Somewhere in the white mist, in the static snow that ate up his vision, there were voices. Indistinct timbres of a hundred thoughts, as if dislodged in time. Memories or simply ghosts, he couldn’t be sure which. There was no clear outline or shape, only a thousand-fold double exposure creating waves of motion and sound.

Out of the middle of all of them, she emerged. A shape just in focus, but out of reach. As if she could not be seen face-on, only out of some vague periphery. She came and went in the faces and voices until she solidified into something that seemed to consist of every era he remembered her in. She was an adult, yet there was a youthfulness in her cheeks, and she wore the same white dress that she favored as a child. 

His sister, Asmo. Her hand pushing her long, dark hair behind her delicate shoulders, looking down at him from her small upturned nose. “The first lie you ever told yourself, that was the worst one,” she said, her voice clear above the cacophony around her. It came as if it was both close and far away - stuck inside his head. He couldn’t be sure, but it felt as though her lips and the sound were out of sync.

“Shut up,” he said, but as his lips parted and the words fell through them, he wondered if they left him at all. 

Suddenly he found himself looking up at her, as if he had fallen but forgotten how or why. He could feel something he had felt a thousand times before, an anger, an indignation that built up in his chest whenever she lectured him. She was only a few years older, but she acted as if she was always the smart one, the only one who understood the truth of the world that he was too naive to ever comprehend. She became the totality of his vision, but he could not focus on her entirety - only pieces at a time. Her eyes, the yellow vibrance that gave her away, the high cheekbones, her slender fingers, the thin lips that they shared, parting as they spoke. 

It was only moments later the words hit him, as if all at once. “You really believe you're human, don't you?”

He gulped, a hot liquid running down his throat. It seemed to fill his veins and burrow itself into his bones. The heat built, causing his skin to fall away, something underneath solidifying itself anew. His bones cracked as they elongated, the old flesh pulled and ripped as the thick, scaly, new skin appeared underneath, patches of hair sprouting. His mouth elongated, his jaw and mandible coming forward like an animal, his tongue stretching. He could feel his sharp teeth bursting through his gums. His legs grew long and powerful, ankle stretching until he stood on his toes. As the old skin peeled away it burned off,  as if it had never existed to begin with. By the end he stood over seven feet tall, staring down at her once again. His legs, arms, and torso had grown out, his posture swung slightly forward from his hips and thighs. The bits of body hair he had had before had multiplied into a strange, patchy, wiry coat splayed against a thick, scaly, and tough skin. Heat radiated from his body, flames lapping the corners of his mouth. 

“I know,” he said, but part of him, even then, did not believe the words. They came out snarling, broken and guttural. 

Even as she was now below him, he felt the look on her face hadn’t changed, but noticed after a moment it had. Her look of judgement had taken a softer edge – one of pity. “Give up,” she said. “This is your truth.”

—----------------------------------------------------------------------

[bookmark: _7qqary7vqiau]Chapter 1:

 He woke from sleep before his alarm had gone off - shaken out by his strange vision. He cursed under his breath, bringing a hand to rub the tension from his face. She was coming to visit today, wasn’t she? That’s why he had had a nightmare about her, after all. The fact that she had decided to come down from Chicago because she had heard about his friend’s visit and invited herself along was unknown to him until the night before - and he had stayed up late fighting a panic. This was his sister, he loved his sister, so why is it he was dreading her arrival so much? He worried that she was up to something more than a simple visit, but he knew his friends probably were, too. It’s just the fact that Asmo was considerably more effective and her plans contained many more parts. 

After all, he had four months left. It was obvious he was digging in his heels.

He watched as the overhead fan went around, and around, and around. A lack of inertia overtook his heavy body, so instead of pulling himself up, he rolled over. His phone beckoned him as it did every morning with the American ritual of the doom scroll, and of course he was too weak not to indulge. He wished, as he delved into bad news and impending doom, that he was one of those people who could keep an algorithm of animal videos or people reviewing fast food, instead of these political channels that went on and on. 

His alarm finally rang, pushing him up and out of bed. Getting dressed he looked around his apartment and an anxious thought pushed itself up through the morning fog - “Fuck,” he said out loud to no one in particular. “This place looks like shit.”

A small studio  on the third floor of an old, 1970s apartment complex - it wasn’t like there was a lot to keep clean. But now, as everyone had moved away and there was no longer anyone to impress, he didn’t bother much above keeping food relegated to the kitchen area. And relegated it was - dishes piled high in precarious towers, a microwave he didn’t look inside of anymore when he put food inside to cook, counters covered in various pocket litter and sauces and spills. His living area wasn’t much better - the small loveseat covered in old, smelly blankets and library books. The coffee table was strewn with beer cans and video game cases, a forgotten pizza box, and various detritus. The area around his bed was covered with whatever fell in it - weeks worth of clothes, books, trash. Looking down at his phone, he wondered for a moment if he could call out sick today and just clean his apartment, just so he didn’t have to see that look on her face when she walked in. But he knew they were driving and not due in until late - if he was lucky, he could get home and clean before they arrived.

 He went to his closet, which inside was surprisingly organized from his previous burst of energy about a month ago, and took out the pants he had hung from the previous day and a plain T-shirt for work. He checked his phone for the weather - he had been paranoid not to raise any suspicion from the time he had gone to work without a coat only to have an outdoor meeting, and hadn’t noticed the freezing temperatures until he was the only one in a shirt. It was a normal autumn day at 55 degrees, so he left his jackets, pulled on his work boots, and set out to his car. 

As he made his way down the stairs and to his car, he did what he did every morning and stopped for a moment on the sidewalk to enjoy the view. His building stood on the very top of the mountain that the rest of his complex curved up, and although from his room all he could see were the maples and pines of the wooded area behind it, once he reached the bottom floor he could see the whole view. In the distance stood the Smokies, reaching across the skyline with their stout bodies and flowing ridges of trees, just beginning to turn orange and yellow and red. The sky hung low over them, a sunrise of purple pink and orange dashed along like a watercolor painting. The mountains - something about them spoke to his bones, his body, his DNA; they said lay your head, weary and worn, and I will keep you safe.

Problem is, that feeling was never really true. The mountains, in all of their beauty, gave the image of protection without any of the benefits. In modern life, things seldom worked that way. As protective as they felt, they also sealed you in - into their own world, with its own rules. 

They followed him during his drive through the sharp curves and hills of Western North Carolina as he made his way from his home in Asheville to his job in Black Mountain 30 minutes away. On the highway he passed the billboard he could never seem to ignore: red with all white text that read “REPENT, FOR DEMONS WALK THE EARTH” and bible quote. The land, as it rolled along, quickly became rural and empty, and out of the middle of it sat a huge building at the top of another hill. Its parking lot alone was the size of his entire apartment complex, and the building stretched out well beyond his vision, broad, un-windowed, and flat-topped. He checked his watch - three minutes before shift start at 6:30 - grateful that he could once again shorten the pre-work chatter around the clock-in scanner. 

The scanner was in a side room as soon as you walked into the huge, sprawling facility. Set up next to a fridge, a coffee machine, and a linoleum countertop, chipped and faded. He scanned his badge, words flashing across the screen: KEVIN ROSS, 6:29AM. 

Time for Kevin, he thought. He thought of himself as changing into a different man inside the walls of the facility - a differentiation eased by the usage of his human name for employment. Kevin Ross was the human name he had been given at birth by his parents, yes, but they had never called him by it, and there was a time when he was proud to say his real name in daily life. To baristas, to women at bars, to people he met at shows, in his college classes - “Lusin.” To his family and friends, he had always been “Lui.” 

	“Mornin’, son! Happy Fridae,” Jeremiah said through his bushy white mustache with a sideways grin and a thick Appalachian accent. Lusin wasn’t able to avoid him - another shift supervisor, it was required of him to appear as though they were in a professional, persistent state of general positive regard. However, Jeremiah wasn’t the worst of them - the kind of older mountain man who felt it his job to guide the youth out of their laziness to their true manhood, sure, but unlike many at least he wasn’t a dick about it.  Better than the rest of these guys on the floor, that is, having curried the favor of the boss so much as to lord over the rest and letting it go right to their heads. 

They arrived half an hour earlier than the rest of their team, but several workers, perhaps wishing to be themselves a floor supervisor one day, stood around the coffee machine half an hour early anyway. They chatted what seemed effortlessly with the other employees and the supervisors amongst them, talking about what guns they went and bought, what football team was playing the Panthers, family drama heard second-hand through the wife, what shows they’ve been watching lately. Even in the guise of Kevin, Lusin could hardly muster through the chit-chat. His pervasive paranoia that only grew as time went on made it impossible for him to treat a conversation at work as anything other than a calculated game that he had to win. 

“Morning, Jeremiah,” Lui said with a smile, shifting into his work mode. “How’d that car come over the weekend?” 

“Dern shop wanted ‘ta rob me, I swear," Jeremiah shook his head and clicked his tongue. “Ain’t nowhere a fen’er cost two gran’.” 

“Yikes,” said Lusin. Without conscious thought, he code-switched into his own dialect of the mountain accent - something that exclusively came out when talking to others with the same. “That’s real steep. Better than claimin’ it and having your premiums go up, I guess.” 

“Ev’ry ones a schwindler these days,” said Jeremiah. “Young’ns don’t know how ‘ta do a good day's work nomore. No offense, son - you seem like a ‘ard worker. Workin’ wi’ those thangs, now that takes guts. Don’t know how you dew it.” 

“They stay in line, like everybody else,” Lusin said, pulling from himself all the cold neutrality he could muster. He couldn’t say something too positive towards them - however, every time he had to bring out the dripping vitriol that passed as the average sentiment, he could feel a bit of his soul dying. He wanted, as best he could, to keep the thing intact. He worried that if he let it go he might become feral or worse – a cold, empty, and unrecognizable human facsimile. 

With that he waved Jeremiah off before making his way through the facility. He had to get to the wing in the far back from the entrance - his workers, of course, had a separate door in the back. 

He crossed the manufacturing floor, where night-crew machine engineers watched great lathes and moulders toil away at large metal parts. He passed the shop floor where workers, sometimes in front of machines, assembled the components that made up the engines and other equipment they created. He passed even the rows of rooms that the office workers - the salesmen, the HR directors, the Communications teams, the logistics guys, the CAD engineers - toiled away in. 

Finally, he made it to an all-steel door on the back left side of the building. It was handle-less with a digital lock mechanism, stating in bold letters “NO UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL - MAUVIS AT WORK.” He took his badge and tugged on the retractable cord, tapping it against the reader. With a click the door swung open on automatic hinges before closing shut behind him with a weighty clank. 

The shop floor behind the door was similar to the one out front, with workers busily carrying out tasks solo or in small groups, repeating the same job across many steps before starting on the first again with new materials. Instead of a steady stream of a finished product from beginning to end each station seemed disconnected from the one next to it, oftentimes going out to the main shop floor using a transportation system only to return again with something seemingly minor altered. 

The main difference of this floor was the fact that there was not a human being in sight. Instead the floor was staffed by hulking beasts, nearly seven feet tall. Bipedal and strongly built, they looked vaguely human in places that created a particular uncanniness. Their faces were drawn long into a snout that ended with human-like nostrils, their clavicles clearly defined, shoulders angled and ears pointed and sharp facsimiles of a human’s. Their skin had the fleshy color of human skin but was hard and dry, arranged in interconnecting scales with patchy, wiry hair. They each wore identical, appropriately sized coveralls and boots that covered their dog-like feet. 

Due to their massive size, they were doing tasks that humans couldn’t with ease. Large parts that would take lifts and machines to move around were simply hoisted, moved, and set down again. At some stations the creatures placed their hands on metal objects or equipment and heated it to red hot, using some hidden power.

	Lusin made his way up the stairs to a windowed room that overlooked the entire shop floor. Two men sat inside, their feet up on the desk that was built into the wall under the glass. “There he is,” said Rich, the night manager. “The cavalry.”

“Ready for another day in paradise?” asked Rob, Lusin’s co-worker and the other floor manager for the Mauvian shop floor. 

Lusin rolled his eyes internally - the casual way that people joke about how shit the jobs he always found himself in annoyed him. He had heard that one, about the day in paradise, from some chud in basically every place he had ever found himself employed. “At least it’s Friday, right?” he replied, saying what an Employee Man would say at Job, his usual go-to. The truth was, even though he did not enjoy the job, he was stressed enough about his sister’s arrival that the fact that it was already Friday made him anxious rather than relieved. 

Rich stood up and patted Lusin on the shoulder as he went by, and like that another day started.Rob messed around on his phone as they waited for the workers to arrive. Lusin leaned against the glass overlooking the shop floor. Mauvis employees finished up their stations and made their way to the locker-room. Inside they would take off their coveralls, transform back into their human forms, and change into normal clothing before the bus came back to take them to the UP campus two hours away, in Charlotte. On that bus came twenty three new mauvis who entered, undressed, transformed, put on their coveralls and boots, and came out the locker room door ready for a shift. 

Lusin always came down to greet the Mauvian workers when they arrived, something Rob found strange but followed his lead on regardless. “Kevin” had been in the position a year longer than him, and Rob was coming up on his one year work anniversary (and therefore, raise) in three weeks. To him, Kevin was the guy who had everything figured out before he got here - he kind of wrote the rules. When the boss decided to lease some Mauvian labor from UP, he had asked Kevin to be the floor manager from a shop employee position. Rob found it strange, the blasé attitude the company had to something so inherently dangerous, but he suspected it’s because nobody else, nobody else qualified, wanted to do it. He had been filled as an outside hire - the only one crazy enough to work with these sorts of things, no matter what UP claimed about the quality of their Mauvian workers. 

All it took was one mauvis going postal - something not unheard of - and you and your co-worker would be dead. Maybe Kevin liked the thrill of something like that - some kind of adrenaline junkie. Rob had taken the job because it paid better than any other position when he looked up similar jobs on employment websites, and he had always considered himself tough. Being around mauvis, however – they always just freaked him out, when he had to actually interact with them. Something Kevin never seemed phased by, as he shook their hands and casually talked with them about the job for the day. He oversaw his Mauvian underlings with a calm and collectedness that earned him tacit respect. He wasn’t afraid to work beside them if necessary, didn’t yell or berate, and encouraged good, steady work. Rob was much more of a hot-head and micromanager, but overall was at least relatively lazy and stayed mainly in the overseer room. Even if Rob was older by 20 years, he mainly acted as though he followed Kevin’s lead - to understand and do whatever the company required and no more.

When he agreed to do the job, Lusin berated himself for weeks about how insane it was, how sick it made him feel. Part of him felt like he beat himself up about it to feel like he had done his due diligence, when he took the job anyway. Working as Kevin on the shop floor, the boss had come to him as a reliable, hard worker who had been on for years. Years under a human name, sliding by to his late 20s without being found out to be what he really was - Mauvis. At the time, he was barely scraping by on the $18 an hour they paid him. He was in the same studio apartment he is now, where he moved after the last person he knew well enough to room with had moved away. When the rent went up to $1,450 he knew he was screwed if he didn’t get a raise, and this position was better paid than almost any other manager without an engineering phd. Besides, he told himself - if I do it, maybe I can be better than all the human assholes. 

	Some days he moved through effortlessly, secure in the persona he had created, focused on the number going up and the minutia of the job of quotas and work orders and personnel. Sometimes something would remind him that not much at all separated him from the men he worked with - something as fragile as a lie stood between them. Then he’d spend the day anxious and guilty, coming through in little ways as he stared into space or forgot small details. 

He was spiraling into one of those days. Thoughts in his head consumed him more than the work before him. Kevin walked through the day, a program in Lusin’s mind. The interface to the world on autopilot. Check the numbers, make sure everyone on the floor is meeting targets. Radio in with QA to ensure parts are being done correctly. Check that everything was running smoothly, nothing out of line. He was supposed to keep the Mauvis in particular from talking to each other too much on the job, but he often neglected that aspect of his position. Rob was happy to fill in. Today in particular Kevin wasn’t working quite as well-oiled as usual, and Rob was having to do a larger share of the work that did not involve the discipline aspect, to which he regretted. Therefore, he disciplined harder to make up for it.

“We don’t pay you to chit-chat, okay?” Rob was barking at two of the workers who appeared to be taking a short break from hoisting large metal engine blocks into assemblies. “Get back to it.” 

What makes you think you’re better, so that you get to be on the same side as this asshole? Continued the negative self-effacing diatribe in Lusin’s head. He checked his watch - it was time for lunch, anyway. “I’m calling lunch,” he told Rob. “It’s probably ready.” 

One of the stipulations to renting out UPs Mauvian labor was that you, the “outside party”, had to agree to feed them. Their large bodies and heat producing qualities consumed a lot of calories that had to be made back somehow, and any way that UP could offset some of its costs, it would. This made the company be forced to begin providing a hot lunch - something that was not available before the addition of the Mauvis section. In a gesture of good will towards the other employees, worried about the dangers of having Mauvis on site, the company offered the free lunch to the humans as well. What happened was a small kitchen staff reheated vast metal trays of food bought from some company that the human staff got first dibs on before it made its way, lukewarm, to the Mauvian side. Extras like dinner rolls or some side dishes might even be gone or in short supply, but the amount of meat and starch was enormous, even more so that it was able to feed the human side first. 

	Kevin always took a plate of the food with the workers, but Rob brought his from home. He wasn’t sure how Kevin always ate that stuff, but he was young, he didn’t have a wife or as far as he knew a girlfriend to make him anything, either. 

Lusin always wanted to devour a plate along with everyone else. Although the calorie requirements of an actively transformed mauvis are much higher than that of a human-formed one, they still sit higher than the average person. But as Kevin he had to eat a normal, human amount of food. By the time he got home he would devour whatever he had - sometimes he only made it as far as Cookout or Taco Bell. 

He took his plate up to the overseer room - the “manager’s box” as they called it. Rob munched on his cold-cut sandwich and scrolled whatever slop his Facebook feed spat out, periodically laughing and spitting crumbs. Lusin was glad that Rob wasn’t much of a talker or socialite – the rest of the men in the building seemed to be, and acting normal, doing conversation just right, took it out of him. He used to eat his meager meal in silence, but had taken to enjoying his breaks with large “fuck-off” headphones. Earbuds didn’t convey enough that he did not want to be bothered, and because the lunch break on this side of the facility was malleable while the one out on the human floor was set at noon every day, there was a tendency for other managers who needed something from this side to bother him during his break. 
Rob thought it was to drown out the sound of the Mauvis talking down below. Lunch was the only time they were technically allowed to converse - it was just too much of a pain in the ass to make them eat in silence. But their voices were always strange and weird - a deep, guttural sound. When they spoke English, it was with such a thick accent in their full form that it was difficult to perceive – and part of the time they spoke in Mauvian, a different language altogether. The fact Rob could hardly understand him irked him greatly. He often imagined they were talking about him.

Lusin, of course, could understand everything just fine. He had to make sure he never let on he understood Mauvian, but nevertheless the sound of their talking did bother him. It made his hair bristle. He did not know why. 

Before long a timer on his phone buzzed, and he pressed a button and spoke into the intercom microphone, alerting that lunch was over. The Mauvis on the floor went from their thirty minutes of socialization to immediate, learned silence. They were back to work.

Eventually, it reached six-thirty pm, the end of his twelve hour shift. Despite hitting 60 hours a week, every week, he was salaried - no such thing as overtime. The salary wasn’t bad, it let him collect something resembling a savings with how frugally he lived, and it gave him benefits that way. Unlike the hourly, human staff who were regularly scheduled for exactly 39 to avoid being classified as “full time.” Not that he could use the benefits, really, anyway – the doctors tend to be able to tell when you’re not human. Something about the way the heart sounds.

The Mauvis - he had no idea what they were paid. Almost everything likely went back to UP. Even if it wasn’t technically scrip, they were essentially confined to the campus, being without cars. He wondered if they had stores on site - he imagined they had to have something. He knew this was always something he could look up, but there was no trusting anything about it online. Really, he didn’t want to know. It’s better he didn’t know. Maybe he would never have to know.
He realized, though, that it was only a matter of time. 

—---------------------------

[bookmark: _p9n0alktxmw8]Chapter 2:

His friends had sent him one text at around 2pm, saying they would arrive in town at about eight, which left him enough time to return home, throw all the garbage into a trashcan and all the various out of place things into the closet. Then eat, and shower.

Once he got home he made a mad dash to do as he said - throw away all the garbage. There wasn’t enough time to nicely put away all the crap around the apartment, so into the closet it went - dirty clothes and blankets, various things taken and not put back in their place. Once he wiped at least the countertops clean, he thought it didn’t look too bad. He just hoped nobody used the microwave. As he took out a full rotisserie chicken for dinner, he could see how gross it was inside. He quickly devoured it along with half a loaf of bread and a raw crown of broccoli. 

In the shower, as the hot water rushed over him, he attempted to calm down the anxiety building over him and focus on the fact he’d be seeing his friends – his old bandmates. 

He didn’t want to admit it, but he missed them. They called him - sometimes as a group, sometimes individually - often enough. But he was the only one left here in town, the only one who could afford to do so. They left a year before Hurricane Helene which had flooded Asheville and wiped out large parts of town and surrounding cities. People they all knew had died - even Mauvis. Against nature, it doesn’t matter what you are. It cleared away the “River Arts District” - the part of the city that had started the revitalization of this small mountain town in the 90s, twenty years before any of them arrived. It took the “Biltmore Village” - the bougie part of town where the well-to-do tourists went. What was left was either bought up and price hiked or left to rot as an empty lot. Debris still clung to fences and in the ditches, and smaller outlying towns still sat with parking lots crumbling into the river and houses marked with Xs. The thick mud that had settled over the valleys could still be seen, dry and orange, in between the asphalt and greenery. They had left a year before that, even, and now here Lusin was two years after that. Stuck in place. 

He had four months left, and there was no way any of this could continue. He knew Asmo would be trying to convince him to be closer, to be safe with them in Chicago. As if Illinois would simply save them from everything. At least in Chicago, it’s physically possible to exist as a Mauvis and not end up working for UP, running drugs, or doing scarce jobs under the table. The cities were where the Mauvis ruled – as much as one could rule anything. They were tolerated. He knew she was going to ask, he knew he was going to have to say yes, and he knew there was nothing left for him here. Still, the thought of her chastising him about it pissed him off. Made him want to deny her the satisfaction. Maybe he’d move to New York instead, just to spite her. 

He sighed, realizing he was no longer washing his body and simply letting the water roll off of him. He could even tell that perhaps it was no longer particularly warm, either - the steam that filled the room was no longer visible. Mauvis had a difficulty telling differences in temperature - ironic, given their ability to create heat and fire - and he was particularly bad at it. He could feel the warmth of, and enjoy, a shower on 100% hot water, but even if all the water ran out and turned cold he wouldn’t feel particularly frigid, either. 

He exited with half an hour left and grabbed a beer to drink as he got dressed. He knew they’d want to go out when they got here, might as well pre-game. He deliberated over the shirt to wear for a moment, pulling out an old band t-shirt from a group they used to listen to together. He hadn’t worn it in a long time - it hung a little looser on him than before. Even though he still was fit, he used to be a good bit more muscular.

A knock sounded from the door, and the stillness of his apartment hung over him. Here they were. It’ll be fun he assured himself how long has it been since you had fun, anyway?

When he opened it, a cacophony of reintroductions began. His three old band-mates greeted him one by one with open arms and big smiles. First was Kimarit, but everyone called her Kit - a boyish looking woman covered in tattoos and piercings, with a small short nose and wide eyes in unmistakable Mauvian red. She squeezed Lusin tightly, as if trying to push something out of him. Then was Orias, called Ori - a tall, thin man with a short pseudo-emo haircut that swept to one side of his round face, covering his bottle-green eyes. His hug was slightly awkward and his introduction quiet, but the smile on his face was genuine. Lastly was Dantelin, called Dante, a man of average height and a defined build, whose long face sat well with his thick eyebrows, sharp nose, and long dirty-blonde hair. Grinning from ear to ear, his hug of Lusin lingered a moment longer than the others. 

After introductions they moved past him into the threshold of the house. Behind them, as they parted, Asmo stood with her arms crossed in a sleeveless turtleneck and black skinny jeans, looking at something to her side in the distance. Since he had seen her, she had gotten her long straight hair cut in the front with a fringe of blunt cut bangs. When she spotted Lusin her face flashed with surprise and then a genuine smile that pushed her high cheeks close to her almond, amber eyes. “Lui,” she said, her voice which usually came out fairly monotone, betrayed the joy she felt seeing him again. “It’s good to see you.”

He swept her into a hug, and she breathed deep into his chest. They had missed last year’s Christmas and Thanksgiving due to schedules and work and hadn’t seen each other for almost two years, beyond video calls. Seeing her in person again, a sense from his childhood came back to him – that she was a safe place to be. Why had he been worried? 

Dante was already walking around the small studio. “Shit, man, you really downsized your stuff from when we were at the house together.” 

“I ripped all the CDs first,” Lui shrugged. He had had quite a collection of music - on CD, cassette, vinyl. Shelves of overflowing books. Nick-knacks and things. “I sold it all, man. Back before I got my current job. Haven’t bothered to buy anything back - streaming works fine.”

“You, streaming all your music? I don’t believe it,” Kit shook her head and smirked. 

“I’ve gotten more frugal,” he said. He popped open his fridge and pulled out several beers, offering them up. A few of them took him up and popped them open. 

“Voodoo Ranger really never stops making new ones, huh?” Dante said, looking down at his can of beer and changing the subject. “I thought when New Belgium got bought, they’d slow down, but they’ve got more flavors than ever. Even as far as Chicago.”

They started up on small talk about the drive down – the miles and miles of American road, the flatlands to the mountains, the stop at the gas station in nowhere, Kentucky. Dante quickly excused himself for a smoke out on Lui’s tiny porch - enough for a single chair on each side of the door. Ori and Kit followed, and Lusin knew they were trying to give him space with his sister alone momentarily. 

“Look, I know why you came up with them,” Lusin said, cutting off whatever Asmo was readying to say. “Can we talk about it later? I just want to enjoy an evening with everyone.” 

Asmo’s mouth tightened into a flat frown. “Alright,” she said. He could tell the cogs in her head were turning – she had planned on a different conversation. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” Lusin softened. Maybe she would actually do it and let it go for now. He wondered how long it was going to take before she went into the spiel she had planned. She’d always been like this. 

“Have you been doing anything lately?” she asked, by way of conversation. He looked around his apartment - the truth is he had been mainly confined to these four walls. Huh, he wondered. When did I really just stop going out? But he also knew that she knew - she had likely noticed way before he had, when she would call and he wouldn’t have anything to say. 

“Not really,” he said. “I go to The Odd sometime for a drink or a burger. It’s one of the last places in town I see any other Mauvis.” He didn’t tell her the next part of the story – that they had been raided by the MC, and he hadn’t had the balls to go back since. 

“They were raided by the MC about eight months ago, right?” She asked about it right away! She pushed her long hair behind her, staring directly at him. Her eyes always had a piercing fierceness to them, accentuated by the yellow inside and amber-orange ring around the edges. It gave her eyes this “bullseye” look, much like a cat. It, along with her high, sharp cheekbones, gave her away instantly as Mauvis. Specifically, a mix of European and Indigenous Mauvis qualities. Lusin had inherited something from their human grandfather that Asmo had not – green eyes with a natural human shade, lower set cheekbones, a long flat nose. 

“Yeah,” he admitted. MC, Mauvais Control, had busted in the door one night during a show. Word had gotten out, apparently, that a Part Punk band was playing that night - a type of Mauvian band that played while partially transformed, referred to as “Parted.” Although Part Punk went back to the 80s, that didn’t really matter. North Carolina had passed an act two years ago that you couldn’t transform at all in public, and even though it was a paid membership club (which is how they got around the cigarette machine), that didn’t matter to the increasingly emboldened and increased operating budget of the MC. Lusin had been smoking on the patio and ran the moment he saw the large, armored transport vans the MC operated from. Even if he passed as human, the MC liked to beat up anyone in hopes that the pain and adrenaline would cause a Mauvais to transform. Once they got that they could do whatever they wanted – the supreme court had already ruled that Mauvis were at least partially exempt from the constitutional laws that bound humans, and any ambiguity in what that meant was left up to other courts. “I wasn’t there for it.” 

“Did the band get out?” Asmo asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t been back,” he answered quickly. A lie that escaped before he even realized that it implicated him in another sense – he really hadn’t left his house much at all since then. Going into Mauvian filled spaces, any that were left anyway, caused his heart to race so fast he could barely keep human form. 

Asmo crossed her arms and looked around Lusin’s tiny apartment. She imagined him stuck inside, laying about in a malaise, pitying himself.  “You don’t get out much, do you?”

“I go on hikes on the weekend,” he said. Twice a month or so he did force himself up a mountain to look at the view, smell the crisp air, feel the wind and soak in the evergreen of the pines. 

The patio door slid open with a clank, catching as it went. “Okay,” announced Kit. “It’s time to go bar hopping, don’t you think? Let’s throw on those colored contacts and get movin’!” 

—-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The city looked largely the same as when they left it – what parts they were able to go to, anyway – but had somehow still obviously changed in some deep, barely perceptible way. You could see it in the cracked signs of the gas stations that hadn’t been fixed, the despair in the eyes of the panhandlers on the corners. Some places washed away had come back, others had been untouched, but the lively downtown, international tourist destination as it was, had the same edifice as before. It gave off the vibe of a trendy, arty and sophisticated mountain town – one that was homely but weird, avoiding the pitfalls of other mountain towns and seeming too “po-dunk”. It was a carefully curated image, honed through years of the sanding off of all the rough edges that could no longer pay to play.

 They passed the large downtown monument that stood in the middle of a small square. By the time they had moved away it was already in the state it stood now, half torn down. The removal of a confederate monument halted halfway by the Daughters of the Confederacy, languishing behind plywood walls. The wood had recently been repainted over in white, removing any graffiti except for a small tag in the corner that read “PooP” and “boob” by elongating the Ps into Bs. 

“Good ‘ol Poopboob. Never let the law tell you what to do,” Dantelin said, shaking his head and laughing.

Ori stared up, where the rest of the monument had been, and now lay only starry night sky. “I wonder how many times we were right here with a sign.”

The monument was the town square - the meeting place for almost every protest Asheville probably ever saw. The small and the large. Ones that ended in a quiet going home at six for dinner and the ones that ended in tear gas and rubber bullets. 

 “One time this guy ran up to me when I was walking past,” started Kit. “Wearing all white, except for the crotch, which was splattered red. The first thing he says is ‘do you know how many nerve endings are in the human foreskin?’”

 “Well, how many are there?” asked Lusin, smirking. 

 “I don't remember,” laughed Kit. “But the pamphlet he gave me went into detail.”

Continuing on to the dive bar they had initially set out for on the far south side of downtown, they passed shuttered daytime businesses that sold honey, or balsamic vinegar, or bespoke hot sauce. The many “hippie” stores that sold incense, tye-die blankets, buddha statues, or a few still-open head shops. Some tourists and locals still walked around in small groups, and the amount of homeless and their general tweakiness had increased since the last time most of them were here. 

 Passing by a metal door with no signage, Dante excitedly began talking about an old bar that was there named Timo’s House. They reminisced about a time they had lost him in a crowd of cyber-goths after going out for a smoke, only to find him later plastered and hitting up some Mauvis with neon-green plastic “dreads” and fuzzy leg warmers. Memories floated out as they passed by business after business that had changed, or moved, or been under new management. The few mainstays stood like unshakable anchors that held together their sense of place: the stationary, red, double-decker British bus that served coffee, a taco shop with a white duck as the logo, an art gallery. They stopped to look at a painting that hung in one particular gallery, standing out from the rest of the various art and prominently displayed. 

The shop dealt mainly in illustration and various modern styles, but this was an almost abstract interpretation of a mauvis. It was drawn overlapping itself, almost as if it was moving. The shape of the mauvis form took on large, free strokes and stark outlines. Regardless of the way it was painted, it was undeniable that it was a portrait of a mauvis on full display. Underneath the painting it listed the price at $800, Original, Sam Metner.

 “Did a human paint this?” Lusin peered down at the small sign.

 “Could’ve been using a human name,” Asmo chimed. She had been rather quiet all night, perhaps unable to partake in the reminiscing. 

 “Why use a human name for something like this?” asked Dante. 

Nobody particularly had an answer. They were impressed that something like this was being displayed here at all. 

 “Ballsy,” said Ori. “These days, you know.”

 “Maybe it means that some of the old Asheville is still here, then,” Kit said. 

 “I’m sure it’s always there somewhere,” said Dante, starting to continue on their walk. 

They finally made their way to the bar, “Plato’s Cavern”. It was still kept inside the same simple white-washed brick building, behind the same large metal door.

“Hey, wait,” Dante stopped them before they crossed the street. “We might’ve put in some contacts, but we’ve all got Mauvian IDs.” 

“It hasn’t gotten that bad, has it?” Ori asked, looking back at Lusin. “Has it?”

“I don’t know,” Lusin said after a long pause. “I haven’t been out in a while.” 

“If they don’t take our IDs, I’ll shove ‘em up their ass,” Kit spat, kicking the ground with her shoe. “Let’s just go. They ain’t gonna call the MC on us for wanting a beer.”  

When they stepped inside they were greeted by the same dive-bar decor of peeling bench seats, a pool table, and various decor of WWE wrestlers and rock stars and Budweiser ads. Right past the door was the sign-in guy, who gave off both an aura of overcompensating friendliness and the ability to kick your ass if he wanted to. “You gotta come in with a membership. You can pay a buck and sign up, as long as one of you’ves got a local ID, and everyone else can come in as your guests.”

 Lusin offered his ID and the bouncer checked it carefully before tapping a few things on a tablet and handing both over. As Lusin was filling out his email, he glanced back at everyone when the bouncer asked for their IDs. 

The bouncer took one look at Dante’s ID and frowned sharply. “Sorry,” he said. “No mauvis.” 

“What do you mean, no mauvis?” Kit was of course the first to get angry about it. “We’re just here for a drink, man.”

The bouncer looked at her intently, the corner of his upper lip curled in a micro expression of disgust. Kit was the worst at being able to hide the color of her eyes, next to Asmo. Asmo’s issue was that her facial features were undeniably Mauvian, but Kit had an eye color that defied the colored contacts, making them appear especially fake. 

“We had a bar fight here with a mauvis,” the bouncer pointed his thumb at a corner of the room that did, in fact, look somewhat scorched. “We had to bring out an old set of bench seats after it destroyed one. Look, no mauvis.”

Humans often had this strange quirk – they tended to use “he” or “she” when a mauvis was in their human form, but the moment you transformed past a certain threshold they were an “it”. The slip up of the bouncer was not lost on any of them, but before they could be adequately pissed about the situation they realized that Kit would be so angry as to get them into deep, deep trouble. The conclusion seemed to be reached at the same time as they all grabbed her and left through the heavy front door, which sprang back closed with a loud clunk. 

“Fuck you, asshole!” she shouted through the closed doorway. 

“We used to go here all the fuckin time,” Dantelin kicked the painted brick with his boot. 

“Sorry, maybe downtown wasn’t the right move,” Lusin said apologetically. “I haven’t updated my ID, so I guess I haven’t run into problems.” 

Dante hacked and spit in the general direction of Plato’s Cavern, spinning around to face up the hill where other bars waited. “Let’s just go,” he said. Everyone agreed, continuing on in silence, stewing. The gay bar next door accepted their IDs, but the place was packed so tight that after 10 minutes of trying to get a drink and listening to a group of bachelorettes drunkenly belt out Barbie Girl, they gave up. They tried a nearby brewery and pizza shop, which didn’t ask for their IDs at all. While making them feel old, they were able to get a slice and a drink before they closed at 10pm, returning them to the arms of the bar scene once again. They tried to find somewhere else to go, but the bouncer at the next bar, a new one none of them had even heard of, glanced at their IDs and shook his head. “Can’t let you in,” he said matter-of-factly, casually ushering them aside and the next group of people on. 

“Excuse me--” Kit started up, but everyone met her eyes and shook their heads, and she gave up the fight quickly. 

“I don’t even want to go there anyway,” Ori mumbled. 

Dante glanced at Lusin, and a pit in his stomach feared that he was judging him. He was saying, look. Look what it’s really like to live without hiding like a coward. He stopped himself from going further, telling himself it was just his own guilt, and that he couldn’t read Dante’s mind. Still, Dante was looking at him with an expression that was incomprehensible – he couldn’t tell if it was pity, indignation, anger, what. 

“Let’s just get a twelve pack and chain smoke on Lui’s porch,” Dante declared. “I’m done with downtown. It was always a tourist trap, anyway. Maybe tomorrow we’ll do Westville instead.”

 They all agreed they were done with it, securing only a single drink. The four of them turned to Asmo, realizing she hadn’t spoken in quite a while, being a silent observer for most of the night.

“It doesn’t really surprise me,” Asmo said. “Property insurance in North Carolina increases if you allow mauvis into your members only bar. By a lot. Illinois doesn’t allow it.” 

“So, we’re a liability, huh?” Lusin frowned, looking down the street. The shops sloped down a large hill, brick edifices and walkways, curving power lines, cars and beat-up road. A scruffy looking man stood to the side of an entryway, swaying slightly, attempting to be unseen. On the other side of the street a group of college students roamed together, laughing. Alt kids with sharp outfits made of fishnet and carefully curated aesthetic. They wandered through town effortlessly, like they had back then. Is it just time?  He wondered. Was it always supposed to work out differently for us, no matter how hard we tried to change it, no matter how much we fought? He felt an urge to try to salvage the night, feeling it his responsibility as host, as the one with the ID that said neither mauvis nor Human. But Dante was right – if they just wanted to hang out and drink, they could just as well go home. It might’ve been five people in a studio, but they’d hung out in smaller dorm rooms with more. 

Lusin drove them back to his apartment, stopping at the overpriced grocery chain for regular-priced beer and swinging through the late-night fast-food chain “Cookout” for an embarrassingly large order for a single car, on four separate debit cards. The sigh of the employee at the speaker followed by “just tell me when they change…” after requesting four separate checks might have brought some shame, were there anything resembling shame when eating from a restaurant where everything was deep fried or a milkshake. 

When they got back to the apartment they settled into the silence of the small room, and opened the patio door for air.  The night that had soured from being denied entry downtown was smoothed over with food and the cracking open of new beer cans. There wasn’t any one good single place to sit around together, so they found themselves lounging in different parts of the studio, working through a 24 pack of PBR like they had in college.
“May I?” asked Kit, pulling a joint out of her pocket. 

“Go ahead,” Lusin said. “As long as the door’s open. Ash in a can or something.” 

She lit it up and took a puff, noticing something in the corner and walking over to it. “Good,” she said, sliding her hands along the neck of a 5-string bass guitar. In a typical double-cutaway shape and a dark sunburst on a striped, quilted maple top with wear on the body, she recognized it right away. Lusin’s Schecter C-5. “You kept your bass.”

“Why would I get rid of it?” he asked. “I still play.” 

“You’re playing?” Dante poked his head out from the kitchen, where he was getting another drink. “Who are you playing with?”

“I mean, I practice,” he called back. He knew they were going to ask. He knew they didn’t play together anymore, not after what happened. The social media page for the band hadn’t been updated since then.

“Yeah, us too,” Dante said, putting a drink into Lusin’s empty hands. “Practice.”

“I’ve been learning drums,” said Kit. She held up her arms and flexed her biceps, showing off her tattoos and well-defined arm muscles. 

Lusin took a large swig of the drink, and a hit of the joint as it was passed to him. He didn’t really enjoy this conversation. Not where it was going. “If you’re playing drums, what’s Dante doing?”

“Rhythm guitar,” he said, looking away and sipping his own drink. 

Lusin couldn’t help but scoff. Dante doing the rhythm guitar? He couldn’t imagine him doing anything other than the drums, the way he used to go off on them. “Who’s singing?”

“Nobody, yet,” Ori swooped in from somewhere, attempting to placate and avoid the iceberg they headed for. “We’re just getting together, noodling around, learning some new instruments. I mean, I still just play lead, but they’re learning new stuff. I’ve been teaching Dante and he’s been teaching Kit.”

Lusin looked down at the guitar in front of him. The rosewood fretboard needed oil. The strings could be replaced. He needed to adjust the action on it. He had avoided most maintenance since then, but he still picked it up and played on it, as if out of habit. It was a ritual, one that calmed him and grounded him. The thought of playing with anyone again, after what happened to Kaim, it hurt too much to think about. But so did not playing an instrument again. 

“You can still play Part Punk in Chicago,” Asmo said. She sipped on canned tea.  She was substance-free, not out of any particular moral reasons, but because she simply did not enjoy being altered. 

“If they make it federal law, Illinois would have to comply, though,” Lusin replied. These sorts of things worried him - the ever changing legal landscape of their existence. State laws, local ordinances, federal decrees, all of it hung over his head, sharp and glistening and ever-changing.

“Haven’t yet,” said Asmo matter of factly. 

“The city does have a great scene, Lui,” conceded Dante. “You should really come, come visit, and go out with us.”

“Promise you it’d go better than tonight,” Kit said. 

“Yes,” Asmo looked at Lusin pointedly. Her bright eyes, having taken out her contacts, stared straight into him. “You should visit. Before your ID makes flying difficult. It’s a long drive.” 

“Oh yeah, what are you going to do at your job when the ID deadline comes up?” Ori asked innocently. Lusin realized that he must have been oblivious to why Asmo pushed so hard to come along, but the way Dante and Kit glanced at each other, they knew all about it.

“I don’t know…” Lusin trailed off, looking for an answer. Of course he had to do something, but he was barreling towards the end of this whole thing, this elongated freedom he had been granted, without a plan. 

“Agh, I can’t hold it in anymore,” Kit scratched at her hair in annoyance. “For fucks sakes Lui, come back with us. What the hell are you doing here? Look at this place, man! Look at this fucking town. It’s dead.”

“Look, I like it here,” Lusin said. “When the flood happened, everyone came together. mauvis from the community, we helped out. I know what tonight was, but it really isn’t so bad here.”

Lusin still clung to a moment he had two years ago, helping move trees and other debris from roads and yards. Without any central authority, the city entirely closed off to outside traffic, UP had yet to bus in their “disaster relief crews” and nobody minded if a mauvis from the local community was suddenly seven feet tall and monstrous as long as they were helping. He felt useful. He felt something in being in his full form and being smiled at, being welcomed, being wanted. 

 Even still, he could see what they got out of that. Once the national guard had moved in and brought UP contracted Mauvian crew, and the police force got back to law and order with the MC in tow, he was back to being Kevin, helpless human. Two years later, what changed?
“Lui, coming back feels like seeing grandpa in the old folks home. You spend the whole drive thinking about how great he is and how much you love him and when you get there he’s shitting his pants,” Kit said, shaking her head.

“It was happening before the flood, and it didn’t change anything, man. Just made it faster,” Dante agreed. He finished off the joint and put it out in an empty beer can. “When we left they were clearing out homeless villages with bulldozers and tonight I think I saw someone straight up fent folding in an alley.” 

Asheville was an expensive town to live in with meager pay. Everyone Lusin knew had been priced out either sooner or later, and those that had nowhere else to go went to the streets. The scene they had been so close to, the Mauvian activist punk college student scene, had been driven underground and being so far out of college and the ripe old age of 28 he was no longer hip with any of it. Besides, could he really go into a space like that anymore? 

 He was afraid. 

Of the MC, or that other people would see straight through him?

Fraud. Sell out.

“And you can’t enjoy your job, right?” Ori offered.

“Of course I don’t enjoy my fucking job!” Lusin spat, inhibition of his anger hindered by both the beer and the weed. “I didn’t have another good choice – I couldn’t afford to live alone after everyone moved!” 

“We wanted you to come with us!” Kit crossed the gap between them, pointing a finger. Ori, in his calmness and kindness, was not to be yelled at, and she was instantly activated. “You stayed here!”

 “I told you, I wasn’t ready to move!” Lusin said, standing his ground. “I didn’t want to go that far.” 

He hadn’t left for some reason. Some reason that still kept him planted here. Some reason that he remained in place as the town decayed around him. Fear of the unknown, what might happen, of making the wrong choice, of making his situation worse, of decision. Of leaving something important behind. 

“You’re paralyzed,” said Asmo. “You’ve been paralyzed here for years. I don’t know what you’re afraid of, but–”

“Okay,” Dante stepped in between the group, holding out his hands. “Let’s just. C’mon, Lusin, let’s just go have a smoke outside, okay?” Dante had been relieved when Asmo had asked to come with them - he had been worried that if she had gone up on her own, she would go too hard on Lusin, causing him to dig his heels in more. They all wanted him out and somewhere safe, preferably close by. He took Kaim’s death the hardest out of everyone – he saw the most of it, and either through stubbornness or paralyzation or nostalgia or some sort of duty to this town or this state, he wouldn’t go. Even with a job like that to be able to afford to stay. So if Asmo was left alone, they wouldn’t have been able to help him, and would continue to have to worry. He felt in control as the mediator, at least. 

 As they walked towards the patio, Asmo glared at Dante and he whispered back “I got this, Assie.” 

 Outside Dante offered Lusin a smoke from his pack, and he obliged. They had both quit years back – Kit had never even tried, and Ori was a social smoker – but sometime after the last election they had picked it back up again. They used their fingers to create a small flame with which to light their cigarettes and leaned on the railing, puffing in silence for a moment. 

“The night sky is beautiful,” Dante said, looking up at the brightly contrasting stars. “Can’t see shit in Chicago. It’s like any city, I guess. When you’re high up, it feels like they take all the stars out of the sky and scatter them over the ground.” 

“Don’t you ever miss it?” Lusin asked, staring up along with him. The milky way wasn’t visible – they weren’t far enough out of town – but you could still make out all the major constellations. “The south. The mountains.” 

“Yeah,” Dante said wistfully. “But there’s things about the city I love, too. It feels alive, buzzing, always moving.”

“I’ve been here my whole life, man,” Lusin conceded. “The mountains, I just feel something here. I don’t know. They are ancestral lands, you know?”

Dante thoughtfully puffed on his cigarette, watching the wisps of smoke float into the night sky and disappear. “Your grandma was from the reservation, right? Cherokee?”

There were more Native American mauvis, proportionally, than other groups. Mauvis had their own individual tribes at some point, but when settlers came the tribe was adopted into the Cherokee. The Cherokee of Appalachia were the ones that refused to resettle, and the presence of mauvis amongst them helped greatly to deter any further pressure to do so, which was largely the point of incorporation. As white society moved in, eventually colonialists brought mauvis specifically to America. European mauvis were promised riches in the new world they never received - African ones were enslaved. Other groups of mauvis existed around the world - having migrated along with humans however many thousands of years ago. Nobody is particularly sure why, but mauvis have always remained a minority, usually keeping away from humans. There’s evidence that historically man has discovered mauvis, gone to a war they win by sheer numbers, and driven them into hiding where humans eventually wonder if they even existed in the first place. Stories of men with brightly colored eyes or strange features intermixed with a human population, or of villages of strange beasts. After a certain point, however, it became impossible to simply hide somewhere remote and mauvis intermixed with human society. In the US, the intersection of race became a strange facet to their lives. Traits associated with their mauvis status superseding the ones associated with the color of their skin sometimes, but not others. Eventually, mauvis developed a kind of combined mythos and history. Almost all of the mauvian cultures across the world shared similar stories and myths, and even their languages were similar enough that a universal mauvian language developed, albeit with regional dialects.

Lusin was like many, and a combination of intersecting backgrounds. He was at once Cherokee, on his mother’s side by her mother, who married a mauvis of Irish origin, and white by his father’s side whose mauvian mother married a human man. He was as much Cherokee as he was human, and yet he did not question his identity as a mauvis, but felt perhaps it was disingenuous to claim to be Cherokee or Native American. It gave him his black hair, thick body hair, and the ability to get a good tan, but it was not unmistakable. Still, there was something in the romanticism of feeling a spiritual tie to the land that he appreciated. 

“We used to visit them when we were kids,” said Lusin. He thought about the days with Asmo and the family, the hikes they would take them on in the woods and the stories they’d tell them, both mauvian and Cherokee legends. It was Mom, Dad, his great grandparents, his grandparents, Asmo and him in a small house on the side of a mountain and acres of land, forty-five minutes to the nearest store for large chunks of the summer. There was nothing but woods: brimming with the life of animals and plants, burbling creeks and streams, stout trees and bear caves. 

“You know,” Dante turned to look at Lusin, and he noticed something in his expression. Sadness? Pity? He wasn’t sure. “The mountains will still be here. They’ll forgive you for going.” 

Lusin narrowed his expression and looked away. Dante was right. “I don’t know why I can’t leave, man. I don’t.” 

They puffed in silence again, neither having the right words. Finally, Lusin said, “Do you remember when we used to get overwhelmed with school, and you me and Kaim, we’d just get in the car and drive? Drive straight on for miles.” 

 “Yeah,” Dante ashed over the railing, a smile warming his face. “I remember. We’d blast music with the windows down and sing it so loud it’d echo across the valley.” 

“Eventually we’d end up at the paper factory in Canton,” Lusin gestured with his hands a sloping hill. “At the top of the hill next to the antique store, we’d park and just look at it humming at night.” 

 He remembered its imposing figure of mechanics, the thousand pipes and lines that seemed to incomprehensibly connect in a ball of machinery. The white clouds of steam that would seep forth from it, covering the alcove in an opaque mist that lapped at the corners and sometimes mixed with the incoming fog. It felt imposing and sharp, yet somehow wistful. A monument to man’s control over nature. 

“It looked like a Final Fantasy level,” Dante laughed. He too reminisced, remembering the laughter and the back-slapping jokes and goofing off they would do before silently staring at it, watching the steam rise into the sky. Kaim had a particular love of the spot - engineering was always his thing, and he would look at the intricate knottage of pipes with an energetic curiosity. 

“It’s closed down, now,” Lusin said quietly. He looked at the stars in the sky again, thinking is there a star for every memory? If I go to a place where there are no stars, will I forget? Is that what I’m afraid of?

“You know,” Dante said. “We can go visit The Grog tomorrow, if you want.”

“It’s just an empty lot now, Dante,” said Lusin. It’s not like he hadn’t been back there by himself many times, trying to make sense of it. Sense of any of it. 

“I know,” Dante shook his head. “Closure.”

“You’ll never get it,” Lusin warned.

“Gotta try, man. Sometimes I feel like my mind goes back five years, and Kaim is still around, and when I look for him I don’t even see the ghost. It's disorienting.” Dante finished up his cigarette, putting it out on his shoe and dropping it over the railing. 

“I see his ghost all the time,” Lusin mumbled. 

“Huh, I guess that’s cuz you’re still living here,” Dante said.

Lusin finished up his cigarette, too, snubbing it into the ash tray on the corner of the railing. Even though neither had a reason to stay outside, they continued to stand side by side, looking out over the adjacent building and at the sky. 

“I’ll move with you guys,” Lusin finally conceded, breaking the silence but not turning towards his friend. A promise to the night itself. “Give me two weeks.” 


—---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

[bookmark: _gz3nr7ljitvn]Chapter 3:

Asmo, of course, already had a plan. While Dante, Ori, and Kit all lived together, their cramped 3 bedroom duplex couldn’t handle another permanent resident. However, a friend of Asmo’s had an opening in his two bedroom apartment out of the Hyde Park neighborhood. Some guy named 
“Derek”. Lusin had agreed to it, but as he was putting away the last of his things into boxes, he felt a dread in his stomach. Looking around the empty apartment, scattered with bits of paper and packing materials and unpacked items, lined with boxes, he wondered what exactly it was he was doing. There wasn’t any plan, although he had the sinking suspicion that Asmo had one for him. He had no job lined up but about three thousand in savings, an amount that seemed substantial enough seeing as how this Derek guy was putting him up for free. Asmo had waved it off as no big deal, that he could start paying once he got a job, but Lusin knew that wasn’t the whole story. The reason this guy was putting him up was because he likely was part of whatever resistance group his sister ran in, and this sort of treatment was normal for a mauvis escaping the south. To each according to his means, or whatever. 

Still, after the moving costs, he wasn’t left with much. He had to sell his car - he wouldn’t need it in the city and couldn’t afford to park it, anyway - but that wouldn’t amount to much either. He had gotten it financed, and the current value wasn’t worth much more than the car itself. All told he had $2,049 in his bank account after the moving van, and expected maybe $800 back from the car. He started to do the math – if food is $100 a week, and my phone bill is $45, and I spent maybe $40 a week on other necessities, and cigarettes are more there so that’s probably $15 a week, you’re talking $200 a week. That’s fourteen weeks at best. Three and a half months. Probably more like two and a half, realistically. 

Suddenly overcome by the stress of his leap of faith, he texted his sister.
	
	Give me the contact info for this Derek guy. 

Asmo texted back a contact card - “Derek Palmer.” He tapped on the name, adding it to his phone and then again to dial it. It rang five times before the voice on the other line answered. “Hello?”

“Hey, this is, uh, Lusin,” he said, cautiously using his real name. “Asmo said –”

“Oh shit, the new roommate!” He sounded like a normal guy - Asmo had said he was twenty-eight, a nerdy type, and friendly. His voice seemed to reflect it, and he possessed the quick, excited speech of a man with unmedicated ADHD. “I was totally just expecting Asmo to show up with you on the doorstep. What’s up? Excited to have a new guy moving in. Hey, don’t worry about the rent, by the way. You know Asmo’s talked about you a lot and I’m just glad to be able to help you out.” He laughed a lot when he spoke

“Asmo’s talked about me?” Lusin finally stopped him there. “What did she say?” 

“Oh,” Derek stopped for a moment. “Nothing bad. She’s just been worried about you.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Well, uh, hey,” Derek moved the conversation. “You’ve got a room here, and you’re welcome to use the living room space. It’s like half empty after the last guy. I’ve got a TV set up with a PS5, you’re welcome to use it – oh! And your bathroom is yours. I’ve got one in the master.”

They went over furniture, or more like Derek talked mostly and Lusin replied with what he was bringing, what kitchen items he had as his new roommate went on about what was nearby, that the pizza place was good and the thrift store two blocks away was expensive and that smoking was okay if it was on the balcony and maybe they should put a plant out there. Lusin hoped that Derek wasn’t going to be quite this talkative all the time at around the same time Derek apologized for it, saying he was just excited to meet him. Why Lusin was getting this sort of treatment he didn’t know, and what exactly his sister had said about him he didn’t, either. Obviously this guy had an idea of him in his head already, and he desperately wished he knew what that looked like. 

“Well, Derek,” Lusin said, and then paused. “That, that is your name, right?”

“Huh, what, did someone tell you something different?” Derek asked with a marked annoyance in his voice, as if he wanted to know the culprit. 

“No, I just–”

“Oh! Are you asking if I'm a mauvis?” Derek laughed, and was jolly again. “No, no, I’m a human.”

 “What kind of human would Asmo trust with something like this?” Lusin spoke before he realized, vocalizing a quick thought, and later felt it might come off as rude. Did that matter? Who the fuck was this guy? 

“Oh don’t worry about that,” Derek said. “Let’s just say I’ve already proven I’ve got skin in the game. Besides, Asmo is my friend - like a good friend. Her brother is like, duh, of course I’m going to help him out.”

Asmo, his sister, becoming good friends with someone? What did they do, blow up an MC van together? Asmo always had acquaintances, and maybe something similar to friends back when they were kids, but they never seemed to last or be particularly deep. Asmo kept to herself - even when she visited with his friends, who considered themselves friends with her, she hardly spoke. For her to be that close with a human? There had to be more there, or Asmo had changed when he wasn’t looking. 

But seriously, a human? 

“I promise,” Derek said, after noticeable silence from the other end. “You’re safe with me, man.”                        

“If Asmo trusts you, I have no reason not to,” Lusin conceded. He could tell that his face was still in a frown - he supposed he still didn’t really like it. He had met plenty of human sympathizers in his life, he hung out with some, but living with one seemed an extra vulnerability, especially after living alone for so long. 

“Good to hear, dude,” Derek said. “Look, if you’ve got any questions about the place shoot me a text. See you in a week!”

“See you in a week…” Lusin stared at his phone after hanging up the call.

A week. Less than, actually. It would be in five days - his last day of work in two. 

He got in his car and started it up. He could pack more up later. He felt an itch, a need to move, one he hadn’t in years. A need to drive through the city, careen up its mountains, weave through its hills and end up somewhere new and unseen and green. He drove through the east part of town until he hit the Blue Ridge Parkway, turning onto its wide roads and coming into view of the entire vista it had to offer. Rows of the smoke that caressed the valleys of the mountains, their blue forms fading effortlessly back as they passed hundreds of miles into Tennessee. The sweep of the cliff as it peeled down to reveal the mountains before being caught back up with trees, only to disappear once again and reveal the sight behind them. He listened to the same album that he always found himself playing with Kaim and Dante in the car - outside their usual listening preferences, but something they all came together for regardless. The bright, acoustic guitar mixed with a singing-saw accompanied the voice of an untrained singer who belted out his lyrics loud and full. They found themselves singing them as loud as they could, their voices coming together in an almost ritualistic harmony. 

 He had never been able to get those moments out of this place in his memory - the place for the other-worldly moments that shimmered differently than the rest.

I am listening to hear where you are….

Even though he sang it alone, now, it brought back something in the power of those moments. Something he could hardly place into words, a moment of connection - of true connection. 

He stopped the car on a small overlook on the top of a large, climbing hill. The view was perfect - a sweeping vista in the darkening sky overlaid with oranges and purples and pinks, cut into by the mountains far away - a sweeping, kudzu-covered hill gently rolling into the distance. As he got out he left the door ajar, letting the music play.          

There’s no reason to grieve…

As he looked out over the hills, he felt as though he should have been swallowed by them long ago. He wondered why they hadn’t taken him in by now - why the mountains had not somehow laid claim to him. They felt as ancient Gods, as spiritual immortals, as a conscious Earth. Every moment experienced in them, did they not remember them? He imagined the mountains were forms that crossed space and time, and that somewhere that past was within them, playing out over again.

And I will take you and leave you alone…

The mountains - they were his. His ancestor’s, maybe, but more so his. They felt as if they were protectors, but that’s not true, since it was their shape itself that had caused so much devastation with the flooding. Still, he couldn’t help but shake the feeling that they were a living, breathing thing watching over him. 

Over your eyelids, and all you did…

The mountains were his, and yet he sacrificed everything to stay in them, to afford to stay in them. He was being forced out of his home, but he had no other choice. Economics and politics had moved him where it hadn’t for generations - and yet, there was more than that. It was time to leave. Nothing remained here for him. 

“Will wait until the point when you let go,” he sang quietly to himself.  

—--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

[bookmark: _asdp5qnmujvn]Chapter 4:

The white place he found himself in his dreams appeared like no other white he had seen before. White is the presence of all colors at once, an additive function of light -  this white felt as though it was the additive function of all. Everything that made up the world came together to create a plenary space, one of totality that existed together and indiscernible of its separate parts. The way that blue, red, and green are not discernible from white, neither were any individual thing discernible in the white place. Moving through it as he did seemed to disturb its surface, like a ripple on a lake - a chromatic aberration blooming from his form and surrounding him. The waves pulled out the colors from the whiteness, the voices from the steady din of silence, forms into material space. Somehow it seemed that it always, from this, tumbled out things inside and outside of him that were personal. Whether his presence there caused it to churn out these things, or whether he was somehow creating these images in his mind out of whatever truly lay before him he did not know.

Lost in his nostalgia before he slept, it felt as though his heart longed for those memories to be felt. This aspect of will somehow changed the space around him, pulling him along small flashes of his history. Moving like ticker-tape, as if in stills and fragments. The smile of a human boy he played with as a child. The laughter of his mother over a book she read to them. The feeling of his hands sliding down a maple guitar neck and pulling at bass strings. Dantelin’s mouth opened in laughter, head thrown back. A moment of anguish, total and complete. An old girlfriend, fingers intertwined and embracing. A movie on a Saturday with friends. A loveless blowjob. Rain on his skin. The embrace of his father. A menial task at his first job. Looking in awe at a sunset over the mountains. A fight with a friend, a moment of mouth open in scream and hands gesticulating. Kaim on the floor of the dorm room, him on the couch, drunk out of their minds. Lips on skin. Eating the dew from honeydews, stomping, running through the woods. Asmo was there, balancing on a log, cradling flowers in her small hands, leading the way, recoiling at the salamander he found, placing her hand in the cool waters of a creek. Her fingers, small, as the clear water rushed over them, obfuscating their shape with every deviation of the stream like cracked glass. The soft feeling of river moss on a rock under his feet. Her hand making sure he didn’t fall.

The memories seemed to coalesce around this moment, slowing down as if settling in. The little Asmo with her hand in the water looked at him, pulled it out and stood up from her squat, carefully tucking her dress under her. She wore something she didn’t back then, Lusin was sure - the white dress. She peered up at him with the huge, wide eyes of a child. “Why are you so afraid?” 

“I’m not,” he said. He heard himself as though he was a third person observer, seeing his own lips move as he spoke. 

Little Asmo frowned with an expression that Asmo would not get until much later - her flat, supercilious gaze. “You’re a coward, you know.” She crossed the space to him in an instant, returning to the white space, an adult now. She poked him hard on the chest with a single finger. “You couldn’t save him, and you’ve just been running away.”

“Shut up,” he said, again. 

The memory tried to find its way in - a single flash, so quickly as to be almost unseen. It appeared beneath the surface like a buoy, pushed, resurfacing, only to be stuffed again.  

“Oooh, I see,” Asmo appeared below him, peering up at him as he grabbed his head. He was somewhere within his transformation, but he could not figure where. Hot breath escaped him. “You’re not afraid.”

Kaim, on his back, splayed out, peering at him as Lusin scurried along the ground, pulled himself backwards.

“You’re guilty.” 
Looking at him with unfocused eyes, eyes looking somewhere beyond him he could not see. The blood, the screaming, the gunshots, the pain, the scrambling. The eyes. 

They had never stopped staring.

—-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


It was five days later he found himself saying goodbye to those mountains, finally, as he crossed into Kentucky in his moving van. Tennessee had been the last of them, and now they flattened out into careening hills that moved across the fields and farms. The towering rock faces where highway had been blasted through, the evergreen trees and crawling kudzu laid behind him, and as he drove through it became flatter and flatter. By the time he reached Indiana it was almost unnervingly flat, as though he could see too much of the horizon, too much land laid out before him. The ten hour drive dragged on alone, punctuated by full albums back to back. Eventually he became tired of music, and wanting something to help him realize just why he was moving at all, he put on an old podcast he used to listen to. A mauvian politics podcast - he had to pull it up at the gas station, as it was hosted the same way it always had been, as links on a tucked-away website. 

“Welcome back to Zhenra and Krenzha in the morning. Today we talk about: the upcoming deadline for the ID requirement,” the podcast started with the voice of a man, maybe in his late 30s. Zhenra. A good radio voice, but one that sounded worn and perhaps still a little angry. “Three months left for everyone to either identify as mauvis or submit to the HMK blood test. The blood test takes about this long to come back, so if you need a human ID for work, you better get that done soon. That is, assuming you're human.”

“I wonder how many of our listeners are,” said a female voice with a small laugh. Krenzha. “Allies are essential to this resistance, more so now than ever.”

“I think it's bullshit,” said the man. “To have to need these, like, human chaperones. Humans to vouch for you. In some states a mauvis can get hired at a normal job if a human can confirm their respectability. To think that we are being so infantilized when we’re literally two feet taller and can break humans like a twig!”

“Now Zhenra, don't go saying stuff like that on tape,” said the woman. “I mean, that's what they say they're afraid of. Why they've got to keep us on these leashes.”

Lusin nodded along. Depending on the state, that leash looked vastly different. The worst of them, like Louisiana, Texas, Florida, Indiana - they had a goal of 100% mauvian elimination. Anyone with a “mauvis” on their IDs was banned by law from owning or renting and from working anywhere that wasn’t, essentially, at United Power or their subsidiaries. They didn’t say it, of course, but one needed a rigorous license in order to hire mauvis - and the only ones to receive that license have been U.P. The rest of the south only had these laws de facto - North Carolina included. Without any laws saying one couldn’t refuse mauvis, almost everyone did. The liability was just too much. The podcast was referring to a few states on that in-between line, Ohio, Kansas, Idaho, that allowed mauvis to sub-let from a human or for a mauvis to work outside UP with a human “character witness.” 

“We’ve got two very different politician statements this week,” said Zhenra. “One from Senator Strong from Florida and one from Governor Fritz of Illinois. You can start with Florida, Krenzha.” 

“Senator Strong stated during a podcast appearance last week that the goal for his state was to, quote, ‘harness the power of mauvis without the cataclysmic destruction,’” said Krenzha. “At one point the christian podcaster interviewing him asked if he was worried about using the ‘power of satan for human gain’-”

Zhenra and Lusin both groaned.

“And Mr. Strong stated that it was man’s job to keep demons out of society, but the act of using our labor for clean energy was beneficial to God’s earth,” Krenzha continued. “They went on to talk about the new UP sub contractor program and how it was being slowly rolled out to various companies throughout the state.” 

“Meanwhile, Governor Fritz of Illinois gave a fiery address to his constituents,” said Zhenra. “Just listen…”

 	“Here in Chicago, we’re known as the city of broad shoulders. Illinois has been a home for those who have felt unsafe in their communities for hundreds of years, and that is not going to stop now. We know that mauvis are people just like we are, and they, too, are capable of bearing the weight of our fellow man. We refuse to back down under any federal pressure to restrict the movement of mauvis within our borders to live, to work, to enjoy everything this state has to offer,” - Lusin recognised it as the governor, alright. He had always liked the man, and while he had heard similar statements before, this was one of the strongest. What was it like there, he wondered. He had been stuck hiding for so long that the idea of not was intoxicating.

But the line about federal pressure stuck out like a rusty nail. Mauvis Control was a federalized force exactly because of the patchwork nature of state laws. Governor Fritz was a smart man, but up against the feds, what would he be able to do? 

He shook it off. Lusin’s goal was not to end up at a United Power campus, working to nothing for a shot at a small treat from the company store, never leaving, shuttered off in another world controlled by The Company. 

 Even after all the revolutionary fervor had faded into burn-out and ennui, the idea filled him with rage and dread that pulled up a fire inside him he thought had gone out. One that he had let die, working every day as a “human”, lording himself over the lesser and unprivileged mauvis underclass that had the misfortune of not looking right. 

He reminded himself his goal was to survive, not to change the world. His blood pressure lowered, and the subtle twitchy movements of his muscles that indicated holding back transformation subsided.

The podcast continued, talking about passing mauvis - how they accounted for nearly 35% of all mauvis, how that fact scared humans shitless. The idea that anybody could be one of them, how that created the onerous identification law enacted eight months ago. He knew about all of it already, other than the 35% statistic. Had heard it over and over, really, since the ID law was passed. Humans were afraid of mauvis, but even more so they were afraid that they had no control over knowing who really was and who wasn’t. 

He flipped off the podcast once he was half way between Indianapolis and the Illinois border. He wasn’t sure how anyone would notice, but he wanted to be safe. He would have to drive through Gary, Indiana – there was no good alternative route to Chicago. 

Gary had once been a desolate, crumbling, dead factory town; a hotbed of illegal activity and crumbling houses and overdoses. Now, however, it had been transformed by the illustrious businessmen of United Power - a massive mauvian fueled power plant facility and its sprawling campus turned it into a glistening city of progress. The plant fed the electricity needs for a large swath of Chicagoland and parts of Indiana as well, although Illinois had been building alternative power sources such as nuclear or solar as tensions between the two states rose. People in Chicago had been putting pressure on the state as a safe haven for mauvis that was nonetheless powered by their exploitation - but the decision to divest was also largely a strategic one. If UP decided to cut off Chicago, half the city would go dark. The plant in Gary was the largest UP owned, and its headquarters. Gary had been essentially purchased by them; a company town for all of the human workers, brightened up and a fresh sheen placed upon it for the shareholder meetings. Mauvian workers were not often able to afford, or even allowed, a vehicle, mainly confined to the UP campus.

Lusin had been nervous since entering Indiana, but now in order to get to his destination he had to go into the belly of the beast. The moment he flicked his blinker on to exit onto I-90 that took him through Gary into Chicago he felt his stomach turn over. 

On the interstate you could see it - the tall buildings and the many giant stacks, their turbines spewing out hot steam into the atmosphere. Mauvian power worked as a steam plant, where inside the workers together heated giant metal rods that turned liquid to gas. In turn the steam moved the turbines that generated the electricity and spewed out into the air. Its placement next to Lake Michigan guaranteed it a large source of water. 

In front of the plant was the building where the mauvian workers lived - a brutalist slab lit by spotlights that surely must shine through the small windows. What kind of life was afforded to the people living there? Could they love, could they mingle, could they, he didn’t know – dream?

The photos they displayed in ads were always of these expansive rooms or even separate houses, but everyone knew only a very few who had been chosen as “managers” could access that sort of thing. The regular rooms were only ever seen online in posts quickly taken down or secret messaging groups. They were miniscule and not well-kept - a family of three fitting into a room smaller than his old studio apartment. Singles looked like those micro-apartments in documentaries on Tokyo real estate, except if it was in some sort of dingy concrete dungeon.

That was at the plant, however. Beyond it, further down the highway and across the road, was the “contractor fleet”. United Power wasn’t just power anymore - they were everything related to harnessing power from mauvis, including general labor. They housed you, they fed you, they gave you all your basic needs where people could not otherwise get it. No one to rent to you, no one to employ you - there was U.P., ready to contract your labor out to the various industries who could use the strength or heat from seven-foot beasts. A middle-man who raked in the profits and then sold your life back to you as a complete package. 

There was a large, one-story warehouse that seemed to stretch back farther than an aircraft hangar, and to the side two hulking towers cutting into the night sky like enormous blades. These buildings were meant to display, to those inside and outside, that they were sturdy and strong - unable to be harmed by the dangerous inhabitants. Reinforced concrete and stone with minimal glass and little ornamentation save for reinforcement around the edges of windows or the corners of the building. It, too, was lit with spotlights, each set climbing up and up its long body. Over twenty stories tall each - housing over four-thousand mauvis and their children. 

He saw on the blue exit sign places to stop for gas, for fast food, for lodging. There had to be some sort of city around UP, somewhere other than Chicago for the human parts of the business to live. The company advertised that sometimes the high performing mauvis, the big guys to live up to and aspire to, had their own neighborhood of single family homes, but at the Gary plant they all were in a shorter, stouter building in front of the towers. Still, Gary was a town before U.P. came along, and those remaining there must still be living within its borders. In a sign of good will, accused of gentrification of a poor and desolate population, U.P. had started up programs to help the locals with new housing, with drug rehabilitation, with programs to end homelessness. U.P. had actually situated itself as a private sector answer to homelessness - erasing it across the mauvian population and helping homeless humans wherever they built. The truth is that any mauvis on the street got shot by Mauvis Control or ended up in jail working for them anyway.

The people accepting that bargain had only grown as the pressure around got stronger and some places actively dangerous. He wondered how many mauvis from Chicago ended up at the Gary UP plant. Could he really make it in the city? Being this close to the plant scared him, as if it might have a gravity that pulled him in and locked him forever in place. How could it be that it powered the city but did not pull it in, did not force out every mauvis from its protections? However, Asmo worked as a cyber security programmer. Ori at a grocery store. Kit as a bartender. Dante at a record shop. Normal, every-day jobs. 

Then he passed it - sprawling, large – a building far away from the main campus but unmistakably part of it. It sat away from the interstate, significantly in the distance, but due to its sheer size and the flat nature of the land you could see it easily. It stretched on, imperceptibly long, five stories tall. It had no windows at all other than the first floor, which were reinforced with thick metal bars. Thick and concrete, with the ends of rebar sticking out to make you aware of their presence. It was surrounded by thick white walls and further by double-tall fencing so covered in razor wire it resembled balls of steel wool lining the ground. If you followed from the entrance you could see, along the fenced entry-way, high guard towers and the unmanned drone-operated turrets. 

This building held the United States Mauvian Penitentiary - Gary, IN. Any mauvis that committed any crime could end up here. Being the way that they are, how could you have any other kind of facility than maximum security? The individual states not having the resources to control such beasts, the federal government had stepped in thirty-five years ago to federalize all mauvian penitentiaries. In Indiana specifically, as it was back in North Carolina, transforming in public was a crime in itself, usually tacked onto other charges from public nudity all the way to attempted murder. The state did the prosecuting - the feds did the punishment. When Lusin’s father was arrested when he turned sixteen for public transformation, he also got public drunkenness and attempted murder, due to being in himself a weapon. The judge was fairly sympathetic, but he still served eight years, getting out when Lusin was in his mid twenties and only escaping re-hiring by U.P. with help from old friends.

 Nobody was able to visit him, then. They allowed visitation technically, sure - but it was a bureaucratic nightmare and they often moved people as far away from family as possible to avoid it. Phone calls were allowed once per month - often his father used his one call to call friends or other family or his lawyer, such that he and Asmo each got a call only a few times a year. In such facilities a seldom few went in, and nobody ever went out.

That is, unless it was to go to work. United Power had swooped in on golden wings twenty-five years ago to put them all on a new, sustainable power grid. Why spend all this money on taking care of these criminals when there was money that could be made and a planet to save? It was a system where you put in biofuel and got out clean steam energy, and all the components were right there in the hands of the state. The issue of controlling them was easy - they had forfeited the social contract by committing a crime, after all, and not being human why would there be any obligation to dignity? For the low-level it was a wrist band that would track you and, if it detected tampering, administer a lethal dose of cyanide. For the high-level, truly dangerous mauvis - the feral ones - they upgraded it to a collar with shock functions and explosives. This is also what the MC caught you in, as handcuffs were difficult to get onto someone two feet taller than you.

That is, if they even got that far. If MC was called they’d slip those collars around your neck after, presumably, you surrendered or were incapacitated by the high capacity stun guns or bear mace. The over-size of the tasers was nothing against the ridiculously large Desert Eagle 50 handguns the MC wore on their other hip, and they often brought an arsenal of guns to any interaction where they were called in specifically. Even then, what mauvis would surrender? When you’ve fully transformed because of fear and adrenaline, you feel invincible. With how much it takes to get you to go down, it feels true. Every fiber of your being calls for “fight” instead of “freeze”. Even if you have the wherewithal to run, there’s a reason the MC will roll up six, ten, fifteen deep. They box you in. You have to fight through them for any chance at all at getting out.

He’s seen it himself. He’s fought himself, and won. And ran. More than once. 

Not everyone is that lucky. 

He stewed in these thoughts long past the penitentiary or the UP campus. Finally, he passed the Illinois state border and the skyline of Chicago became clear, and he willed them away. He was supposed to leave the ghosts behind at home.

That view before him, the towers to the sky representing thousands of lives lived, soon surrounded him like outstretched arms. A whiplash from the horror just over the border, something in them really did seem to embody a little glimmer of hope. Lusin thought maybe that was just the poetry of a city - the possibilities in its vastness. The buzz of people going about their lives. He texted his sister at a stop light that he was nearby - Asmo and the band were there to help him unpack. The clock on his dash said about 7pm, and the city was moving beside him between brick buildings and duplexes. Stone edifices with intricate reliefs - family dollars with parking lots. Peeling steel street overpasses held together with thick rivets. He passed through a park and onto a street lined with trees, noticing buildings associated with a nearby university. Eventually his GPS app told him he had arrived.

A stout, three story brick building stood before him, several apartments long with brick walkways in between that overlooked the quiet street. He saw Dante looking down from one on the third floor, hanging over the white stone that lined the half-wall, and rolled down his window.

“Where do I park?” he asked. The street parking was completely full.

“That’s the fun part, you don’t!” Dante called down to him. “Put that bitch’s flashers on and let’s get it done quick!” 

“I got the permit for you,” called Asmo, walking out of the apartment door to join Dante on the way down the stairs. The rest followed, Ori and Kat, and a short man with asian features, slightly chubby, with bleached yellow-blonde hair that faded into dark sideburns and a sparse, stubbly beard. 

Lusin was expecting a handshake when Derek introduced himself and held out his hand, but he went in for the full “dap”, pulling Lusin into a one sided slap hug. 

“It's so good to finally meet you, dude!” Derek exclaimed. “Welcome to casa-de-Derek, which is now casa-de-you.”

Lusin smiled and attempted introductions, but found himself surprised at his lack of comfort. Locking himself away for so long, he had lost a good bit of his personable nature he had had in his earlier 20s. That and Derek was very… Outgoing.

They pulled the moving van’s shutter door open with a loud thunk, and began moving boxes from the small but tightly packed bed. 

Lusin entered his new apartment and laid down his box, taking in his new home. Derek showed him around - the living room with an overstuffed, comfortable couch, lazy-boy chair and large flat screen TV. The brick balcony that overlooked the small, full parking lot behind the building and contained two chairs and a small table with an ashtray. The cramped kitchen that was clean and devoid of much on the counters save for a coffee machine and toaster - Derek must eat out a lot. Lusin’s new room, relatively spacious for the city, with a small closet and hard wood floors. 

They brought the boxes in one by one, a bookshelf they placed in his new room, the bed and pieces of the frame, the desk. In no time they had the van emptied and were popping open cold beers to a job well done. 

“I'll go with you to return the van,” said Asmo. 

As he pulled himself up to the driver's seat and started the engine, he waited for Asmo to begin. He was surprised when she said: “I'm glad you're here.”

“Huh?”

“I’m glad you moved in,” she said, with an uncharacteristic sweetness. 

He followed the GPS down unfamiliar streets, slightly nervous from driving in the city. “Thanks,” he mumbled. “For getting me a place to stay.”

“He owes me,” she said. 

“A human, though?” Lusin looked over at her at a stop light, raising an eyebrow. “You?”

“He’s trustworthy. He does good work,” she said matter of factly. Good work, huh? The kind of work Asmo did was as a programmer, and he wondered if that's what she meant. Programming what, for whom? 

“Is he in your resistance group?” Lusin asked, finally. 

“Yes,” she replied. “Where else would I meet a human I'd trust?”

“Well, I ain’t joinin’ it.” His southern accent came out when he was angry, and the agitation within him was welling up. His grip tightened around the wheel. “I don't wanna be a part of it.”

Asmo sat in silence for a moment. Was she thinking, or just letting the silence do the talking for her? Finally, she said “You'll see.”

“I'll see what?” he spat. 

“That it’s the best option,” Asmo said. “This city is good to us, Lui, but there is nowhere that's safe.”

“I’m not. Gettin’. Involved.” Anger was rising up within him, and his rational mind was taking a back seat. He could feel his composure slipping. He wouldn't let it happen with anyone else but her. “If you think you can just move me in wit’ some human resistance boy and that that’s what's goin’ to win me over, you are mistaken, Azie.” 

“I don’t think anything,” she said cooly. He was growing increasingly enraged, and when he looked over at her and her face betrayed no emotion it only pissed him off more. 

“You got some kind of a plan, and I’m tellin’ you, I am out of that stuff. I just want to survive and live my fucking life,” he said, stomping on the breaks as a car cut him off and cursing the other driver.

“Lui, you’re getting the shakes,” she said. “Relax.”

“I ain’t gettin’ anything!” he shouted, and noticed his voice came out more snarling than he expected. Hell, he thought. She’s right. He took a deep breath and centered himself the way he had been taught. Imagining a circle opening and closing in time with his breath, in and out in waves. Besides, if he didn’t calm down he was liable to scratch the van, which the rental woman in Asheville had been very keen to tell him would not be cheap. “I’m just saying, Asmo. You can do whatever you want - hell, I hope you burn it all down - but I can’t. I can’t do it again.” 

“I promised to keep you safe,” Asmo said, a phrase he had heard many times before. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

“I don’t care what happens to me, Azie,” Lusin sighed. His phone buzzed, letting them know it was their turn. He pulled into the van lot and went through the returns process. The moments in between, when the clerk went to the back or out front to check the van, were awkward and silent.

Eventually they were out, and Asmo led the way back to the apartment. They walked in silence to the train station. He people-watched as they went, trying to figure out something in the faces as they passed. What kind of people lived here? What were their lives like? He saw a lot of average looking people of different races, and he was reminded how white Asheville skewed and how bursting with trust-fund rastas, alt chicks, and californian hipsters it could be. Here he was in a huge city, living far far away from his bubble in the mountains. There were families, college kids, teenagers, business men, socialites, tweakers, partiers - and mauvis. The first he saw was wearing obvious contacts, and the next one he noticed was just walking around without them. People paid them no mind in particular, and they looked no better or worse off than anyone else. He wanted to ask Asmo about it, but wasn’t sure what he’d say. 

When they got onto the L-train he ended up sitting directly across from another mauvis. For reasons he did not understand, his heart skipped a beat, and anxiety rose within him. Why was he nervous? Had he really become like that?

 The mauvis in front of him was maybe in his mid twenties, native, with his long dark hair tied up. He wore a tank top and shorts in defiance of the weather, and his corn-yellow eyes looked down at his phone. A young boy got on at the next stop and began to sit next to him in an empty spot, but the kid’s mother quickly scooped him up and both stood, looking away. When the boy complained, his mother simply told him he was not to sit there. 

So, things aren’t completely different…

These were scenarios he had seen play out when he was younger back home, back when seeing a mauvis in public was normal. They’d wear clothes out of season, they wouldn’t put in contacts, and people would pull their children away. It felt as if, maybe, this place was fifteen years behind - or fifteen years of being able to hold the line. The line of tension between humans and mauvis that, when unraveled, seemed to never end. 

Lusin continued staring at the mauvis across from him so long that he looked up from his phone and stared directly at him. Lusin suddenly was aware of himself, and sheepishly began to think of something to say. Asmo looked at the man, nodded her head towards Lusin, and the man nodded back before returning to his phone. 

“You vouching for my street cred, now?” Lusin whispered to her with a smirk. 

“Something like that,” she said.

His smile faded. He didn’t like it. 

When they got off the L and made it to street level, he took in a deep breath of the city. The cars, most of which had moved over to abundant electric after UP’s energy revolution, idled and honked. The lights of neon signs buzzed and the street lamps and store fronts shimmered with the ineffable energy of a city. 

“This is my home now, huh?” Lusin thought out loud. 

“It’s not a bad place to be,” she said, turning back to look at him as they walked. “Anything you would want to do, you can find it in Chicago.”

“What do you do, Asmo?” Lusin asked. He had never known his sister to be one who went out and did things, although she did used to come to his shows. 

She shrugged. “I go to piano bars sometimes. Jazz clubs. I like to take my laptop to coffee shops. It's…” she trailed off, staring in front of her. “It's nice. To be able to go out.” 

He was reminded, and felt a pang of guilt, that she had never gone out much to begin with due to how she looked. He remembered all the times he had to vouch for her, stand up for her - they both ended up in detention a lot as kids. All the ways, large and small, that people made her feel unwelcome and out of place. It was the reason he had gone to a public high school and she had been homeschooled in a small mauvian co-op, why he went to college and she decided to get her degree online. Now, somehow, their roles had reversed when he wasn’t looking. 

Lusin searched for the right words to say. He hadn’t been thinking about her, how she felt about things. I’m sorry didn’t seem right. I’m happy you can be free here didn’t sound right, either. Finally, he said “I’m looking forward to going out on the town together.” 

“As am I,” she said, a light smile warming her face. Thinking to herself you’ll see.

You’ll see it all, soon enough.

[bookmark: _26f6n2hekiys]Chapter 5:

It only took Lusin a day to get his things unpacked. He kept his playstation packed away, bringing out the games and controllers to mix with Derek’s, and placed a bookshelf on the far end in an empty space near the door. The kitchen, which was mainly empty, was filled the most with his things out of any shared space - mauvis have to eat, and there was a point where he actually cooked quite a bit. In his room he had his bed, a wooden desk, a rug, his guitar and amp, and an 8-way storage cube. Out in the living room he added his books, the couple-dozen that he had kept for himself and some old DVDs. The storage cube in his room was for various trinkets and objects, memories he couldn’t bring himself to toss. An action figure given to him as a kid, a sculpture made by a friend in college, a basket weaved by his grandmother, a small chess set given to him by his father, a small standing cork board with various metal pins of places he’d been. Finally he came to the last box, one he had carefully transported in the front seat of the van. He almost didn’t want to open it, but the point, he reminded himself, of the objects inside was to display them prominently. 

Inside, encased in ample bubble wrap, were two glass sculptures - one about ten inches tall, and one around twelve. They were each abstract shapes that resembled ornate tear drops, with the tail consisting of two interconnected, swirling, stubby strands. Their shape appeared deliberately imperfect in a way that complimented the colors inside, streaks cascading and twirling, encased in crystal clear glass. One was full of hues of blue and purple, like a sun rise just as it becomes dawn - the other vibrant oranges and reds like a flame. Mixed within the colors was something gray and flecked, suspended inside as if being poured into it from some unseen cup.

One was his mother’s, the other, Kaim’s. 

An old mauvis tradition - glass that is melted in a furnace and then molded by hand, with the ashes of the dead mixed in. Everyone close to the deceased receives a sculpture, the larger ones going to immediate family. Somehow several mauvian societies had sprung up in history that independently had something like this, something to do with mixing ashes into heated materials. After globalization and the intermixing of mauvian cultures, several styles of these kinds of objects came under a single name - n’gaqsk aq-khensk - which translates to something like “sacred memory object of the dead”, but in English they called it “memento mori”, after the latin phrase. 

As he carefully unwrapped them he placed them on the top of his shelf, first his mother’s, then Kaim’s. After each one he joined his hands together, intertwined at the second knuckle, and spoke to himself a prayer in mavian, his pronunciation a little off from his human form. “Ha' n'gaqhana ra-Qa - qar ra khalt” – The energy the dead are taken into - may it connect and bind us. 

Lusin had always enjoyed the ways that mauvian culture - the mythos, the religion - integrated with the language. Its structure was very different from English - working in the beginning, ending, and potential of states rather than tense. His mother had always been the one to teach the family - even his father had been raised fairly unconnected from Mauvian culture, and listened to her lessons just as intently as the rest. When she died, Asmo took over that role. He had always been the one out in human society, interacting with that world, whereas Asmo had been more connected with the Mauvian community, more in touch with it than he was. That made her the more powerful mauvis, but he had no need for power in a world like this. Petty things like who got the better end of the bargain went nowhere as kids and young adults - and Lusin had learned that truly, it did not matter. Their experiences with being mauvis were fundamentally different, simply coming down to looks. 

She had chastised him many times for being “too human” and forgetting who he was. Usually when he would forget some detail of a fable, or misinterpret some teaching, or bring up some human activity she did not get to do. Their mother had always been fun to learn from, exciting, full of joy. Maybe that was just because she died when he was barely twelve and he had been a momma's boy. Asmo, instead, taught him like an instructor with a grading system but the volatile emotionality of a teenager. 

He had gotten a habit over time of mumbling to himself in Mauvian around the house to practice, as Asmo would sometimes not talk to him in anything else, and before he would even try to talk through it with her he had to practice somehow. It was a habit he held onto now - except he rarely uttered it out loud after that time he got into a bar fight because of it. 

When their mother died, Asmo retreated even further into her heritage and identity. Lusin never felt like he had one to retreat into, or that perhaps if he did he would not be welcomed in it. More than once he had gone to qakreshdan - the church of the mauvian religion - and someone he hadn’t met yet would be incredulous that he was, in fact, related to Asmo. It was the co-op attached to this church where Asmo had gone to school, and he himself had been schooled until half-way through fifth grade - until the ‘06 Incident forced it to close. Qakreshdan became underground and he hadn’t been to one in years, but often during his Part Punk years he’d go in human form and feel the difference in the way people looked at him, interacted with him. Parted out he was respected, mauvis were comfortable with him. In his human form they knew he was one of them, but the familiarity and comfort they showed around him was markedly cut. 

“Nu zheresh. Sa renen selkhen,” he said quietly to the empty room. Don’t worry. I still remember what I learned. Chastizing himself for getting carried away with those kinds of thoughts again. 

He opened the window of the room and let in the air. Putting his head out the window, he could feel the breeze of the Windy City roll over him. The crisp night air smelled remarkably fresh for a city. Maybe it carried in from the lake, he thought, remarking to himself how it smelled less like piss than Asheville had. He couldn’t see some spectacular view from the apartment window - just the street in front and the edifice of another brick building with smatterings of trees. Still, there was something on the air that spoke to him of the potentiality of the place - all the lives buzzing around him. 

In mauvian mythology, Qa was a universal energy, beyond mortal comprehension. It was all powerful, always existing and to always exist. Each individual soul was a seed of Qa bound in the flesh which returned to it upon death, taking with it all the knowledge and energy it had accrued. It is in this way that Qa itself evolves. Mauvis are more sensitive to it than humans, the barriers that hold in place their soul thinner. It is from Qa that they derive their heat and transformation powers. It is Qa that connects and binds together each soul like nodes on a network - acting as a collective unconscious. 

He wondered if the humans felt this sort of thing in the city, too. 

“Hey dude!” Lusin turned around to see Derek in the doorway, leaning on the frame and pulling on a jacket. “How’s it coming along?” 

 “Finished my last box,” he said, pointing to the pile of broken down cardboard boxes on his bed. 

“That’s everything, huh? Well, welcome in,” Derek’s friendliness was honestly quite genuine, but Lusin couldn’t help but be searching for this guy’s…in. What he was really about. “I was about to go smoke this. Wanna join?” He held up a banana-shaped joint rolled in white papers. 

“No, thanks,” he said, and then paused. Derek looked legitimately sad to hear it, and Lusin felt a twinge of guilt. “I’ll join you though, for a smoke.” He took his cigarette packet out of his pocket and offered it as an explanation. 

The two went out onto their back porch, overlooking a small parking lot for those renters who paid the extra fee, and another street of split levels behind it. Lusin shook his head, thinking to himself how many discussions always seem to happen on apartment porches. Maybe it was the only place people didn’t pull out their phones. 

Lusin lit his cigarette and watched as Derek struggled with his cheap clear plastic lighter. “Aw shit, stupid thing’s dead,” Derek mumbled under his breath, holding the sparking flint to the end of his joint and cupping it with his fingers. 

“Here,” Lusin produced a flame at the end of his fingertip, offering it to Derek. His eyes went wide at first, almost as if he was seeing something unfathomable, before settling into a smile. He graciously lit his joint and took a long dragging puff. 

“Now, see, that’s why having you as a roommate is a good idea,” Derek said. His grin settled well on his face, pulling his cheeks up and pinching the corner of his eyes. 

Yeah, for you, maybe. Lusin thought.

They smoked quietly for a moment, and Lusin worried perhaps he was making it awkward. He was about to say something before Derek broke the silence.

“I’m glad we got you here, man,” he said once again. “Chicago isn’t free, but it’s close.” 

“Yeah, entirely powered by U.P. right over the border,” Lusin scoffed. He noticed he was acting particularly sharp and didn’t like this feeling. He had isolated himself long enough, maybe he had forgotten how to be Lusin and also be around people. 

Derek’s chipper demeanor wavered for a moment, and Lusin shook his head internally at himself for being so jaded right off the bat. He couldn’t help it. When he was in college it was all about fighting the power, but the power had won for so long he couldn’t help but see everything as a battle lost. 

“Nowhere that isn’t U.P. powered anymore,” Derek said, looking away. He pressed his lips together in an awkward, fake smile, his eyes glossing over. “We’ve got a few nuclear plants, some solar farms out past the suburbs in like, Plainfield.” 

This guy’s trying to be nice to you, Lusin told himself. Don’t be a dick. Just talk to him like normal. 

“So I can just get a job here?” Lusin asked. “Even with a mauvian ID?” 

“I mean there’s some places that won’t hire you,” Derek shrugged. “But most people will. They really don’t give a shit, for the most part. Especially if you’re in manufacturing, or if you go work at the docks, or anything like that.” 

Lusin found that hard to believe. A silence crept back in, and Lusin told himself to make conversation. Like, normal conversation.

“So what did Asmo really say about me?” he blurted out instead. He felt as though he was getting off on unequal footing with this guy - Derek knowing more about Lusin than Lusin knew about him. What could his sister have possibly said about him? Was it somehow positive? There was this tiny spark of a thought within him that said how dare she. How dare she of all people talk about me to some strange human! But that thought did not reach the level of anything other than a subconscious emotion, and so by the time Lusin had it in his head, he was simply left with a general agitation. 

Derek snorted and laughed, and Lusin’s eyes narrowed. “She didn’t say anything bad! I told you, she mostly just talked about how she was worried about you.” 

“Anything else?” Lusin asked flatly.

Derek paused for a second, looking between Lusin and then away again at the road in front. He stammered, searching for a way to phrase what he wanted to say. “Uh, she told me you were in a band. A Part Punk band. Dalmur Narhana?”

“Oh,” Lusin let out a sigh. The way he talked about the band, she probably said something about Kaim. “So I assume she mentioned Kaim?” 

Derek offered Lusin his joint, and Lusin, already at the end of his cigarette, accepted. Fuck it, he thought. “Yeah,” Derek said. “She mentioned him. I, uh…I’m sorry to hear what happened to him.”

What would you know about it? Lusin thought, his face turning to a scowl. “She told you what happened, then.” 

Derek and Lusin again exchanged puffs of smoke in silence, taking the man’s approach to conversation seriously. There was something in the silence shared between two men that carried a weightiness, an understanding that could not be filled with something as clear as words. It filled the air and dissipated like the smoke around them. 

“You know,” said Derek, finishing the last puff and putting the roach out in an ashtray. “Asmo and I, we’re in the same, uh - group.” He seemed to be figuring out the best way to talk about it outside closed doors, where others might hear. “There’s a reason I’m in it. I can’t stand to see the pain and the suffering and the death, you know?” 

Lusin raised his eyebrows, but continued to listen instead of speak. He was always a believer in giving people enough rope with which to hang themselves, so to speak.

Derek’s calm friendliness shifted into a deep scowl as he continued speaking. An anger seemed to well up within him that was surprisingly sharp. “I don’t believe in Qakresh, but I know one thing, and that’s that there is something like true evil. It spreads like an illness. I can’t – I can’t watch it and not do anything. I don’t know, maybe it’s just me trying to not feel the guilt of it, but I have to do something. It’s my duty to do something.”

“Noble,” said Lusin. 

“Look, I…” Derek sighed. “I know I’m just a human and I’m sure you don’t trust it. Believe me when I tell you, man, that when I heard about what happened with Kaim I was so…so fucking angry. Asmo had to keep me from doing stupid shit, that kind of angry. Fuck, I know you probably are listening to me and thinking, like, look at this asshole, he didn’t even know him. Thinking he knows what this is like.” 

Spot on. “Not exactly.” 

“I don’t. I don’t have a clue what it’s like, man. Asmo told me that she was worried about you because you had stayed in Asheville after everyone left, and that she knew you probably didn’t get out much anymore. Of course, she wrapped it up in Qa talk,” Derek said with a laugh, leaning over the railing. “And I thought, like, fuck me. I have no clue what that feels like, but I can imagine the weight of the pain just making everything… stop. When she asked me to let you stay here, I was honestly really excited. I was excited to help.” 

Lusin had thought Derek’s earnestness was somewhat like a puppy dog, but there was more to it than that. The way he spoke he held little in - he seemed to voice thoughts as soon as they formed. His expressions did not believe anything underneath, no ulterior motive, no mask to the world. He laughed openly, he expressed without remorse for the words. Lusin had a difficult time believing that his interpretation was right - that Derek was as completely earnest as his face seemed to imply. He had been wrong before about plenty of people - especially humans. 

“So, like, don’t worry, ok? You seem really cool, honestly. I want to get to know you outside of Asmo. Like, what kind of hobbies do you have?” 

Lusin exhaled, trying to let out his tension with it. What came back in was the feeling that he was fuzzy and high, and it brought him down from a crescendo of his anxiety. “I used to go hiking. I like horror films,” he said finally. “I like to play single player RPGs. I listen to music and used to collect vinyl records. And I like to read. Anything at all, non fiction, fiction, doesn't matter.”

Derek's face lit up. He started rattling off immediately, asking questions like who his favorite director was (Kronenberg), what kind of RPGs he played (western and Japanese), his favorite bands (a long list in which Derek knew only a few), and admitting he knew little about books he went off on details about the Chicago Public Library with a plan to take Lusin himself. Derek grilled him further about TV shows and movies he had seen and ones that they were now, apparently, watching together. 

Lusin could tell that living with Derek was going to be much different than he had been living. Slowly over the course of their conversation he softened, feeling a warmth return to him he hadn’t in a long while. Maybe, he thought, it won’t be that bad out here. Maybe I can find it here, again. 

The mauvis had a concept of gaqanrhen - fulfilment of the meaning of being alive. He wasn’t sure how much he believed of the New Age-esque esoterism that went along with it, but he had always, on the back of his mind, been looking for it. A feeling of harmony for when you’ve found your place in the world. How exactly he was supposed to find a place, find a meaning in all of it he didn’t know. He had it, at one point - and it had been forcibly taken from him. He never let himself think that it could be found again. Asmo would probably say something like: “anything out of resonance can return again.” It was all flowing states, beginnings and stops and starts again, returns and perpetualities. 

To get it all in balance again, he knew there was something inside him, too, that had to be righted. Some wobbling top that he had to keep catching before it fell, spinning it again and again. 

“To live in a state that wants you dead, where everything is stacked against you, that’s what defiance is,” Kaim had said. “To eke out a life worth living from all the bullshit.” 

[bookmark: _atcjins7705c]Chapter 6:

Dalmur Narhana had never been an insanely popular band. The line between “diehard fan” and “a friend who comes to all of my shows” was blurry at best. They were known in the local community of Part Punk bands - a tradition that the area had a particular strength in, even with such a small population. Asheville had long been known as the place in North Carolina that attracted the weirdos - the hippies, the crust-punks, the eccentrics. The college they all attended was known in the University of North Carolina system as the place for the political activists and artists, those soft-of-heart and loud-of-voice. It was also one of the best at the time for mauvian applicants - its small size made the effective mauvian segmentation of larger colleges impossible, and its proximity to native lands and amount of white people gave it its own special kind of guilt that it felt the need to placate with something resembling acceptance. 

There was one small dorm building allocated to the mauvian population on campus - part of a larger series of dorms meant for upperclassmen, it had been hastily retrofitted when deciding to accept mauvian applicants not ten years prior to their acceptance. It had recently been “suspended”, ten years later, after everything. After the last election, the pressure on colleges to conform to the president’s anti-mauvian executive orders had been particularly strong, but the University caved pretty easily. They found themselves, back in the mid 2010s, in a strange moment of acceptance and ease of movement. Sure, it was difficult to navigate all the ways someone would respond to you - with rapt interest, disgust, fear, intrigue, strange excitement, coldness, awkwardness, violence, but it was still possible. It felt as though the anti-mauvian sentiments directly after 2006 had been, with ten years of time, quieted. Or at least not as culturally popular, at least there. 

The band flourished at the University not as a commercial endeavor, but exactly what it had set out to be. A band that played music that people listened to. Music and performing it had just seemed like something they had to do; a compulsion to express something that they couldn’t with words.

The first two to meet were Lusin and Kaim. The same freshman humanities elective was all it took to forge an almost immediate bond. During a lecture about the ancient world, Kaim had begun to go on to chastise the professor on a lack of mauvian history being taught - something that was not covered because, in part, there was little pre-contact history about mauvis at all. There were oral traditions that humans seldom spoke of as of value - simply fuzzy tales and not historical truth. Kaim knew this. He wanted to watch the professor squirm, maybe the class. Fumble over things. The professor decided to take from that a “good point of discussion” and Kaim had hit the jackpot, watching the debate bounce around him.

“Why do we care about a society that was like a few thousand deep, at best, living in huts in the woods?” one student had asked incredulously. Someone jumped in to condemn his ethnocentrism and colonial mindset. Another had taken up to defending the mauvis as an oppressed people simply living a different way of life, one more idyllic and quaint. At first Kaim and Lusin both thought she might have been a mauvis herself - she was pretty hot - but the way she ended her argument took the wind out of those sails quickly. They glanced at each other across the room and realized they had the same thought, both rolling their eyes and looking away in tandem. They had seen each other in passing in the halls of the mauvis-only dorm before, so Kaim knew right away they were the only two mauvis in there.

The discussion got off track quickly. Either the professor was not keeping it on topic or relishing in the free expression of ideas unbound by point. Before long it had drifted, as it often did, towards mauvis in general - how are they different, how are they the same, why they’re here, why they shouldn’t be. Safety. June 12th, 2006. How you have to do something, because they really could be anyone anywhere, and you don’t know them. You don’t know what they’re capable of. 

“Really, they could be anybody,” Lusin said. “So be careful who you talk to, zanej Gaqha.” 

It was there that the professor wrangled the discussion to a close. Soon it was over and students spilled out into the halls and onto the greenery of campus, and Kaim ran up to Lusin, clapping him on the shoulder. “Dude, that girl’s face when you spoke in mauvian, I wish I could’ve taken a photo!” 

“She was pissing me off,” said Lusin. 

“Hey, well, that makes two of us,” Kaim held out his hand. “Kaim. You go by Kevin in class, but…” 

“Lusin,” he said, taking his outstretched hand into a shake. 

Lusin followed Kaim to the designated campus smoking spot up the hill, where Kaim chain smoked and Lusin, not yet having picked up the habit, leaned on the park bench as they talked. The kind of excitable banter between two people out in the world for the first time, meeting others like them for the first time, engaging with big ideas for the first time. Their conversation meandered for several hours, veering into the philosophical, the practical realities of living in human society, and eventually to their mutual hobbies and interests. Time peeled away as they spoke, and both came away with a sense of almost infatuation with the other, enamored by the ease of conversation. Soon they found themselves at each other’s dorms continually - or rather, Lusin found himself at Kaim’s. Kaim’s roommate Dantelin was considerably better than Lusin’s, who was uptight and straight laced. 

Soon all three of them were staying up late, drinking, listening to music, and shooting the shit for hours. Deep conversations about their lives, drunken ramblings, stupid jokes or observations about “how things really are”. Talk of The Man, of Human Society, of the toil that never seemed to have a point, about the inescapability of the world around them, about what any of it meant. 
An ideology sprung up amongst them, one of Qakresh mixed with Jungian Psychology, Idealism, Panentheism, and Punk-Rock Socialism.  It was never dogmatic, never put clearly into words enough to pin down as a true way of thinking - simply the natural evolution of discussions and agreements over time. Lusin was an English and Communications double, Kaim was a music major with a philosophy minor, and Dantelin was in the Fine Arts program - all of them would bring back what they had learned in some class or other, debate but largely agree with each other, and drink.

Lusin and Kaim figured out early on they both played instruments. Kaim would often strum on his guitar during drinking sessions, and Lusin would sometimes bring his bass and jam with him. Dantelin had played the drums as a young teenager but fallen off while buckling down for college admissions - the other two coaxed him into playing again, signing him up for classes and getting him into the music department with Kaim. 

The naming came right away - requiring something that encompassed everything they wanted to say succinctly. Qakresh relied on the concept of balance and harmony, where the competing waves within Qa were together in resonance or dissonance. It was the connection between individuals with consciousness, the philosophical “subject”, who acted on Qa to bring it in resonance and whom Qa then, in turn, acted upon. Disconnection of individuals from each-other and anti-social machiavellianism became a force that destabilized Qa and the individuals connected to it, causing a run-away effect that had to be rectified through conscious effort; what they saw as acts of rebellion. Mauvian worked in terms of status of action, whether recurring, habitual, emergent, or entrenched. Thus the state of a disorganized, imbalance system was “entrenched imbalance”, or dalmur. This is how they saw the modern world - detached from itself, dissociated, disconnected, imbalanced - almost insurmountably so. Thus they became Dalmur Narhana – “Children of Imbalance.” 

They met Orias one day, when leaving the dorms and hearing the sound of someone playing guitar in one of the common rooms. Orias’s talent as a guitarist was apparent immediately, and they communally decided to absorb him into their midst. Orias, an easygoing and quiet yes-man, was happy to have friendship come to him, so he agreed quickly to be their lead guitarist. 

That was how Dalmur Narhana began, ten years prior to the moment Lusin now found himself in, staring down at a pint glass of lager at a pub’s bar at three pm on a saturday. He had promised to meet the band in a “performance space” down in Roseland at six. His nerves had gotten the best of him. He couldn’t find anything to admit to himself that he was afraid of, other than the fact that he had to pass through parts of the South Side he had really only ever read about as dangerous. Mauvis were usually left alone, but he didn’t look like one and if he was being honest, he was a mostly white country boy who knew nothing of the city. However, that alone couldn’t account for an all-encompassing anxiety that came whenever he thought about going to the first band meeting in over three years. 

He had been drawn into the neon lights of the pub advertising Heineken and Budweiser, and worked himself through three full pints in the mostly empty establishment. One of the TVs behind the bar which, he assumed, was usually on sports as the ones surrounding it, was instead silently playing the news. As he sipped on his lager and the froth stuck to the stubble of his unshaven face, he tried not to read the closed captions as they went by. A woman with a botoxed face and a suited everyman moved their mouths and nodded their heads before it went to a clip of a politician, whom Lusin recognized as the head of the Department of Homeland Security, Ron Dawson. 

“These leftist hellholes have become battlegrounds where innocent human beings are being killed,” read the black-boxed captions, sliding across the screen in chunks. “All to protect these literal demons. We have no responsibility to these things – we have a responsibility to humanity! We have to fight back if we’re to protect ourselves from domestic mauvian terrorism.” 

The news continued, returning to the talking heads, who “added context” to Mr. Dawson’s remarks. Of course, he didn’t mean all mauvis were demons, of course he didn’t mean all mauvis, and of course mauvis were the backbone of the power grid for which they were just so grateful for their hard work. UP made record profits this year, after all. He spoke of the “demonic” mauvis, the feral ones, the ones that tore up the city streets with their massive bodies, burned down buildings, killed the poor white kids who wandered into the bad part of town. The ones in those mauvian gangs – no, not gangs – they had changed from calling them that. The mauvian terrorist organizations. 

Lusin’s stomach churned. It had been his entire life that he had heard this rhetoric heat up, and he often kicked himself for caring even in the slightest. Demon, terrorist, hell-spawn, freak, whatever it was he had been called it all years ago. The thought that it was perhaps bad occurred to him, of course, but as the recent anti-mauvian sentiment in the federal government and the larger world ramped up it felt only as a continuation of a long pattern. A long pattern he should be desensitized to by now. Why is it that every time, it brought with it anxiety, regardless? 

Why should you care, you idiot? He thought as he finished his drink and called for another. You pass, anyway, asshole. 

The anxiety of this mixed with the existing trepidation of going to see the band and turned into a Gordian knot of thoughts that went nowhere. He had not the energy or faculties to work through any of it, leaving only the emotions behind of guilt and fear. After his third beer, however, the anxiety thankfully had been buried under three thick layers of all-American Bud, so it was then and only then he could will his body to move. He finished by paying his tab, grabbing his bass in a padded soft case and slinging it over his shoulder, and walking towards the L. 

He had a feeling that the location of this “practice space” was, in fact, the location for Asmo’s underground group. They had alluded to as much before, saying that Asmo helped them find a location in an “old factory building.” How many old factory buildings there were in Chicago that just leased out practice space, he did not know - but if they existed, he would be surprised if it was one that far out.   

It took him an hour by the red line and the bus. He had to memorize the route - he had turned off his phone after the bar and relied instead on an old mp3 player for the transit ride and a list of directions on a piece of paper. It was an old habit, but one he knew he still had to abide by. There was no amount of extra security you could add to a phone to make it impossible to track - it was best to just not use it at all. 

 He was happy to find the amount of crazy people on public transit, at least at four pm on a Saturday, was not more than he was used to. He walked through part of town lined with brick warehouses - some in use, others seemingly abandoned or simply unused. Finally he arrived at a stout brick building, two stories tall. The vines that crept up the side might have led him to believe it, too, was an abandoned one, but the intact nature of the windows said otherwise, and vine-crept brick was a common sight in Chicago. The grounds kept an almost immaculate sense of being perfectly ambiguous as to whether anyone was using it. Bushes just barely unkempt. A little bit of garbage. Enough so nobody would notice it as in place or out of it. There was a front entrance - however, they had told him to come around back, so he followed directions. 

Dantelin was smoking outside of a thick metal door with no windows, next to a small dumpster. He brightened when he saw Lusin arriving with guitar in tow.

“Hell yeah man, you made it!” he said, drawing Lusin into a quick, tight hug. He beckoned him inside into a small, windowless room where Orias and Kimarit already were, greeting him enthusiastically. Music equipment was strewn about - Dante’s old drum set, now Kit’s, had added an extra drum and cymbal since he had seen it last. Orias was lounging on an old, tattered and worn leather couch. Some guitar stands sitting around held their instruments. Ori’s prized Fender Jaguar looked as it always had - road worn and a hodge-podged mix of pieces. A 1970s neck with a rosewood fretboard, the body from a 90’s Made-In-Japan model. It had a DiMarzio PAF pro in the neck and a Super Distortion pickup in the bridge and was wired and even painted by Orias himself, which was apparent from the less-than-perfect cut around the additional switch he had added. Several amps dotted the room - a Fender Bassman, an Orange Crush combo, and a Peavy Bass amp, which Dantelin had brought to entice Lusin into coming so he didn’t have to haul his own across town. Orias had a selection of guitar pedals velcroed onto half of an old skateboard deck, where Dante had his taped to a piece of fraying particle board. Some microphones were hooked up to a set of speakers. A tattered, round, woven rug sat on the floor covering the concrete, and makeshift noise suppression in the form of egg cartons and scrap foam lined the walls. Lusin was drawn, however, to the guitar sitting in the corner - a wine-red Les Paul Studio with black humbucker covers. Kaim’s.

 He knew Dantelin had it this entire time, but seeing it up close again caused him a painful longing. He felt a familiar sense that he hadn’t in several years - it was something that happened when his mother died, too. That the part of his brain that knew Kaim was dead was not the one moving from moment to moment, and so he thought they could just walk through the door at any time, the same as they ever were. Then, when caught, he had to be reminded that that was not possible. It was something that happened earlier on in grieving, so he found it strange that he found himself so lost in nostalgia that he had forgotten Kaim was gone, even for a second. 

“Is it wrong to make it my daily driver?” Dante asked, coming to stand near Lusin. “After you wouldn’t take it, I kept it and started to learn how to play. I don’t know why. Felt like I could connect with him, you know? Dalqaren and all that.” 

Dalqaren? As if that fixes anything at all. Lusin scoffed internally. Dalqaren, the mauvian idea that those one bonds with influences them from Qa, and they too influence them. He had spent his teenage years believing that he could reach out to his mother and that she heard him and saw him, but after Kaim, he was convinced it was bullshit. If consciousness fades at death, so does anything resembling a person. They were just gone. 

“Did you at least get half decent at it?” Lusin asked flatly.

“I’m not going to whip out Through the Fire and Flames or anything,” Dante said. “But yeah, I like to think I’ve gotten pretty alright.” 

“Can’t sing, though!” Kit called out, tapping lightly and idly on the side of a snare. 

“But you used to sing just fine,” Lusin said, getting his guitar out of the case and slinging it over his shoulder. If he was here, he might as well stop running away and face this thing head on. Play some damned music.

“I can’t do the Mauvian parts,” Dante confessed. “Ori’s not very good, either.” 

“He can’t get it deep enough and I can’t pronounce it right,” Orias said from the couch, idly moving his left hand up and down the neck of his guitar into scales or some random riff. 

Now that he remembered it, Orias always did have a human-like accent when they were parted. It was a little difficult to get the mid-way point just right. It always felt like the exact middle of the transformation had this sort of magnetic pull when you transformed voluntarily. Once you shifted out of human form you always ended up in the same “middle” spot each time, but that mid point seemed to have a good bit of variance between different mauvis. You had to then push yourself past the middle point to reach a full transformation, if that’s what you were trying to do. Trying to stay in between at ¼ or ¾ was difficult and strained, so it wasn’t like they could just push it a little more. It wasn’t uncommon in the genre to have two major ranges of singers; one guy to do the guttural, growling Mauvian lines and one who sang more melodically, in English. It was a conceptual pain in the ass to match up who could play an instrument, sing, and also have a complementary parted form to a different band member, but they had always made it work. 

One of their approaches to the sound was to use two Mauvian singers that they layered on top of each other. One they called the “textural singer” - or sometimes “mouth instrument guy” - he would sing in sounds or short words, but mainly in the background. This was always Lusin. The main Mauvian singer had always been Kaim. 

Dante, the hot one, of course was the one who did the English singing. 

"If you do the lead Mauvian part, I can be the tex,” Orias offered.

He had practiced his bass guitar a little with headphones at his apartment. Still trying to find meaningful employment, he was only working part-time at a convenience store down the street. It gave him plenty of free time to practice again, and he found that it had come back pretty naturally after three years of barely playing. But singing? Parted singing? He was hoping he might not even have to do it today. Something about it felt almost embarrassing. 

“Let’s just make sure we can all play the same shit on the instruments, first.” Lusin plugged his guitar into the amp and switched it on, playing with the strings for a moment to see where it’s volume level was at and adjusting it.

“Alright,” Dante took the guitar and put his head through the strap, and Lusin stared at him blankly for a moment. He felt as though he was seeing the present and the past stitched together in pieces, overlaid like a collage. Kaim’s guitar on Dante, dawning it with ease. The age in his friend’s face compared to his memory - the pushed-back hairline, the forehead lines. Dante hooked up the guitar that was now his, playing a few simple barre chords to test it, and its distinct fullness of sound made Lusin wistful. Like coming back to something long forgotten but always known. Playing a few notes on his bass, he was possessed by memory and emotion, which he cut off immediately. He felt pathetic. Just play! He thought. He should be fine like everyone else was, and yet here he was wallowing in all this self pity. A torrent of thoughts quickly flashed through his mind, an overflow of “you look ridiculous; no I don’t it’s normal to be upset about your fucking friend dying; well you were the only one of everyone who stayed behind for years because he couldn’t deal with it; well, yeah, of course I fucking feel bad, I saw–” that. 

It attempted to flash through his mind for a moment. Mauvis control, Kaim’s body, killed mid-transformation - deformed, twitching.
Eyes staring, staring, staring, staring, staring, staring.

Qakra! Get your shit together and just play.

Orias had plugged his guitar in as well, and the hum of the speakers now crackled in the air. Kit messed around with the drums while waiting, or perhaps just to show off to Lusin that she was plenty capable as well. She assumed and was right, however, that he was instead obsessed with Kaim and needed Dante’s pressing. They all noticed the way he was staring off into space since he arrived, and had learned by now to give him his processing space. He was off in his own world and, when he finally returned to earth, he would then open up and stop looking at whatever was directly in front of him. He had always been this way. It had been the culmination of three years of work trying to coax him here, and they all knew he was stuck stagnant in the mountains in a years-long version of just this. This state he gets in where he just puts one foot in front of the other and blinders and walls everywhere else.

It was time to go part, but Lusin was worried his shirt would rip, so he put his guitar down and pulled it off. His pants would be fine - he remembered to wear something with an elastic waist, at least. Focusing on breath and centering himself, a warmth began to fill him, pooling in his skin. He grew taller, his frame larger. Unlike the haphazard, even painful involuntary transformation under stress, changing by one’s own will did not involve the old human flesh being broken through by the mauvian but instead a gradual transformation. His ears folded back, his skin becoming cracked with fleshy scales and wiry hair.  

His parted transformation was indeed, at least in the face, more mauvian than Dantelin’s. His neck was longer, face more forward. That caused his lips to be pulled back by the forward growing of the jaw, making his Ps, Bs, Vs, Fs and Ws strained. Dantelin, who had also parted out, maintained a lot more of the human-ness to his features. 

Orias and Kit parted out as well, Kit adjusting her seat for the difference in height. She gained a good bit in her parted form, whereas Orias changed a lot in the face and neck and not much in his arms,legs or hands. This made it so that his skills stayed entirely unchanged, whereas Lusin found the bass, with its lack of tiny, intricate strings, to be easier for him. 

Kit decided it was time to kick Lusin out of his daze, so she clapped together her sticks in time and started the beginning of Nirvana’s Scentless Apprentice. It was a song they used to cover for fun, and her, Ori, and Dante had all agreed before he got there that they would start him off with a cover. They thought it would be easier on him that way. She had to start the drum intro three times before they all eventually started in correctly.

Lusin always loved playing it, and even though he hadn’t practiced it much in his recent sessions, he went right back into it. It was an enjoyable song to play, with a clear bass line that had a good hook. He was right - if he just played, everything was fine. You became a vehicle through which the music presented itself, and when you played in a group any remaining holes in your thought would be filled with the sound around you. He had forgotten how it felt - why he had always been drawn to it in the first place, compelled to. He had thought it was Kaim and his magnetism that drove them all forward - but really, it was the way music filled up whatever they couldn’t put together inside themselves.

Lusin looked over at Dante, not hiding the grin on his face. His new frontman winked back, and Lusin remembered, too, how it felt to interact with everyone like this, parted out. He felt almost uneasy looking at the hybrid mauvian-human faces of his friends. 

“Like most babies, smell like butter,” snarled Dante into the microphone.

It dawned on him. Lusin had only seen other mauvis, transformed, at the plant for years. Only as workers. As simply bodies, somewhere underneath him, the human-looking man, the respectable man - Kevin Ross. He had let himself be taken in by it, the excuse of just getting along, of doing what you had to, of fixing it from the inside. Now he was here again. It made it feel as though everything that happened was a dream, but it wasn’t. It was him. He had become that, at some point.

“His smell smelled like no other,”

Looking at those other mauvis every day, he never once looked in the mirror. Parted out. Transformed. A feeling had wormed its way into his brain when he wasn’t paying attention. An unsettling sense arose when he really looked at his bandmates. Mauvis had become something else, something he wasn’t, something he didn’t have to be. They had become otherworldly, beast-like.

“He was born scentless and senseless,” 

He looked down at his own hands, moving across the neck of his guitar, pulling strings. Almost gnarled, crackling, hairy. Mauvis weren’t beautiful to look at, right? That had to be a general statement across the board. 

“The point,” Kaim had always said, “is to look as hideous as possible.” 

When Dante and Orias caught his eyes, however, he could see everything he was used to in the features. They were happy to be playing again, happy to see their friend return, and the joy shown through the sharp teeth and long faces. That, somehow, gave even the uncanny nature of mauvian features a beauty. They called it qagaqren - beauty because something is alive. 

“He was born a scentless apprentice,”

An anger arose at him. An anger with himself, with the world around him. Had he really lost himself so much to it that he didn’t realize, until this exact moment, that he had changed? Been made to feel the way humans do at his own kind, subconsciously, insidiously. 

Lusin began to scream into the microphone - a dramatic, deep, guttural wail. The chorus of the song they had translated - changing “go away” to “kren ka”, a creative decision when Kaim struggled with the “w” sound. 

Dante met his eyes and gave a slack-jawed smile before continuing into the next part of the song.

He was pissed. He was angry! How is it he had been led, in his grief, to such a position? He used to rebel! He used to do something about it. He still went to work every day at that factory, as if he were human! He could have moved here at any time, yet he didn’t. He didn’t have to feed the beast, and yet he did. Because it was easier? 

“You can’t fire me ‘cause I quit,” sang Dante. 

Or was it because they had him by the balls, and he felt he didn’t have a choice? They always had him by the balls. Even before 2006, they had all of them doing what they wanted and thinking what they wanted them to think, even about themselves. From there it had devolved into a miasma of fear, of hate, of devaluement, of violence and rage. Every day. In and out. He just fell in. He fell in and let them do it. 

“Throw me in the fire and I won’t throw a fit,”

The song completed with “go away”, kren ka, screamed over and over. He wasn’t sure how many times he ended up doing it - if it was the right number or not. Everyone else seemed to keep going, so he felt it out, losing himself to it. At first the scream was from his throat, a rehearsed stage scream. Soon it devolved into a wail deep from the chest, and as it went further felt like it was coming straight from the core of his body. GO AWAY! Everything inside him he refused to feel came spewing forth in deep heaves, almost as if it had a physical form that splashed against the walls. GO AWAY! Every news article, every state decision, every mauvis he looked in the eyes and told to get to work. Every one they took back to that fucking camp at night while he laid his head on a fluffy pillow. GO AWAY! Every operative arm that stopped him where he went, every machine that played out its motions to crush everything deeper, to de-stabilize, to consume. Dalmur. Go AWAY! 

“They want to consume everything,” Kaim had said. “That’s what dalmur does - it’s a destabilization feedback loop. It runs unless you stop it.”

GO AWAY!

“What they’ll do, Lui, is make you an accomplice. They’ll tell you it’s good to consume everything, to connect with nothing.” 

GO AWAY! 

“They’ll tell you, you’re just like them - that this is the natural state of things.”

GO AWAY!

“They’ll rewrite the shared reality around you until your personal truth disappears. In a world of dalmur, they’ll tell us that balance is impossible. Resonance is sacrilegious. Connection is wrong.”

GO AWAY!

“But we know it’s not, right?” 

AWAY! 

Lusin ended the song tightly gripping the microphone, hunched over his guitar, no longer even playing it. His skin radiated heat. He heaved with deep, shuttering breath and realized as he struggled to pull a new one back in, that he had been crying. His friends stared at him in disbelief at the sheer emotion and, quickly noticing the tears, put down their instruments and surrounded him. Quietly now the tears kept coming, streaming down his face and getting caught in the wiry hairs where they evaporated on his skin.

The rest, not knowing exactly what to do, hugged him. Together they created almost a barrier to the world outside, giving Lusin a place to let go without fear of how he looked. He put his arms around them and cried into someone’s shirt for a moment - he did not know whose exactly it was - before pulling himself together enough that they broke away. 

“We’re glad you’re back, Lui,” Dante said. 
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Lusin turned against the wind after exiting his shift at the convenience store, heading back down the street to his apartment. After taxes and at barely above minimum wage, he was pulling in a grand total of $300 a week. Just enough for food and a phone bill, but not enough to help Derek with any of the bills. Where that man got the money to just pay for everything and let him leech, he wasn’t sure. Derek was employed by some mysterious work-from-home programming position and seemed more than comfortable paying for things, even going so far as to offer Lusin food or drinks or take him to lunch. He found it downright uncomfortable, and he was determined to find somewhere else he could work so he could start paying his way.  Living without the ever-hanging fear of eviction and starvation was freeing, but it carried with it guilt.

The issue was, however, that his ID was not yet changed over. Asmo had told him she would help him with a DMV appointment, but in the two months he had been there the appointment never materialized, and he had six weeks left. He would have to do it himself, no matter how adamant Asmo was. The part time position was a favor of a friend of Dante’s - nobody would hire him with an unmarked ID this close to the deadline. Not with the high penalties. 

For now, and not without a healthy amount of background anxiety, Lusin was using this time to settle himself into the city. Other than his band practice and hanging out with Derek at home, he spent his time after his shift from 9am to noon wandering around parts of town, being careful not to cross over into neighborhoods he had been told to avoid. A lot of it ended up being places to spend money he did not have, but the strength of the vibe of it all was intoxicating. For a country boy, the sheer amount of buildings and people was enough for it to feel like a different world entirely, but seeing mauvis moving amongst the crowds made it feel like perhaps it was the world in which he belonged. He had gone into a vintage store, purely to window shop, and the clerk there had features he clocked as mauvis right away. He was taken aback by the positive affect she had, chipperly telling him about things they had gotten in recently. Mundane, normal. 

It made working that job back in Asheville feel like a bad dream. Some other universe. When he took out his phone and it pulled up an alert of a new headline, at first, he forced himself to read them. To not become complacent. “Ohio Passes First-in-the-Nation Law Barring Mauvian Bathroom Access Outside of Single-Stall Lavatories,” said one. “Three Dead in Apparent Mauvian Attack in Tennessee,” that one he had to check. It was domestic violence, a familicide, but that didn’t change anything. “Cities Overtaken By Violent Mauvian Crime, President Mercer Says,” said another. He didn’t know why he subjected himself to it - perhaps it was masochism, or the fact it seemed to stand in for the psychological need for community the way that a dinner mint stands in for dinner.

Each time he found himself on some social media site reading comments that went one of two ways. On mauvian forums it was a sense of almost mass hysteria - comments and replies of fear and speculation. Everywhere else online seemed to be in a hysteria of its own. Larger, darker, stronger - an obsession born from all of man’s fears channeled into one place: his fear of the unknown. It felt like it was channeled into a hand around his neck, and it was channeled there by someone.That was always the core of what fueled the fire inside of him, the anger that led him to scream on a stage and join resistance groups. He was trying, somehow, to rekindle it, but everywhere he looked he only became more afraid and more locked down. The only way out was to ignore it, something impossible to do in a place where the headlines and comment sections are reflections of daily life. Here, he could convince himself he would be safe, but he felt the need - hammered into him from many times before this one - to not let himself feel safe or content. 

 Everything about the move came together to create a rollercoaster of internal emotions - guilt, fear, excitement, calm. He wanted to feel liberation, but he had learned after so much time that such feelings are a trap. This was still not the world of his youth, or the world of his young adulthood, either. Qakresh was still illegal nationally, mauvis could still not transform in public unless on a designated job site with a license to do so - usually only given to UP subsidiaries. His ID still needed to be updated to out him whenever possible. And just because the city was welcoming didn’t mean that everyone inside of it was - he had still overheard plenty of people ranting about the “demons taking over,” seen the street preachers saying he brought with him the end of days. One guy had even entered the store and gone on a rant, to his face, that he was glad it wasn’t another mauvian run establishment and that he was so glad to be checked out by a human. A young Lusin would have wished him a good day in Mauvian or gotten into an actual fight - the current one smiled awkwardly and tried to get him out as quickly as possible. 

There was consistently talk about mauvian gangs on the South Side, which had recently been getting into turf wars that left people dead and buildings in flames. Even though Chicago’s gang violence was down, there was the sense, especially nationally outside the city, that the mauvian gangs were doing the bulk of the destruction. He had not walked by some burnt-out building leveled by crime but he also had not spent his time patrolling Washington Park for fun. 

He found his mind wandering over all these things as he made his way back to his apartment, until his phone lit up - it was Asmo calling him. Not just calling him, but calling him via an encrypted messaging app she had him download. This must be it - whatever she had planned for him. When he picked up and said hello, Asmo did not even greet him before going into what she was going to say. “Meet me. You know where,” she said.

“Fuck no,” Lusin started, ducking into an alley to continue his conversation. “Whatever ridiculous thing you’ve got planned, can you stop pulling me around like this and just tell me what you want? I told you no already.”

“I am trying to tell you. Come. I… I need you,” Asmo implored. He was taken aback - she sounded almost wounded, hurt. There was a softness in her request, as if for one moment she had let a crack show in the wall. She needed him, and it was his sister. He couldn’t say no.

“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll be there in fourty.” 

He turned off his phone and made his way to the practice spot. By the time he arrived his watch said two pm, but the gray clouded sky made it feel much later. Asmo was already inside, and when he unlocked the door and walked in she quickly stood up from her spot on the couch, at the ready. “Good,” she said. “You’re here.” 

“Asmo,” Lusin started up angrily, but was unsure what to say. He couldn’t put it all into words in a way that made any sense. He wanted to shout at her a million things, but when he tried to collect them to present them he knew the only way they would come out would be a complete deluge. He took a deep sigh to steady himself. “What…What makes you think you can keep pressing me when I’ve said ‘no’?” 

Asmo bit her lip and looked away. A quirk of hers when you’ve put her off balance. “Lui, I told you. I need you. You’re the only one I trust to do this.” 

“I’ve been living a pretty good life here so far, isn’t that what you wanted for me?” Lusin said. “You couldn’t have honestly brought me all the way here just to get me killed for real this time.” 

“Lusin,” a tinge of agitation crept into her voice. “You don’t want to hear it, but the reason you were raided last time is because you weren’t careful. I left you with a toolkit you didn’t use.” 

“Excuse me?” the anger that he had been holding back burst forth, pumping red-hot into his veins. “You got the audacity to call me up here and tell me I am the reason that we got raided? That people got fucking murdered? You’re calling me a fuck up and you want my help?”

“No. It was the group, Lui, not just you,” Asmo sighed. “I’m saying you as a whole were sloppy. This is entirely different.” 

“Sloppy!?” His anger, unchecked, began to stretch his skin and crack his bones, pull forward his jaw, elongate his limbs. He began to transform. “Sloppy? You want to talk about sloppy, Asmo, what was sloppy was the blood spilled! What was sloppy was thinking we could fight ‘em head-on. What was sloppy were the childish dreams of liberation from an enemy that will always, always fuckin’ win.”

“Lusin, you’re going to rip your shirt,” Asmo crossed the distance between them and placed a hand flat on his chest. It brought him back immediately to childhood - it was a tactic that she used to get him to calm down, to teach him how to control the transformation. Placing a hand and pressing onto his chest, the physical sensation helped ground him. She looked up at him with her bright yellow eyes, and he saw behind them the softness she kept hidden. 

He took a deep breath and centered himself, shrinking back into his human form. He had, in fact, narrowly missed ripping his shirt. He was still angry at her bluntness, but she had touched on a nerve that grew deep into him, into a wealth of guilt. They had been sloppy, and that is why Kaim was killed. They had been angry, rash, and sloppy. It was something he didn’t want to admit - hated to admit - that maybe if he had followed his sister's advice none of it would have happened. 

“Please, just come with me,” she said softly. He let himself be led out of the room through the back door that he had been, during his practice sessions, sure led to the resistance group, but never pressed anyone on. As they exited they passed by a small kitchen, a storage closet, an office, and then into the main room of the small factory. No equipment remained inside - only a looming brick room with white-washed ductwork and metal beams. The light filtered in through the old, dirty windows, illuminating sparkles of dust that circulated in the air. Spread across the large room were collections of reclaimed furniture - chairs, tables, couches. In the back was a platform with the symbol for Qakresh on the wall behind it - a circle encasing two half-squares that came together to form a smaller square in the middle. Rows of rusted, old folding chairs sat before it. At the front of the room was an old cloth banner that looked nearly vintage - faded and worn. It was written in the mauvian syllabary script, a system of connected boxes and lines. “Qaghalha n’khauren ta!” - Mauvian liberation now! A slogan that had fallen out of favor years ago. It was much too confrontational now. Still, it was large and defiantly hung in the rafters, all four corners carefully pulled taught. Underneath it was an old flat-screen TV, turned off.

Lusin looked around the room at the faces of all the mauvis around him milling about. Some were older faces, some grizzled looking older men and women with stern expressions, or weathered and beleaguered grandmas. There were a lot of younger faces in their 20s, even some that looked to be in their teens. Counterculture punks, anarchists - they had the colored, side-buzzed hair, the DIY-aesthetic band shirts, the out-of-season cut-off jean shorts and fishnets, the battle jackets. Kids that had no idea what they were getting into and adults that had been through it all.

Asmo led him to a room to the right of the shop floor that overlooked it through glass windows. Inside was a wooden table, another shut-off TV, and a whiteboard. Around the table stood several people. There were no chairs - this was standing-room only, the kind of place where sitting down felt like it did not meet the severity of the moment. He was dismayed to find one of the people stationed at said table was none other than Derek Palmer, who lit up upon seeing his favorite roommate. “Lui, hi!” he exclaimed, in character for himself and entirely outside of the emotion of the moment.

Everyone else stood around with grave expressions. There was a curvy black girl, her mauvian features possessing a particular and unique softness. Her hair, tight and silky curls that bounced around her jawline was tucked up on one side via a hair clip. Her eyes, ice blue, contrasted with her skin to give them a particularly piercing quality, and as they focused on Lusin he couldn’t help but look away. There was a woman next to her who appeared to be related, with the same curly hair pulled into a bun, frayed and graying. She wore a white lab coat and practical clothes. On the other side was a young hispanic mauvian woman in her mid twenties with thick eyebrows and a sharp jaw - either human or passing - and a white mauvian man in his forties beside him, lightly balding and bespeckled. Asmo stood next to Lusin. At the other end of the table stood a man in his fifties and of native heritage with strong arms crossed in front of his chest. His hair was kept cropped short with a kempt, full beard and his sharp, strong features and orange eyes, magnified by short square glasses, gave him away immediately as mauvis. He was wide-shouldered and tall, carrying with him a natural authority and strength. 

“Welcome to the n’khalt mona,” he said in a deep, measured voice. “Asmo has told us about you.”

The name carried with it a particular connotation that Lusin wanted to be worlds away from. Mauvian resistance cells, militant ones, always ended with “mona”, meaning “ones who”. This group used “n’khalt” - to no longer be bound. Ones who were no longer bound. Sounded just like the rest of them, each one consecutively crushed by the government into the ground or ending in a fiery death blaze that killed enough humans to be remembered as a Single date. 

“Asmo has told a lot of people about me, apparently,” said Lusin, taking his spot at the end of the table. All of the eyes on him made him deeply uncomfortable. “I’m listening, but I’m not joining.” 

The eyes of the man in front of him narrowed momentarily. “Well, let me introduce everyone, alright? I’m Agares,” he said. He gestured to the woman on his right, “this is Karinha.” 

“Call me Kari,” she said.

I’m not calling you anything because I’m not doing it, he thought. 

“This is Doctor Rheshen,” he gestured to the older woman in the lab coat. “She and her husband are both our resident doctors on staff.”

Doctors on staff? He thought. How big is this group?

“You already know Derek,” Agares said, gesturing to Lusin’s roommate. He stuck out like an animated character in a live action film. How was such an unserious man in such a serious place? They had watched anime together the day before, and now here he was. 

The other girl was introduced as Saren, and the man with the glasses as Oatch. 

“And who are you all, exactly?” Lusin asked, crossing his arms. 

“This is our senior leadership team,” said Agares, stretching out his hands to gesture to the group. Derek gave a thumbs up.

“No, nuh-uh, Derek? Senior leadership team?” Lusin laughed. “What’s really going on here? You want to tell me?” He turned to his sister. “Is this why you moved me in with him, huh? Not just some guy from the same group, is he, Assie?” 

“Lusin,” his name coming out of Agares’ mouth held with it a particular weight of intention. He snapped to face him. “I brought everyone here and stand here to show you that this is not what you’ve dealt with before. This is large. Organized. Efficient.” 

The one word he would not say, of course, was “safe.” He also did not say “more than a loose collection of punks and anarchists in a small mountain town,” but that much at least was implied. 

“This isn’t but one safe house of many. We don’t work with the mauvian gangs but trust me when I say if we need them for something, they come.” Agares’ serious expression and crossed arms bore down on Lusin as he spoke. “We serve the mauvian community - south side and beyond. We also fight to protect it, to liberate it, and we are in the unique position of being able to do so.”

“Okay,” Lusin said, drawing out the word as he attempted to process what was going on. “Why am I here, then?”

Agares and Asmo exchanged glances. She looked at Lusin and he knew, in the indifference in her eyes, that she had made this decision based entirely on logic and nothing more. “You had the qualifications, were the right age, pass as human, and I know you as capable.” 

“Qualifications?” he barked. “What do you mean qualifications? I got my degree in English, my only qualifications are pretending to be a human and slave driving U.P. puppets.” 

She looked away again, which confirmed exactly what he said. Wait, he thought. How is that possible? 

“We have U.P. right at our doorstep,” Asmo said.

No. No no no no. She would not be that crazy.

“We can get you in the system as human and an ID printed as human. Not a fake ID, either - a real one with a real identification number,” said Oatch. 

He looked at Asmo, hoping she would indicate in some way what he was about to hear wasn’t true. “You want me to work at U.P., what, as a fucking middle manager again? For what?” His blood seemed to stop flowing as his breath caught in his throat. The room began to spin. 

“It wouldn’t be as a middle manager,” said Asmo.

The cogs began to turn. With a great thud they latched together in his mind, lining up and pointing across him at one man. Derek Palmer. Grant Palmer, CEO of United Power. 

“No fucking way,” Lusin stumbled back from the table, pointing at Derek. “You didn’t move me in with - what the hell?” 

Who was this guy? Grant Palmer only had one kid - a daughter he is famously quiet about – he didn’t think they were even on speaking terms. She had been out of the media for nearly fifteen years, when his first wife and him divorced. So who was Derek? 

“I’m sorry, Lui. I wanted to tell you,” Derek began, and Lusin felt like he was about to lose his mind. Tell him what? The iron in his veins began to move again, to cause his muscles to twitch, his skin to crawl. “Grant Palmer is, uh. He’s my dad.” 

Lusin began to increase the distance between him and the group in front of him. “Bullshit,” he said. “You think I’m thur linhala, krah he?1 Everyone knows he’s got a daughter, and they ain’t on speaking terms. Who the hell are you?” 

“That’s me. I was his daughter,” Derek looked down, his eyebrows knitting together. “It’s just now I’m uh, his son? He used to be –” 

“I’m sorry, what the fuck?” Lusin interrupted. No one was making any sense. 

“He’s trans, Lusin,” Asmo said. 

Lusin looked incredulously between them. “You moved me in with the son of Grant Palmer?! Shar lurren narar2?” 

Nobody spoke for a moment before Asmo simply conceded: “yes.” 

“You wanted me to come here to be safer,” Lusin began, blood swelling. His skin began to crack, his bones lengthen once again. He could not control the rising tide he had been holding back. “You wanted me to be safer and you moved me in with the son of the very people I was trying to be safe from?”

“Look man, we're on the same side!” Derek implored. “I hate him and everything he stands for.”

“You didn't think he might show up to the apartment and notice, I don't know, that his roommate has mauvian shit everywhere?!” Lusin shouted. 

“He doesn’t even know where I fucking live, dude!” Derek's hand pounded the table. His face was serious and stern, the first time Lusin had ever even seen him angry. “I'm trying to tell you! We haven't spoken for years, and he has no idea what I've been doing. He contacted me six months ago. He's infertile, never had another kid, and he finally decided his only son was his only son. The daughter I allegedly ‘killed’ never mattered - I was an embarrassment until I was his only choice. He wants to use me. We're going to use him.”

“No. Absolutely not,” Lusin was stumbling backwards, closing the space to the exit. “Whatever plan you have to take on Grant-fuckin-Palmer, I'm out. I plan to live my life in spite of them, not just throw it away.” 

“That won’t be an option soon, Lusin,” Asmo said.

Lusin shook his head and put his hand on the door. His shirt had begun to rip. If he didn’t calm down now he would transform fully - destroying all of his clothes. He glanced at Derek who hunched his shoulders in guilt, looking at him as if Lusin was actively hurting him. Asmo, and the rest of the people at the table, trained eyes on him of disdain or pity. It made him feel sick. How could she do this?  

“Can we really trust someone this volatile, anyway?” whispered Oatch to Saren.

“Wait!” Agares called after him, and Lusin stopped in his tracks. He took a few deep breaths to stop the transformation. The pressure began to subside as he focused on the air moving in and out, as a wave that wiped everything clean. He began to regain human form. “We’re running out of time.”

“Better start looking for someone else, then.” Lusin spun back around and left, at least, in human form and with some remaining dignity. The door closed behind him with a metal clang that echoed through the room.

“Do you think he’s mad?” Derek asked.

“I know how he looks,” Asmo admitted, standing up straight to hide her embarrassment. 

“We’ll have to go with plan B,” Agares said, resting his hands on the table and sighing. “Someone like that is a liability. Do you see how easily he transformed?” 

“That’s because it was me,” Asmo said. “He…I’ve never seen him transform any other time.  He gets angry when it’s me.” 

“Asmo, honey, that isn’t helping him much,” Kari said.

“He held that job at the warehouse for two years, right?” Derek added in his defense.

“This is worlds different, and you know that,” said Saren.

“If the guy can’t get over whatever trauma he has and fight, then we can’t use him. It’s that simple,” Oatch said.

“Wait!” Asmo slammed her palms on the table and leaned forward. A level of emotional expression she did not usually portray, it caused everyone to pay attention. “You don’t understand. If he – when he’s right, there is no one who can fight harder. There’s no one who would be better for this.” 

Derek and Kari both looked at each other. They had known Asmo since she had moved there half a decade ago, but neither of them had seen this level of outpouring from her. 

“Asmo, you’re his sister, don’t you think–” Agares began, but she cut him off in such a manner that there was at least one audible gasp. He was the boss, but at that moment she did not particularly care. 

“No! We’ve looked through every candidate we can think of. No one has human work history and could feasibly be Derek’s friend to recommend for the job. I’m telling you, he will do a good job. He will do whatever it takes. I just have to convince him.”

“He’s not here, though, is he?” Saren grumbled.

“I had a plan, Agares, and it got moved up with the intel,” she stared directly at him, and it was as though you could feel the electricity of their two wills in the air. “Just let me talk to him. I’ll have him here tomorrow. Sa Khaltrhak. Sa Aq-khaltrhak.3”

Agares stood as a watchful judge, silently calculating all of his options. The air itself seemed to stand still waiting for him to speak. “Fine. An aq-khaltrhak it is.”

—---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

By the time Asmo made it to the main road, Lusin was nowhere to be found. She knew he must have gone home and so she followed him there, noticing when she arrived the door was unlocked. She entered onto a scene of Lusin frantically stuffing things into a suitcase, cursing to himself in a hybrid of Mauvian and English. 

“Go away,” he said, taking seemingly random clothes from his dresser and shoving them into a large suitcase. “I don’t know where, but I’m fuckin – I’m leaving. I’ll sleep on the band’s couch, I don’t know.” 

“Lusin, don’t be ridiculous. This is still an optimal living arrangement,” she said.

“Optimal! Krah!” He began to stuff several books in the suitcase, in between the clothing. “He’s the son of Derek Palmer.”

“You don’t know anything!” Asmo shouted, throwing Lusin off guard. He stopped packing, stood up, and stared. “We are qarath. I’ve seen him, and he is sincere.”  

Lusin thought it had to be something like that, but still to hear it was something else. Qarath - the state of being connected, in Qar. It didn’t always have a sexual or even romantic component - it simply meant that your soul had seen another’s and you understood them deeply. The deepest form of trust and friendship. Her? With a human? It didn’t make sense.

Lusin was incredulous. “Are you dating him?” 

“I said we were qarath, not ghartek-t4.” She turned her head away huffily, her bangs swinging above her eyes. Her mouth was upturned and flattened in an almost comical frown.

Lusin had begun to calm down. Seeing her act like this reminded him of when she was young - she always had cute moments like that. 

If she’s really connected with a human and if she really trusted me here, if she’s trying to recruit me for this…At least it means she cares, I guess. Lusin thought. “Asmo, it doesn’t matter, I can’t do what you want me to. Do you have any idea how difficult it was working that job?”

Don’t make me go back, he wanted to say. 

“We have intel, Lusin,” Asmo began, her face once again betraying no emotion. “They’re going to do a false flag attack. Soon. Maybe here, in Chicago.” 

Lusin clicked his tongue. “You’ve said ‘06 was an inside job, too. C’mon, Asie.” 

“Because it was,” she said, exasperated. “Look, this time we have the intel. We know. And it’s happening soon. Sometime this week. It could be today.” 

“Then me joining your project won’t matter,” Lusin stuffed the toiletries he had placed on the bed in the suitcase as well. “It’s too late.” 

“Lui, you don’t get it,” Asmo placed her hand on his arm, staring into him. “That’s just the beginning.” 

“Then even more reason to not stick my neck out,” he shut the suitcase with a thud, zipping it tight with force. 

“How can you be this blind? Look around you Lusin! They’ve been building this up. They've been talking about the cities, the mauvian gangs, our violence! They've been forcing us out of the towns and into these last little strongholds. They've denied us community, they've denied us autonomy - they're IDing us!” Her fingernails dug into his arm as her grip tightened. Her yellow eyes went wide, spotlights centered within the whites. “U.P. has to grow exponentially and they’re hitting their limit. Sixty percent of all mauvis within the United States are either employed by U.P., contracted with U.P., or incarcerated. Mom was killed twenty years ago and Mauvis control hasn’t stopped! Ir-gaq5, Lusin, qhalka6! Can’t you see it?” 

“I see it,” he said. “We can’t all be heroes, Asmo. I’m going to live until they kill me, and that’s all I have.” 

—-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

[bookmark: _to01m8rstruk]Chapter 8:

He found himself back, for the first time in a while, in the white space. The place where everything came together and the intersection where it split apart. A tired, hidden part of him remembered this is a place he came to in dreams, but its knowledge came and went along with the thousands of voices around him. His ears twitched as he heard, through the cacophony, the clear resonation of Kaim’s voice. Memory made flesh, seeping into the reality around him. He stumbled towards it.

“The moment you stop fighting, you give yourself up,” the voice said. “If they can bend your will, they can bend your reality.” 

He had said this years ago, smoking behind a venue after a show. A light drizzle of rain had fallen then and stood now at the ends of the hairs on Lusin’s arm, like dew on blades of grass.

“Qa connects all things,” said a different voice. High, airy, breathy - the voice of his mother, Linhalren. “It influences us, we influence it. In order to evolve it, we must support each other - this strengthens it as well as us. Do you understand?” 

He was sitting on the floor again, his legs folded under him, looking up at her with wide childlike eyes. 

She began to morph, the many voices creating undiscernible sounds that ebbed and flowed. In resonance for a moment and out of it the next. Once again the out-of-time Asmo appeared, peering down at him, her long hair creating a curtain that fell to the side and blocked out light. 

“You never understood what she meant,” she said. A smile parted her lips, red as blood. Her eye appeared, as tall as a building, him as small as an ant. All the details of her iris became golden sand dunes falling into the black abyss of her pupils. Her great eye blinked, the eyelashes fluttering creating a burst of air. “You’ve never understood anything.” 

“I don’t even remember most of it,” he said quietly, but the words never vibrated the air, never left his mouth. 

The great eye began to descend upon him, and he could see each grain of the sand was a body - the souls and flesh of life of those rengaq kraughten – burdened with consciousness. Mauvis moved, writhed in the sea - humans stood still like dolls, carried by the movements of the bodies around them. He fell deeper, deeper into the pupil, watched as the bodies poured over its precipice into the complete darkness, golden grains pouring like water. Inside was a darkness without heat, without sound, without light - a place where you became nothing. It was complete beatific bliss at the same time as the cosmic horror of absolute nothingness. In it the voices became silent, the air disappeared, bodies and souls split apart and then split again, a continual division ever closer but never quite reaching zero. 

“You’re just going to let it take you?” Asmo said as he began the descent, as he watched and felt with great force his body split into two. No pain, only a deep agony of the mind, a scream that became nothing and never reached anyone. “You have a stronger will than that, don’t you?” 

—----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It had been three days since Lusin had rejected his sister’s plan. He had been sleeping on the couch at “Narhana Manor” - the second floor duplex apartment occupied by the rest of the band in the trendy Wicker Park neighborhood. 

Derek had called to apologize twice. He had declined the call both times before sending him a message saying he wasn’t upset with him, but he needed to think about things. Derek had been a nice guy, letting him stay for free, and he had had fun hanging out with him despite the difference in their personalities. Still, he was angry at both Asmo and him for lying about something so substantial, and Lusin was not sure he could bring himself to be close to someone so dangerous as Grant Palmer. 

He had learned the hard way when Kaim died that he was no hero. His will alone could not save his best friend - how could it save anyone at all? How could it go against an apparatus so large so directly? One man could not make a giant fall. There was not enough cunning or planning or espionage in the world to do that. 

He felt all he could do to fight would be to continue with the music. They had a show lined up, opening for another Part Punk band in a small venue nearby the band’s home. If he was able to simply inspire the next generation of kids to deal with it, to make it through enough to survive, to reject U.P.'s control over their lives, that would be enough. He felt that he could do both - live something resembling a normal life and fight through art. It was an uneasy truce he made with himself.

Dantelin and Lusin had decided to go out for a quick bite to eat. It was rush-hour on a Monday and the taco stand had a line that took a solid twenty minutes to get through, but Lusin was assured that they were worth the wait. Dante excitedly explained the best tacos, that their salsa verde was the best, but Lusin’s mind was still elsewhere. He really had to figure out where he was going to live - his part-time job could afford him nothing resembling housing, and the appointment he had made for his ID was still next week. The band said he could crash on their sofa as long as he wanted, but it was hard and uncomfortable, and in the already cramped condo he felt in the way. 	Comment by Aly Young: This feels a little clunky. May need better wording. <3

“So, you gonna keep living with Derek after all?” Dante said, biting into his taco al pastor and trying to not let the grease get all over his shirt. “Free rent is free rent.” 

“I bet he was just doing that because they had a plan for me,” Lusin said. He stared down at his own tacos, and while they looked amazing, his stomach churned. “Why would he keep paying my way? Besides, what if his father came around?” 

“Oh, that guy hates Grant Palmer,” Dante said, pulling several napkins out of the napkin holder. “I doubt he would ever give his dad his real address.” 

“Doesn’t have to give it for him to have it,” Lusin said. Dante agreed that it was a good point. Lusin bit into his tacos, and the flavor was good enough to momentarily reset his brain. The pair ate them quickly, talking about potential jobs or places to live.

Suddenly the voices of the people milling around them rose, people pulling out their phones and stopping in their tracks. Looking up from their meal the two noticed, from the direction of the lake, a billowing black smoke that reached up to the clouded sky. They glanced at each-other and both quietly listened to what people were saying around them - “some sort of fire?”, “a mauvis attack?”, “isn’t that coming from downtown?”, “there’s nothing on my phone yet,” and so on. 

Lusin’s phone rang, and it almost made him jump, taking him by surprise. He peered down - it was Derek Palmer. Why was he calling him right now? He let the call go, but it rang again immediately afterward, and he answered it the second time with a sinking feeling that it was related to the rising smoke. 

“Lui, where are you right now? Are you good, are you safe?” Derek began without even as much as a hello.

“Uh, I’m getting tacos right now,” he mumbled.

“Where are you right now?” Derek’s voice was frantic. 

Lusin turned to Dante to determine their location and answered Derek, who sighed with deep relief. “Oh,” he said. “That’s good. You’re not near that side of town, then.”

“What’s going on?” Lusin asked, standing up and throwing away his trash.

“Asmo told you,” Derek offered by way of explanation. “It’s happened. They did it. Up in River North.” 

Dante looked at Lusin with concern, watching his face grow pale and the blood drain. 

“Thanks for letting me know,” Lusin said flatly, in shock. “I’ll call you back.” 

“Wait, Lui, hold on–” click. Derek’s phone call ended, and the phone screen remained to show him a message from Asmo on the encrypted messaging app. “It’s begun,” was all it said.

“I have to get downtown,” Lusin said. “Now.” 

—---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

He wasn’t sure exactly what it was that pulled him in the direction of danger. Underneath the trained aversion and fear was the underlying tug, the need to see it with his own eyes, the need to understand, the want to help. Lusin hadn’t told Dante where he was going or what he was doing, simply bolted off towards River North, a touristy area past the Loop on the Near North Side. He didn’t even tell him what was happening. His mind was blank as he rode in a taxi, whose driver was not particularly happy to go towards the giant cloud of billowing smoke. He refused to drive closer as traffic became gridlocked. As they neared the Magnificent Mile screams could be heard, and once that had become apparent, the taxi driver kicked him out. 

Although he imagined most people must have ran the moment it happened, there were still throngs of bodies leaving the area. Traffic was gridlocked, honking and angry. Panic was in the air as mothers tried to calm screaming babies, as women cried and men pushed past them to safety. Lusin walked against the grain of the crowd towards the scene. People looked at him as if he was crazy, one or two even stopping to tell him not to go the way he was going. “There’s a mauvis attack!” they screamed. He knew. He went anyway.

Finally the crowds disappeared into nothingness and gave way to cop cars and mauvis control trucks. Their flashing lights - red and blue for police, red and green for Mauvis Control, orange and red for EMS and the Fire Department - danced across the buildings and streets. As he got closer it finally dawned on him where he was headed - the stout brick building that housed U.P. 's minimal Chicago offices on the first few floors. He approached it to find a perimeter line of police and mauvis control agents with their arms outstretched, blowing on whistles. It appears he arrived very shortly after whatever violence had ended.

The building was scorched black, the windows blown out - its structural integrity questionable. Firemen stood back, still with hoses out, trying to put out small remaining embers. Lusin’s eyes moved in jerking motions as they canvassed the area, partially blocked by strategically placed police vehicles - first from the building itself, to the firemen, to the grounds around it that formed the police perimeter. 

Red. A deep, dark red, an oxidizing red. A chunky, wet red. Blood and flesh, barely discernable, like the scrap pile of a butchery dragged across the ground, painting melted piles of snow from a recent storm like gauzed bandages. Black blankets and tarps covered several piles of what Lusin could only think were bodies. A foot stuck out from one, a human foot, pale and bare. The smell was acrid and metallic like copper, sharp and burnt.

“Hey, you!” barked a geared-up policeman with an assault rifle in his hands. “Back up! Get out of here!” 

Lusin was frozen. His vision again moved to a set of Mauvis Control agents, four of them, as they heaved up with great effort the body of a mauvis onto a stretcher. Fully transformed and missing half his face, the bones and sinew and brain matter glistening in the setting sunlight. He was reminded of Kaim. Could it be that this mauvis had caused all this destruction? He saw another one, this one riddled with holes that macerated the flesh, being put into the back of an MC van. 

He couldn’t breathe. The shock was too much to cause shakes, too much to allow thoughts, too much to do anything at all. He could only stare with wide eyes at the very thing he had come to see - the confirmation he needed. The way that death looked with your own eyes. The smell of fresh blood in such quantities. The reality of it. 

Watching the Mauvis Control agents move around in their black fireproof suits he could think of them as nothing other than giant roaches - the bulletproof vests their carapice, the visor of their motorcycle-like helmets the compound eye. These were the same people who had taken everything from him, the ones who had ruled his life from the beginning of it until now. He was eight when the 2006 mauvis attacks happened in Washington D.C., and now twenty years later they had spent two decades exacting their revenge for something he was never culpable for. They had taken his mother for being at a protest gone wrong. They had taken his father to a United Power work prison during the time when he should’ve been showing him how to be an adult. They had locked away his sister from the rest of the world and they had let him be free just because of how they looked. They had raided a group of punks meeting in a mountain college town, not even knowing what crime to commit them with yet, antagonized them with the butt of guns until someone transformed and then started unloading. Kaim had jumped in front of him when he was shot and transformed quickly, and even then he didn’t finish before his body hit the ground. 

They had convinced him that the only way forward was to pretend to be one of them and lord over his own people. They had convinced him there was no fighting it. They had convinced him that he was helpless to it all. And now, they had done something to make these mauvis attack and destroy and kill and wreck all of this carnage. The MC, the police, the state, U.P. - it went up and up like the tendrils of gnarled tree roots from the arm that shot you to the man who profited off of your body, alive and dead. Whatever they did they could do it to him. They could do it to Dantelin, to Orias, to Kimarit - to Asmo. 

Somewhere beyond, Kaim seemed to call to his emotions, stoking his righteous anger that he had repressed for so long. He said: look at the bodies. Look at the blood. Smell the death. That’s coming for all of us, that’s coming for everyone, and they won’t stop. They won’t stop. Look at the power of it - look at the carnage they were able to do. Imagine that gun aimed at the right target. Imagine what could be done to dismantle it all instead of perpetuating its lies. 

You’ve been lying to yourself, he said. It was Kaim’s voice, Asmo’s voice, his own thoughts. You’re a coward. Look, look at what’s in front of you. Can you really live some normal life when they can do this? They won’t rest. Why should you? 

His nostrils flared, pulling in the smell of flesh and burning. This carnage in front of him made real all of the things he had been able to conceptualize but not truly see. Lives torn apart, bodies made into tendrils of flesh and nothing more, all for their ends. They wanted to hold the very moment where life meant death in their hands, turning his people into tools for that end. 

If he did nothing, it would not be him who died first. He would have to watch as each and every one of the people he cared about were turned into whatever this is. He would have to make that choice, each and every time, to continue doing nothing.

“It’s a choice you make every day,” Kaim had said. “Keeping your eyes open hurts. You choose the pain, because the person that looks away - that isn’t who you are. We’re people who refuse the draw of sleep. I’m not living in no false reality.” 

Finally a Mauvis Control officer put his hand on Lusin’s shoulder, a cold grip that sent electric shocks down his spine. He turned to face him. The face of the officer inside was impossible to discern through the shiny, dark-tinted visor, but his voice was warm and calm, coming out through speaker holes on the front side of the helmet. “Sir, you have to get out of here. It isn’t safe.” He was ushering Lusin and a small smattering of other rubber-neckers, gawking at the scene.

“Yes,” Lusin agreed, his voice measured and flat. “I should go. I’m sorry.” 

“We’re here to protect,” said the officer. “Everyone, please go, get home safely.” 

As Lusin walked away he turned back for a moment to see the body of the half-headed mauvis being loaded, finally, into the back of the van. As they hoisted it in the head fell forward, its one good eye staring straight ahead. Even from the distance he was, it caught his, the silent call of a body of flesh devoid of life. He was reminded of Kaim, the images laid on top of each other. The eye, glassy and gone, clouded, empty. Something inside of it having moved in once its host was gone, piercing forward with great intensity. Staring, staring, staring, staring. 

Somewhere in the abyss that those eyes stared into, it must have met Kaim’s gaze, met the gaze of his mother, met the gaze of every mauvis made to stare into that darkness alone. Each eye trained on him, each eye looking at him, each one reaching out to him to look at it, too. To see the totality of nothingness. To refuse to enter it without making his mark on the world. 

When you returned to Qa, you brought with you all of the knowledge, all of the strength of your connections, all of your accumulated power and deeds. It was your duty to bring to it the best of your ability. 

They were going to try to kill them all, somehow. They wanted each and every one of their eyes staring into that abyss with nothing to show for it. They wanted to suck their bodies dry and discard the bones, turn them against themselves, use them for their own ends. To them, his use and his death was pre-determined. The bright future he felt he could find here was a lie. A lie with half its head blown off and blood and guts all around it. A dream that would not be afforded to him unless he took it with his own hands.

Lusin turned around and stumbled home in a daze. He walked into Derek’s apartment - his apartment, and fell onto the bed. Eyes open he stared ahead - all the thoughts in his head becoming so overwhelming and loud they seemed to cancel each other out, leaving behind a void. Even as he heard, after some time, both Asmo and Derek entering the apartment, them noticing the light on in his room, rushing over to him, he stayed still. 

“Lui, jezus, are you okay?” Derek waved a hand in front of him, leaning over. “We were worried about you.” 

Lusin was able to pull himself upright but could not seem to focus his eyes. He stared straight ahead. 

“You went to the site, didn’t you?” Asmo said, her arms crossed, her lips flattened into a frown. 

Lusin didn’t reply. Asmo bent down, putting her hands on his shoulders. “Lusin. Did anyone see you? Did you do anything - did you get the shakes, did you say anything?” 

“No,” he managed. “No, I was just another rubber-necker.”

“What did you see?” Derek’s voice was breathy and small. He was afraid to ask.

Lusin found himself somehow able to move his lips and form the words, but they did not feel like his own. “Two mauvian bodies, a burnt out building, and human bodies. Several. Many.” 

“Krah!” Asmo spat, curling her lip into a snarl. “They did it after all, didn’t they?”

“This is bad,” Lusin said, his mind thawing into a sharp anxiety. “This is really bad. We are completely fucked, Asmo.” 

Asmo held herself back from chastising or saying she told him so. She swallowed her indignation and continued: “They have a way of making mauvis go feral, Lui.”

The anxiety inside increased in intensity. Feral? That was an old tale told to mauvian children. That one could become so out of balance as to tear themselves away from Qa entirely. For humans, whose barriers keeping their soul in the flesh was stronger, they became consumed by base animal desires for domination and control. Mauvis, whose barrier was thinner, completely lost consciousness and literally reverted to animals. He had never seen it. No one he knew had ever seen it. Parents told it to kids to get them to behave morally, he thought. Don’t want to go feral and lose yourself, do you? Eat your peas. “That can’t happen,” he said.

“What, did you think it was a fairy tale? They made them go feral and they dropped them on their own offices,” she said, staring directly at Lusin, boring into him. “Soon, the gang violence is going to be nothing compared to what they can do.”

Derek had his arms around himself in a self-soothing gesture. “My dad’s evil, but to attack his own employees…”

“Makes them the perfect martyr,” Asmo said. “No one would expect them to attack themselves.” 

Lusin looked at his sister, a sense of dread consuming his body. Something breathing down the back of his neck, crawling down his spine, shaking his brain. He thought of the eye. The eye, looking, staring into nothingness. What had made them feral? What had divested the mind from the body - what had they done to turn them into a killer? 

“They tore up the bodies,” Lusin said. “There were pieces everywhere.” 

Derek shuttered and pulled back in revulsion at the idea, but Asmo stayed strong and unphased. “Of course they were,” she said. “That’s what our bodies are capable of.” 

He thought about losing himself - what it would take to make you lose yourself entirely and do something so heinous. He looked down at his currently-human hands - long fingers, wide palms, dry with thick lines. Those belonged to him, to him, to no one else, and yet could they be considered his “real” hands? Which body was the real one? Could they really kill the mind and leave the body intact to lash out and destroy and tear people limb from limb? The thought was chilling - existentially horrific. He saw a future laid out in front of him with one mauvis attack after the other, with minds killed and bodies destroying everything in front of them until every last one of them was inside a United Power compound. 

“As long as we have our will, they can’t take shit from us,” Kaim had said. Yet his eye was the same as that mauvis with half his head missing, staring and staring and staring and empty and devoid of life and dead. 

“What was your plan?” Lusin asked. “With United Power.”

“Four parts,” Derek said, holding out four fingers. “One, get in, get jobs, get information. Two, schmooze Dad into making me beneficiary of his majority shares upon his death. That one will be difficult. Three, exploit vulnerabilities in their security systems and deactivate all of it, including the collars. Four, you connect all the mauvis in righteous revolt.” 

“I’m sorry, I do what?” Lusin thought that Derek was likely repeating something Asmo had said - some sort of Qakresh thing. 

“Qarhen-al,” Asmo said matter-of-factly.

Lusin sighed heavily and cut her off before she could explain further. “Qarhen-al, Asmo? Seriously?”

“Huh?” Derek looked between Lusin and Asmo. “Kwa-ren-al?”

Asmo emphasized the correct pronunciation - “Kka - hrhen - al”, using uvular sounds in the back of the throat. 

“The connection of living things through Qa resonance,” Lusin said, standing up from the bed. 

“Resonance? I don’t think I get it.” Derek massaged the back of his neck - a nervous tic. “Asmo said you would, like, connect everyone’s emotions somehow?” 

“It’s – look, if I had any idea how to do that, or if it was even possible–” Lusin began, but this time it was Asmo who cut him off.

“You’ve done it before. When you perform,” she said.

There was something that happened when he performed with the band, but that was just playing music, wasn’t it? That feeling that anyone in tune with the music feels the emotion you’re trying to communicate. That everyone in an audience is, in some way, connected with the band on stage. There had been one performance, the biggest one they’d ever had for a group of maybe thirty people who were completely into it. The energy was undeniable. It felt like something above the music, above the audible, was vibrating, resonating. That each individual fed it and it, in turn, fed them. 

“But that’s just music,” he said.

Her stance was defiant, her arms crossed and legs sturdy. Her face bordered on the comically upside-down frown she sometimes made but had a fierce intensity behind it. “It’s Qarhen. It is.” 

“What am I going to do, then, play for them over the intercom?” Lusin scoffed.

“No,” Asmo said. “You don’t need music. You can do it alone. I’ve seen it.” 

“She really believes in you, dude,” Derek added, inserting himself. 

Asmo glared at him for a moment before turning back to Lusin, her nose upturned. “You devalue yourself, Lusin. All the time. Always saying ‘I can’t do it’.”

“I’m not special, Asmo. I just…pass. That’s my skill,” he said. “Honestly, I don’t even know how much Qakresh stuff I even believe in anymore.” 

“Dralzan krah!7 You’re a mauvis, Lusin! You’re the son of Linhalren! How can you be so skeptical of what she taught us to be true?” Asmo spat. She put one hand on her hip and the other to gesture with her speech. 

“Yeah, well, we’re dad’s kids, too,” Lusin said. 

“Well, you certainly act like it!” Asmo retorted. 

Derek knew only that they were in the “repairing relationship” phase with their dad, and quickly stepped in to avoid the two fighting each-other further. “Hey, hey, guys, c’mon.” 

“So the idea is to usurp United Power and lead a workers' revolt?” Lusin said, coming back to the topic. “Basically?” 

Asmo and Derek both agreed.

Lusin leaned back and took a deep breath. He stepped over to his shelf, taking the memento mori of Kaim’s in his hands. At one time they had the belief that they could tear it all down - the whole thing, the whole broken, diseased system. Their anger was righteous, their shouting meaningful, their hands creating mechanisms of change. To dismantle the system made by those with no connection, no balance, consumed by their animalistic desires for dominance and coercion and control. The furthest thing from what they knew to be the truth - that power lay in the place where souls meet, where each individual feeds into the other. He had believed all of it. What changed?

“Don’t let them change your reality,” Kaim had said. 

“Sa Qa-renathen ren-dat8,” Lusin whispered. “I know the truth.” 

“He understood, and you did back then, too,” Asmo said. “That there is no choice. You can’t exist in imbalance - it will never right itself on its own. It's exponential.”

“This isn’t us thinking we’re some kind of heroes, you know,” Derek said. “It’s us having the chance to do something, and then doing it.” 

Lusin looked at Asmo and then at Derek. His sister was insane, but she was incredibly smart and dedicated to one thing and one thing alone: dismantling the systems that oppressed them. If anyone could do something, it was her. If he and Derek were simply her hands, maybe then it could be done. Something so insane.

After today, he was sure of one thing. He was going to die. One day they would come for him, they would take him and they would take his very soul until he, too, ended up with a hole in his head and thirteen dead bodies around him. If he was to die, he would rather it be as himself and those bodies to be theirs.

“I’ll do it,” Lusin said, feeling a heat rising somewhere within him. “I’ll fucking do it.” 



—--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


The news came out with an official explanation for the attack quickly. Mauvian gang violence in Chicago had spread to terrorism. United Power spokesmen and Grant Palmer himself went on television to describe the horrible incident that left thirteen employees and three passerby dead. As if rehearsed and repeated for multiple outlets, Palmer would begin to speak as to the nature of their deaths before placing his fingers on the bridge of his nose as if to cover up tears. Too horrible for polite society. Too terrible to describe. The power, they assured, would not be disrupted. In fact, Mauvis Control would be recruiting yet more officers to work with the company, to patrol their grounds, to protect their generators. When Grant Palmer went on screen to describe the incident it was the horror, the grieving families, the company taking steps to ensure it never happens again. 

He made sure to repeat an important narrative, one intended to infect the social consciousness. Mauvis at U.P. were safe - those outside were not. Mauvis inside his facilities were vetted or shut away behind layers of protection. They were not allowed to leave the campus without proper paperwork. They were not allowed to engage in political activities. They were not to be radicalized and any attempt to do so would be swiftly dealt with, no matter the cost to United Power’s bottom line. Really, it was a service to the community. U.P. was determined to find a solution to this menace, and society was only safe if they were under its watchful eye. 

President Mercer’s words were less apologetic, less measured, and less calculated. He spoke of the scourge of literally biblical demons. He spoke of the “blood and the guts”, of how three mauvis in the attack had torn fifteen people limb from limb, how the families couldn’t identify most of them. “Radical Mauvian Terrorism” quickly became Homeland Security’s number one enemy - millions were poured into Mauvis Control literally overnight. Anyone could be one of them, it was important to be careful, it was important to check IDs, it was important to know who your neighbors were. They had to save the people of America from this thing, this unstoppable force coming for them all.

The governor and mayor attempted to walk the line. They gave their prayers to families, support to the company, assurances it would never happen again. They would protect lawful abiding citizens, of all species, and add resources into fighting mauvian gang crime. They reminded the people of Chicago that the strong presence of mauvis in their communities went back over a hundred years - that the city was theirs as much as the humans who lived there. That gang violence was down, mauvian crime was down, that this appears to have been a freak attack - they couldn’t even tie the mauvis to a particular group or terrorist cell. They attempted to quell a rising friction within the streets, a pervasive fear from spiraling out of control. To protect the industry and the tourist dollars. They said all of these things while news stations played clips of the burnt-out building and photos of the dead. 

A religious fervor had begun to swell amongst the people in power and the masses below - the ideologically captured Christians who had learned since they were young not to ask questions. It was time people finally saw this for what it was, they said. Literal, biblical demons - the kind from hell. How could it be anything else? What else would tear so many human beings limb from limb? Surely it must have drank the blood - that got posted somewhere. It was in the interest of a Godly country to eradicate these things. Dangerous, impure as they are, their very presence would corrupt the earth they walked on and the pure touched. What a good thing we have them identified, but should we be forced to share our space on Earth with demons? How can you know if a mav is one of those “walkers” (a term for a human passing mauvis) anyway? We must be vigilant, for Satan is around every corner and potentially in every person we meet. It was driving this swath of the population insane. To them the threat was real, and it was everywhere. 

Yet others in power, centrists on the side of the liberals, wrung their hands saying that U.P. seemed to have this whole mauvis thing worked out so well that we might as well give them more money for it, more power, more data. They had to stay safe, after all - a bipartisan issue. There had to be compromise on it somewhere, a place where humans could feel safe and mauvis could be allowed to live. They had said that was the point of the transformation laws, then the congregation laws, then it was for the IDs, and now it was for finding yet another solution to the problem. Compromise where you concede, where the middle always moves, requires continual new ideas for ways to do so. 

Due to the annoying cries of their left flank, many only skirted the idea of propping up United Power in public. Mauvis were still able to vote, after all, but their population was so small and disenfranchised it wasn’t particularly worth courting them alone, and their allies would regularly become distracted by other issues. Solutions had to be presented that obfuscated UP’s role, but fed directly into them anyway. Perhaps this time it could be mandatory mental health screenings? Billed to the mauvis, of course. 

Surely, even they were supporting U.P. behind closed doors - they had for many years. United Power benefitted from support from both parties, but the liberal party tried to make the argument that mauvis were not forced to go, that the company was an empowering way to provide work to all these people. A group historically poor, mind you - what could be better than a perpetual employer with new work every day? Running the country’s power grid with smiling faces. These were the arguments that were all over Lusin’s youth, where he would see TV commercials of smiling mauvis pausing from their greasy, sweaty job to give the camera a thumbs-up. They would show the tenements of the top-brass mauvis as though it was entry-level housing, of families playing together in a park that didn’t exist. The liberal party was in power back then, but as time went on they found it impossible to continue placing the veneer of legitimacy over the whole thing. The right-wing party took over from there as the prosperity of endless energy did not lift up the humans, either. Mauvis went from people who could benefit from this shimmering futuristic company to dangerous monsters best to be locked away by it. Once it was clear what U.P. was, the narrative simply changed - “you want it” to “you deserve it.” The attacks played into this perfectly, and it felt like the two sides were reaching a crescendo in a long concerto, each instrument perfectly in tune. They had been ready for this.

Lusin took all of this in at the N’khalt Mona headquarters. The two televisions - one in the “war room” and the other on the shop floor, played the news on repeat. There was no turning away from it. When it wasn’t playing some pundit or clip or headline it had someone’s laptop up with diagrams and powerpoints about what was happening. Lines drawn between President Mercer and United Power and Grant Palmer, between senators and congressmen and the head of the DHS and dark money groups. The posts and headlines and comments seemed to go on for days, in circles but increasingly intense. 

When he had arrived initially at the NKM, as the N’khalt Mona often called themselves, he had been met with skepticism at his sudden turn of heart. Could he really help them if he had been so capricious? Was he really a revolutionary if he had run away? How committed was he? But the questions took a backburner, and Lusin stood around simply taking it all in as they largely moved past him at a rapid pace. Some of the younger members that often loitered had come up to him to talk - he had a feeling they did this with every human-passing mauvis. He had forgotten since college quite what it was like to be met right away with litmus tests of esoteric knowledge, but he did end up having a pretty good conversation with a kid named Sa’an about Qakresh philosophy as it related to dialectical materialism. It made him feel as though he was returning to the man he was, finding himself again. He had spent much of his youth this way, and even if he felt a particular hostility and lack of respect as the kids tried to get him in “gotchas”, he found it felt nostalgic. 

It was day three of loitering around after work and taking in all of the information he could when he was called into the war room. The same group that had been introduced to him initially when he rejected the job were gathered around the same table, but he felt as though he was walking in as a new man. The Lusin from just a week earlier had been afraid - this one had a fire relit inside him and was ready to burn it all down. 

As he approached the table, Agares tossed a piece of plastic across to him. He picked it up to find his own face staring back at him in front of a portrait of Lincoln, holographic Chicago skyline in front, with the name and signature of “Kevin Ross”. Underneath the portrait was his information: SEX: M, EYES: GRN, SPCS: HMN. In the top corner of the Illinois State Drivers License was a small blue star - to designate a certified, genetically human citizen of the United States. 

Lusin swallowed hard, standing in the space where freedom met erasure. This ID could open all of the doors that had been closed to him. And yet, it was not him at all; Kevin was a persona he had wished to be done with. Didn’t matter, he told himself - it would be the instrument by which he brought it all down.

“It’s real - you’re in the database as a human,” Agares said. “We had to use a connection for that. They were able to wipe your background check clean, too - humanize it. Make it worth it.” 

“What about Asmo and my parents? They’re in the database as mauvis. Dad went to jail, even.” Lusin knew they had to have an answer for this - they wouldn’t want to do this if they couldn’t deal with a hurdle that obvious. 

“Legally, Kevin Ross isn’t my brother,” Asmo said, shrugging. 

Agares fished in his jacket’s breast pocket and slapped another ID down on the table. This time instead of tossing it at him, he carefully slid it across the table, making eye contact with Lusin. He didn’t release his finger from it, but offered it to be seen.

Another ID. No blue star in the corner, another signature, another name. Lusin Kam’n. SEX: M, EYES: GRN, SPCS: MVS. Same photo, same Lincoln, same holographic skyline. There was another photo next to his human one - the rest of the information on the ID had been shrunk to accommodate it. A photo of him parted out. So, that’s why Asmo came by practice and asked me to pose for a photo… he thought. She wouldn’t tell him why she needed it, but it was more from her scurrying in and out so fast he didn’t have time to ask. 

“It’s easier to split an identity than it is to erase one,” Oath offered.

 “Your work history, education - all of that has always been under Kevin Ross,” Agares explained. “Your mother did a good job keeping your mauvis status out of records. Your father had to go and get arrested, however…but that information has been passed onto the Lusin identity.” 

“Smart,” Lusin said, comparing the ID in his hand with the one on the table, still under Agares’s beefy index finger. Two identities, carefully delineated - Lusin didn’t cease to exist, creating holes, but Kevin Ross could exist without any mauvian history.

“You can continue whatever public presence you want as a mauvis, but it’s best you do it parted out and change somewhere discreet,” Agares said. Lusin knew they knew about his band - now that he thought about it, why would they let such a liability somewhere important? But this place seemed almost like a community hub, so it made sense. He was relieved that he was allowed to continue having a personal life somewhat, so it seemed the two-ID approach was the best of both worlds. He would, however, have to get used to walking around parted… Kevin Ross can’t be seen in mauvian places. And that’s who he was now.

“Do you understand-” one of Agares’ bushy, thick eyebrows cocked upwards as he continued, tapping the ID - “that this is to never be in your possession at the same time as the other?”

Lusin opened his mouth to say “of course”, but looking at Agares’s stern expression, he changed course. “Yes, sir. I’ll keep the one I’m not using hidden. I intend to take this seriously.” 

“Tape it inside a vent in your home,” Saren said. The way she looked at him, he felt full of  disdain - at the very least, she didn’t seem to particularly like him. “Don’t fuck it up.” 

“I don’t plan on it,” Lusin said, trying not to get agitated. 

“I just want you to understand the gravity of this,” Saren spat. Her tattoos flattened on her arms as she folded them across her chest. “This was not an easy task.”

“Oh, but we did do it,” Oath gestured an ‘OK’ symbol in the air and then a cutting motion. “Precision cut you right in half.”

Asmo looked at Oath with disappointment, and then turned to Lusin. “What he means is, our team got it taken care of. But this is not a regular occurrence, Lui. The only reason we were able to get this done is your unique situation, several connections that we cannot safely use often or ever again, and dumb luck.” 

“It’s important to note, it’s not watertight, either,” Karinha added.

“Especially,” Asmo narrowed her eyes on him. “If you put any holes in it.”

Lusin took a deep breath, centering himself. He felt ganged up on somewhat, but he knew that they weren’t wrong, either. He stared down at the IDs again - the two lives laid out in front of him split from the one he had lived. Kevin Ross and Lusin Kam’n - two from one, and yet, two into one. “I saw it,” he said. “What they’re capable of. Of stealing a man’s soul and wielding it against him.”

“And?” pressed Agares.

“I realized I was a fool,” he said. He was staring down in shame, but righted himself, looking Agares directly in the eyes. The man had an intense brow, his stare piercing and face weathered, difficult to read. He looked between him, Asmo with her flat expression trained on him the way it always was, and between Saren with her lip curled in the corner in agitation. “I was being a coward,” Lusin continued. “They have to be destroyed - all of it - or they won’t rest until every last one of us is turned into objects they control. Into living batteries to fuel their pockets.”

“Hell yeah, that’s right!” Derek came over and wrapped an arm around his shoulder, knuckling him in the side. Lusin had almost forgotten he was there. “That’s my man.” 

“Can we trust you to not be a coward again, then?” Saren asked, leaning over the table to look at him pointedly. 

Lusin realized he wasn’t getting anywhere. He was being treated the way he always had been - as some punk. But he wasn’t a kid anymore, and this wasn’t the scene. This was real.

He put his hand in front of him, hovering over the table, palm up. He began to transform it - shrinking his fingers, widening his palms, turning the skin to scales that crept up his wrist. A light warmth radiated from it. “I’ve dealt with being seen as a human before - I’m good at it. I’m prepared to follow this through to the end, no matter what it means. Sa Aq-khaltrhak.3 I’ll vow on it.” 

They looked at each other curiously. Saren shrugged and shook her head, transforming her hand and placing it on top. Each other mauvis, in turn, transformed their own right hands, adding them. Karinha motioned with her head to Derek, who hesitantly placed his hand on top of the pile, hairless and fleshy. “It’s hot…” he mumbled to himself.

“Lusin,” began Agares, his voice even deeper with a ritualistic tambre. “Are you prepared to die for this?” 

Lusin nodded. “Ha' sa qan ghalen renen ra-dar.” - May my soul return to Qa with the knowledge of my will.

“Are you willing to perform every action from here on in service to sarhenath9? Towards N’khaltath10?” Agares boomed. The small room seemed to echo the tones of his voice, creating a sense of otherworldly spirit.

Derek turned to Karinha in confusion, and she whispered to him. “Is he willing to act in service to the greater good and freedom,” she explained. 

“Aq-nagh11,” Lusin spoke in affirmation.

“Ha' aq-khaltrhak rhenen khalsel12,” Agares replied.

“May this oath hold true,” Karinha whispered again to Derek. “We repeat it.” 

“Ha' aq-khaltrhak rhenen khalsel,” mirrored the group, with Derek lagging behind by a full second and pronouncing it terribly. They pulled their hands away finally, turning them back to normal. 

“Alright,” Derek said, slamming his palms on the table. “We’ve got our undercover agent. It’s time to take down United Power and all the bullshit that comes with it!” 

“I am committed, but this is a huge task,” Lusin said, crossing his arms. “How exactly are y’all expecting to take down something as huge as United Power, when it’s connected to the entire power of the United States government? They’re turning mauvis feral, for fucks sakes.” 

“Simple,” Oath chimed in, smirking. “The workers must rise up and subsume the means of production by force. Not even the U.S. government with all its might can contain sixty percent of the mauvian population, unleashed, in control of a whopping thirty-five percent of their power and electricity!” He looked downright manic - perhaps imagining his vision.

“If they’re smart, they’ll negotiate instead of bomb their own power generators,” Saren added. 

“Besides,” Karinha said. “We think that Grant Palmer has something terminal.”

“Really?” Lusin raised an eyebrow.

“He reached out to me in a meaningful way after six years of total silence. Saying stuff about realizing I was his son, teaching me the family business, wanting to reconnect, saying he was ‘sorry’,” Derek said, frowning. “Why would he do that unless he had some sort of run-in with his mortality, you know? He’s been going through women like they’re tissue paper - I think it’s a fertility issue. I’m all he’s got and something had to make him figure that out.” 

“What, did his balls get irradiated?” Lusin quipped.

“Who knows, man.” Derek shrugged. “It just seems like, the way he’s been talking to me, that he genuinely wants me to be his great heir. Like he realized he couldn’t make anything better so he better buckle down with what he already has.”

“We know, at least, that he only contacted you because he thinks you’re gonna be useful to him somehow,” Karinha said.  

“That’s what worries me,” said Lusin. “That there’s some sort of other thing he’s planning on using you for.”

“We went down that avenue long before you got here,” Asmo said coolly. Lusin bristled. She continued, “we’ve tried a canary trap, didn’t take the bait. We don’t know.”

Agares cleared his throat and spoke, “We’ve decided to cautiously continue. It’s an opportunity we can’t let go.”

“Okay, but will any of this end the religious uproar that we’re all literal biblical demons? A bunch of mauvis gain control of the power infrastructure and it’ll be the End of Days.” Lusin threw up a hand. Agares stared him down from the shadows cast by his thick brow. “Do you guys think that maybe that aspect throws any rational reaction into question? The president ran on an evangelical platform, and U.P. is up the ass of the admin.” 

“They’re full of shit, none of them really believe that,” Saren said, waving her hand.

“But their constituents do. It’s all connected - United Power, the State, the religious fervor. Even if we got to the very top of U.P., how can we take down all of that?”

“When Chicago, New York, D.C., L.A. - all of the major cities - go dark, they’ll be willing to negotiate with demons if it means the power comes back on,” Agares said. 

“When we control the power, we will control the country,” Oath raised up a fist into the air. “Once we rise up, we will be unstoppable!” 

Saren put a hand on his arm, pulling down his enthusiasm. 

“How exactly are we going to rise up?”  Lusin asked.

“Oath is demolition,” Derek said with a wide smile. “Asmo and I are the hackers. If dad gives us access to the systems it won’t take long to figure out a vulnerability. All of the security is connected to a computer system in some way. To cut costs, you know, most of the turrets are AI now, even at the penitentiary.” 

“You said you need me for Qarhen-al,” Lusin said, running a hand through his hair. “Until then, what am I going to be, exactly?” 

“My best friend, in need of a job!” Derek placed a hand on Lusin’s shoulder. “Not even a lie, really.”

“Derek, I’ve known you for a month,” Lusin mumbled.

“You’re undercover infiltration,” said Agares. “Your history and ability to pass effortlessly are key. You’re to carefully disseminate what to do and when amongst the population at the Gary plant and collect key information from inside. The Gary plant will be the locus from which all else springs forth.”

“We’ll be releasing security systems nationwide at the same time,” Oath said. “But only the Gary plant will we be able to coordinate an actual uprising. Derek can disable all of the collars, but I can’t blow up the turrets everywhere. We’re in talks with other groups situated in other large cities to take advantage of that opening, but Gary is the main plant. It’s Grant’s baby. If we take it, they will have a difficult time taking it back.”

“Dad probably wouldn’t want me working directly with the mauvis,” Derek said. “We’re going to try to get you a job closer to the actual work-floor. He’s going to whisk me away to meetings and executive crap, which is useful, but not the whole picture.”

“Our information gathering will be two-pronged,” Karinha added. “Executive and workers.”

“What makes you so sure he’s going to just give me a job?” Lusin asked.

“We’re not,” Asmo deadpanned.

“We’ve gotta be good at the schmoozing,” Derek said with a wink. “So you gotta look real desperate.” 

Lusin sighed, rubbing his temples. “You’re kidding.”

He looked at everyone’s silent faces. They were not kidding.

“Alright. We’ll make it work.”

—------------------------------------------------------------


[bookmark: _875yoin7c6dt][bookmark: tdxpva3gozu9]Chapter 9: 

Before their plan could be executed, Derek had to really, truly dive into the business. He had been flirting with it and with his father’s attention - cautiously engaging with him in bits and pieces. He had met him for dinner, he had toured several facilities, he had met the board and his father had taught him some of the inner workings of the company. Derek, however, had been coy about it, never quite agreeing to be part of United Power, never quite agreeing to his father’s offering of a job. He needed to ensure that he wouldn’t be infiltrating it alone, and now that it had been confirmed that Lusin was in, he had to actually go about it. He had a meeting with his father for dinner that night to discuss it, at a fancy restaurant on the river that spelled “beef” as “beouf”. He woke up already anxious - Lusin noticed him pacing about the apartment in the morning, downing way too much coffee and starting and stopping several tasks. 

Lusin heard Derek’s footsteps cross to his door - the man did not walk quietly - and a loud rap on the wood. Lusin paused his music, closed his book, and opened the door to find Derek standing, slightly hunched over. His energy was flighty and he seemed nervous to be bothering him in the first place.

“Hey man, look, I don’t want to bother you–” Derek stammered out, but Lusin cut him off.

“I’m not doing anything important, Derek. What’s up?” 

“Would you hang out with me?” Derek gave an apologetic smile. “I’m just, man, I’m freaking out. Wanna play a game or something?”

Lusin smiled and shook his head. Derek had something about him that made him kind of pitiful without being helpless - an endearing quality that made you not want to tell him no. “Yeah, what’re we playing?” 

 Derek didn’t have anything in mind, but knowing that he didn’t have the ability to do much complex thinking, he offered up a versus puzzle game called Puyo-Puyo, where both players matched falling multi-colored blobs. 

“I’ll go easy on you,” Derek taunted, handing Lusin the controller.

“Who says you need to?” He smirked.

The game began and Derek took the time to ease him into it, showing him the controls and the general idea. Lusin caught on quickly, and soon they were sending attacks back and forth of gray-colored blobs that filled up the other’s screen. 

“Ok, you’re right,” Derek said after losing the first round. “Now for a real fight!” 

They became increasingly heated in their rivalry, inching forward to the edge of the couch and hunching over. They laughed openly, shouted at each other, taunted each-other. “That’s right, biiiitch!” Derek shouted, to which Lusin replied “Just you wait, man, this shit is going right up your ass.” 

This was the kind of thing Lusin used to do when he was younger - he couldn’t remember the last time he played a game with someone like this. Sometimes he felt like he looked back at college and the few years following with this sparkling, shimmering filter - as if everything that came after existed in some other world entirely. After everything fell apart, pulled down to the world of reality and bills and the grind, he hadn’t done even simple things like this. Taunting and goading and ribbing a friend.

Odd how it was that this stranger - a human, no less - had pulled him out of his shell so quickly. Already considering him a friend, when he hadn’t connected with anyone during the three years he stayed in Asheville.

They stopped for lunch - Derek reheated leftovers from chinese food and Lusin microwaved eight 50-cent bean and cheese burritos. He remembered - qarath. Asmo, of all people, had had some sort of deep emotional connection with this guy. Derek Palmer, son of Grant Palmer…he stared at the guy next to him, hair frizzy and wild from constantly bleaching it, in stark contrast to the dark stubble he left, often, unshaven. He shoveled food into his mouth by bringing the takeout container close to his face, eating quickly. 

Was there more to him than it seemed? He felt unable to put down his guard no matter what he did, and part of him knew this. So he scrutinized things that seemed good significantly more than he did things that were obviously bad. 

They went back to their game, and around when the clock hit three PM, Derek stopped after a match and put the controller down. “It’s already three, huh?” He looked out the window at the midday sun.

“Yeah. Your appointment with the Devil is at six, right?” Lusin said.

“Yep,” Derek stood up. He didn’t know where he was going, but the anxiety entered him physically and he felt the need to walk it off. He began to pace. “I wish you guys could come with me, somehow” 

Lusin stretched out on the now unoccupied couch. “Yeah, me too. But you said yourself, if we used wires or a radio it’s liable to be found out.” 

“The best spy tech is as low-tech as possible,” Derek said, repeating his own line from the planning meeting. “It’s a lot of precaution, they’d have to be searching radio frequencies, but I just don’t want to chance anything.”

“Then you don’t have anything to be worried about, right?” Lusin said. “We went over everything. You’re going to be fine. He obviously wants to bring you into the business for some reason, and unfortunately the best way to figure out what he really wants is to accept. It’s possible that is all he wants.” 

“You’re probably right,” Derek nodded and began to loosen up before suddenly snapping to again. “It’s just – Christ, man. I hate him. I hate him so much. Every time I see him, I’ve got to play this part, pretend to be the Good Boy, but inside I’m like – I just want to –” Derek could not seem to find the words he wanted to say. He gesticulated with his hands and grunted to attempt to describe the emotion, but realized it wasn’t truly describing the feeling either. He sighed before looking at Lusin helplessly. “Bro. Can I have a cigarette?” 

“You don’t smoke, do you?” asked Lusin incredulously. 

“No. I smoked for like one year when I started T because it made my voice lower, and after that I vaped, but I quit years ago. I just. Fuck. Please.” Derek made a clasping gesture with his fingers as to say “put a cig between these.” 

Lusin sighed and stood up before taking out his cigarettes from his pocket and passing one to Derek. “Don’t make a habit of it. These things suck.” 

“I know. I kind of just need a punch to the face right now,” Derek said, leading Lusin onto the porch to light them. He once again forgot a lighter, looking at Lusin apologetically and flicking his thumb as if lighting an invisible one. Lusin sighed and lit Derek’s cig with his thumb again. He suspected it was just Derek thinking it was cool at this point, the amount of times he asked him to do that.

Derek took a large puff of smoke and coughed loudly. He was able to squeeze a barely audible curse out before explaining, “I smoked it like weed.”

“You forgot, huh?” Lusin said, laughing.

They smoked in silence for a moment before Derek began, “He was manipulative, he was abusive, and yet as a kid I loved him. I needed to love him.”

“When did it change?” Lusin asked. “You're in the NKM for a reason.”

“I believed all that crap, you know? Agh, I fell for all that shit!” Derek slammed a fist down on the banister. “All that shit about the mauvis living in peace and grateful for the job. These animal-like people who graciously kept our lights on. I mean - I used to turn the lights on in my room and say ‘thank you’! They were like some kind of fairy-tale creature. I had seen you guys fully transformed since I was little. Mom and dad were always bringing me to some plant or another on some emergency where they forgot to book the nanny.” 

“Right, I forgot, your mother was part of the business back then,” Lusin said.

“Yeah. She was the entire reason U.P. was able to get started in the first place. You know that shit about how they met at some conference and hit it off? Bullshit, man. Their marriage was arranged. Grandpa had a lot of money in the oil business and Dad saw an opportunity with mauvian power, so grandpa arranged for him to marry mom. She’s the daughter of a Chinese electricity company exec that already had mauvian power going. She brought over all the expertise and all the connections and grandpa brought the money,” Derek said. He was grinding his teeth and letting the cigarette burn, quietly fuming.

“Your story?” Lusin prompted.

“Right, right. They locked me in some conference room with a Nintendo DS and a laptop and vending machine money or something and then fucked off. One day, I got restless, I got bored, and I got curious, you know? I walked out and snuck out to where I knew the other kids were,” Derek took a small puff of the cigarette, trying to get use out of it and not cough again.

“There were other kids?” Lusin raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. The mauvis that live there are allowed to have kids. It costs money and puts you deeper in the hole to U.P., but they’ve got to make more workers somehow. They’ve got something that looks like a school for ‘em, right? We had driven by one once, at some facilities it’s its own building. Mom had explained it was a school, and I said something about why they were there after three pm, and she said that they stayed there after school until their parents got off work at eight,” Derek paced slightly as he talked. The remembering appeared to make him agitated and unable to stand still - or perhaps the nicotine rush. “So I thought oh, they’re just playing after school, and I want to play, too. So I’ll find them.” 

“I don’t even want to think about what you ran into at that ‘school’,” Lusin mumbled.

“Oh no, the ‘school’ was vastly underfunded and a bunch of kids crammed together in a small building, but it seemed cool to me back then. Everyone was out behind it in the playground just playing or inside reading or hanging out. There wasn’t even an adult. They said sometimes there was but if they did something bad - there are cameras everywhere, you know - that it would reflect badly on their parent’s performance and they could be fired. So everyone largely was pretty agreeable. I snuck in and they were all just immediately really nice. They were all in their human forms, but they were all so excited to meet a human. They’d never seen a human before, dude. I was so confused.” Derek took a puff of his cigarette and looked at Lusin with wide eyes before looking away again. “But like, I was bullied a lot as a kid at school. They could smell the queer on me, and the nerd. I didn’t stand a fuckin’ chance. Suddenly there were these kids who thought I was cool? I hit it off with one right away. Wanna know his fuckin’ name?” Derek grinned.

“Ugh, what was it?” 

“It was Lusin,” he said with a laugh.

“Seriously? Look, Lusin is the mauvian equivalent of, like, Joshua. It’s common.” 

“I thought I was going crazy when Asmo told me your name,” Derek said with a laugh. “I hit it off with this kid, and I kept finding excuses to be taken along to the plant. It was at the one in Gary, - the first, the flagship, and at the time we still lived in Chicago. So, I was there all the time. Nobody noticed at first and we had a blast. We’d play pranks on people, we’d make stupid jokes, I’d show him shit on my computer. Until one day a pair of mauvian workers came to the school with these packages and called for all of the kids who had parents in silo B. Well there goes Lusin up to the front, and the worker just points to him and this other kid and says ‘you two. There was an accident in Silo B. Your parents unfortunately perished during their service. As a token of appreciation to the company, we provide you with these ration packages.’ They handed ‘em these boxes of protein bar things and scurried off, just leaving ‘em like that.”

“Fuckin’ hell,” Lusin chimed

“He was pissed. We were twelve, dude. Twelve. He didn’t have anyone and they gave him absolutely nothing. He knew what followed was a relative could buy him out by paying off his parent’s debt or he could go to work to pay it back. They let the orphan ones start working as soon as they wanted. There was always that deniability part, you know? They could spin it as they were doing him a favor, but they didn’t officially allow child labor until fifteen. Just like the human world,” Derek finished his cigarette, put it out, and sighed, leaning back on the railing. “He could pay it back, or they would kick him on the streets. The streets of Gary, Indiana. That he had never seen before. And he couldn’t stand any of those options. He was hysterical, man. Saying ‘I’m going to burn this place down!’ and stuff. He couldn’t control it, he got the shakes and then before he could even finish there were like three facility Mauvis Control agents on us. He didn’t even move, and they shot him like a fucking ragdoll. He was a kid. They had full body armor, the tasers and the mace, but they used the gun.”

Lusin looked away. Of course they did, but that didn’t make it easier. He took one last puff and finished his cigarette, putting it out in the grody outdoor ashtray.

“Mom came to get me and was super pissed. She was cursing me out in Chinese - you stupid idiot, you little slut. I just kept asking her why they had to kill him. She never answered me, but Dad did. He did it so matter-of-factly, too. ‘It was a liability.’ He didn’t even say it like some sort of evil bond villain, dude, he said it like I’m talking to you now. It was a liability. Took it out.” Derek made a finger gun motion, an attempt maybe at humor, but delivered without any levity. His face was stern and clouded as he looked out into the street. “It was that moment I felt like everything just shattered into a million pieces. Here I was just seeing a friend of mine gunned down in front of me and they were talking about him like a - a business expense. The first person I ever really felt like I connected with.” Derek sighed and leaned his whole torso over the railing, letting his arms fall over it. “You know, I told Lusin ‘I’m actually a boy, my name is Derek.’ It was the first time I ever felt the courage to do that. He just went along with it, he never questioned me, he never called me the wrong thing. He was the first person I feel like I, Derek, got to know and who ever saw me. He liked birds and dinosaurs, he knew all about ‘em; he was funny, he was smart, he was just a kid, and they killed him.” 

Lusin had always held a bit of resentment and caution around Derek. How could he understand for even a moment what mauvis went through - at the hands of his own family, no less. Maybe understanding exactly how it felt wasn’t what he had needed to be radicalized, after all.

“I was scared, too,” Derek said, becoming quieter. “Dad was a rage monster at home, and mom was icy cold and berated me non-stop. When any, like, illusions I had about them shattered, when all the love just disappeared, all I had left was fear. So I didn’t tell them that I had woken up to what they were doing. They started leaving me with nannies more often, or when they had to take me to work they locked the door of the office they shut me in. Well, I had gotten my hands on a lockpick kit and a metal lock at home so I could learn to pick the door, and I did. I’d escape and I’d sneak around the facilities to see exactly what was going on.”

“Nobody caught you?”

“Nope. I was sneaky, and any mauvis who saw me decided it wasn’t worth their time to do anything about it.” Derek trailed off, staring straight ahead, eyes unfocused. “I saw some things. People getting injured, like really bad - crushed and shit - and pulled off the machines and just left on the floor for the rest of the entire shift, usually dead. Sometimes if the injury wasn’t bad enough they’d just make them keep working through it. Mauvis that were ragged, emaciated, working fourteen hour days every day, just working around that kind of shit. Non-stop. Shoving food in their mouths for ten minutes before silently going back to the floor. The machine moved and it never stopped for anything! There were no recreation rooms or family parks or movie theaters or shops - those were for the few that made it to the top. They dangled it over everyone else like a piece of meat. And there was this, just, this emotional smell in the air, you know? Like an open sore. I don’t know how to describe it.” 

“That’s okay,” said Lusin. “I get the idea.” 

“I just built up this resentment, but I knew I had to keep it under wraps. I pretended to be what they wanted - this good little girl, proud of her dad, proud of the company. The moment I went away to college, I just couldn’t do it anymore, you know? Without the pressure of my mother literally forcing me into dresses, the fake me I had made just collapsed like the heap of shit it was.”

“It’s hard to imagine you as anything other than a guy,” Lusin said. Derek passed as a guy the same way he passed as a human - nobody would begin to guess otherwise. 

Derek shook his head and smirked. “Look, man, there’s a reason that I’m confident in playing the part of whoever my dad wants me to be now. I’m damn good at pretending. I’m a great liar.” 

“Lying so good it becomes another you, huh?” 

“Yeah, pretty much. Except that other me I had to make up - because of her, I wasn’t able to be me. You know?” Derek shrugged. “I thought when I came out my parents would be pissed, that they’d fight me, and at first they did - the pressure of it ended their already ending marriage. But then after that, when I just kind of kept transitioning and living my life, they dropped off. Kept paying for my college, thank God - Dad even kept sending me a stipend. Towards the end he even signed it to Derek and not ‘Rachel’.”

“Rachel?” Lusin asked before he even particularly processed it, realizing it was likely Derek’s old name as soon as the question left his mouth. 

“Yeah, that’s my dead name.” Derek rubbed at the back of his neck.

“If you want,” Lusin said, smirking slightly to lighten the mood. Really, he felt like he had run head-first into a rake. “I can try to forget I heard it.”

“Nah. It doesn’t really mean much to me, anyway. It just feels weird.” Derek smiled and shook his head. He gestured a circular motion with his hand to say moving on, before continuing, “Dad just stopped talking to me much at all, which God knows, he would’ve done anyway. Mom, on the other hand, she can’t look at me the way I am now. Says I killed her daughter. Like I give a shit. Their daughter was just an idea she had. Bitch never existed.” 

“Did you know, before you came out in college?” Lusin asked.

“Man, I’ve known since I could remember thinking in complete sentences,” Derek said, laughing slightly. “I just never thought it was something I could be or do. I had accepted that there was this internal person that nobody else could see and that that was okay. I was so alone I honestly sort of lost it, started feeling like I didn’t even exist, that reality wasn’t real, that I couldn’t, like…” Derek made a hand motion of two things coming together a few times, searching for the word. “Interface with it right. So when I went off to college, it was kind of like, I had to transition or I wouldn’t have ever been able to be real. Exist in reality enough to not lose my mind.”

“Real?”

“Yeah…” Derek trailed off, trying to find the best way to say it. “I’m sorry, I bet I sound crazy.” 

“No, I think I get it.” Lusin waved off his concerns. “Nobody saw the real you, so nobody could confirm for you that you really existed.”

Derek snapped and pointed at him, brightening up. “Yeah man, that’s it exactly. I had made friends with Karinha early on in college - we both went to Northwestern. She saw me for me, never questioned it, and that feeling of like, being seen as me? I couldn’t let it go. Feels like I ripped my way out of the Matrix cocoon. Once I did, I was on the war path. Kari learned about who I really was and believed me when I said I really wanted to see U.P. absolutely fucking destroyed. So she invited me to the NKM. They were pretty skeptical but I got ‘em real intel they could use, and then I started actually doing their cyber security full time, and I just had this feeling I’d never had before, you know?”

“Yeah, I know that feeling.” The feeling of being part of something else, something bigger - being useful towards a real goal. Mixed with the adrenaline from doing something highly illegal, it was addicting. 

“Sorry,” said Derek, sitting up against the railing again, calming down. “I don’t even know what my point originally was. My dad, I guess. I hate ‘em, but like, more than anything looking at him makes me feel sick. Like, he sits in the uncanny valley of the soul or something. He’s like, not human.” 

“Hey now, nothing wrong with not being a human, is there?” Lusin shrugged.

“N-no, that’s not what I meant!” Derek backpedaled quickly but softened at Lusin’s smile, knowing he was just messing with him. “You know...” 

“Asmo would probably say something like ‘his imbalance destabilizes your qan,’ or some shit like that,” Lusin said, doing a deadpan impression of his sister. 

“Be honest, that was just the first thing that entered your head, wasn’t it?” Derek laughed.

Lusin felt unnervingly transparent. “Maybe, but only because she put it there.”

“Alright,” Derek shook his head and slid his butt off the railing. “Later, you can go into your tragic backstory with your sister, okay? Enough of mine for one day. I gotta fuckin’ get ready for this shit.”

—--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lusin lay across the width of his twin-sized bed, practicing a bass-line for a song over and over and paying little attention to it, trying not to check the clock. Derek would be back when he was back - he’d share the recording with him first, personally. It was decided, at this particular phase and now that the plan was in motion, that he avoid physically being at the NKM base as much as possible. Until they could establish that Grant was truly not surveilling Derek or his associates. 

If he wanted to, could he really not trace Kevin back to Lusin? Sure, that name was on the lease, his legal name had always been Kevin - and he had always been careful during college when doing anything remotely politically fraught that he wore a mask or was parted out. But he also didn’t trust himself at any point not to fuck up and not know it. He reminded himself - back then you were an idiot. Hell, you’re an idiot now. 

He sighed. They had told him he was clean - both identities split. Kevin Ross was a human man, Lusin Kam’n was a mauvis, and never the twain shall meet. He was clean, he simply had to play his part. 

It was only that Grant Palmer was such a menacing force, that even a complete assurance wouldn’t silence the voice that asked “what if?” 

Grant Palmer appeared as some kind of evil ubermensh, a comic book super villain hell-bent on nothing but the darkest of evils. He had lived, to Lusin, since his childhood as a boogeyman. The toxic progenitor of a spreading disease that would soon overtake him - a knowing agent of Death. Imagining him as a man - a real man, somehow - and a father? A father of Derek? It seemed rather alien.

 Something about that still baffled him, that Derek came from the same stock. Whatever it was that he had from him, he hoped at that moment that it was the power to manipulate his father exactly how they needed. A man he, soon, would have to meet as well. It felt as though they were climbing up and up on a coaster and he had to rely on Derek to ensure they made it to the top - before gravity would, again, pull them both down. 

He was playing the bass line for a song called Na Tharnhana Nral13 for thirty minutes straight before he was pulled out of it by the sound of the cheap, small knocker on the front door being rapped. 

The hell? Lusin checked the time - it was a little before eight. He’d be surprised if Derek was done already, and besides, he had a key. He put the bass down on the bed and went to the front door, checking through the peep-hole to see none other than a very human-looking Karinha. She had done her makeup in such a way as to appear more human and wore high-end, Japanese prism-layered contacts - the expensive ones at $40 for a pack of two. She was difficult to clock, especially now that she was dressed appropriately for the weather in an over-sized jacket and ruffled skirt with thick leggings.

“Karinha?” Lusin whispered as he opened the door.

“Ahem - It’s Amani, remember?” she cocked her head to the side and smiled sweetly, as if he was simply confused.

Right. Her human name. He had to get back into the mindset of playing it as safe as possible, or he was going to get himself in trouble. 

He stepped back and let her in through the threshold of the door to the apartment. “What’s the occasion?” 

“Plans changed,” she said once the door had firmly shut behind her. “We can’t wait to get Derek’s tape the safe way.” 

“Plans changed how?” Lusin followed after her as she crossed the room and threw her jacket onto the couch. 

“Just the continual shift of the post-attack world,” she sighed. “Honestly, we don’t even have crazy intel or anything - have you seen the latest Presidential Tweet?”

“Oh, fucking hell,” Lusin snarled. He pulled out his phone and immediately started scrolling. “No, I didn’t.” 

He honestly tried to avoid Presidential Tweets, or just politician tweets in general. He used to follow them very closely, and it had made him go insane. Unfortunately, this is what passed for official government communication now, so he was at times like these forced to interact. 

	President Mercer Official

 The Chicago Attacks have laid bare the truth that the loony Left doesn't want to accept - that dangerous, demonic mauvis are unleashing hell on our city streets. The violence in Chicago is spilling into our critical power infrastructure, and if the governor and cowardly mayor refuse to act, the US Govt. will! You have 48 hours! - Your President, H.J. Mercer. 

Lusin frowned so hard his face hurt. “Do you have anything to back up that he’s going to do something? He tweets shit all the time.” 

Karinha sighed, a short sigh that turned into a groan. “Federal Mauvis Control appears to be mobilizing.” 

“Amatekak!14 Fuckin’ hell.” He knew it was coming, but it was happening so quickly he felt as though things were spinning. He almost wanted to beat himself up for not saying yes sooner, but it wouldn’t have bought them much time. As it was, they were sprinting through something that required careful planning and time. Why did this have to happen now? He imagined Mauvis Control on the streets of Chicago, harassing people, checking IDs. That’s always what they’ve threatened to do. 

“Look, it’s not great, but we’re doing what we’ve got to do.” She plopped down on the couch, her skirt fluttering as she came to rest in the overstuffed padding and pillows. She sat down her square backpack, covered in metal pins and buttons behind a clear vinyl window. “That’s why I came by. I’ve been here before...” She pulled a thin silver laptop out of the bag and sat it on her lap. “And I take care of organizing our info. Sorry I had to come early - best to avoid Grant at all costs.”

“If you’ve been here before, did you need the disguise? Looks good, though - convincing.” Lusin took a seat on the chair adjacent to her spot on the couch. “My sister’s been here before, so unfortunately if they’re checking, a mauvis has been spotted here.” 

Karinha’s face turned to a frown, not looking up from her laptop screen. “Well, that was because she was chasing after you.”

“I mean, a bunch of mauvis helped me move in, too, so there’s that,” Lusin mumbled. It was clearly apparent that he had gotten off on the wrong foot with most of the membership of the NKM. 

An awkward silence crawled in between them. Karinha simply shook her head and quickly undid a necklace hanging around her neck - a locket made of carved wood. An ovular shape engraved with carnations and stained a deep brown, its clasp mechanism seemed to be especially complicated with two disks that, when aligned, allowed the top to be removed. Underneath a micro-sd card was revealed, which she placed into an adapter and then into her laptop.

“Is that how you keep the data protected?” Lusin asked, surprised. “I wouldn’t have guessed something like that.”

“It’s wood,” she said, tapping away. “It burns up if I transform. There’s copies of this data but they’ve got failsafes, too. It’s just too sensitive.”

Lusin nodded and made a noise in agreement. He felt as though he was intruding, so decided to keep quiet. Without knowing what else to do, he tried not to stare at her, but found his eyes wandering across her features almost mindlessly. The contour of her makeup helped soften some of the mauvian features of her face - the shape of the nose, of the cheekbones, the slight upturn at the corner of the eyes - to pull it into a more human realm of possibility. On top of it she applied the rest of the things in such a way that looked very natural. It gave her skin a glow like the warm embers of a fire, especially where the light peeked through the blinds in thick strips and ran across her face. It caught in the tight curls of her hair, illuminating the golden undertones. 

She peeked back up at him, raising her eyebrows. Lusin quickly looked away, stammering. “Sorry, I was just - the makeup, it’s very, uh, convincing.”

“I usually dress up like this if I leave the South Side,” she said offhandedly as she went back to the computer. “It’s usually just easier to deal with. Even in this part of the city people get weird or aggressive. Being black doesn’t make it any easier.” 

“No, I wouldn’t imagine it would,” Lusin said. An uncomfortableness pervaded him and the subject - he felt unable to talk about either experience with any particular certainty. Wishing to change the subject, he motioned to her laptop. “What are you working on?”

Karinha’s look of light agitation intensified and then dissipated, and then with a sigh looked up at him, smiling softly. Unlike his sister, her face was expressive and easily readable - although perhaps not as much as Derek’s. “I just came in and started typing away, huh?” 

“I know I’ve been thrown in medias res here, but I want to know about how this all works. I feel somewhat like an asset, not an operative.” Lusin shifted in his seat, trying to adopt a more relaxed posture. He thought, for a moment, that there was this younger version of himself that was much more effortlessly cool - and felt the disappointment at the loss of him. Then he wondered why he thought that or that it mattered at all. Who’s approval was he searching for? It’s almost like learning that looks didn’t matter, over time, made him more awkward and not less.	Comment by Hann Henson: Wondering if I should lose or keep this

He needed to be accepted into this group, accepted by them, to do this job correctly. Or perhaps to cover up a truth - that he wasn’t doing this for the same reasons they were. This time around the fight against an enemy so insurmountable didn’t have the same ideological binge, the same yearning. It was a simple calculus based on fear. Fight or flight with nowhere to run to. He knew they must know that about him, too.

“If we do it right, you’ll be something in between, really,” she said, clicking on a few things. She spun around the laptop to reveal a map of the city, covered in twenty or so different-colored points of varying size with lines drawn between some of them. The interface appeared to be intractable, with various check boxes on the side turned on or off. “These are our safe-houses all over the city. They’re categorized and tagged with frequency of use, size, loyalty of individuals, compartmentalization, best use cases. We’ve got a pretty consistently updated map of Police and MC activity to overlay on top. We’ve got all kinds of mauvis we’re constantly moving around. Some are just trying to get on their feet - at risk of homelessness. Many are refugees from other states. Some even are on the run from Mauvis Control or left UP under bad debts. See - “ she tapped the screen upwards where it showed Lake Michigan. A green line was drawn from a point near the water across all the way to Canada. “I’ve got someone who needs a place to land soon, so I’m trying to find the best spot for him.” 

“How many people are you taking at a time?” Lusin asked. He saw a good number of lines across the various points, but felt that the true number of mauvis fleeing other states had to be bigger than that. 

“Ten-ish, sometimes as many as twenty,” she shrugged. “Some long-term placements.”

“Across twenty sites, that sounds like a lot.”

“Not as many as I’d like, honestly,” she sighed. “And probably less now that we’re doing this thing with United Power. We just can’t take any chances that could jeopardize it, and resources are going to be thin.”

“That’s-” he searched for the right words, the correct approach, but it did not come to him. “Unfortunate.” 

She pulled something else from her bag - a device that looked, almost exactly, like an old blackberry cell-phone, complete with the small, physical keyboard. She looked at it and then at Lusin looking at it, realizing he had no idea what it was. “Right, Agares told us you weren’t going to get one until he was sure you got hired…” she trailed off, finishing up a message and emphatically hitting send with her thumb before putting the device down and closing her laptop. “It’s called a ‘mesh network’. We call these things Lorads - it stands for Long Range Radio Devices. You know, like an old walkie-talkie, it’s kind of like that. Every one of these is a node, and along with some repeaters on some roofs, you can send messages between them.” 

“I think I had a toy like that as a kid,” Lusin said, stuck looking for the memory. “We couldn’t have phones yet, Asmo and me, but we got these things with keyboards and a one-line screen. They could send messages a few miles apart.” 

Karinha laughed openly, throwing her head back. She wrinkled her nose when she laughed and didn’t seem to hold anything back with it, even snorting at the beginning. Lusin failed to see what exactly was so funny, but waited for her to finish. “I just think it’s funny, when Derek went to build the network he would talk about that thing all the time. Apparently he had one, too. I think he said he gave the other to, uh -” she paused abruptly, realizing her thinking out loud might reveal something Derek hadn’t told him.

“Lusin?” he offered.

“Oh, so he told you. Yeah,” she nodded. She paused for a moment as if collecting her thoughts before continuing. “Look, he might be a human, but Derek is a good guy. He really wants you to like him. I can see sometimes he makes you irritable, but –” 

Lusin huffed out his nose a scoff loud enough to cut her off, shaking his head. “He’s alright. Look, this guy got my sister to say she was qarath with him.”

“Asmo, really?” Karinha gave a look of genuine surprise, bringing her hand up to her mouth and mumbling under her breath, “so she considers that qarath, huh?”

“What was it?” Lusin asked - something he’s been trying to figure out this entire time.

“Oh,” she looked up and put her hand away. “Honestly, it was just kind of a deep talk they had one time? It was a little bit of a stressful situation going on, but nothing crazy. He was just hyping her up, relating to her, stuff like that. Derek, you know how…emphatic he can be. They ended up crying and hugging by the end of it, so I see how Asmo might consider it that. For me, nuh-uh, nothing short of we going to die for each other gets to be qarha15.”

Lusin let out a short laugh. “So it’s more Asmo than Derek, isn’t it? She’s kind of naive, under all that armor.” 

Karinha shrugged. “It’s probably a little of both.” 

Lusin convinced her to show him more of what was on her laptop, and she obliged, showing him the data stored on the SD-card. It seemed to be her baby - a collection of interactive maps, spreadsheets, bulleted lists, databases and mind-maps that laid out the operations, intel, information and meeting minutes of the N’Khalt Mona. She markedly refused to go deep into specifics, something Lusin noticed when he tried to press even lightly, but he respected the boundary placed. The reason he was not being given all the information is because he had not earned it, and he knew that. Nevertheless he found it fascinating and enjoyed listening to her talk about it. When she became passionate about the function of something her more professional attitude would fade and she would become bright with excitement. It was also incredibly detailed, efficient, and informative - impressive but also intoxicating. He wanted to go through all of it, feeling as though it contained the answers for the exact right approach to making this whole thing work. Perhaps it did, and it was simply not his job to know it. Looking at how much was on there almost made his head spin - this woman was keeping databases of everything from logistics through to geo-politics on a little card the size of a fingernail, and the way she spoke about it indicated she had it all in her head, too. 

She spent literal hours going over it with him, but the most he learned were her methods for collecting and organizing and sharing and displaying the data itself. He learned nothing important about the NKM, but got a lot of insight into the larger political movement that she was happy to talk about. The conversation went into topics that he knew or things he could extrapolate and talk about, and as much as he enjoyed listening to her, he found it nice to have a conversation together. She knew a lot - especially more than him, given that he had attempted as best he could not to read every single bit of news that came out. Where the news had paralyzed him, for her it had become just more data in a system she was determined to unravel and understand. She had an almost scientific approach, and he reckoned that she would have to. The point of the government’s whole thing was to confuse, obfuscate, flood the zone, distort truth or flat-out lie. 

She took everything and she weighted it on the validity of its source, its influence determined by the amount of things it had previously gotten right and the type. Each piece of info was weighted by both the amount of sources and the strength of them. She had Asmo and Derek write her a program, apparently, that scrolled social media for rising topics related to anything they deemed important - U.P., where Mauvis Control was, breaking news. In this way she created a robust source of knowledge as well as potential upcoming threats. 

“This is insane,” Lusin said at one point. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone do something like this before.” 

“We’ve gotten into bad situations with bad information,” Karinha said quietly. “I got tired of it. They know it’s difficult to keep up with - misinformation, hysteria - so they keep you stupid. I thought, well, we’ve got computers for a reason, might be better than red string and a bulletin board. A lot of this system itself was the whole team, though. Asmo and Derek put a lot into it.” 

At the mention of Derek, Lusin checked his blocky digital watch. Underneath the scratched-up glass was 10:45pm. She had, simultaneously, checked her computer’s time at the same moment, and they both turned to each other with worried looks. 

“It’s gettin’ kinda late,” Lusin mumbled. He could feel a hundred ideas of terrible things that had happened desire to flash through his head but pushed them away. He must be caught up. We would’ve heard something, somehow.

Karinha pulled out her Lorad and checked it for messages, frowning. “I’ve got a connection, but no messages.” 

It would be a full fifteen minutes of rising concern - of beginning to dip into worst-case-scenarios momentarily only to assuage each other's fears - before they would hear footsteps coming up the hallway. They were characteristically Derek’s, his usual sort of stomp-walk, but much more pronounced. They listened silently as they heard him battle with the doorknob and a key, scratching it against the lock. After a moment of his he appeared to slump against the door to steady himself, and then scratch against the lock a few more times before eventually trying the knob and opening the door. A disheveled-looking Derek stumbled in. He had left in a fitted grey business suit and tie, which was significantly loosened and the top of the shirt unbuttoned, jacket open. His hair, which he had carefully combed back with pomade and had looked quite professional, had lost the war with keeping down his frizzy locks.

“Businessmen,” he slurred. “Are alcoholics.” 


Chapter 10: 










Glossary:

1. thur linhala, krah he?: Fucking stupid; lit. “excessively stupid, fuck?”
2. Shar lurren narar: His secret son
3. Sa Khaltrhak. Sa Aq-khaltrhak.: “I promise. I make you an oath.”
4. Ghartek-t : fucking 
5. Ir-gaq: As I live; functionally used similarly to English “for god sakes”
6. Qhalka: balance yourself: get yourself together
7. Dralzan krah: thick-headed fucker; 
8. Sa Qa-renathen ren-dat : I know the ultimate reality
9. Sarhenath - to act for the greater good; to bring the community into harmony
10. N’khaltath - Freedom; lit. unbound state
11. Aq-nagh - Yes + sacred modifier; ritualistic, sacred agreement.
12. Ha' aq-khaltrhak rhenen khalsel - literally “may this sacred oath hold steadfast in resonance”
13. Na Tharnhana Nral - “Our worlds do not align” - lit: “our worlds are in dissonance”. A Dalmur Narhana song, written by Kaim.
14. Amatekak - Motherfucker; lit: parent/guardian fucker
15. Qarha - person who you’ve connected to deeply; close friend

