does not match the official timeline of your bond. A hero married yesterday should be settling, over weeks, toward roughly where you already are this morning. You arrived at a destination it should take you months to reach, and you arrived in a single night, and that is a thing that does not add up, Mr. Danner, and I have made my whole career out of not looking away from things that don’t add up.” She tucked the folder tighter. “I’m not your enemy. I want you to hear that, because I think you spend a great deal of energy deciding who on this island is your enemy, and you should know I’m not. But I’m a diagnostician, and you are the most interesting diagnosis of my life, and I am going to keep measuring you until the numbers tell me the truth, whatever it is. Enjoy your breakfast.” And she went, leaving me with the cold understanding that there were now two people on the island who knew the numbers didn’t fit, and that one of them kept things and one of them watched things, and that I could not yet be sure which kind was more dangerous.

And there was Wayne.

I saw him from the terrace stair, across the campus, alone on a distant overlook in the morning light, and I stopped and watched him for a moment because some animal part of me always tracked him, and I saw what he did when he thought no one was watching. He stood at the rail with a flower in his hand, a bright thing he’d picked from one of the academy’s beds, and he held it loosely, and he went still, the drain-stillness, and as I watched, the flower in his hand wilted. The color ran out of it, the petals browned and curled and drooped, the bright living thing going gray and dead in his fingers in the space of a few seconds while Wayne stood straighter and his face caught the morning light and looked, briefly, satisfied, fed, made sharper by what the flower had lost. Then he let the dead flower fall over the rail and dusted his clean fingers and turned, and across the whole campus his ice-blue eyes found me on the terrace stair, and he smiled, on time, gracious, and lifted one hand in a peer’s friendly morning wave, and I understood that he’d wanted me to see it, the flower, or hadn’t cared if I did, and that behind the wave he had the impossible power and the impossible knowledge stored away and waiting. Wayne Benton would go on smiling and waving for exactly as long as it took for those secrets to be worth spending, and not one day longer.

I waved back. Because the household was bright and the morning was gold and I was not going to let Wayne’s dead flower curdle my first day as a married hero, and because a man can hold two true things at once, the warm morning and the cold patient enemy across the campus, and I’d learned, this month, how to hold them.

Audrey was at the breakfast terrace when I came down, at a small table by the rail with the sea behind her, in a neat blouse and pencil skirt with her glasses and her notebook and two cups of coffee, one of which she pushed across the table at the empty chair as I came up, having apparently known I’d come this way, which she always did.

“Sit,” Audrey said. “Drink that, you look like a man who’s been awake all night, which, given the state of the east tower’s lights, you have been, and I will not be saying anything further about the east tower’s lights.” She slid a folded newspaper clipping across the table after the coffee. “Read that. It’s from this morning’s mainland edition. Page seven, not the front, the front’s about the wedding of a debutante. Page seven is about a payroll depot that burned three weeks ago and a vault that, the reporter says, looked like it had been melted, and a witness who wouldn’t give a name. There’ve been four of these now, all small, all page seven, all the same melted detail, and nobody’s connecting them because they’re small and they’re scattered and they’re on page seven. Somebody should connect them. I’ve started a file.” She said it flatly, a woman who started files, and tapped the clipping with one neat finger. “There’s a pattern here, Danner. A campaign. Somebody powerful is taking the city’s small families apart one melted vault at a time, methodically, off the books, and the Morettis were just the one that got loud enough to land on your desk. The rest are quiet. The quiet ones are the worrying ones.”

I read the clipping. Page seven. A melted vault. A witness with no name. The gold-white residue made into newsprint, small and scattered and ignored, exactly the way a careful campaign would want to be ignored.

“You see it,” Audrey said, watching me read, “I can tell you see it, you’ve got the same look you had in the film room the day you answered the Moretti question like you’d read the report. You see patterns fast. That’s rare. Most heroes see threats and miss patterns.” She adjusted her glasses, then let her hand fall to the closed notebook in her lap instead of opening it. “I watched you on that span. I’ve reviewed the field accounts, the threads, the fine control. Your problem was never power, Danner. You had more power than anyone in your cohort from the day you fell out of the sky. Your problem was aim. It was always aim. You saved that street the moment you stopped trying to be stronger and started trying to be precise, and you did it crudely, with a facet you can barely control, and you’ll do it crudely every time until somebody teaches you to do it well.” She let that sit, and then she stood and gathered her notebook. “Power you’ve got. Aim, you need. And aim is a thing that can be taught, by the right teacher.” She picked up her own coffee. “Congratulations on the wedding. She wore your colors beautifully. I should know, I laced her into them.” And she turned and walked off down the terrace, unhurried, leaving the clipping and the cooling coffee where I could not pretend either one had landed there by accident.

I sat with the clipping and the cooling coffee. The clipping was a mission, the first thread of the next big weather, the quiet melted vaults nobody was connecting. The diagnosis was something else, a door left politely ajar and then left alone. Audrey had said it with no flattery and no flirtation, which somehow made it land harder, and then she’d walked off before either of us had to call it anything. Donna had said it in a bathtub, that she’d rather build something big and warm than something small and scared. Sitting on that terrace with a brunette’s clipping and a brunette’s diagnosis, I understood her better than I had the night before.

Down on the clinic path, in the gold morning, a figure in academy whites with a satchel on his hip waved up at the terrace, and it was Eddie, alive and rumpled and grinning, off to the clinic to check on a wounded recruit and to write the city hospital about a clerk he’d kept breathing through a gas leak, a clerk who was going to live and tell the story for forty years. He looked exactly the same as the day he’d healed a dislocated shoulder and gotten called nurse boy for it, the same too-big whites and over-combed sandy hair and freckles, and he was not the same at all, because somewhere in a gassed brick box he’d found out what he was worth and the finding-out had settled into him and would never leave. I lifted a hand and waved back, hard, because Eddie was the proof of Delano, the living argument against the entire combat-drunk hierarchy of the island, the proof that the household and the team were bigger than romance, that the bravest man I’d met on either side of a portal couldn’t throw a single spark, that saving lives mattered more than looking powerful and that the academy had it backwards and someday somebody with rank was going to have to say so out loud. Eddie waved again and tripped over his own satchel strap and recovered and gave me a sheepish thumbs-up and went on down the path toward the people who needed him, indispensable, overlooked, alive, mine, the first friend I’d made in this bright impossible world and, I was certain, watching him go, a man I’d be glad to have at my shoulder in every bad room the future had waiting.

Donna came out onto the terrace then, in a soft morning dress with the blue-and-gold scarf knotted at her throat, her platinum hair finally tamed, two more cups of coffee in her hands because Donna’s love language was coffee you didn’t ask for, and she set them down and slid into the chair Audrey had left and looked at me, and at the clipping, and at Eddie heading down the path, and at the distant overlook where Wayne had dropped his dead flower, and she read the whole morning off my face the way she read everything.

“Big weather,” she said.

“Big weather,” I agreed.

“A man of gold, a gangster in the wind, a rival keeping score in that perfect head, a doctor who can’t stop counting, and a brunette who just left you a clipping and a diagnosis and a promise to teach you aim someday, which I noticed, by the way, and which I am completely calm about, ask anyone.” She picked up her coffee and looked out at the bright island and the silver sea and the whole impossible golden morning. “It’s a lot, Jack.”

I looked at my wife in my colors, at the clipping Audrey had left, at Eddie on the path and Wayne’s far terrace and all the weather rolling toward the gold horizon. Then I picked up the coffee Donna had brought me without my asking.

“Then let it keep going,” I said. “Drink your coffee. We’ve got a house to pick out.”


Thank you for reading!
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