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    There is a place where there is no true loss, where even the dead live on. Where heaven can be made into hell, and a hell can be made into a heaven. It consists of flowing waters—at some moments, sparkling with light, and at other moments, deep enough to drown in. 
 
    This place is called memories. 
 
    It is here that I must slowly sift, the cool river flowing about me on all sides. I search through rounded pebbles, not sure if I will find the answers I need in my dripping hands. But this I do know. 
 
    I will recognize gold when I see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, April 1457 A.D. 
 
      
 
    I discovered that I could transform into animals the way a newborn discovers their fingers and toes. Though I’d never felt something was missing, what I had found was as much a part of me as my own limbs and movements. 
 
    I was six years old, and Mama had been up all night tending to a woman whose newborn came without a cry. Though he was blue and quiet, his miracle was that he came to my mama. My mama, who knew never to give up while there was still a faint heartbeat. Somehow she understood what it took to pull infants from death’s cold grasp and place them back in their mothers’ arms, getting pinker by the minute. Mama said she never had magic and she doesn’t know where I got it from, but her gifts always seemed pretty inexplicable to me. 
 
    I remember, that day years ago, our heavy wooden door swinging open without hesitation and her coming in with the morning light. She rushed to my bed and scooped me into her arms as though I was still an infant. I was young enough that I could still fit somewhat on her lap, though my knees and elbows dangled around her embrace. It wasn’t the first time she had come home this absorbed. Each time she delivered a blue baby, she was reminded of my own birth, and how lucky she felt when I finally let out that innocent scream from the shock of cold air and real world. Me, her first and only miracle child before my father died a year later. 
 
    That early morning, overflowing from her lap, I had laid my head on her shoulder, and she had rested her chin on top of my chestnut hair as she spoke. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep knowing I’d be missing a beautiful morning like this with my sweet Joanna. Let’s wrap up the bread and cheese and disappear into the countryside, shall we?” 
 
    So through the Tuscan hills I had held her hand, rooftops of red and the motherly Basilica watching us go. Though I couldn’t yet put the earth’s powers into words, there was a sense that the earth seemed to be a form of company itself, pulsing and alive as insects caught the light between trees. Not a single other obnoxious human was around to drown out their humming song as they hovered over sun-warmed grass. The scent of wild rosemary hung in the air. We alone seemed to be allowed here, left to unwrap the gift of the morning by ourselves. 
 
    We beat our way off the road to our usual clearing, where poppies, yellow gorse, and wild legume greeted our return. We’d been there so many times in my short years, and still I look back and wonder why this time was different. Perhaps it was because I lay down fully on the ground, where I was in touch with the matted grasses and dark soil beneath me. Every inch of my skin ached to put down roots, to be more nature than child. Maybe it was because of this that the earth could deeply speak to me for the first time. 
 
    Through the puzzle piece of sky in the trees, I could see a bird flying on invisible strings. Not many other birds get mistaken for this one, with its elongated neck and graceful body. Seeing a swan in the wild is so distinctive, so noteworthy, it reminds me of what Mama would say about the short years she had with my father—one can almost remember every moment. 
 
    “Hello,” I whispered out loud. “What’s it like to fly? Wouldn’t you much rather stay with me?” 
 
    The swan flew on for just a moment more, perhaps listening to and considering my request. Then the sunlight caught its white backside as it swooped back toward our meadow, and for a moment, it seemed almost like a source of light itself.                
 
    I realize now that I should have been surprised, but for some reason, I wasn’t. Intrigued, yes, but perhaps I was too young to understand the magnitude of what was happening. Perhaps. Yet I tend to think it was more because I’d struck upon something true and real within me. Even then, before I could comprehend it, I knew I’d found a part of myself. 
 
    Behind me, however, Mama gasped in excitement as the swan landed with ivory wings spread. “Joanna! Do not move! We mustn't frighten it!” 
 
    Frighten it? Fear was no part of this moment as its eyes met mine. The swan tilted his head once, twice, to the side, measuring me up as much as I did him, all the while never breaking eye contact. If it were a human, I would drop my gaze, but with this regal creature, I was drawn closer. His eyes were so different than one might expect—not at all dark and unfeeling, but softer than I had ever known eyes could be. The best word to describe him was “humanity,” though that only means something I could relate to. He was wild through and through, and somehow as we saw into each other’s souls, I knew that he had never been this close to a human just as I had never been this close to a swan. My breathing became softer until I gently reached out, my hand hovering just above his creamy back. “May I?” My eyes begged his permission. He didn’t flinch or pull away, so I lowered skin to feather. He closed his eyes, I hoped enjoying the unusual touch. At that moment, our souls seemed to melt together, as though I belonged with him and he with me. All else was discarded. 
 
    “Joanna!” Mamma’s scream was shards of glass tearing through me. Frantically spinning around, I saw her face blanch, mouth open and rigid, a horrid silence tensed through every muscle. 
 
    It was my own body, however, that terrified me the most. Milky plumage where my backside should be, wings where I should have found skinny arms. One, two seconds, and it was gone, and I was myself again. At least, myself as I had always understood until that moment. 
 
    A rush of air brought my long hair into my face, the first beating of a wingspan larger than a grown man. My wild friend lifted high above me, our moment over, as Mama rushed over and thrust me onto her lap as though I had just been pulled to shore from drowning. Her hands kneaded my forearm, perhaps checking for any remaining quills. 
 
    “Mama,” I whispered, unsure how to feel. “How did that happen?” Her fear was being wrung from her body into mine, soaking me, yet there was also a thrill that refused to be extinguished. It must have been like when a great painter first holds a brush in their fingers, or a brilliant musician first brings a flute to their lips, and they simply know, “This is who I am.” 
 
    “Shaman.” It came out sounding almost like an accident. It would be the first time I ever heard the word. “You are...a shaman,” she answered with a hushed voice, her eyes steadily fixed upon the speck of diamond white above our heads, flying away from us. “How did we not realize sooner? I have heard of others, but never thought—” She paused mid-sentence and lowering her eyes, she met mine. She must have seen in my irises all those feelings churning, boiling over inside of me, too much for a little body like mine to comprehend what to do with, and she decided not to put a single drop more of fear there. “It means you are special. You have a remarkable gift, one that will change the whole world for you.” She smiled, and though it didn’t reach her eyes, she tried. She really did. 
 
    I giggled in the way grown-ups never do. Grabbing Mama’s face with both small hands, I pleaded, “Can I try again? Right now? Maybe there are other animals it will work with.” 
 
    Mama took my hands from her cheeks and kissed each palm one by one. “Oh, darling. I’m so very tired—it was such a long night. Let’s go back now, and I’ll help you learn more tomorrow. I promise.” She bit the corners of her mouth and swallowed hard. Though we had just arrived, we stood and walked, hand in hand, back to our little home. I chattered, my imagination taking flight with all the possibilities I wanted to try. “Maybe it won’t be just swans.” I danced on ahead of her a few steps. “Deer, rabbit—maybe I will even try to become a hog!” 
 
    Mama smiled and remarked “Ooh” and “Wouldn’t that be lovely,” but her movements were slow and her eyes drawn down. When we reached our small courtyard, she placed her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I must sleep. Why don’t you play out here?” She ran her fingers through my dark hair. “I’ll come get you when I wake, my sweet passerotta.” Passerotta. “One who is learning to fly.” Looking back, I see how brave she was then, how fiercely she was trying for me. 
 
    She slipped through the wooden door and closed it with a loving little wave. Alone, I began to entertain myself by gathering sticks into a nest of sorts. After a few minutes, I could hear a raw cry through the window, like the pain from an open wound. My Mama, my whole world, the only rock I had ever known, was sobbing. The cry swirled around me in ocean currents, strong and deep, and I knew she was weeping for me. It seemed to take a long time for her exhaustion to overcome her. I couldn’t understand then why she cried—I had just been given a kingdom! A world beyond anything I’d ever known! But in the years since, I’ve wondered if somehow she had already known what would be ahead for me. How secret my life would be, how no one could ever know me fully. Perhaps because of her own loneliness, she understood how alone I would be. Where even she could not reach me. 
 
    None of that occurred to me that day, but something else struck me. Mother would keep her word. She would help me learn how to use my new abilities even if it destroyed her. So I gave a word of my own, to figure it out by myself. My dream would not become her nightmare. 
 
    If I was doing this on my own anyway, why wait? 
 
    Closing my eyes, I concentrated my entire young mind on the moment with the wild swan. I noticed inside me something that had been added to the canvas of my heart, a fresh brushstroke that hadn’t been there before. And I knew that now the swan was a part of me. Having touched him, I had become forever touched. Changed. “I can do it again,” I whispered to myself. Focusing my young mind, I remembered every detail until once again I was staring into those soft eyes, understanding its heart as well as I did my own. 
 
    Connecting with the wild earth came to me as easily as slipping on a cloak. 
 
    That day, in the thickening light of afternoon, I spread my wings for the first time. 
 
    ___ 
 
     
 
    Behind closed eyes, I see them. The memory comes, and I no longer am Ramose. Now, through another’s eyes, I see a room I have never stepped in. 
 
    A young woman, hair the color of dampened soil spread wild across the chair she is strapped to. Her dress from another century flows carelessly about her, the only color in this room of black and gray suits. A single dart protrudes erect from her slender neck, the vial of liquid attached to it emptied. Squinting, I cannot make out whether her breath is rising and falling. 
 
    And I see him. Gadian. He walks toward her, shoulders rolled back and eyes confident, as though he is being sworn into office. Squatting in front of the young woman, he grasps the dart and pulls it from her neck, but she doesn’t wake. Producing a syringe from his pocket, he suddenly thrusts it into her abdomen, without so much as flinching. I inhale and take a step forward, but stop myself.  
 
    She stirs, yet still doesn’t have the strength to lift her head. Her voice comes out softer than a rustling of leaves. “Cos’hai fatto?” 
 
    Around me, they all look at each other without understanding. I alone know what she has said. 
 
    Her question rings in my mind. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, April 1461 A.D. 
 
      
 
    The loneliness settled with each practice, like layer after layer of snow until you are shut in, isolated. For years, only Mama knew my secret, and while we spoke of it and every now and then I would show her the form of a new creature I had learned in the warm glow of our hearth, it made us different, unrelatable. Just as it did for me with everyone else. 
 
    I would watch other children laughing, clustered, leaning against each other like kindling ready to be lit, and sometimes the pull to be part of them was so strong, I would swear off flight and transformation. Months of being socially acceptable would go by—happy enough days, I would tell myself. But each time I saw a bird fly or deer run, I felt a traitor. A traitor of the worst sort—to myself. Eventually I’d sneak out, as though the eagerly waiting world was ready to pounce, and once again I’d soar. Never did it satisfy my inner longing as I had intended it to do, but instead, it only fueled the fire inside me. It was intoxicating, feeling the wind run its fingers through my wings, feeling the earth delight at the touch of tiny paws. How could I ever keep away? Yet like all secrets, it grew, a wedge of memories meant to be shared between myself and everyone one else I dared care about. 
 
    So the hills became my sanctuary. I would huddle in nests and scurry down fox holes, curling my back against the loneliness. 
 
    It was there that I met Leo. 
 
    The first time I saw him, he was just off the path, crouched in a tree that had traded its summer greens for an exquisite gown of scarlet and gold. I was hidden in deer form and could have easily passed him by, but then I saw what was in his hands. 
 
    A partridge, its wings spread under his thumbs. Concealed behind a tree, my anger burned through me as I found my young girl form again. 
 
    I spun out from the tree and his head jerked at the sudden movement. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” I demanded, hands gripping my slim waist with a determination that is unique to nine-year-olds. 
 
    The bird struggled to get away, and the boy glowered at me. “You scared her!” He immediately turned his attention back to the partridge and spoke to it gently. “Shhh, calm down now, girl. Shhhh, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I got you, girl. You’re such a pretty girl.” 
 
    I squinted my eyes, not liking being ignored. Clearly, this boy didn’t realize I was the designated spokesman for the birds, and I decided to inform him. “She doesn’t like you holding her like that!” Gripping the tree, I heaved myself into the branches until I was at eye level with them. Up close, I saw that his hair was a reddish-brown and long, tied back at the nape of his neck. His pants must have been tailor-made for his thin body, and whoever paid for that fine tailoring would no doubt not appreciate the fresh tears at one knee. His face was slender and his build thin but athletic, making him seem to all the world to be completely ordinary. It almost makes me laugh to think of it now. 
 
    “Oh, no?” He smiled, giving me the slightest glance before turning back to the small creature. Her body had completely stilled in his hands, except for her smooth head which gently nibbled at his fingernail. “Look at this.” He slid a finger along her underwing. “The shape of her wing is what gives her the ability to fly. And here—she uses these muscles to flap her wings. Feel how strong!” He edged her toward me, and for once I hesitated before reaching out a steady hand, as though I didn’t already know more about birds than he could ever imagine. 
 
    I stroked the tiny friend and then felt his eyes watching my reaction. “She likes you,” I granted him, lips pinched begrudgingly. His face split into a grin, like a child handed a strawberry. 
 
    Pulling her back toward him, he turned her in his hands until she sat upright. “There you are, girl. Off with you now.” He lifted her to open air, and as he watched her fly off, I peered at his face. Pure longing etched on his every feature as he watched the small wings beat up-down, up-down. 
 
    “I’m Joanna.” I interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “Leo.”  He looked back at me, the smile still on his face. “Come on,” he urged with a laugh, as if we had pressing plans. He scuttled down the tree and swung out of the lower branches, his feet hitting the ground with a soft thud. 
 
    Following, I cursed my human limbs for complicating the process. It had been four years since I’d been in a tree without wings of my own. As I lowered my feet, I heard him whisper-shout just as my body suspended in the air. 
 
    “Wait! Go back!” 
 
    Upon landing, my gaze fell on a wolf not ten yards away. Glacial seas flooded my gut, froze me down to my marrow. Not Leo, though. 
 
    He gripped my fingers and raised our hands above our heads as if we were one great creature. 
 
    “ARGGGGH!” he roared, with the quickest glance at me to follow his lead. “Go on! Get!” 
 
    The wolf, rather than being scared off, took a step toward us. But something in how he moved, how his paw faltered before it roughly hit the ground, spoke to me. He came toward us not to harm us, but in desperation. I dropped Leo’s hand and ran to the wolf’s side. 
 
    “Joanna!” Leo yelled and grabbed at me, pulling me back. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “Look at him.” I gestured to the wolf, who didn’t raise his eyes from the baked mud of the trail. “You can count his ribs!” His fur was sparse, and his skin clung to his frame as though pushed by the wind. 
 
    “All the more ready for a feast, then!” Leo’s strength surprised me. Who knew skinny white arms and fancy, yet filthy pants could contain someone so fierce? 
 
    “I’m not much of a meal.” I tried to wave away his concern with a poke at my own small stature, but he refused to smile. 
 
    At that moment, the wolf became unable to coordinate his limbs, and he tumbled into the dirt and then didn’t rise. His neck strained once to lift him, but the effort was too much, and he had to lay his head on the earth he had once roamed. Leo’s grip slackened, and I didn’t waste a moment. 
 
    At the sound of my footsteps, the wolf opened his eyes, and in a last attempt at self-preservation, he snapped his jaws at me. “Jo!” Leo exclaimed, but the panic was gone, for it was clear the wolf could do little more. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he let me come. I knelt by that majestic creature’s side, feeling the weight of something remarkable coming to an end. It was like watching a castle fall, or a forest catch fire. 
 
    “I’m not sure whether to be impressed or concerned for your sanity. Thin line,” Leo commented quietly. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I . . . I don’t know what to do.” I turned and looked over my shoulder at Leo, never in my young life feeling so helpless. 
 
    But if that moment felt helpless, it was trumped by the next. Four bullies I recognized from town walked over the edge of the hill. Their eyes lit up with the cruel, satisfying shine of a predator corning its prey, but I was surprised to see that they looked me over as if I weren’t even there. As they stalked forward, it was Leo their eyes locked on. 
 
    For a moment I looked down at the wolf, as though to plead with him to raise his head and fight for us, but he wouldn’t stir. Then with a slow, perhaps deliberate flutter of his lids, his hazel eyes met mine. It seemed that he offered me, at that moment, a gift. His last. I gently placed my palms along his thinning fur, the bones beneath shuddering with one final breath. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered as the jaw of that great grey head went slack and peaceful. 
 
    “Run!” Leo called behind me, and I leaped to my feet. Looking back, I saw that the boys were already upon him, pinning him to a tree. I felt treacherous, thinking of just the moment before when Leo courageously grabbed my hand to face a beast rather than run from my side, as I clutched my skirts and ran from his. Now his predators were upon him—a whole pack of them—and he could only see my backside. Like a pure coward, I sprinted as fast as my legs would carry me. 
 
    The moment I was out of their sight, I spun on my heels, and before my turn was even complete, the transformation had begun. 
 
    My suddenly sinewy legs moved like the smoothest machine ever to be invented. I glided with ease over the long trail that moments before had left me panting, my canine lungs built for that kind of power and speed. My senses were on high alert—smells were sharper, sounds were louder, though nothing surpassed the intensity of my heart pounding. 
 
    Ahead, I saw them—I still see them, carved in my mind as if with a knife—surrounding Leo, each taking their turn at cracking him. 
 
    “You’re useless, just like your mother. Couldn’t even keep her man around.” 
 
    “The world and everyone in it hates you. Bastard—that’s all you are. There’s no place for you here. Go sleep with the pigs. That’s where you belong.” 
 
    “A mistake—that’s what you are. I bet that’s why your mother sent you away. She couldn’t even look at you without seeing her filthy, ugly mistake.” 
 
    Each bully craved the laughter of their comrades that followed their insult, each blow roused their adrenaline to new heights. Looking back, I wonder how someone could so thoroughly forget who they were, could come so far from being a sleeping babe in their mother’s arms or a bright-eyed child at festivals. Wherever that babe or child was inside them, they had smothered it into silence until only hate spoke up. 
 
    It was the sight of Leo—who had just held a bird in his hands so tenderly—b ent over in pain, shoulders hunched in shame, that tore at my soul to free something wild and fierce underneath. My wolf heart. Bounding over the still body that had given me this one, I skidded in between Leo and his bullies, my lips curled back to show a row of perfect tiny daggers and a growl in my throat. 
 
    Their ring instantly widened as though an ax had been swung at them. For a second, they all froze, staring at my raised hackles and tail fully bristled. I knew they felt it, felt how the mounted power of the moment had shifted, and it was now be their turn to experience being someone’s prey. I took one step forward, and they stumbled backward, then scattered like the pathetic rodents they were. 
 
    I watched them go, then turned toward Leo. He too had fled, though he stopped not twenty feet away. He quivered in fear as I shifted my gaze toward him, but he no longer ran away. My fur smoothed down onto my back, and my ears relaxed as I met Leo’s eyes. We stared at each other for just a moment, then curiosity took over his features, and his fear melted away. He squinted his eyes as though trying to make something fuzzy in his mind become clear, and tentatively took one step closer. 
 
    He recognizes me, I realized. 
 
    I quickly broke eye contact. These years later, I understand that if anyone in this world could look right past my shell and see my soul hiding underneath, it was Leo. And I couldn’t let him do that. 
 
    I walked past him to the wolf body still lying in the dust of the path. I nudged it with my snout, then let out a howl of grief for something so magnificent that had fallen. Then without a glance to Leo, I let my powerful legs carry me away over the hills. 
 
    Five minutes later, I was back, flowing brown hair and running on two legs again. Leo had dragged the male wolf’s body off the trail to the side, and as I approached, he was hauling a large stone toward it. 
 
    “Leo!” I panted, whatever strength I had known as a wolf gone. “I’m terrible. I never should have left—” 
 
    “Joanna, stop. I told you to run. What could you have done? Besides . . .” He shrugged, and standing next to him, I could smell the faint sweat that comes with fear. He looked down at the wolf, and I saw that several stones were leaning up against the animal. “His mate came. She saved me.” He set down the small boulder respectfully, in the same spot where I had rested my hands to receive the wolf’s last gift. “I don’t have anything to bury him with. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave him to the animals.” He looked away, perhaps thinking about how he had been left to vicious animals to be picked apart. “I don’t know what would have happened if his mate hadn’t shown up,” he whispered. 
 
    Placing my hand on his arm, I gave him the softest smile. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    Slowly for the next hour, we carried stones in silence until our mighty friend was covered. 
 
    “There,” Leo said as he heaved the final boulder, sweat making his pale face smooth and shiny. “Nothing will be able to get to him now.” 
 
    With a nod, I placed a single poppy on top, and we stepped back in reverence. Then turning, our feet headed back toward town, our shoulders bumping as we walked in the quiet of the afternoon. 
 
    And I wondered if perhaps, in this boy who loved the birds and the beasts, maybe I had found someone with whom I could share my secret. 
 
    ___ 
 
     
 
    The memory continues. 
 
    Gadian turns, aiming a glare at me now, his eyes gray and cold like filthy snow. “We didn’t bring you here for the pinot noir. Get to work.” His voice is more unnerving for the calm he maintains. 
 
    Yet I can’t seem to move. 
 
    “Who’s the mentor here? Ah, Azure, stay with Joanna. Record anything she says until we figure this glitch out.” 
 
    I’m the glitch. A tool that’s not working properly, that’s all. 
 
    He comes over and curls his fingers around my forearm. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a choice. Either remove the language barrier, or learn just how expendable you are. Now, are we on the same page?” 
 
    Taking a step back, I nod quickly and close my eyes. Nothing like fear to light a fire inside you. I focus my mind on the piece of fruit they had fed me, my chance to connect with the earth again. Reaching out, I feel it just barely at first, as if I’m running behind a train to an outstretched hand. Our fingers only brush. Pinching my eyes tight, everything inside me pushes forward, covering the distance between myself and the earth. At last I grasp it, feel pulled close into its embrace. 
 
    Looking up, I nod to this man with gray eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, August 1470 A.D. 
 
      
 
    In a town full of corsets and heavy purses, it was the paint on Leo’s hands and mischief in his smile that first whispered I had discovered a rarity. For nearly a decade, we ran barefoot down cobblestone streets, the merchants shaking their fists after us and complaining that we had no brains in our heads. “Maybe,” I remember overhearing Mama defending us once. “But they have wind in their hair, which is exactly the sort of thing that the best of friendships are made of.” 
 
    Eventually, Leo and I learned to behave long enough to put on shoes and smile without letting our whole hearts show, but when I look at him, I still see a splatter of freckles across his seafoam-white skin and fancy pants his father had tailored for him, all set to get fresh tears in the knees. Since then, I’ve met what seems to be a million lovely people, all kind and fascinating in their own way, but not one of them could ever replace my Leo. Adults talk about their friends like a good wine or joyous festival, a rich luxury, but passing. To me, Leo is all the things I love most and couldn’t possibly live without. Black soil in the garden, pure water, and crystal sunlight. Never in my life could I make a choice that would mean Leo wouldn’t be in it. 
 
    Which is exactly why, I realized, he could never know my secret. 
 
    For the one thing that will destroy a friendship faster than not being able to relate is watching the person have the one thing in the world you want more than anything.  
 
    “I couldn’t get out of that house faster if it was on fire.” Leo walked up to our ledge overlooking the lake below, where I’d been waiting for him. “Agnella tried to block me in the kitchen so I would at least have breakfast, but she forgets I’m big enough now simply to pick her up and move her tiny self out of the way. She yelled after me, ‘Your father will have my head if you starve. At least take some focaccia!’ but I couldn’t turn back then. Father could have appeared at any moment, and then I’d never escape him and his ever-important agenda.” He sat down next to me and we had swung our legs audaciously over the edge, with only the gray-green water below us. The forest stood guard of this spot, special to us for the years we had met there together, but sacred to me for the practices I’d had there. Alone. 
 
    “Good thing I know you better than you know yourself.” I smiled and offered him a chunk of cheese and cluster of grapes I had grabbed on my way out the door specifically for him. We spent much of our summer on that ledge, and by that time of year, my arms had darkened, but Leo’s fair skin only reddened, threatening to match his hair. 
 
    Leo’s laugh came from within, as usual. “Looks like you do.” Biting into the cheese, his thoughts mulled around while he chewed. “Do you think so? Do you truly think we know all there is to know about each other? Tell me one thing about myself I don’t know.” 
 
    I forced my face not to cringe, not to show in my reaction that he didn’t know all there was to know about me. On the other hand, I did think I knew him that well. I’m quite sure he didn’t have a secret in this world from me, even if he’d never actually spoken them with words.  
 
    Smiling, I hoped to hide the sadness in my eyes. “When you’ve said something you know is funny, you don’t want to laugh at your own joke, so you do a muffled smile like this.” Pinching my lips, I let the corners turn up and tried to capture the impish spark in his eye that completes the look. That’s my favorite part. 
 
    “Do I?” He grinned, an expression that always shows his simple joy and unrestrained mirth. Between his fingernails, he picked at the beginning of a beard he was just becoming able to grow. “Well, when you feel on the spot and don’t know what to say, you finish your sentences with, ‘But yes…’ And then your voice just trails off and disappears.” He waved his hands, showing my words vanishing as with a poof. 
 
    I laughed in surprise. “Really? That’s an odd thing to do.” Reaching over, I plucked a grape from the cluster I gave him, then bit into it with a burst of sweetness on my tongue. 
 
    “Nah, just part of you.” He held up the cheese. “This is good. Thanks.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nothing compared to Angella’s focaccia. I don’t understand how you can pass it up. It’s the sort of bread the vagabonds dream about at night.” 
 
    All of a sudden, his face got serious at my words. He looked down and plucked a single grape, rolling it between his fingers without eating. 
 
    “Jo, do you ever feel bad about having what others don’t?” 
 
     I tilted my head. What did he mean? The blood inside my veins suddenly lit on fire, though I kept my face calm. Could he understand? Never in over eight years had I spoken about what I had and he didn’t. I watched him those first months together, and saw his fascination with flight. We were too old, even at the age of nine, for the skill to be learned. I had asked Mama about it, and she searched for months to find some hidden tale of someone learning magic as they grew older, but it had never been done. How could I thrust the impossible in his face?  
 
    Still, his friendship quieted my loneliness so it only found me in the moments I couldn’t share. There it would corner me, gnawing on my skin, reminding me that no one knew me, not truly. 
 
     However, I told myself, if he could possibly comprehend how difficult keeping this secret had been for me, perhaps it wouldn’t erode everything between us, as I had always believed. Not trusting my voice, I waited for him to go on. 
 
    “I mean, the only times in my life I’ve ever gone hungry were when I chose to, even if the cook was chasing me down and trying to force food straight into my mouth. The only times I have ever been dirty have simply been because I love the feel of the earth under my feet. Some people are dirty because they live in it every day.” 
 
    A deer on the outskirts of the lake came for a drink, and I fixed my eyes on her while I answered. “I feel like that sometimes.” I chose my words slowly. “Like I have been given so much for no other reason than that I drew a lucky straw. I haven’t earned this, haven’t done anything special to deserve it. Yet here it is, in my lap.” My secret sat ready at the end of my tongue, just waiting behind closed lips for a chance to jump free. 
 
    “I have it all.” He looked at the food in his hands guiltily, as though the cheese was to blame. 
 
    “Not everything. There’s one desire I can think of that you have.” What I was about to say out loud terrified me. My limbs ached to run, slither, soar, or scurry away, but they seemed to be only stiff chair legs at the moment. 
 
     He looked at me in surprise. “What’s that?” 
 
       Looking him straight in the eyes, I forced the words out, barely stronger than a whisper. “To fly.” 
 
    It felt like a betrayal somehow to speak out loud what he never had dared. Yet I had to know—could he understand? Could our friendship have the strength to wade through all of his out-of-reach desires? 
 
    Leo blinked, broke eye contact with me, and raised his hand to his neck, where he twisted the red hair tied back there between his fingers. He managed a laugh, but it was mismatched. It didn’t come from deep inside him, as all his others did. “Ah, how many summer days did we used to spend pretending we had wings?” He shook his head, dismissing it. “Maybe once I told you I wanted to fly—I don’t recall. But it was a boyish wish. I do not think of it anymore.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you don’t still want it.”  
 
    “It’s an impossibility.” 
 
    “That does not mean you do not still want it.” I repeated each word with a firm quietness that almost seemed to shout.  
 
    He looked at me then, quietly. 
 
    “No.” His eyes became steady, watching me as if I’d just leaped a chasm between us. “It doesn’t. You’re right.” 
 
    “What if I somehow magically had what you wanted most? What if I could fly?” 
 
    A heartbeat or two, and then the laughter was back in his eyes, and I could tell that he was about to write the whole thing off as a game. It was my seriousness that stopped him, though. Instead, he answered me, voice trembling, his words ringing with honesty. “I would give anything for you to teach me. I would—I don’t know. I would chew off my own fingers if it meant I could do that. If I could fly.” 
 
    I gawked. “Leo! Even if it meant never holding a paintbrush again?” 
 
    My question snapped him back to the real world, and he shook his head as though trying to dislodge something sharp and painful that our conversation had left rattling around in his mind. “No, Jo! Of course not! Who would do that? This is all crazy talk! Flying is just a foolish boyhood dream. It is impossible. At least—at least in the way we meant as children.” 
 
      “Impossible.”  
 
    Impossible for me to tell him. It would destroy him to know I had mastered the one thing he wanted most in this world. The one thing he could never have.  
 
    “Yes. I was just wondering. But yes...” I tucked my hair behind my ear and tried to smile in a way that would discredit the whole conversation as nothing but idle musing. 
 
    “Eh, eh!” He pointed at me with a broad, teasing smile. “‘But yes!’” I blushed with a laugh, and the pain of unrealized dreams between us evaporated. “Well, maybe we do know each other better than we know ourselves. Come on.” He stood and offered me a hand to do the same. “I owe you some breakfast. Father should be gone by now, and I would bet Angella has some focaccia left we could have.” 
 
    He lifted me to my feet, and as we walked, his complete familiarity saturated me. I knew how he got each scar, why he wore his hair the way he did. It seemed that even if we had grown up in the same home, as actual siblings, I couldn’t have known him more deeply. Each of his details was a memory, and I imagined that when he looked at me, he saw the same thing. But he didn’t see fur or feathers, didn’t see how I know how to soar in the sun or run silent through the night with an animal’s eyes. 
 
    He doesn’t know me. Not truly. No one ever has. No one likely ever will. 
 
    The ache of the thought stopped me in my tracks, but for a moment, he didn’t notice. Behind him, I watched the gait that I knew as well as my reflection. 
 
    Leo walked on.  
 
    On two feet, all he would ever do. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
      Satisfied, he swivels back to the dazed girl. The blond woman stands, but doesn’t seem to want to leave. 
 
    “You’re excused, Azure.” He jerks his head for her to go. Slowly, she nods and then steps away, her high heels the only sound in the otherwise quiet room. 
 
     All eyes are on the young woman bound to the chair. Gadian lowers himself to her level, crouching before the seat. Her dark eyes only stare at her hands limp in her lap as she is unable to lift her head.  
 
    “We know the myths originated somewhere,” Gadian whispers, ducking his head a bit as if to meet her eyes, but they are too low. “Every culture of every century of the entire world has such myths—they have to come from a seed of truth,” he continues. “We know that ‘It’ is real. Do you understand, Joanna?” His finger hooks under her chin, lifting her gaze until it meets his. “Magic. We know that you have magic.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, May 1471 A.D. 
 
      
 
     It was not a year later that I lay on my belly in a wheat field overrun by poppies, adoring how shaggy and unkempt it hung above me, like uncombed hair before a face. To walk past the field, one might have enjoyed the contrasting green and red, but to actually submerge oneself in it, to watch how the light caught each blade and petal, was to see that it was not two simple colors, but two thousand. That field was only meant to be looked at as an artist would with his palette. Lying there, I thought that if I were to sit quietly in that field a hundred different times, I would never tire of it. That, Mama would say, was why the earth speaks to me. 
 
    “People have the idea of ‘power’ so confused,” I remember her telling me as we gathered herbs once. “They think of it as nearly emotionless. They cannot understand that there is nothing more powerful than to truly be affected by the world around us, as you are. You, darling, feel it all—the sunsets, the wonder of a cooked meal, the fascination of a stranger, the familiarity of a footstep, the hum of the cicadas. None of it is lost on you. The earth reaches out to you and gives you its power because it sees you constantly embracing it, appreciating it as no one else does.” She paused and tucked a strand of lavender behind my ear, then another into her own flowing hair. The gentle fragrance swirled about our heads. 
 
    “This is why, I think, that your abilities cannot be taught to adults. It is part of your childhood that you’ve never lost, but that everyone else has. You see the wonder in everything. Try as they may, they can’t crowd out their busy ‘important’ thoughts just to relish in something so simple as the beauty of a raindrop. I know.” She gave me the saddest look. “I’ve tried.” 
 
      My thoughts were broken by the sudden awareness that I was no longer alone. I knew the sounds of the meadow as well as one might know their family’s voices, so when the grass shook a ways behind me, I knew that it was no motherly caress of the wind. If it was the farmer, he would send me away, so I shed my human form and changed to a sleek dog, the fur a match for my own dark hair color, before peering my head above the wheat.  
 
       There he stood. The Medici boy. That’s all I had ever heard him called, his prestigious father’s name the only one worth noting to the town folks. It’s an outdated term from people who fail to see the world changing around them, people who will someday look at this Medici boy and wonder when he got taller than them. Or so handsome.  
 
       His hair swirled, rich hues of almost black against brown, like darkened tree knots. It loosely curled several inches above his head, the sides short. He stood with shoulders rolled back, swinging a stick in front of him, batting at the tall grass. He had a wide forehead that came down to a slender chin, like a carved arrow. Watching his face, I saw his eyes glazed in memory, and his lips turned up as though recalling something amusing. Thick eyebrows twitched, responding, it seemed, to a conversation that ran through his mind. 
 
     Alessio. That was his name, I finally remembered. 
 
    What reason would a rich young man have for being alone in this field? I let out a friendly bark and trotted toward him, tongue hanging loose in typical canine fashion. I no longer felt silly acting the roles of these animals, no sillier than an actor on a stage would. 
 
    “Hey, pup.” He smiled widely and whistled for me to come close. Obediently, I crossed the short distance to him, and he put out his hand for me to smell before scratching the top of my head. Inside, I smiled. He passed. It was a sort of test I had created for people before I bothered to know them in human form. The same man who has pure blue eyes and loud laughter in the markets may give a swift kick to the house cat, while the woman no one in town will speak to sets out seed for the birds at home. 
 
    “You like games?” He raised a playful eyebrow, to which I wagged in response as if all the wishes of my little doggy heart were coming true. He held up an empty fist and shook it as if some treasure was hidden inside. “Here, catch this!” He threw the invisible object, and I rolled my eyes to myself, then played dumb as he expected. I bounded once, twice after the non-existent and then turned back to him. I was on the brink of deciding that this exchange wasn’t as interesting as I had hoped it would be when he grinned at me. There was no hesitation in his smile. It was completely unfettered and wild, like beautiful things are meant to be.  
 
    “Ah, can’t fool you so easily. Well, then.” The grin took spark in his eyes. “Let’s see if you can catch this.” With that, he swung both arms as though catching the four winds beneath him and lifted off the ground. The shock of it caused me to drop my form briefly and start transforming back into a human, but I caught myself before he noticed the change. For a moment, he was flying backward, face toward the sky, but he spun in the air and then shot across the field. Adrenaline exploded through every inch of me, ignited like oil that met a flame. Bursting across the field, I tried to keep up with him as he cork-screwed forward. I could have changed into a bird to keep up, but somehow the skies seemed to belong to him. We came to a lake, any thought he had of the dog in the meadow long gone, and I changed back into my human form. 
 
    It brought a terrifying joy to watch him, for he loved the flight loudly, recklessly, wildly. His audacity horrified me. It was no wonder I spotted him no matter what form I was in. He didn’t care if he was seen, forcing me to face that my solitude had been my own making.  
 
    Watching Alessio, I realized all that changed. 
 
    I was not so alone in the universe as I had thought. 
 
    He flipped backward, then dove into the water headfirst and face up toward the heavens. Then bursting from the water, he reemerged and took again to the skies. He coiled and pitched, looped and nosedived. As time passed, I could tell when he was calming down. He closed his eyes and soared the length of the lake, its sunlit ripples reflecting against his face.  
 
    Once, he came close enough that I could see the joyful intensity in his expression. It was at that moment I fell in love with Alessio.  
 
    He was everything I had waited for.  
 
    In my chest, the empty yearning—the longing of years for someone who could truly know me—filled to overflowing. It was as though my world had floated in space for centuries alone, cold and dark, when suddenly it came close enough to the sun for it to hold my world, and the very first dawn broke. When the sun’s light first bathed that quiet planet, when it first knew it was cold because it finally understood warmth—that’s what it felt like when Alessio came into my life.  
 
    And perhaps, if he would have me, the abyss would never consume me again. 
 
    It wasn’t fur or feathers, but my simple white dress that I wore as I stepped toward the edge of the lake, one thought moving me forward, one thought over and over. 
 
    I am no longer alone. I am no longer alone. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I pull out of the memory and exhale in the dark of the room they have given me. In the night, all the shine they try to blind us with is gone, leaving only the truth. 
 
    It doesn’t matter how bright the bait—we are captured all the same. 
 
    While everyone else here seems content to sip their cocktails and follow strangers to bed, I spend the nighttime hours with eyes closed but unsleeping, searching for the answers I need. I scour their memories, look down the hidden doors of their minds, unlock the truth they would keep from us. Behind one of these curtains there must be the knowledge I require to undo all of this.  
 
    There must be some path home.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, July 1471 A.D. 
 
      
 
      
 
      The last of the day’s warmth had retreated into the land when I stood on the starlit lakeshore. My thin nightgown was the only thing separating my skin from the prowling nighttime chill, and I rubbed my bare arms for warmth. I could have transformed into a bear with a thick coat and been perfectly warm, but I’d come for a reason. I looked around for Alessio, trying to navigate through the rocks and trees that had become moon-bleached versions of their daytime selves. Just knowing he was close, that soon we would be together again, I felt myself smiling. 
 
    “Well, fancy meeting you here.” Alessio’s charcoal silhouette stepped out from the trees, and though I couldn’t make out his face, I knew his ever-present grin was there. He stretched out his arms, and I didn’t hesitate to run into them. My speed lifted us both off the ground, and he kept us suspended there for a few blissful seconds as he greeted me with a kiss. I flushed and told myself not to shy away, for Alessio kissed as he liked to fly. Recklessly, all-encompassing. On the other hand, I always tried to pay absolute attention to whatever the moment had to offer. I enjoyed life no less than Alessio did—I suppose I am simply more of the slow-and-savor type. In moments like that, my senses were on override, yet I loved that. I loved having him to love and being loved in return. I’d never met anyone like him before. Twining my fingers into his dark waves, I kiss him harder. 
 
    After a moment, Alessio lowered us to the ground, and it was then that in my stomach I felt the magic between us crackling in the air. That was what I dreamed about when we were apart. That was what made us perfect for each other. 
 
    Alessio rested his lips just below my jaw, but I pulled away and playfully danced from him toward the water. 
 
    “No!” He whimpered and reached to grasp around my waist, though I was a step ahead of him. “Do not leave me so unsatisfied!” 
 
    I grabbed the skirt of my nightgown so it wouldn’t hinder my run and gave him a taunting smile. “If you want me, sir, come and get me!” With that, I spun on my heels and took off toward the water. I could hear his breath behind me, feel his fingers brush my ribs, and that was my cue. Reaching the lake’s inky edge, I jumped, changing form as I fell through the air. Before I hit the water, I felt the wind catch under my swan wings, and instead I soared toward heaven. 
 
    Faster than the beat of an eyelid, he was with me, chasing me through the sky. That is what I see in my dreams. Our flight. I soared straight up while he spiraled around me, leaving me blissfully dizzy. I adored his nearness as we flew. More than at any other time I felt such an overwhelming desire to touch him and be touched—likely because it was the only time we barely could, for it would distract me from my swan form. Any sudden interference with my attention to the shape I had taken, and I would plummet to the cold, bruising water below.  
 
    The night sky usually belongs to the owls and bats, but that night, they had to share it with us. We soared through trees and then back over the lake, our reflections and the moon’s cradled in the still waters. If I lived a hundred years, I doubt I could ever describe what it feels like to fly by moonlight other than to say that somehow it soothes me down to my soul, yet emboldens me in the same moment. While so fabulously shrouded, we flew to greater heights than I ever did during the day, and for a second I wondered if this might dampen daytime flight for me. But no, nothing could ruin the joy of flight, day or night. It’s my miracle, this gift from the earth, and nothing could stop me from cherishing every single bit of it.  
 
      With each passing moment, we grew like a forest fire in audacity and energy, and once, above the trees’ outstretched arms, we surged straight up. Then, oh, so briefly at the same moment, we paused in flight. I spread my wings and pressed my swan form against Alessio’s muscular chest, using more concentration to keep my form than I had needed since first learning how to shapeshift. I recall imagining what our silhouette must have looked like, as though Alessio had magnificent wings unfurled against the burnished moon. It lasted three seconds at longest before gravity forced me to arch my back and dive toward the wind-ruffed treetops below.  
 
       As I did so, I had a moonlit view of the lake. Then, like an arrow halting me mid-flight, I saw it. The outline of a human. Someone was watching us from the dark bushes below.  
 
      Panic sliced into the concentration that is necessary to maintain my swan form. The shock severed my mind from my body, and my breathing became all wrong, as if my muscles were trying not to let in another breath. In seconds, my swan form had evaporated, with no hope of finding the calmness that is essential to connect with the earth. Powerless, my arms and legs tumbled through the betraying sky as though caught in a hurricane.  
 
       “Joanna!” Alessio shouted, but he had just looped too far away to get to me in time. His fingers tried grasping at my ankle, shoulder, even hair, anything to stop me from hitting the forest floor, but my clumsy plummeting made it impossible. 
 
       If I had been above the lake, only the cold water would meet me, but no. Thirty feet I fell before I hit the rough stones of the shore, the bones in my leg immediately shattering like a bottle. 
 
      All sound was stolen from my lungs. I couldn’t scream or even gasp aloud. My flesh wept red, a red so deep it was almost purple, and I could clearly see a bone where it should be smooth skin. Grit and mud became enmeshed in my leg that had been flayed open, raw and pink. I thought the shadow onshore would have run away, but instead, it got to me before Alessio could.  
 
       “Jo, I am so sorry. Are you all right? I didn’t know . . .”  -” Recognition sliced through me just as Alessio pounced on him with all the fierceness of an alpha wolf.  
 
       “Don’t—” I uttered, but Alessio couldn’t hear my weak attempt. Channeling my pain into my voice, I tried again. “Don’t!” This time, the word came out full force, stopping Alessio immediately. Leaning back against the rocks, I managed to finish my sentence without passing out. “Don’t hurt him!” 
 
      “He could have killed you!” Alessio held him by the shirt, but Leo writhed free and got to my side. 
 
       “Leo.” Through my fog of pain, I tried to focus on his face hovering above me. It was blanched white. “How much did you see?” 
 
      “We have to get you help.” Leo tried putting an arm around my shoulders, then looked up at Alessio. “Can you lift her other side?” Alessio just stared at him. 
 
       “Who are you?” He demanded, jaw firm. 
 
      There was no time, breath, or words even to explain Leo. “Brother,” I managed. The iron smell of blood thickened the air as it pooled beneath me. 
 
      “You don’t have a brother.” His eyes narrowed, his thick eyebrows drawn in, shading his expression. I just waved a hand as if to say, That’s beside the point.  
 
       “Perhaps her mama can help until the doctor comes.” Leo reached out and yanked Alessio down to help lift me, and this time Alessio relented. 
 
       “There would be too many questions. How are we supposed to explain this? Sleepwalking off a cliff? And we both chanced to be there? No, I know where we can go.” Then he spoke just to me, softly, running a hand through his dark waves. “We will wake my grandfather. He has an ability too—healing. By dawn, no one will be able to tell this ever happened to you.” 
 
      “What do you . . .?” My thoughts were tangled, inseparable threads. “Another?” Why hadn’t he mentioned this grandfather before?? 
 
      “Here, lift on three. One . . . two . . . three,” Leo instructed, and together they got me standing. Momentarily, my weight was on the bad leg, and for their sake I tried to muffle the wrenching scream trying to tear me from gut to throat. 
 
      We began to trudge along, and weak beyond words, my head rolled and rested on Alessio’s shoulder. His lips pressed down upon my forehead, and I closed my eyes at his touch. As wonderful as it was to fly together, there are experiences that even flight can’t hold, such as being in Alessio’s arms. For all the agony of the moment, here was some peace found. Alessio’s strength on one side, Leo’s iron grip on the other, and me limping along between them with the knowledge that neither would ever leave.  
 
     We couldn’t have imagined then how we were being hunted, watched. How could we ever have dreamed up the twisted nightmare you demons had in store for us?  
 
    So on we went, through the darkness that would have swallowed us whole. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Closing my eyes, I feel the self I have always known slip away. Replaced. My gaze lifts to the window’s reflection, and a stranger’s face stares back. Dark skin has changed into ruddy cheeks, and rather than my normal stubble, my cheeks are etched with the faint scratches of age. My black hair is gone, with only soft white dandelion fluff in its place. The face turns and I don’t control it, for I am simply a spectator here. It’s not my place or opportunity to change the past, but through another’s view entirely, I can at least hope to understand it. Another breath and even my thoughts are gone.  
 
    I am this stranger. 
 
       Looking down, I see hands that straighten my tie, and I lean back with a sigh at a long table, harsh sunlight cast onto it through the skyscraper windows. Around it, men in crisp suits and women in heels and pencil skirts shuffle papers or check their phones one last time. 
 
      The meeting is called to order, yet I don’t listen. My focus is on a man with gray eyes I don’t recognize. He sits like a king, a calm superiority on his features. Meeting my eyes, he gives a slow nod of acknowledgment like I was a peasant before his throne.  
 
       The hairs on my arms rise. 
 
     I’ve found my success fighting or partnering with one business tycoon after another, but something in the way my heart rate picks up tells me that this is no casual entrepreneur. Something tells me I will regret the day I met this man. 
 
    My jaw tightens, and I look away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, July 1471 A.D. 
 
      
 
    Our shadows melted into the midnight darkness of the city, with only the rare lamplight or tavern glow to bring them back to life. All moonlight had become blocked by clouds that had rolled in, and my eyes strained into the night as Leo, Alessio, and I walked quietly along the cobblestone streets, each gray stone beneath our feet joined with such precision that the gaps between them nearly disappeared. I should say under my foot, as walking on the other was an impossibility. I wished I could have transformed into a bird and fly rather than force myself to breathe and stay conscious with each step, but the pain was far too distracting for me to take animal form.  
 
    Before us, the city unfolded like a grandmother’s quilt, each piece unique with its own story. Though I loved that place fiercely, as one can only love a childhood hometown, it seemed different in the moonlight. Unknown. For once, the constant battle of man against brick and mortar was at rest and these beautiful buildings were the victorious soldiers, silent and content on their battlefield. Though I wanted to let a scream of agony split into the night, even whimpering would have desecrated the stillness there. What I would give to see it again. 
 
      I recognized Alessio’s home ahead, though I had never been there. Anyone would. No other home in Florence was so prominent. I had never set foot somewhere so grand, and for a moment, Alessio seemed like someone entirely different to me. Someone untouchable. This was what our society told us, after all—that young men like him should be with women of a certain standing. Not for the first time, I wondered if perhaps this was why we kept our relationship a secret. If we didn’t spend all our time flying in private, would Alessio hold my hand in public? Could he face his father with me by his side? One thing I did know—if I went in there, in that mansion he calls home, I would never again be able to see him without his servants and rich foods, the elaborate tapestries and long, cold staircases that I imagined lay inside. And there I came limping, the picture of weakness, dripping blood on the pristine floors. How could that not change us? 
 
      “This way.” Alessio swerved to the left just as we entered the courtyard. “My nonno prefers to have his own separate home out back.” I breathed a sigh of relief and smiled at Alessio; my Alessio, as I had always seen him.  
 
       Leo, on my other side, hadn’t said a word since we first started our journey from the lake, as though we would send him away if reminded of his presence. How did he not know I could never send him away? That at that moment, in all my pain, he was as sure and steady to me as the cobblestone under us?  
 
      Alessio chuckled to himself as he pointed to a cottage lit by three candles in the windows. “Lucky for us, my nonno has always been one to enjoy the small hours of the night.” The home was designed after the same manner as the mansion, with bricks the color of cinnamon and immaculate flowers potted around the ornately carved door. Yet its size gave it humility, and its flowers flowed carefree from their pots. Just to look on it seemed a healing balm, and my breathing became slower. Alessio knocked, then turned the knob before an answer came. “Nonno?” he called ahead of him to his grandfather.  
 
       It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sallow light, though when they did, I saw an aged man standing over baskets of turnips and onions. The savory scent of fresh onions colored the home. He was preparing the food by candlelight, and he picked up one candlestick to study our faces, the flame creating a soft but brilliant arc of gold.  
 
      “Alessio? What is the matter?” But then he saw my face, how carefully I tried to hold my lips so my agony would not spill out of them, and he stepped around the table toward me. “Are you all right, my dear?” His voice was so informal and kind, as though he had always known me. He reached a hand out to me, and though his years had left him as worn and wrinkled as an apple left in the sun, his hand was steady. Guiding me to a chair, he never took his attention from me, and almost in his peripheral, he stoked the dying embers in the hearth.  
 
      “This is the girl I told you about, Nonno,” Alessio gestured to me, and even in my suffering I couldn’t help but softly smile, touched that this was all the introduction he needed to give. I lowered my gaze, hoping Alessio wouldn’t see in them how I had doubted him, had believed he had fallen for the society expectations he’d been spoon-fed all his life. When I lifted my eyes, he was looking at me with such tenderness and I knew how wrong I was. “We were flying when we saw . . .” He gestured to Leo, who still lingered in the doorway.  
 
    We all turned to Leo, who tried to meet our gaze, but scratched his neck and started to look around the room for somewhere else for his eyes to land beside us. If he had only looked up, he would have seen in my face how I didn’t accuse him, never could, and the old man’s soft, welcoming smile. “It scared her, so she changed form and fell from the sky,” Alessio finished. “Will you help her?” 
 
      His eyes on me, the old man’s answer was as warm and soft as his home. “Is that a question? Of course I will. I would be honored.” 
 
      Honored? The word spun in my thoughts, a confused but joyful dance. Why would he be honored to help me? He had never so much as laid eyes on me. 
 
      “Hand me that stool there, will you, Alessio? Thank you.” I thought he was going to sit on it, but instead he placed it under my foot and then gingerly lowered his aged body to the stone floor until he was kneeling before my injury. Then he looked up and met my eyes. 
 
      “My name is Cristoforo. Through the earth, I can help you. Will you receive it?” His words sounded round like a pebble in a stream, clearly worn from being spoken over and over before he ever channeled his abilities.  
 
      To answer would have been to let him hear the torment in my voice, so instead, I pursed my lips and nodded. Cristoforo lowered his gaze, but did not close his eyes completely. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Alessio come close, then crouch on one knee by my side. His fingers intertwined with mine, and when I turned to look at him with wide eyes, he only gave me a sweet smile. It was enough to still the raging waters inside me to a flow, something manageable. With a glance, he brought my attention back to his grandfather, but his fingers never left mine. 
 
    Cristoforo’s hands rested just above my leg, and though he didn’t touch it, I suddenly felt pressure—a presence, maybe—emit from his hands and gently settle upon me. The pain did not go away immediately, and several minutes passed this way, yet each time I looked up at Alessio, he just smiled, pleased, and raised a knowing hand as if to say, Hold on. Just wait.  
 
    The change was so slow, the ever-so-slight shift of cartilage and bones, that to watch a clock tick seemed faster. But change did happen. For nearly an hour, we sat still, and when at last Cristoforo looked up and wiped his hands on his thighs, I knew that all in my body was just as whole and in its proper place as it had ever been. I looked down at my slightly swollen but smooth skin—no grit, no trace of blood. The only noticeable evidence left of my fall was my torn and dirtied nightgown.  
 
      “The swelling will take a bit of time to go down.” Cristoforo was the first to break the silence. As he started to stand, Leo stepped forward to help the old man up, and when Cristoforo looked upon Leo’s face, his voice went soft. “Oh.” He smiled. “We are not done tonight, are we?” 
 
       “Please.” Leo’s words came out quick. “I have so many questions…” 
 
      “Of course. I will answer all I can. Alessio, grab me that chair. Yes, put it there. Now, young man, you seem ready to combust. What is on your mind?” 
 
      “What is on my mind?” Leo shook his head in disbelief. “I saw them both flying! He . . . he was human, but Jo! You changed into a bird! How is that—how can this be possible?” Leo’s words seemed to come out faster than his thoughts could properly form them.  
 
      “The earth,” the old man answered as he rubbed his knees that had just knelt on the stone floor for so long. “This marvelous place we are privileged to conquer and sail, dance upon and eat of its fruits, is not so impartial to us as we may think. The earth has, in essence, a soul. When it is fully appreciated by people, it recognizes that. But this trait of gratitude alone is not enough—the individual must carry a belief in the extraordinary, must be able to grasp that life and reality can be more than is generally understood. More than most will ever understand, for that matter.”  
 
      
 
      I pause in my story and look away from my captor. My hands tremble in my lap, and my heart feels as though it’s struggling to keep beating. Perhaps it’s the narcotic they gave me still wearing off, but it feels as though my heart is simply giving up. It can only take so much sorrow. 
 
    Azure uncrosses her legs and leans forward, her subtle cue that I must continue. My mind strains to remember where I left off. Oh. The individual must carry a belief in the extraordinary, more than most anyone will ever understand.  
 
    How can I ever make them understand? They never will. Azure can sit in her chair collecting “research,” but she can never comprehend what it feels like to soar through the night with an owl’s eyes as a guide, or experience the breathtaking power of a bull’s muscles becoming braced for a fight.  
 
    Azure shifts her weight to the other side of the chair, her patience seeping from her like water down a drain. 
 
    With a slow exhale, I continue. 
 
      
 
    Cristoforo spoke to his captive audience while Alessio smiled over the hearth, the old man’s words obviously as familiar to him as a childhood lullaby. Some things you simply never forget, for they become part of you. “When a child exemplifies this gratitude, this openness, the earth can then grant them an ability. An ability that uses the forces of nature.” 
 
      Alessio stood, his hand still protectively on my shoulder, as he grinned at a memory. “When I was young Nonno taught me how to master the abilities the earth had given me. Nearly broke my neck trying to learn, though. And poor Mama! She is still baffled how, as an eight-year-old boy, I ever got stuck in that church’s clock tower.”  
 
    They chuckled together, grandfather and grandson, before Cristoforo continued, gesturing to Alessio. “Now, in Alessio’s case, even as a child, he knew he wanted the most high-spirited and . . . well, entertaining ability the earth has to offer. Flight.”  
 
      Leo leaned forward, his fingers mindlessly drawn to the back of his neck where he twisted the hair tied there between his fingers. But it was Cristoforo’s words that he clung to like grapes to a vine. 
 
    “So you chose to fly?”  
 
    I turned in my seat to face Alessio. “I never felt as though I chose the gift of transformation, but that it chose me.” 
 
       Cristoforo answered, “The earth does more than grant a child its fondest dream—it can put their childhood dreams to shame. In my grandchildren, I would watch for the essential traits to be gifted from the earth. Alessio was the only one I ever saw show the characteristics necessary, so I raised him to be aware of magic and its capabilities. Further, I felt it my responsibility to warn him of the consequences of abusing the earth’s power, such as through time travel.” 
 
    “But I thought he could fly, not use time travel.” Leo tipped his head to the side, confused. 
 
    “All shaman have one specific gift from the earth, and one general vice—time travel. Once you have tapped into the earth’s abilities, you can then further learn to time travel, but it is forbidden fruit—the thing shamans are asked never to choose, the thing that proves their devotion to the earth. Time travel defiles the passage of life the earth sets before us. It has no respect for the past, no patience with the present, no trust in the future.” 
 
    I nodded as Cristoforo spoke, and he caught my eye.  
 
    “So even without someone to explain the workings of the harth’s gifts, you understood this?” he asks me.   
 
    I shrug one shoulder. “I suppose some things simply don’t need to be explained. Is murder evil? Of course. No one has to tell you these things—you just know them in your heart.” 
 
     “Yes,” Cristoforo agrees, then turns back to Leo. “Well, I still felt it important to instruct young Alessio here.” He gestured to his grandson. “True to his nature, he dreamed big. His dream was well shaped and he was prepared for it when the gifts started manifesting themselves. But you, my dear . . .” He paused, and the smile wrinkles around his eyes deepened. “You are truly special. To have no teacher of magic? That you have developed your abilities so thoroughly on your own is quite unique.” 
 
    Alessio must have told him that much, and I only smiled my thank you.  
 
    “Before meeting me, she wasn’t even sure if more people like us exist,” Alessio interrupted, and Cristoforo gently chuckled. 
 
       “Why is that surprising?” Leonardo asked, looking between the two of them. “Magicians such as yourselves are only ever heard of in the highest of courts, working for nobility. To common folk such as us, it almost seems like a rumor or façade.  We have never seen an inkling of magic in our marketplaces or simple stores. If there are more Magic Ones such as you, why do you hide when you could have prominence in society?” 
 
      “I do not hide,” Alessio answered, clearly ruffled by Leo’s question, yet leaning against the mantel with arms folded, a challenging smile on his lips. “I wait.” 
 
       Leonardo raised an eyebrow as Cristoforo explained. 
 
      “First off, we prefer not to be called ‘The Magic Ones’ or ‘magicians’ such as the old tales do. These terms imply that we rejoice in our own abilities, glorify ourselves. But we would be nothing without our spiritual connection to the earth. We call ourselves Shaman, for it communicates that what we do is joined to something bigger than us.” 
 
    Shaman. I’ve loved that word since Mama first spoke it that day I met the swan. To me, it has always felt soft and lovely on my lips, like a kiss.  
 
    “Second of all, when a king or lord takes a Shaman into his court, he trusts him implicitly. The individual’s abilities must be as refined as possible, as near to perfect as can be, for the kingdom’s safety may lie in his capabilities.” 
 
    Looking at Alessio, I could easily picture him seated next to royalty, their most trusted confidant. It was already there in how he held himself with shoulders rolled back, in the ease with which fancy clothing hung from him, in the surety of his smile. I exhale, knowing how far such a throne would be from the quiet life Mama and I have always led. 
 
      “I would not want to work in a king’s court even if I could.” I ran my fingernail along a groove in the arm of my chair, then looked up. “It makes me too different, having these abilities. People don’t know what to do with someone like us. I do hide, Leo. I learned a long time ago that I can either have magic, or I can have friends. But this magic is part—an enormous part—of who I am. I cannot have myself and others as well, it would seem.” 
 
      Leo nodded slowly, but then in a low voice just meant for me, he whispered, “Could you not trust your secret with me, though?” He looked at me, hurt drowning in his eyes, and I felt as though I had failed to be the friend to him that I was born to be. 
 
    “Oh, Leo.” I paused, in my heart wishing I could undo all the moments I had kept my tongue knotted and silent, but it was too late for that. “Of course I knew I could tell you.” All I could give him was the only reason I had ever had. “But why would I hurt you like that?” 
 
    My question caught him off guard, and his eyes found the hearth. “Perhaps you do know me better than anyone.” He looked back at me and tried to give a faint smile. “Even myself.” 
 
      There was a silent, pregnant moment, and then as clearly as if I could see the future, I knew what he would say before the words came. 
 
    “Could you teach me how to fly?” The hopefulness in Leo’s voice broke my heart as he looked desperately around the room at each of us. 
 
      Alessio opened his mouth, shut it, then answered with pinched lips. “No. We can’t. It just—it can’t be done.”  
 
      I reached to Leo and clasped his fingers in mine, praying that the hand of an old friend could soften what I had to say. 
 
      “Mama tried. For years, she tried. This open mind that Cristoforo spoke of, the belief that reality can be more than most people will ever understand, is something adults can’t seem to grasp.” 
 
      Cristoforo nodded. “As far as I have ever heard, Shaman develop their abilities as young children, before the laws of reality that most humans live by are too firmly rooted in their minds. It is the ‘naive’ belief children hold of fairies and mystical things that make them the perfect recipients of these gifts. They do more than desire to believe—their whole hearts can believe it.” 
 
    “But I’ve seen you fly. I know it’s real. I know that what I’ve always thought was wrong. People can fly.” Leo repeated it as though he had to convince us of what he saw. 
 
    “You believe that now, but what if you left here and were pushed from a cliff?” Alessio asked, folding his arms. “You may feel that one night of seeing us fly could rewrite nearly two decades of beliefs, but when facing it, your instincts will rely upon all they’ve ever known. You wouldn’t trust the earth enough for you to actually be able to soar.” 
 
    “It’s not as though I would be trying to fly tonight.” Leo stood his ground, pleading. “I could build up to it if I tried every day, then eventually…” He tried to lock eyes with us one by one but only Cristoforo would meet his gaze. “You have never heard of anyone, even in the old tales, learning the earth’s abilities when they are grown?” 
 
    “No, I have not.” Cristoforo looked at him squarely, but then smiled. “Yet. Not yet.” Leo lifted his chin again, the hope in Cristoforo’s voice captured in his eyes like the light of a flame passed from candle to candle. “Leonardo, my gift now is healing. However, I have developed that secondarily. The first ability that the earth gave me was to look into others. When I healed this lovely young lady just now, I could see the bones and muscles, see the breaks, see where each tiny fracture needed to be placed again. This gift sees much more than the physical, though. I can see, to a degree, what an individual’s soul contains. In you, Leonardo, there is unquestionable greatness, the likes of which I have never seen radiate from a person’s soul so strongly. You have the potential to influence countless lives. I do not know in what manner that potential will unfold, but perhaps—it could be—that if anyone I’ve met could do it . . .”   
 
    “I can do it.” Leonardo’s voice was firm, and I tilted my head to look at him. I’ve heard him say that before, many times, and he had never been proven wrong yet. He was so far from childhood that he kept a beard neatly trimmed—still, this was no ordinary person. If I knew anything, I knew that. 
 
    “Please.” He turned to me and Alessio, his hands ever so slightly shaking. “I need your help.” 
 
    Slowly, at the pace of morning breaking, I nodded. Now that Cristoforo had said it to us, I could see it too. Of course I could. The rare greatness in Leo, I had always known to be there, but had become accustomed to it, like the fragrance of home. Once Cristoforo made me aware of it again, I could see that it changed everything. 
 
    Yes. If there was anyone who could do it, anyone I could believe in, it would be him. 
 
    I looked at Alessio and saw him shake his head, but he was smiling. He could see it too. Surprising all of us, he began to laugh. It caught fire in the room, spreading to each of us and leaving us warm and hopeful. Alessio walked to Leo and clasped him on the shoulder. I just looked at the two young men, grinning like children, and felt as if my heart would explode. How I love them both. “We best get you home. You will need your rest. Tomorrow, we start!” 
 
    Leo’s face brimmed with gratitude, and even my own eyes filled, turning the lights in the room into stars. How long had I wanted this for him? Why hadn’t I tried sooner? 
 
    “Tomorrow, yes. Tomorrow is the beginning.” Leo's voice was soft, as though he could hardly believe he was saying those words out loud. “I will learn how to fly.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Dr. Gadian Richardson, as he has been introduced, buttons his suit as he stands, the last touch to complete his look of perfection. His face is clean-shaven, each strand of his honey-colored hair intentionally placed, and when he speaks, it is with the slightest Irish accent tracing his otherwise American tongue.  
 
       “The poet Yeats has said, ‘The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.’ It may be unusual to speak of magic and quote poets during a business proposal, but I assure you that it is the least unusual thing to come.”  
 
    He clears his throat and leans forward, resting his hands on the conference table. 
 
      “We are individuals of wealth and prestige, owning a world of tomorrows. Yet if we look to yesteryears, we find a power that has eluded us for centuries. The greatest secret of all has found a hiding place in our disbeliefs.  
 
      “But there is nothing I could say that would be so convincing as what you are about to see. So without further ado . . .” He pauses and gestures to a lovely African American woman standing, hands clasped, at the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, Jan 1472 A.D. 
 
      
 
      
 
      We hoarded our days teaching Leo as the vagrant does a coin. No day was wasted—no longer did we allow time to flutter away until it disappeared over the horizon. When I wasn’t trying to get Leo to envision himself as a duckling or bat, Alessio was attempting to illustrate how to soar like the rays of the sun. How I loved those days, every moment spent with Leo or Alessio, or both. It was the only time in my life that I didn’t feel the ache of loneliness. Still, it wasn’t without its discouragements. 
 
     Sweet Leo had never been one to be daunted by failure, and though his feet stayed firmly on the ground, he retained his spark in his eye. “I can do this,” he assured us when we would fall quiet. 
 
      But hours upon hours without a hint of progress can wear on the most stalwart soul, like water dripping on a stone. I watched as the set of Leo’s jaw changed from determined to desperate. We needed a victory. He needed, for once, for a day not to end in defeat. 
 
      “We may not be taking enough of a risk,” Leo suggested. “Alessio may have been right that first night—I couldn’t trust my instincts to let me fly then. But now you have drilled into me how to shapeshift and fly; it’s been my every waking thought. I think my instincts have changed.” How I cringed at those words, I think.  
 
      So we stood in our old spot, up to our necks in silence, a dusting of snow around us, and the frozen lake below. The air between here and the water felt brittle and fragile, nothing to depend upon. As I leaned over the ledge, it seemed farther to me than ever before. The distance had never bothered me in the past—I knew I’d be safe. But Leo . . . if a fall like that didn’t kill him, the biting cold water very well could.  
 
      “Well . . .” Alessio broke the silence, running his fingers into his dark hair. “If you live through this, you’ll have quite the story to tell afterward.” 
 
      “This is undoubtedly the stupidest thing you’ve ever done,” I said, not daring to look at Leo.  
 
      “Thanks for sharing your feelings, Jo. I know that’s difficult for you,” Leo teased, somehow completely obvious to the idiocy of what he was about to do. 
 
       “Stop joking. Just . . . don’t.” 
 
       He squeezed my hand. “It will be okay. I know you wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me.” 
 
       I didn’t respond, pursing my lips as I tried to picture in my mind how a swan could catch a nearly grown man who was falling. With my beak? It seemed absurd.  
 
       “Well . . .” Leo backed up a few steps to take it at a run. “The longer I wait, the more difficult it will be.” 
 
      “Wait!” I shouted mid-step, causing him to stagger forward.  
 
      “What?” Leo and Alessio demanded of me at the same time, all our nerves splintered. 
 
      “I . . . Leo, this could be a terrible idea. I am scared. Terrified.” 
 
       Leo gave me the softest smile, and it occurred to me it could be his last. “Me too. But nothing cures fear better than—” Before he could finish his sentence, he had flung himself over the cliff. “Action!” he yelled as he fell. Next to me, Alessio swore, but I didn’t waste a precious moment looking him. I just jumped, transformed, and trusted Alessio was behind me.  
 
      Ahead of me, Leo’s back was arched and his arms were out, waiting to catch the wind. For a moment, everything seemed beautiful—the contrast of his blue clothes against the white and gray below him, his shadow on the ice with nothing to tie it tightly to his body as usual. Somehow, I knew Leo was smiling.  
 
    But the moment lasted too long. He wasn’t changing. I sped up as gravity fiercely grabbed Leo and pulled him helpless to the earth. At my side I saw Alessio, arms outstretched and his usually smiling mouth now set thin.  
 
    “Leo!” my mind screamed. My beak was useless, but I had to do something. Thrusting myself forward, I caught up to Leo, then with one more beat of my wings, I was ahead of him. My wings sliced the air between Leo and the water, and though I knew I couldn’t carry him, my hope was to at least slow him enough for Alessio to catch up. His weight and momentum collided with my swan body, and in the next instant, we cut into the unforgiving surface and were submerged.  
 
    The cold slapped me awake from my swan form, back into my human reality. Wet feathers turned to limbs and layers of clothes, and I strained my heavy body toward the dim light of the surface above. It was an unfair fight—weak human limbs against glacial water. My hands searched as though climbing a rock wall, but I got no higher. My lungs searched for air, but only found invading lake water and a fear even more frigid. The water was bitter and gritty, the taste of drowning. I thrust and kicked for my life until I saw a hand reaching for me. 
 
      
 
    My words halt for a moment and I swallow, wondering for the slightest moment if it would have been better than what would come. Perhaps that’s what scares me the most. Having no idea what’s in store now. 
 
    Azure taps her cheek, and I nod.  
 
    My story is the price they demand. 
 
      
 
     Alessio clasped his arm around mine and finally my face broke the surface, drops running together into my eyes and dripping from my hair. Being in his arms never felt sweeter. Gasping for breath, I searched for Leo and found him on all fours on the shore, back wrenching as he heaved up water. 
 
    “I have you,” Alessio panted, his words strained as he flew above me, his knuckles white against my forearm. Both our clothes were heavy with the water, making it difficult for Alessio to fly, but slowly we made it to shore.  
 
    I crawled next to Leo. The wind was the cruelest kind of thief, taking what it didn’t need, even the last of my heat that had hidden away in my core. Our hair was plastered on our faces like seaweed, and turning to Leo, I threw my arms around him. I wanted to laugh and cry and rage, but when I pulled back, I saw Leo’s face and all of that died in my throat. 
 
    He was pure sadness encased in shivering skin. The tie had fallen out of his crimson hair, and it was one of the only times I’d ever seen it undone. It rested across his shoulders, like red feathers from a shot down robin. With both hands, he dug his fingers into his scalp and left them there, his face down. 
 
    “Idiot!” he shouted at himself, slamming one hand against the side of his head, burying his face deeper into his concaved chest. 
 
    “No! You had to try,” I defended him, kneeling at his side. 
 
    “I actually believed it would work,” He looked up, but not at us. His eyes fixed hard and accusing on the ledge we just jumped from.  
 
    “We need to get out of the cold,” Alessio warned, placing a hand on my back. 
 
    “He’s right.” Leo’s voice was curt. He swallowed hard. “You need to get home before you get sick. Hurry, you shouldn’t waste any time. Don’t worry about me.” Leo stood and stepped out of my reach. “You know what the fastest way is.”  
 
    Without another word, Leo left us, his shoulders and neck hanging as though a thousand pounds rested upon them. He didn’t look back—he wouldn’t in case he saw us fly away.  
 
    Flight. His dream. His fragile dream. Just as soon as it had allowed itself to deeply put down roots, instead, it got pulled up and left limp to die.  
 
    “Go on home,” I tell Alessio, forcing my chin not to quiver from the cold. “He just needs me now.” 
 
    Alessio paused, then stepped forward and kissed me, leaving at least my lips warm. “Hurry.” 
 
    With a nod, I wrapped my arms around my shivering skin as I ran until I was next to Leo. He didn’t look up when my stride met his, and I wouldn’t speak, either. In frostbitten silence—both painful and numbing at the same time—we walked, our steps matching with each footfall. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Chairs squeak as we all turn in our seats to see her.  
 
      Without a word, she steps forward and opens her palms out in front of her. When she closes her eyes, we look at each other, amused smiles on our faces. 
 
      Suddenly a crack snaps all of our attention away from her to the center of the table. Spider veins begin there, like when a pebble hits a windshield. They spindle out, seeming to grasp for our papers and devices. With startled screams, we clutch our belongings and jump up, plastering ourselves to the walls. Even in our shock, we cannot pry our eyes from the center of the table, where a shoot has sprung forth, green and fresh, growing by the second until only a few moments later, a flowering dogwood tree fills the space above our heads, fully in bloom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, March 1472 A.D. 
 
      
 
    I adore the first time of the year when I can walk barefoot outside. It was still a bit wet for the other mothers to let their children outside without shoes, but my mama was not like most. She stood next to me in the soft mud, thin dress lifted and clenched in one hand, the other lifted toward the heavens. 
 
    “Has the sun always been this warm?” she joked. “It’s been so long.” 
 
    I laughed, my breath finally invisible again. The fragrance of blossoms carried on the wind, which no longer nipped and bit at us, but came as a friend. We had gone out there to plant the garden, the only thing in it so far the cats that prowled in hopes that one of the new birds in the sky would land there. Around us, branches that had long been nude clothed themselves in tight green buds. This was home. How I loved it there. 
 
      
 
    As I speak those words, I stare directly into Azure’s blue eyes, searching for some indication, some hint, as to if I will ever see a spring in Tuscany again. She stares right back, but the blue in her eyes is impossible to read. Where someone else might see the open sky, I only see ice. 
 
    “Then?” she urges. 
 
      
 
    Then . . . Mama spun in the white sunlight, her long dark hair hugging to her. Though she never was able to gain abilities from the earth, I do not doubt that I only have my gifts because of her. Someone had to teach me, had to show me how to fiercely love the earth and in that, she couldn’t have been a more perfect mother for me. 
 
    “Oh, spring,” she sighed towards the skies. “We’ve missed you.”  
 
    With that sentence, I was reminded of what I had missed most that winter, even more than buds and birds. It had been months since I had seen Leo. 
 
    For weeks after the incident, I went to Leo’s house, begged the servants to let me speak to him, but he stayed tightly behind brick and mortar. I sent in notes, though if he read them, the words did not comfort him enough to come to speak to me. Then one day as I was walking to his house, I stopped and turned around, and hadn’t tried to visit once since.  
 
    It wasn’t three days later that Leo came to see me, and this time I refused. I didn’t know why. Mama had looked at me, brow knit in worry, but she hadn’t said a word to me as she went back to the door and explained to him that I wasn’t feeling myself. Possibly she thought it was the closest excuse she could give to the truth. Since then, day after day had passed, with each one leaving me wishing I hadn’t turned him away. Yet I didn’t go, either. Every day I ached for my old friend, and I tried to fight off the loneliness that would kidnap my heart away by spending every moment possible with either Mama or Alessio. Yet as lovely as they were, I had always known that no one else could fill the void that Leo left in my life. 
 
    Until that day when at last my dear friend came back to me. 
 
    “It doesn’t surprise me one bit to find you two out here.” The familiar voice brought a swell of happiness crashing around my ribs and insides. Spinning, I found Leo smiling. That smile—it was a pick breaking up a frozen ocean inside me. 
 
    “Well, praise above! He lives!” Mama announced with a flourish of her arms. We chuckled when she embraced him. She wasn’t open like that with just anyone. With Alessio, she barely mustered more than a curt nod. Perhaps it was the difference in their classes that caused her to act that way, or perhaps she was beginning to understand how strongly Alessio and I felt for each other. Without Leo around, my world had begun to orbit around Alessio. No longer was our time solely spent flying, but we’d waste our days in the markets or roaming the cold streets simply content to be hand in hand. Whatever grief I felt at missing my best friend was kept at bay when Alessio would press his warm lips against mine. 
 
    But now Leo was back. 
 
    I followed Mama’s lead and lifted my arms towards him. The hug was stiff where it should have been soft. I expected it to end abruptly, but he instead held on a few moments longer. 
 
     “I’ve got candles drying inside that I need to check on,” Mama said. “It’s good to see you again, Leo.” She smiled as she left.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I blurted out when she was gone. “I should have come out when you visited. I don’t even know why—”  
 
    He closed his eyes and held up a hand to stop my words. “Don’t you apologize. Don’t you dare say one more word about it. You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    He looked up, and his own apology was in his gaze.  
 
    “Come on.” I stepped forward and motioned to the seeds sitting in a cloth on the ground. “Help me.” In my smile, I hoped he could see that those cold winter months were melted away. Today it was spring, and if spring is anything, it is new and hope. “Unless, that is, you’ve finally begun to care about keeping those fancy trousers of yours nice.” 
 
    He chuckled and knelt beside me.  
 
    “I’m glad you came,” I said, stabbing the ground with a stick as Leo plucked the seeds in his fingers to drop down the holes. 
 
    “I needed some time. But I’m ready now.” He brushed a clod of dirt between his hands, the flecks of it drifting to the ground. 
 
    “Ready for what?” My stomach became a hard knot, and I sat back on my heels to look at him better. Don’t you even think of saying— 
 
    “To fly again.” 
 
     He said it. He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Which I couldn’t fathom, with what we went through.  
 
    “Oh, right, right. I am sorry. I forgot for a moment how I watched you fall to your death. That little thing.” 
 
    He examined the seeds in his hands, then the direction of the sun as he spoke. “Jo, I have never wanted anything so badly in my life. For months now, I thought I had failed, but I didn’t.” His eyes met mine. “It’s not failure on one hand and success on the other, you see? Failure is part of the process. The only way I could truly fail is if I stopped trying. And I won’t settle for that. I can’t spend the rest of my life feeling like my insides are bleeding to death each time I see a bird fly. I have to keep trying. To fall short is . . . unacceptable.” 
 
    My heart felt like charging horses, one going north, the other south. I couldn’t love Leo more if he were blood. The idea of abandoning him was like the thought of Mama discarding me. I wanted his dreams to come true, of course. But I wanted him to live even more.  
 
    “Sometimes you need to realize that no matter how much you put into something, it’s simply not going to work.” I knew my words were bruising, but perhaps they would keep him safe. “You cut your losses. You walk away. You are just being stubborn. Stubborn like a rock.” 
 
    “Well . . .” Leo thought that over, picking at his neatly trimmed beard. “I am Italian.”  
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    “I see you smiling.” Leo grinned.  
 
    How could I not admire his determination? It was something I’d always loved about him, that he could never settle for mediocrity. He was forever seeing what was invisible to the rest of us and then would strive, through his art or inventions, for it to become visible to us as well. Having Leo in your life was like living in a world of blues and yellows, then he would show you how to see the green. If that wasn’t a form of magic in and of itself, I didn’t know what was. 
 
    But I couldn’t do what he asked of me. I could suddenly see that it was why I had turned around that day, why I didn’t come to the door later when he visited. I wasn’t mad, not even remotely. I was simply done. To expect me to implore for him to have hope, to try again, not to give up, was just too much. When Leo had made it to shore, some part of his soul had stayed behind in that freezing water, sinking and breathless. And perhaps it was best that way. Dreams shatter or even die—that’s part of life. Part of growing up. But he would heal, and he would find new dreams to fill the void that was left. Maybe even better dreams. But to do that, he needed to live.  
 
    “I can’t. You were so desperate for this, you didn’t think straight, and it would have been my fault if you had gotten hurt or killed. You said it yourself—you know I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you. Well, you’re right. I won’t. I won’t help you anymore. You can’t fly, Leo, and I’m not going to watch you kill yourself trying.” 
 
    Leo stood up and looked down at me, still crouched on the earth. “Just because you give up on me doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on me.” I could hear his heartbreak as he spoke. 
 
    I tried to stand, but was slow and awkward with my dress. “Not on you. Never you.” 
 
    “Aren’t our dreams one of the biggest pieces of our souls?” he challenged.  
 
    “Come on, Leo. It’s a nice idea, but you are so much more than that. I’ve known you for years—you can’t just sum yourself up in this one dream.”  
 
    He stepped forward, his face completely open, no mask of coping left. “Do you still see it?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
      “The greatness Cristoforo saw. Do you still see it?” The way he asked, I knew a world hinged on the answer. Our world, as we had always known it. Our world of running barefoot through the streets as best friends, of market trips linked arm in arm. Our childhood, our innocent trust in each other all came to this point. Yet there seemed no right answer to his question. Answer yes, and he would again do something dangerous and I would lose him. There was simply no safe way to learn how to fly. By its very nature, it demands risk.  
 
    Yet answer no, and I would lose him still. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
     “Well, I do. I have more in me.” He reached for my hand and dropped something into it—the remaining seeds. “When something is just starting out, you can’t say what it can become. And I’m going to show you. Just wait.” 
 
    With that, he turned and left me alone in the garden.  
 
    Alone again. 
 
    Just me and the earth, and the knowledge that it would never be enough. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Branches brush each wall and the treetop kisses the ceiling, but it grows not an inch farther. The woman lowers her hands to her sides and opens her eyes, smiling softly at our mouths gaping open. Our normally professional façades are dropped. Now we each seem about as calm and respectable as an organ grinder’s monkey. 
 
    We jitter to each other and grab frantically at the persons next to us, but the room suddenly stills as we notice the man with gray eyes, Gadian Richardson, reach up and pluck a single pink blossom in his fingers. We stay stuck like ivy to the wall as he walks around the table that is held together by roots clutching it on all sides. He holds the tiny flower in front of him as he speaks, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
      “Magic does exist. Magic has always existed. But . . .” He pauses, reverently setting the blossom on the table as though an offering on an altar. “It is nearly extinct.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, April 1472 A.D. 
 
      
 
      I never thought that would be the end of Leo and me. 
 
    Two weeks passed, yet I kept telling myself, Give him time. He will understand. Soon this will be water under the bridge. But the more time that went by, the harder it was to convince myself of that. 
 
      “Perhaps I should go apologize.” I kicked a stone in front of me as Alessio and I walked on the outskirts of the city one evening. It was growing dark and we should have been safely inside the city wall, but I had needed someone to talk to, and Mama was away at a birth. I had no idea what you devils had planned for us. 
 
      “Absolutely not.” Alessio shook his head, his arm draped across my shoulders. “You did nothing wrong. You’re trying to keep him safe—alive, even! Begging for forgiveness would just weaken his respect for your stance.” 
 
      “Yesterday he sent a message for me to meet him at the cathedral where he is painting the mural on the ceiling, apprenticing under Verrochino. When I got there, though, he was nowhere to be found. That wasn’t like him at all. I think he wanted to make amends, but then changed his mind.” I swallowed and bit my cheek. “Maybe he wasn’t ready to face me.” 
 
      Alessio didn’t answer. 
 
       If he was going to, he didn’t get the chance. For that’s when your people stepped forth. 
 
      
 
      I pause in my story and look down at my hands shaking in my lap. I taste iron blood as I speak, my heart in my mouth. Never before have I told anyone these memories, and they lie between Azure and me, raw and vulnerable, like a creature with no skin. Yet Azure just sits there calmly, fingers curled under her chin, watching the creature shivering before her without so much as saying a word. 
 
      She knows what happened next. Of course she does—she is not free of blame in this. Far from it. But she doesn’t interrupt—just waits for me to go on. Waits for me to relive it in all its painful detail. Drawing my hands to my lips, I speak through loosely woven fingers, as though I could block the words from coming out, as though perhaps then it wouldn’t be my story to tell. 
 
      
 
      Five men stepped forward with a look about them I had never seen. Their clothes, obviously, spoke of not being from Italy. How could I have known they weren’t even from the same century? The difference was more than skin color, too—there was something in their bone structure, something in how they held themselves. Looking at us, they stood as though placing a flag on conquered land.  
 
      The man in the middle stood apart from the others as his glance flitted up and down us, pleased. 
 
      “Hello, Alessio. Joanna.” He smiled with only one side of his face and completely without his eyes. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” 
 
      With that, he motioned to the brute next to him, who raised his weapon. Though I’d never laid eyes on a contraption like it before, I knew from the man’s cold stare that he was taking aim, from the way my insides turned to ice that I was being hunted. 
 
      It occurred to me that I was going to die. 
 
      But it never could have occurred to me what you devils actually had in mind. A hell that didn’t require death to reach. 
 
      My muscles tensed, but there was no time to run. Before I could even block my face with my hands, the dart met its mark in my neck. Black clouded my vision as the last thing I saw was Alessio stumble toward our attackers, his limbs losing all strength as the vial attached to the dart in his collar emptied into his system. He collapsed onto the ground, the dirt kicking up around him.  
 
      Then all was still, as I could not keep my eyes from closing. 
 
      
 
      I swallow hard and try to keep my chin from quivering as I meet Azure’s eyes. 
 
      “When I awoke, I discovered that your people had taken everything from me.” 
 
       If my story has made her feel anything, her face hides it well. She doesn’t respond—only knits together her penciled eyebrows—of all the ridiculous things—and leans back, watching me. 
 
      I can’t stand her eyes on me, reading into my every word. Standing, I walk to the window that covers the wall from floor to ceiling and turn my back to her. On the other side, there is a barren panorama stretching on for miles, nothing to be seen but hardened sand in bizarre patterns, almost in the shape of a honeycomb. In the distance I can make out dunes, then eventually isolated mountains, but between here and there I cannot see a single animal, tree, or flower. Tonight the sky itself is not even blue, but is a sunset unfurling crimson across the sky. Rather than comforting me, the color reminds me of a wound, and my soul aches as though that was its blood up there. Gone are the cypress trees, the lush landscape, and flourishing gardens that mean I am home. I had never imagined a place so desolate and infertile. What hope could I have of connecting with the earth here? The terror of that thought, of having my means of escape cut off, leaves me as cold as if my blood stopped flowing. 
 
      Swiftly, I raise both fists and slam them into the window. On the outskirts of my vision I can see Azure jerk back in surprise at my sudden outburst, but I keep my back to her.  
 
    “‘Death Valley.’ That’s what you first called this place. Fitting, for your kind. You’ve brought death to everything I love. More than death, even. When my papa died, at least he could live on in memories. But now? Everything, everyone I have ever known has been gone for hundreds of years. They don’t live on in anyone’s memories but my own. They are as thoroughly obliterated as you could make them be.” I fall silent for a moment and turn to face her, chest heaving with anger. “And now . . .” My voice drops as quiet and lethal as poison. “You made me give you that. My memories. All I have left of them. All that keeps them alive.” A single tear escapes and slides down my cheek. “What more do you want from me?” 
 
    “Oh, Joanna.” She sighs, rubbing her lip as she shakes her head. 
 
     For a moment I wonder if she understands, if maybe there’s a human behind that fake looking skin. But then she drops her hand, and locks eyes with mine.  
 
    “We’ve only just begun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART TWO 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Dr. Richardson exhales slowly before continuing. “There are twelve abilities, each accessed through connecting with nature, the most basic way being the eating of organic fruits and vegetables.  
 
    “Imagine what we could do if we were to harness these abilities! As scientists, this is what we are best at. We have done this before.” With a sniff, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a vial of pills. Taking a single one in two fingers, he lifts the tiny oval for all of us to see. “Nature has given us elements that if carefully channeled and manipulated can be so much more. Just as modern medicine changed the face of the world, so will we.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, July 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
      “I can’t do this.” I’m suddenly trembling, shivering uncontrollably even though I’m not cold. A voice in the back of my mind tells me to be brave, not to let them see how they’ve hurt me. But is there a prescribed way to behave when you’ve been kidnapped and found out that everyone you’ve ever loved is dead? “You may as well have murdered everyone I love—they are all dead! And then to ask me to betray the earth that gave me so much by aiding you.” These people are enemies of the earth, asking me to be a traitor. I feel like I’m trying to breathe with a noose on, and the words only barely come out. “How can I possibly help those who have had their souls wither and die within them?” 
 
      She raises an eyebrow, plucked to perfection, and makes a tsk sound in her cheek. “So quick to judge! You don’t even know me.” She smiles with those painted lips as though to disarm me, as though I’m foolish enough to put down my shield for her to stab me. 
 
      “You committed time travel! You have the heart of murderers, no respect for the passage of life!” And these are the people whose hands my life is in. The very air tastes of fear, thick as smoke and difficult to breathe. 
 
      “See, right there.” She points at me. “That’s just a matter of differing beliefs. All humans have them. Now, tapeworms, on the other hand, do not share our urge to understand life. That’s why they do so little philosophizing.”  
 
    Glaring, I lock my jaw, only the tiniest bit of air making it through my clenched teeth. I know they’ve sent her to me because others find it easy to trust her. We all tell ourselves that evil will come to us with gaunt cheeks and a mouth like the edge of a knife, and we never expect it to be lovely. To joke and try to get us to open up about ourselves. This is exactly what makes Azure so dangerous. She hides who she truly is like a snake concealed in the leaves, never giving any indication of her twisted motives. But one can only be made up of pure evil to have done the things she has done. 
 
    “You’ve kidnapped thousands of people from across the centuries to create your own civilization!” My breath comes out haggard and jagged, and black speckles start to crowd my vision. I look away from her to the window again so I can focus on getting in enough air before I pass out.  
 
    At my accusation, she just laughs. “You act like I said I want to date Attila the Hun!” She cocks her slender hip, her gray dress loosely hugging each bone. “Come on. Don’t we get points for good intentions?” 
 
    “Good intentions?” I stare back at her, baffled. “How can you possibly rationalize what you people have done?” 
 
    She sighs. “It’s called science. We’ve done all this so we can learn.”  
 
    Learn. Right. She’s the same as the boys I came upon in my early childhood who slowly disemboweled a living rabbit until its throbbing, panicked chest felt still and cold. Two of them had held me down so I couldn’t rescue it in time but instead had to watch while the third boy continued, claiming he was “learning” about the animal. Claim what he will—forever burned into my mind is the metallic shine of pleasure he had in his eyes. 
 
      I know that feeling now, of fingers prying at me while my heart beats frantic with wild terror in my chest. Will their hands force my own panicked chest to fall still? 
 
    One thing I do know. It is no different here at the Academy, and I will not be their rabbit. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this anymore.” My hands shake along with my voice. The only thing right now, it seems that can still their trembling, would be to hold Mama and Leo again. To see their smiles and feel their arms about me. But Azure brushes me off with a tilt of her fingers. 
 
      “Buyer’s remorse, huh? I’m sure you’ll feel better when you see what comforts your statement bought you. Come on. Let’s get you settled in your new long-term quarters.” 
 
      I think she enjoys that little stab, “long-term.” It’s a reminder that I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. That I have no way of knowing when, or even if, I’ll see those I love again. Alessio is supposed to be here as well, but until I cup his sweet face in my hands, I can’t help but wonder if they are lying, if his body has been discarded somewhere. 
 
    Azure stands and walks to the door, but my feet stay rooted to the floor. Instead, my eyes fixate on the window.  
 
     I see that a few of my old friends, the stars, are waiting out the window for me. I can’t help but inhale sharply at the beautiful sight of familiar faces in a place so foreign. I lift my hand and rest my fingertips on the glass. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to fly away into the uncharted night, through unknown country, through the centuries, until finally the world started to feel like a dream half-remembered. Somewhere through time and distance, I know I would find our frescoed home with its candlelight glow at the windows. Mamma would be standing in the courtyard, fingers drawn to her lips, head up, searching the heavens for me. She would turn old and gray with her eyes ever waiting upward like that. 
 
      “Close Window Gradient,” Azure speaks quietly behind me, and beige trickles down the glass until it’s no longer a window before me, but an opaque wall, and not a single friendly flicker can reach me. Lifting my other hand onto the wall, the simplicity of what stands between me and my earth strikes home. It’s just a wall. For all its fancy technical developments, that’s all it is. A wall, not truly all that different from the millions that have made up every building I’ve ever stepped into. How can something so common leave me so daunted? It’s like the kitchen knife you’ve used to make supper night after night now buried in the chest, separating one breath from all the others that would follow it.  
 
      Yet a breath away, on the other side of that simple, solid wall, wait my stars. When will I ever see the stars again? Just thinking of it, fear tries to cut off my air supply. Closing my eyes, I imagine the other side of that barrier. The breeze reaches out its hand to me, and the sand longs for the feel of my bare feet. When I see the earth again, when I have sold all that they have given me to these criminals for cheap, will I still be greeted as a friend? Why should I be? A friend who walks about your house and robs you of one treasured thing after another is no friend at all. I was trusted. I was allowed into a quiet, sacred world only to have lowered the drawbridge to those who would destroy it. 
 
    Stepping into my vision, she tilts her head toward the door. “Let’s go.” She gives a soft smile. “Don’t make me throw you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.” Her petite form and strappy shoes on stilts could never manage that, but I don’t miss the threat behind it. All it would take would be her summoning the musclemen from the kidnapping with their sleeping darts and I would be easily moved. Yet I don’t budge. 
 
    “You ask too much. I told you my story, as you asked. But more than that . . . no. I can’t help your kind. I won’t.” I try to make my words firm, not at all the voice of the prisoner I am. 
 
    “Let me tell you something, Joanna.” She leans in. “Can I call you Jo? How about Anna?” 
 
    I shoot daggers at her unbearably beautiful face.  
 
    She just chuckles. “Joanna it is, then. Your loved ones—they are not ‘more than’ dead. They are still steps away from being truly dead. When someone truly dies, there is an absoluteness to it. A finality. You will never make another memory with that person again. The rest of us in the world just have to face that fact.” Her eyes flutter down for the briefest moment, then are back on me. “All deaths are like this—except in your case. You can be with them again.” 
 
    I don’t answer, but I do turn to face her. 
 
    “Sometimes you just have to take the best option you’ve got, and let’s face it—you only have a couple. Keep your knowledge to yourself—fine, whatever. But then you will never see them again. Never use your magic again. Until you die, the Academy will be the only home you know.  
 
    “Or . . . or you can open up to us. No matter what you think of us, we aren’t devil worshippers, we aren’t spawn of the underworld. We are researchers. With unconventional methods, I’ll give ya that. But all we want is to learn from Magic Ones like yourself. Tell us how you do magic. Let us study you as you transform, put your feathers and fur under a microscope to look at how the DNA shifts. Give us everything we need to know about how the earth does it and how science can replicate it, and that’s it. Go home. I want you to make it home.” 
 
    There is no comfort in her words, no spark of hope lit inside me. I have never felt more empty in body, mind, and soul. Every part of me is silent and chilled, fragile autumn leaves coated in frost. There is no “best option” here. Only the one I can live with. I have to find my way home. What’s the point of having a beating heart if I never again see those who matter most to me? I miss Mama and Leo and every other face I’ve ever known so fiercely, the missing seems palpable, as if I could lift a hand and feel it encasing my heart, coating my skin. Life without them isn’t an option. So it is that the road to heaven leads me straight through hell.  
 
    I nod once and let my gaze fall to the ground. She leads the way toward the door, and as I follow her, my eyes pull back to the wall that was just a window. To where my stars wait. “I am so sorry,” I mouth through dry lips to the earth out there somewhere. Each breath, rather than calming me, only raises my grief higher and higher until on the inside, I’m on tiptoes with chin up, gasping to keep from being completely submerged in it.  
 
    Yet I know I won’t stop. I’ll tell them what they need to know. I will let them record every memory and lock those moments away to dissect. It may leave me with a half-life, no longer to be able to soar and run with animal speed, for I’m certain that for my betrayal, I will lose magic forever. But an entire lifetime spent within these walls is hardly a life worth fighting for. I have to get out of here—I have to get home. If this is what it takes, I will do it. 
 
    I will see the stars again. 
 
    A single tear slides down my cheek and catches in the edge of my lip. Softly, I find my voice. “At home, they didn’t call us ‘Magic Ones,’ as you do.” I pause and pull my gaze away from the wall. She stands at the doorway, waiting for me. Meeting her eyes, I continue, a rock settling on my chest. “Shaman. They called us Shaman.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “There’s the ability to dissolve language barriers, making everyone in the room speak and understand the same language no matter their nationality. Think of how this would broaden the business world! How it could simplify politics! 
 
    “There is ‘blinking,’ which is transporting in the blink of an eye short distances along wind currents. Our reliance on vehicles would evaporate!  
 
    “Then there is the most enticing one of all—healing, which in a matter of hours can restore an individual riddled with disease to full health.” 
 
    At those words, my thoughts go immediately to my father. As our meeting commences, hospice nurses attend to him, for when someone is diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, you can pray for a miracle all you want, but that person is going to die.  
 
    Or so I had believed.  
 
    Smothering my first impression, I slightly nod. Perhaps this is the miracle we hadn’t dared pray for. 
 
    “And how exactly, Dr. Richardson,” I hear myself asking, “do you propose we do this?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, July 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    “I know you must feel like you’ll lose your mind cooped up here, but I can’t imagine a lovelier place to go crazy,” Azure says as she opens the door. 
 
      My next breath steals away from me. I’m impulsively drawn forward into a ballroom of sorts, every bit of it filled with royalty. One look, and their elegant clothing tell me that I am in the presence of kings and queens from every reach of the world. “Exquisite” doesn’t begin to cover it, and “fancy” is a ridiculous understatement. Each mill about, most with bubbling glasses of different hues in their hands, their eyes half closed in a way that makes them seem asleep even though they are awake. Their skin varies in more shades than I knew skin came in, and their clothing announces where they are from, all obviously very far from the Tuscan home I had always known. The cloth boasts the richest hues—crimsons like the close of day, jades like mountain pools, sapphires like the sky of a peaceful morning. I can’t help but think of the earth as I look at them, and as breathtaking as the imitation is, it only makes my soul ache for the genuine original. If anything takes my breath from me, it’s the paralyzing thought that no matter what they promise, I may never see those genuine originals again. 
 
    Spotted among the nobility, like drops of dark ink on a bright tapestry, it is easy to pick out Them. Our kidnappers. Like Azure’s clothes, their garb fits as perfectly as skin, in differing shades of dirty snow. It is as if any color, along with the rest of their humanity, has been leached away. They chat with the nobility, but something about how they stand, how their eyes flit about, how chiseled their smiles seem, tells me that they are on the peripheral of the conversations surrounding them.  
 
       “Go on. Check it out.” Azure gestures with her head, hand on hip, then lingers behind me as I step closer, unable to resist taking it all in. The immense room in front of me could easily fit the Duomo di Firenze from home inside it. We are standing upon a middle balcony, and on either side of me, two enormous stairways waterfall in a spiral from an upper floor. They touch down here, each step suspended in the air and lit with a white luster, then continue flowing onto the ground floor. I walk to the balcony’s edge, and looking so high up that my chestnut waves cascade down the length of my back, I see a crisscross of intricate arches cover the ceiling. Where the arches intersect, stupendous lights swoop low, large enough that a child would enjoy playing upon them. They looked like magnificent golden dandelions that traded in their white puffs for the light of a single star at each end. It’s strange to me that as far as these people would like to take us from the earth, they can’t seem to create their own beauty without using it to inspire them.  
 
      As I look down to the floor below, Azure steps beside me. She motions to the throngs of people lounging in lush chairs or basking around tables of splashy, vibrant foods. It strikes me how young everyone is in the room. I don’t see anyone even as old as Mama. Perhaps, it occurs me to me, this is why they took me and Alessio, but left Cristoforo. 
 
     “We call this room the Forum.” Azure’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “A term inspired by Italians such as yourself. We come here to discuss and learn from each other. See any ball-and-chains here, Joanna? Anyone look starved and deprived to you?” I don’t respond because the feeling of light gaiety hanging sweetly in the air, like overripe fruit on a vine, answers for itself. “So many of these people came from poverty in their country. The clothes we supply each person with is the finest in their country so they can feel at ease, but also immensely valued. We want to treat you the finest you’ve ever been treated in hopes that you will put your time-traveling prejudices aside and see that we are just people. Like you. Then we can work together in harmony. Can’t you just feel the camaraderie?” 
 
    “You’ve drugged them.” It’s the only way people who have been ripped from all they love could be so calm.  
 
    She shakes her head. “No, this is just what being carefree looks like. Don’t worry—you’ll get there,” she says, as if this will comfort me. “At The Academy no one goes around looking like someone spat in their Cheerios for forever.” 
 
    I’m not sure what she meant, but I’m fairly certain it was a taunt. I pinch my lips and look away.  
 
    “This way,” she instructs, a tilt of a song in her voice. There are no doors in sight, only arches leading down hallways, and I start to follow her toward one. A few drones hover above the heads of the people, many lowering trays of fresh glasses when the people’s drinks become empty or zipping out of sight without ever spilling their loads of food until only the rich scents linger behind.  
 
    Stepping amongst the throng, I feel the boney grip of loneliness about my neck, but it’s different than at home. In Italy, it was the lack of people who truly knew me that left the sharp ache in my chest. Here, everyone understands magic on some level, but as I walk through them, no one looks at me, no one lifts their eyes to connect with mine, no one wants to remember how it felt to be in my shoes. I walk amongst them, gaze down and clothing dull, and it seems to me that at home, I might have been utterly invisible, but here I am completely visible and utterly ignored. The fingers of loneliness dig their nails into my throat until only tiny gasps are escaping. 
 
    As we walk, I notice Azure’s eyes halt upon one woman with skin a honeyed brown and hair in two braids of pure ebony. She is not quite old, though undoubtedly older than anyone else here, and dark sunspots that the young do not have dot her skin. Though she is dressed lavishly like all the others, on her the clothes don’t seem grand at all, but like an adult being forced to play a child’s costume game—and she is not entertained. An unusual number of mentors linger around the woman, eyes untrusting. It strikes me that while the other mentors in the room stand with a boldness of someone totally in command and certain of their abilities, something about this woman strips those near her of that confidence. They move too much, overly aware of what their hands are doing, the composure the others oozed now evaporated. Perhaps she feels the weight of my gaze like a hand upon her, for she turns her head and looks straight at me.  
 
      The seriousness of her stare unnerves me, or perhaps her eyes always look this way. Yet after a moment, she sends me a smile—the opposite of all the other smiles here. She shows no teeth—in fact, her face barely changes at all except for her eyes, which turn to little half-moons. I like it better than all the bubbly grins surrounding me on all sides. I smile back, my first smile in days, and feel loneliness loosen its grasp on my neck. Here, I am certain, is someone who understands me. But then glancing at Azure, I see that she has not slowed, and I must look away and pick up my pace to catch up.  
 
      Coming close, I hear Azure speaking, and realize she hadn’t noticed I’d fallen behind. 
 
       “. . .Great California Earthquake of 2032, which sank most of the state of California into the ocean. It was horrible—millions of people died. Seems like everyone knew someone affected by it. The entire country was shaken up and grieving. But in its wake, Dr. Gadian Richardson began the Academy. At first, it only recruited modern-day Magic Ones, and it soon became apparent that almost every single one had something to contribute to our research. In only a couple of years, using what we learned from Magic Ones, the Academy had found a cure for the common cold, which in my book is one of the greatest breakthroughs in western civilization right up there with the printing press and disposable diapers. It was their cure for HIV, however, that won Dr. Richardson the Pulitzer. Take my word for it—that’s a big deal. Even our ability to scientifically harness the powers of time travel has come, in part, from the research the Academy did upon Magic Ones who were in the act of time traveling through the earth.” 
 
    “You forced Shaman to time travel? Just so you could study them?” My mouth turns dry as dust. The cost of a soul means nothing to these people, though I can only believe that the earth would not punish them if they were forced.  
 
    “Not me. That research was conducted a few years before I came here,” she defends casually. The hallway we come to is lined with doors, and Azure stops suddenly and motions for me to go first.  
 
    “Yours is the one on the left. And this . . .” She lifts a necklace from her palm that I hadn’t noticed her carrying. “. . .is your key.” It shines as if a jewel, though no call of the earth comes from it, of course. They’ve made it appear like delicate jade roughly the size of my thumbnail. “It unlocks your door and any room you are permitted to go into, and is your ticket to get food and drinks. Keep it on you at all times.”  
 
      “And if I lose it?” 
 
      She shrugs. “Feel free to sleep on the hallway floor and go hungry.” At my shocked face, she laughs. “Oh, don’t you worry! Just keep it around your neck and you won’t lose it. No one does.” 
 
      With a yellow churning in my stomach, I obediently clasp it around my neck, knowing full well the control this gives Them, but unsure what else to do. Azure beckons me toward the door, and as I draw near, I hear a distinct click as it unlocks. It has no handle, and Azure pushes the door back so I can walk in first.  
 
    As I step forward, it occurs to me that never before, not for a single moment, have I personally known such abundance. The room is domed, cupping us in its palm. Across the high ceiling, indigo swirls dance and curtsy to their gold diamond partners in stunning formation. We stand on a main landing with a lush sofa and table laden with a bottle of wine and a huge platter of food. I can see slices of bread and cheeses, colorful sweets, and a meat of sorts that begs to be dipped in the sauce sitting next to it. White wisps etch themselves into the air above the meat, sending its scent to caress my senses. At home, this much food would be expected to feed Mama and me for several days at least. 
 
    All my life, when I would enter a room, the earth’s voice would call to me from the wooden tables and chairs, the stone hearths, the water boiling in a pot. To see all this and yet not to hear one note of its song calling to me is like losing a sense.  
 
    To our left and right, two more landings bubble off the first, each containing an immense bed with chifferobe and vanity.  
 
    “Come look at this.” Azure walks toward one landing and opens the chifferobe. “The way to a man’s heart may be food, but the way to a woman’s is . . . clothes!” With each hand, she grabs a ball gown and drapes them onto the bed next to her. “Tailor-made just for you, my dear.” As I come closer, I can see that several more hang in the chifferobe, each arrayed with the exquisite beauty of wildflowers. “Here, feel how soft.” Azure lifts the skirt of one until it’s under my fingers, breaking the barrier that had always separated me from those elect few who could enjoy such luxuries.  
 
    “These are mine?” I can’t keep the astonishment from my voice, and Azure grins.  
 
    “All yours. Here, check these out.” She steps back so I can take in the remaining hanging gowns. There are laces as delicate as spider webs, vivid hues of mock jewels, fabrics as soft and sensual as a kiss.  
 
    I run my fingers over them, but it’s like touching a harp and hearing no sound. For all the extravagance, the entire room can’t get me distracted enough not to notice how it lays in front of me like a queen in a casket. It may be flawlessly beautiful, but everything about it is cold and silent. “Why did you bring me here?” I whisper.  
 
    Azure just looks up from the dresses. 
 
    “If you have Shaman in your time, why did you kidnap me?” 
 
    Azure sighs, sitting on the bed, splaying the skirt of one gown over her lap. “Every single Magic One seemed to have something to contribute, but the problem was there were so few Magic Ones left. They were nearly extinct.” 
 
    “Why would the Earth give its abilities any less often?” 
 
    “Well . . .” She leans back and rubs her lip. “My thinking is that the magical abilities are still out there, but the belief in them is really what went extinct. Why work to cultivate a trait that has been believed to be mythical? You look like a crazy person. You may as well believe you’re a grapefruit or live on Jupiter.” 
 
    “But it is real.” 
 
    She just nods before continuing. “There were only a few hundred Magic Ones at the Academy at first. We learned all we could from them, and it was the morale booster our country needed. The government wanted the work to continue, but there were only so many individuals to study. When a time machine was invented, the government of the United States of America—the country you are in now—bought it and granted its use to the Academy. We were instructed to retrieve more subjects throughout time. I know it seems unfair, but look at the bigger picture. Our end game is to eradicate all disease and illness from the world. Just think of that. There are suffering third-world countries where every day, people face the possibility of death. To relieve them of that burden? That’s a freedom that was never before even dreamed of.” 
 
    “So my captivity pays for your freedom, then.” I look her in the eye, unflinching. 
 
    “Well . . .” She looks away, at my princess chamber. The room is windowless perfection. “If this is captivity, I don’t think I’d mind it a bit.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” I take the gown from her. Hanging it back up, I close the doors of the wardrobe. “You aren’t separate from the people you love most.” 
 
    She swallows, and I think an argument waits in her throat, but no words come out. 
 
      On the far end of the main room, an elaborately carved door opens, and through it a man steps toward us. His skin is the rich color of clay and soil, and it’s the first thing I notice about him because, well, how can I not? Only his loins and thighs are covered by a white wrap-around skirt, a triangular piece of celestial blue cloth in front and a thick crimson belt around his waist. He wears a necklace with rays of gold as thick as my hand and a lapis-looking stone resting between his collarbones. His shoulders are broad, his build thin, yet muscular and sinewy, like a mountain cat. His hair is black as blindness and it is cropped short, only slightly longer than the stubble on his cheeks and chin.  
 
      “Ah, here’s your roommate now.” Azure smiles and I spin around to face her. I turn my back to him so he can’t see my mouth moving. 
 
      “My roommate is a man??” I frantically whisper and gesture over my shoulder. 
 
      “Clearly.” She mischievously smiles and raises a delighted eyebrow in the direction of his bare chest.  
 
      “I cannot room with a man!” Panic settles into my chest. This is wrong. If anyone at home knew I’d slept nights in the same room as a strange man, the shame would become my shadow. Azure stands there, the corners of her mouth perpetually turned as if playing a game where the goal is not to laugh. She simply doesn’t seem to care that a person can be ruined from assumptions made about moments like this.  
 
    “Please!” I fiercely mouth the words.  
 
    But Azure just childishly shrugs as if to say, Sorry, it’s out of my hands, though I can tell she’s loving this. “Ramose!” She looks past me and greets him warmly—too warmly, I think. I have to spin back around to face him, and though I attempt to stifle the trepidation on my features, he would have to be a fool not to see right past my façade. I flush, trying not to let my eyes settle on the vast amounts of skin he is showing, but then feeling sure that I’m staring too intensely at his face.  
 
    I wish I were anywhere but here. 
 
    His gaze upon us comes into focus, and he stops walking towards us as suddenly as though he had run into a wall. For the briefest second, his eyebrows raise, eyes widen, and his mouth falls open. Then with an exhale, he closes his mouth and gives me a soft smile. I feel my body flush warm against my will. He offers no words in return to Azure, so she plows forward before the awkwardness can settle over us. “This is your new roommate, Joanna. She just arrived.” Azure said it as casually as if I had arrived via horseback, and the slightest scoff escapes under my breath. Azure pretends not to notice. “Joanna, Ramose. He was a big name in Pharaoh's court, what, something like 2000 BC?”  
 
    Ramose only gives her a slight nod without taking his eyes off me. As our eyes lock, instantly comes to mind that first moment with the swan that I just recounted to Azure. Just like then, Ramose’s dark eyes connect with me more than words could. They are so gentle and searching, like a lantern fighting off nighttime in the woods.  
 
    “I am sorry for your circumstances.” Ramose’s voice is soft, his face etched with sincerity and intensity. “But I am grateful for the company.” He’s handsome, yes, but there is something more there, something magnetic coming from deep within that goes beyond his looks. I wonder if everyone senses it when they first meet him, if they feel that draw to know him more.  
 
    Suddenly aware of the pause I left hanging between us, I quickly answer, “Thank you,” and try to make my gaze nonchalant.  
 
    “Joanna.” Azure’s voice is chiding. “Welcome to the future. Men and women live together all the time. Who knows? You may even come to enjoy it.” She grins knowingly, and as Ramose turns away, I think I can see his face flush. My own cheeks are burning as she goes on. “Now, I should let you two get to know each other. Don’t stay up too late!” Her voice sings at the end again. I hate it when she does that. My neck itches, and as I scratch it, I look away from Ramose and watch her step toward the door. She places a hand on it, and I hear it click open just as it had when we entered. In those short supervised moments, we had still been locked in. Controlled. 
 
    At the last moment, Azure looks back at me, her expression soft. “I enjoyed hearing your story today, Joanna. Give us a chance—I think you are going to like it here. Most . . .” Her glance flits like a bird to Ramose. “. . .people do.” With that, she gives a broad smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Azure slips out and I stand in that grand audacious room, unsure what to do with myself as though I was unaccustomed to my own limbs.  
 
      I don’t like her. I don’t trust her. Yet I want to run after her and call her back because that would be better than being left to my thoughts. Now I have to face what I have done. 
 
      I betrayed the earth. I told its enemy all about it. In a moment of desperation, I sold what was precious for cheap. Perhaps I deserve to lose magic. I chose to help them, and choose to continue if it means getting to go home, but I hate myself all the same for doing so. Never in my life have I had such little pride in who I am. 
 
    Suddenly the room seems a vacuum where no life can survive. Isn’t that Their whole objective? Silence settles on my skin, seeps into my blood like a poison and seems to pulse through me, through my fragile heart then into every inch of me. It flows into my lungs. My hands begin to tremble and I pull them close to my lips, trying to steady them, though truly, what part of me is steady? My eyesight is blurring. I’m attempting to breathe, yet no air is making it to my poison-filled lungs when suddenly, I feel a hand on my shoulder. Turning, I face Ramose, who gently smiles and gestures to the table of food behind him.  
 
      “Are you hungry? The world always looks a little brighter when you have a full stomach.” I don’t answer. I can’t for lack of air, but he sees the pleading glance in my eyes and walks the two steps to the table and pulls out a chair for me, where I promptly collapse. I stare blankly at the platter in front of me, as if I’ve never seen food before, the weight of sorrow paralyzing my limbs at my sides. Ramose watches me for a moment, then begins to fill a plate. Setting it in front of me, he kindly urges, “Try to get something down. It may help.” 
 
    After a minute of sitting, I feel able to catch my breath and raise my hand to the plate. Everything on it is foreign and strange, with only the exception of bread and soft cheese. Picking up the knife, I spread the creamy white cheese in abundance, then raise the fresh, warm bread to my mouth, its enticing aroma promising this will be worth my effort. And it’s right. Biting down, it tastes like nothing I’ve ever known. Each ingredient in the bread and cheese must have been of sensational quality to reach this level of perfection. Yet like everything else here, it cannot satisfy me. The taste of what is lacking chokes me before I can swallow my first bite, and a sob catches in my throat. I clutch at my chest, at the pain that is palpable there.  
 
    I want to be stronger. If I could make it so the misery of what has happened couldn’t touch me, I would. But this is the curse in my blessing. I feel too much. It’s what makes it so I can be in touch with the earth normally, yet right now it’s what makes it feel as though my heart was smashed upon the repulsive counterfeit marble floor at my feet. My tears start to flow unchecked, my whole body shaking with grief. Reaching in front of me, I try to clasp on to something, anything to support me, and my fingers turn white as they clutch at the table. I cry for all I’ve lost, all I’ve just done, for the life I’m entering that I can’t bear. A life without Mama, Leo, Italy, or the earth. How can I possibly be the same? They are a part of me that has died, yet the rest of me has to carry on.  
 
    On the other side of the table, I sense Ramose walk up and tentatively pull out the other chair. He sits and turns toward me, though I don’t meet his eyes. But he stays, and somehow I feel as though his heartache is laid on the table in front of us too, that it is reaching out to me to say, “You aren’t alone in this.”  
 
     Finally, my sobs turn to hiccupped breaths, and I can look up at him. “How?” The word comes out small and groveling. “How did they silence even the earth? How can the food not hold its voice?” I pick up the silent slice of bread and thrust it toward him, demanding an answer. 
 
      He runs his fingers over the dark stubble on his cheeks, then slowly answers. “They’ve processed it. Changed it so far from its original form that we can’t hear the voice of the earth hiding within it. It is injected with preservatives that make it so it doesn’t spoil fast or so the hot things stay hot and the cold things stay cold.” Stabbing a smoking piece of meat, he holds it up to me. “This has been sitting here for three hours, yet it seems fresh off the stove. Even the water we use to bathe ourselves has been treated. They have left nothing untouched. They can’t. How then could they contain us?” He pauses, perhaps watching any strength I have left erode to pebbles, and attempts to cheer me up. “But Azure is right—most people do like it here. There is a beauty to be found here, I cannot deny that.” 
 
       Suddenly, as though I hadn’t seen him before, I notice the subtle way his lower lip comes out, the way his eyebrows are drawn in and then up. He is no less heartbroken than I am, I realize—simply less shocked. My despair may be cascading over me, but his grief flows deep where it can’t be seen, a river underground. 
 
      “If that is so,” I tilt my head, “then why are you so sad?”  
 
      My question catches him off guard, though one corner of his mouth turns up.  
 
      “Not one for small talk, are you?” 
 
      “Well, it’s not as though we could talk about the weather.” I gesture to the windowless walls around me. To my surprise, he chuckles, and the laugh, though small, is sunshine through the rain.  
 
    For a moment, I think he might answer my question, but then he stands up. “If you aren’t hungry, I would suggest getting some rest. There is sleeping wear in your drawers, and brushes for your hair and teeth in there as well. For privacy, you can go into the bathroom. I have a feeling you will rather like something in there called ‘indoor plumbing.’” He gestures to the door I first saw him walk through. “When you are ready to sleep, slide your hand across the lamp beside your bed and it will go off.” 
 
    Sitting back in the seat, I just shake my head and toy with a fork on the table. “Why bother? No amount of sleep is going to take care of the kind of tiredness I feel.”  
 
    He shrugs one shoulder. “Perhaps not. But when you sleep, all of this—” He waves his hand in a swoop, taking in the room. “—goes away for a while.”  
 
    A valid point.  
 
    He walks to his side of the room and begins to get ready for bed. Numbly, I take his advice. I find my sleepwear in the drawers, like he said—a silk nightgown as blue and soft as a baby’s eyes. When I come out of the bathroom minutes later, his side of the room is dark, and I tread quietly so as not to disturb him, my mind still on the fabulous alternative to a chamber pot I had found in the bathroom. 
 
    The bed will take a bit of unearthing—I count no fewer than thirteen pillows. After tossing four to the floor, I give in to the task and instead bury myself in them. Once settled under the duvet, I have to reach over the pillows to turn off the lamp, and I realize I must look ridiculous. For a moment, I envision myself stuffed inside a cannoli, engulfed in sweet cream and softness, and I can’t help but smile at the thought. My mind churns, confused. What sort of place is this? There is so much beauty here. Perhaps it isn’t all bad.  
 
    Perhaps.  
 
    From across the room, Ramose starts to speak into the darkness. He doesn’t raise his voice for me to hear. He almost seems to be talking himself, and I have to hold perfectly still so that the rustle of the duvet won’t swallow his words. 
 
    “As a boy, I enjoyed going out in the boats. My parents and I lived near the Nile, and I would fish often. Most everyone used baskets to catch the fish, but I found that if I carefully secured a dead, bright insect on the bottom of the basket, the fish would come straight to us. The fish would swim into my baskets with hardly a passing thought.” 
 
    He pauses, his story hanging between us. With the lights out and the abundance around us now hidden, his words alone seem real, like a single star in an otherwise barren sky. I remain still, wondering silently if he will go on. When he speaks, I can hear the agony in his voice. 
 
    “That is why I don’t wish to be here. No matter how lovely the bait, we are captured all the same.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I wake from the memory and place my palms over my eyes. My hands pull down over my cheeks, the stubble scratching at my fingers. Exhaustion wishes to overtake me, but the cogs in my mind refuse to rest, spinning without result. “Come on, Ramose,” I whisper to myself. “There’s work to be done.” 
 
      Yet each memory is a cog of its own, and the more I find, the more prongs fit into each other and whirl and chink together until one mechanism at a time, a machine takes form. 
 
     Like all machines, I must create it for a purpose. To unlock doors. To break walls.  
 
      To give us our freedom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, July 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    If I were nailed inside a coffin, I couldn’t feel more claustrophobic, but apparently no one else in the room shares my feelings. On every side of me, people dance as if it’s their last night alive, though perhaps this mentality is just a tactic to get them not to worry about what they’ll be feeling in the morning. If music could blow this roof off, I’d easily be soaring free by now, but instead, I stand in the chaos caked in sweat—and not all of it my own. Next to me, Azure laughs, and she has to lean in for me to hear. 
 
    “Oh, Joanna! You are a fish out of water, aren’t you?” She grabs my hand as though we are friends and leads me to a table on the outskirts. I notice a table beside ours that contains a group of young Shaman. The whites of their eyes are far from white, but a teary red. Around the table, they are smiling and laughing as they share something in front of them, cleaving to it like a lifeline. No one seems bothered by the blood dripping from one man’s nose. I meet his eyes briefly as he wipes the blood away with the back of his shaky hand. He drops his gaze, but it’s too late. I saw the loneliness there. How could I not recognize it when I face it more often than my own reflection? It strikes me that for how happy the group seems, why do they keep needing to reach into that bowl?  
 
     “How’s that culture shock treating ya?” Azure asks as a platter comes around with tiny drinks. She takes two.  
 
    Sliding into my seat, I look at the people in front of me, each dressed to show as much skin as possible, each skin different from the one next to it. “Cultures shock, I should think you mean.” I tilt my head, trying to take in their uniqueness despite the dim lighting. “It’s as if the entire world were condensed into this one room. How do they even communicate with each other?” The thought has occurred to me before, but never when Azure was around to ask. “And how does everyone I meet speak my language?” 
 
    “Please.” She looks amused. “We have the highest concentration of Magic Ones in history, and many of the modern day’s greatest scientific minds. Do you think much limits us?” She jerks her head back quickly, swallowing her drink in nearly one gulp. 
 
    “Joanna!” Alessio’s voice is near, though I don’t see him in the mass. I stand, searching for him. I’ve been at the Academy three days now, answering the questions and continually asking, “Can I see Alessio yet?” Today, at last, the answer is yes. 
 
     “I found them. They’re here!” he calls to someone else just as I see him break through the crowd. He walks as though each time his foot meets the floor, it wasn’t completely expected, but his smile is pure daybreak as he gathers me into his arms. 
 
    “Darling!” I squeal, throwing my arms around his neck. He kisses me passionately, and I try not to think of the onlookers, but only to kiss back. Some drink in his hand sloshes onto me, but I don’t even bother to look. 
 
    “Oh, you’re beautiful! Isn’t she beautiful?” he asks the man approaching behind him. The man is older than most everyone else here and carries himself with neither the self-conscious bounce of youth nor the deteriorating stupor of old age, but with the confidence that he is exactly where he wants to be in his life. With light hair, rounded shoulders, and a trim waist, he is handsome for a middle-aged man. He holds himself with all the surety of a man who tomorrow will be appointed king. When he smiles at me, there is a softness to his gray eyes, and yet something in the back of my mind screams at me not to trust him. Soft doesn’t mean safe. Something soft could be just perfect for smothering a life out.  
 
    “Yes, she is all you described her to be.” He smiles at me as Azure jumps to her feet.  
 
    “Dr. Richardson!” Her breath catches and she fumbles to put down her glass, then extends her hand. “What a pleasure! I’m Azure Vickers, sir. I hadn’t heard that you were mentoring.” 
 
    “Call me Gadian. I generally don’t.” He smiles and sits down, Azure gesturing for him to take a seat a moment after he already has. “But I made an exception for young Alessio.” 
 
    “Joanna . . .” Azure turns as though just now remembering me. “Gadian is the director of the Academy. Remember, I told you about him?” 
 
    “Ah.” I tilt my head, seeing him clearly for the first time. Those gray eyes. How did I not recognize them before? They’ve only haunted me every day since arriving. “So it’s you I have to blame for kidnapping us.” 
 
    “Joanna!” Azure’s voice is chiding, but to my surprise, Alessio joins her. Gadian chuckles and waves away their concern.  
 
    “Darling.” Alessio strokes my hair, but his words sound embarrassed. “I’ll agree that their means of inviting us here were . . . unprecedented. But no one can doubt their hospitality.” He gives them an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Hospitality?” I whisper to him, though obviously the others are close enough to hear. “Who cares about hospitality? They time traveled! They are worse than murders!” 
 
    “That is simply a difference of opinion,” Gadian interjects. “No different from how one person believes it is wrong to eat meat and another, equally good person will eat meat daily.” His words remind me of Leo, how he refused to be a living tomb for animals. 
 
     Is this to be my tomb?  
 
    “You kidnapped me. Is that something I am supposed to forgive and forget? Fall in love with the delusion, think my captors are next to gods? That’s just revolting.” 
 
    “They have seen to it that anything you desire, you can have.” Alessio waves his arm to the room as if I am blind to the proof around me.  
 
    For a moment, for Alessio, I try to adjust my eyes to the lighting from where he sits. 
 
    “Perhaps you are right.” The words come out slow. “They gave me the loveliest gowns.” 
 
    “The gowns, yes! So glad you like them.” Azure grins at Gadian, who doesn’t bother to look back at her. 
 
    “And the food is . . . unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    Alessio nods in relief. “In my father’s home, we ate well, but this is an entirely new level of eating that I hadn’t known existed!” 
 
    “We want for nothing here.” I smile now as I look around at the others. “But I was wondering if I might have one thing?” At once, their smiles go stale. They see where I’m going with this. “Nothing extravagant, really. Just a pear.” Around the table, their grins melt away. Well, except Gadian’s. He leans back, looking amused. He sniffs, but doesn’t stop me. “A ripe pear is one of life’s greatest simple pleasures, wouldn’t you say?” My words sound sweet, but drip in accusation. My voice, rather than rising, begins to lower, each word more heavily laden than the one before it. “No. No, you couldn’t possibly do that. You don’t need bars and dungeons when all you have to do is lock away the earth from us down to the very last piece of raw fruit. We had magic. We had family. We were home. Do you honestly fool yourselves into believing that any amount of dancing or fine meals can make us forget that? You have stolen kingdoms from us!” 
 
    Azure closes her eyes, then tilts her head toward the ceiling, as if not believing this is happening to her. When she opens her eyes, she meets Alessio’s, and the message in them is clear. Can’t you make her stop? He understands the words in her features as well as I can, and turns to me, his voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “Please. You are being ungrateful.”  
 
    Ungrateful? The mere thought brings bile up my throat. No one has ever accused me of being ungrateful, for if there is anything in the world I strive to be, it is that. But how can he not see that all that was beautiful, true, or good in my life, they took from me? From us. 
 
    “With all due respect, I need to talk to my sweetheart alone,” I say through clenched teeth.  
 
    Alone—right. Another impossibility in a place like this. Still, I grab Alessio’s hand and pull him from the table onto the dance floor. There seems no room for us, but somehow when we walk out, space magically appears, though we must stand close. Unlike everyone else, though, there is no euphoria between us right now. Behind me, I hear Azure try to recover the conversation. 
 
    “So, Gadian, what gave you the inspiration to start the Academy?” But I don’t wait to hear his answer. 
 
    “How can you—?” I spin on Alessio, but he quickly cuts me off. 
 
    “No, Joanna, listen to me!” He leans in close so that he doesnt haven’t to raise his voice above the music. “Please! I have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity here! Gadian is respected far and wide for his contributions, and he has taken me under his wing. Do you realize how often that happens? Never. I’ve struck gold!” He grabs my hands, pleading. “You are being too quick to judge! How can you not love it here?”  
 
    He looks at the crowd, eyes glowing. When they turn back to me, they continue to glow, but there is hunger in them. He pulls my hands to his lips and kisses my knuckles, then leans close enough that our faces are nearly touching. Though he still has to talk over the crowd, he no longer must yell. “Give it a chance, Joanna. Please. Do it for me. If you do, I will prove to you that it is us being given a chance. I want to share this with you. Though it’s all I’ve ever hoped for, without you, it isn’t enough. I’ve missed you so much these past days.” 
 
    I look out at the party. Everyone there is more alive than if they were standing on mountain tops shouting their hearts out. I alone seem still, an island of sorrow in a swirling tide of ecstasy. Don’t I want this? Don’t I want to be happy again? There’s a cavernous hole in my chest where my happiness used to be. Perhaps this will fill it. Though I have sensed a trace of loneliness in other’s eyes at times, no one else seems to be walking around with huge gaping holes bored into them. 
 
    “Okay.” The word comes out like a kicked dog, but Alessio grins and kisses me. A young woman walks by with a platter of small drinks, and Alessio and I each take one.  
 
    It burns down my throat, but hits my bloodstream like water on a fire. I can’t help but smile at Alessio. At last, the noise around us becomes music to me, and my body finds the beat. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I jolt in the bed as though I’m falling. Black surrounds me, no sweet breath of sunlight here to let me know when the dawn is coming. Reaching up, I rub the sleep from my eyes and scratch the bristles on both cheeks, forcing myself up. Exhaustion has broken in and robbed me of precious hours to collect memories, time wasted. 
 
      In the back of my mind, the argument begins. Calm down. Give yourself a few hours of rest. What’s the rush? It’s not as though you don’t have all the time in the world. 
 
      But now I know that’s not true.  
 
      For weeks, I have felt a sense of urgency pushed upon me like the earth is trying to get a message through, and I am the only one who can hear it. Trying to make sense of it seems impossible—it’s a waterfall trying to come through a funnel. 
 
      Glancing across the room, my eyes adjust to the faintest light cast by the EXIT sign. On the other landing, I can make out the form of the young Italian woman resting peacefully under the covers. I had recognized her from the memory immediately. The memory that was different from all the others. 
 
      It was the only one I didn’t ask for. 
 
      Whatever message the earth wants me to know, she has something to do with it. 
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    I was too used to the sight of a human body flying through the air to react when the man fell from the highest tier. While everyone else gasped and ran out of the way, I stood calm, expecting him to catch the wind and soar, obviously. But with the sickening thud of his body against the fake marble floors just in front of me, I come back to reality.  
 
      Rushing the short distance, I crouch over the man. All the bones on his right side of his face are smashed, leaving him beyond recognition. Blood oozes from a white rib that splices into the air. The man’s eyelids flutter, meaning there is still a spark of hope. 
 
      “Help!” I jump to my feet and scream. “We need a healer! A doctor! Quick!” The crowd gathers closer, then from it three people step forward. A woman, a male mentor, and Azure, who is rarely far from me. 
 
      “Elleny,” the fallen man mutters, even though several of his teeth are on the polished tiles in front of his face. 
 
     “I am a healer,” the woman says, though she seems lost as to what to do. As she speaks, the male mentor kneels in the blood with his sharp black suit and gently touches the fallen man’s injuries. Whatever his fingers search for, he doesn’t seem to find, for when he looks up, he meets Azure’s eyes and shakes his head. 
 
    “I am a healer.” The woman speaks louder now, as though finally remembering what those words mean. She drops to her knees and places her hands an inch above the wound, all ready to begin. “I just need some raw food.”  
 
    “It’s too cold for Elleny,” the injured man mutters through the chaos, and only I can hear. “I have to button her coat for her.” 
 
    Whoever this Elleny is, I must find her for him—and fast. 
 
    “Elleny!” I jump to my feet and scream into the crowd. As I search the heads, I look at the injured man and see his eyes open and also seek for the familiar face. Except he is looking at waist level. A child. My heart plummets, knowing that the one face that could pull him back to consciousness is not here. There are no children at the Academy.  
 
     “Go to the kitchens,” the healer begs the man crouched next to her. “I can’t connect with the earth without raw food. Hurry!” 
 
     But he doesn’t hurry. 
 
    He just looks at Azure and slowly stands. I can’t give them another ounce of my attention, though, as the muscles in the injured man’s face soften, no longer seeming to be in pain. Lying on my stomach, I put my face inches from his and touch his cheek to try to get him to come back. 
 
     “Don’t go! I want to know—is Elleny your daughter’s name?” 
 
     He murmurs in confirmation, eyes still closed. 
 
     “It’s a beautiful name.” I brush my fingers into his hair, not letting myself cringe when I find it wet with blood. That doesn’t matter right now. 
 
      “It’s . . .” He flutters his eyes open, and he speaks surprisingly clear. “. . . the most beautiful name in the world.” 
 
      For a moment, I think he sees his daughter in my place, and I suppose I see my father in his. Wherever the child is my heart connects with the little girl, an arch of empathy, knowing too well the void that is being carved in her life. If he goes, there’s an emptiness the loneliness will move into, will flood and consume her small heart. If Papa had been alive, if home had been complete rather than forever with an empty chair at the table, maybe the lack of others wouldn’t have bruised my soul so deeply. I’m sure it wouldn’t have. 
 
     I lock eyes with this man, and with all the intensity of my heart I beg him, “Please. She needs you. She shouldn’t spend her life not knowing you.” I feel rocked right down to my core, as if it’s my own papa I’m calling back from heaven’s gate. “Think of the times you’ve had together. Think of all the times you’ll miss if you go now. You have to get back to her. You can’t be her hero, can’t keep her safe, if you’re gone. Stay. We’ll get you back to Elleny.” He doesn’t blink, clarity coming more and more to his eyes as I speak. “You would do anything for her, wouldn’t you? Do this. Will you? Will you fight to be with your daughter?” 
 
      He can’t nod, but when he answers, I know I got through to him. 
 
     “She needs me.”  
 
     “Yes! Thank you! We’ll get you help!”  
 
    It’s now that I realize the commotion that has been going on between the others that I had tuned out. 
 
     “You will do nothing?” The healer just stares at the other two with mouth gaping. Then from the throng, the same older dark woman I saw my first time in the Forum pushes through, dark braids resting thick across her shoulders.  
 
     “Here! Take this! Connect with the earth. Save him!” She begins to peel a banana, I believe they are called. She extends it to the healer as the young male mentor steps forward. 
 
    “Wild Dove, Masters of Tongue cannot share their raw food! Don’t make me get security in here.” 
 
    “Then lock me up.” She steps closer and again extends the food.  
 
    “Come on. Don’t put me in this position.” The mentor looks to the man on the ground, over to the healer, then back at Wild Dove. “If I let you give that to her, I’ll lose my job.” 
 
     To my astonishment, Azure steps forward and places her hand on his arm. “I’ll take the blame for this. Wild Dove, give it to her.”  
 
    “No.” Though it isn’t a shout, the force of it is as pointed and direct as an arrow. Gadian steps through the mob, everyone making way for him. Stepping into our cleared circle, he blows his air out in exasperation, as though a parent considering how to punish a naughty child. 
 
    “We will get him medical attention. There is no need for that.” He led two men carrying a stretcher, which he motions for them to place on the ground. As they begin transferring the injured man, Gadian turns to Azure, the look in his eye as metallic and final as a blade. “Azure, I need to speak with you. Come with me.”  
 
    Biting both her lips, Azure steps forward, eyes cast down. 
 
    I have a chance here, I realize. No one but the braided woman—Wild Dove, they called her—sees me reach up and break off a piece of the fruit. 
 
    Her glance just flutters down as she gives me an almost imperceptible nod.  
 
    “All right, everyone, the moment is over. He will be fine.” The male mentor waves the onlookers away from the scene. The healer just stands with the lost look of an abandoned child, unsure if the people around her are friend or foe.  
 
    “I could use a drink.” The male mentor sighs and turns to me and the healer. Wild Dove seems to have disappeared as quickly as she appeared. “Come on. I bet you both could use one too.” The healer nods and numbly begins to follow him, but I back away.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asks, eyebrows tight. 
 
    “Azure is my mentor.” I stumble through the words, for the first time insisting on her company. Before he can protest, I turn and run to catch up with the somber parade disappearing through the crowd. Glancing back over my shoulder, I wonder if he will try to stop me from following, but all I see is the man looking at his blood-stained suit, an annoyed curl on his lips.  
 
     As I run, the piece of banana stays cupped in my palm, and though I don’t know what the man’s ability was before he was kidnapped, I have to cling to the belief that if I can just get this to him, it could help. Perhaps he is a healer himself or it can enhance his strength. I don’t know, but to me, raw earth equals hope. And I do know that hope is exactly what he needs. 
 
     Still, I stay a distance away, sure that Gadian would send me off if he were to see me. Through the Academy we travel until we come to a hallway I haven’t seen before. They pass through a double set of white doors, and my fingers catch one the moment before I am locked out. As I step through, all my surroundings change.  
 
    If the rest of The Academy had the charm of a king this section has the personality of an ailing old man, with even the scent of stale breath in the air. Here there is nothing flashier than white tile and the beep of machines. Walking past a room, I see a woman lying in a bed, sleeping. One arm is bandaged and the other has tubes flowing into her wrist. This is a small infirmary, I realize.  
 
    Strangely, I see only one infirmary worker, too preoccupied to notice me. Then I realize it is because the others have followed Gadian and Azure, all hands on deck to help the injured man.  
 
    Coming to the window, I see Gadian watching over the hospital bed, his stature that of a soldier. Azure sits by the hurt man’s bed, holding his hand though he no longer seems conscious.  
 
    “Elleny,” I whisper, as though somewhere his soul is hovering near enough to hear his daughter’s name. Perhaps that would be enough to give him the will to keep his heart beating. But no, one by one the nurses and doctors shake their heads and their movements slow from their previously frantic pace. It confuses me, as I can still see the rise and fall of breath from the man’s chest. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here.” A husky voice behind me makes me jump. A nurse is standing there, his jaw clenched. “Doctor! A Magic One is in here!” All heads turn to me, and when Gadian walks towards me, whatever warmth and gentleness he generally gives off is gone. Again, his gray eyes seem made of metal, cold and unfeeling.  
 
    Exactly like the first time I saw them.  
 
    I step back, afraid, realizing that to him the term “Magic One” does not equate with “human.” Before, he has looked at me as a tool, a source of information, an object to be studied. But now he looks at me like a complication. Something to be dealt with immediately.  
 
    “Joanna, what do you think you are doing?” Azure jumps to her feet and races ahead of Gadian, grabbing my arm and aggressively pushing me through the door.  
 
    She doesn’t wait for an answer, but plows us through the infirmary halls so hastily, I don’t have time to control each step. Though I stumble, she maintains her firm grip on my arm, dragging me. 
 
    “You’d think you’d have some sense of self-preservation! Idiot animals figure it out, but no—you gotta walk right into the lion’s den! Of all the inane things to do . . . ” Her hair whips over her face as she looks back over her shoulder to the room we left behind. “You have no idea how foolish it was to follow us.” Strands of hair stick to her lips, but she doesn’t waste a thought on them. Seeing that no one has followed us, she loosens her grip and the anger in her features evaporates, showing only the fear left behind.  
 
    I notice how she trembles, the adrenaline like an ice bath over her. Her face is waxen, sallow, and damp with sweat. Though her pace doesn’t slow and she continues to escort me roughly, it strikes me that what drives her is not a fit of anger to protect secrets, but rather to protect me. Her terror wakes me up to the danger I have put myself in, and my heart races to wonder what she knows that I don’t. 
 
    Eventually, we make our way out of the infirmary, and as the doors close behind us, we are again engulfed in the gaiety of the Academy. Azure lets go of me and covers her mouth with her shaking hands. Any fire she had shown toward me is completely spent, and I feel as though I could blow her over with a breath. 
 
    “Azure.” 
 
     She looks up, but her eyes don’t focus on me. “I need to know what’s going on,” I insist. 
 
    “He has blood on his brain.” Her voice rises to the surface slowly. “He fell into a coma. If he comes out of it, he will likely live as a vegetable.”  
 
    I go to lift my hand, to show her the piece of raw fruit I still cling to, but something tells me not to hand it over so easily. Dropping my hand to the side, I take a deep breath. “It doesn’t have to be like this. Let’s get that healer back here, get some raw food so she can connect—” 
 
    “No.” Azure cuts me off and turns from me. “I’ve already tried. But there’s no way—” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Gadian. Gadian forbids it.” Her chin trembles, and I think for a moment that she hates herself for what she says next. “He would rather see the man die.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Closing my eyes, I wade through the questions in my mind. “Knowing”—that’s what my gift is called. How simple that makes it sound. But I suppose “searching-and-studying-the-memories-of-others-throughout-all-of-time” is a bit lengthy for a title. 
 
    My thoughts churn, gray as rain at sea, when suddenly a memory comes, a point in the right direction, like a shaft of light breaking through the heavens. I still have treacherous waters to sail, but I head toward the light.  
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    The Californian Remains, July 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t your call, Azure.” Gadian’s first words in nearly twenty minutes cut the air, leaving it broken and disjointed.  
 
    After Azure had left me to return to the man, I had slowly crept back in. Peering through the doorframe, I shoot a glance down the hallway that is now empty. Though I just transformed the taste of banana still lingers sweet on my now tiny tongue. I may be only the size of a fist now, but still, I pray no one comes down this way. It seemed impossible to leave the fallen man behind, as if that’s my own father lying on the gurney. One by one, the doctors and nurses left until now, when it’s finally just Azure and Gadian in the room, not knowing there is a pair of ears listen at the doorway. Azure’s features have stayed fixed on the injured stranger, but it seems Gadian isn’t here to offer condolences.  
 
    He has unfinished business with Azure. 
 
     Azure looks up, as though surprised to see Gadian still there. “Sir?” 
 
     “You encouraged Wild Dove to give that healer raw fruit. Of all the people in the Academy to give a green light to…” He shakes his head and pinches the bridge of his nose as if he can’t bear to think of the collateral damage he will have to deal with. 
 
     “A man was dying in front of me. How could I not?” I’ve seen before how Azure’s eyes fill with awe when in Gadian’s presence. Yet now her eyes pinch almond thin. Whatever awe was once there has fled.  
 
     Sighing, he stands. “You have to think of the bigger picture. Think of the example you would have set, allowing raw fruit to be given in front of an entire crowd of Magic Ones.” 
 
    “Anyone could see this was an extreme situation,” Azure defends. 
 
    Gadian sniffs. “It would have been relinquishing control. If this can’t be a win for science, I will not let it be a win for magic. It would have shown that magic has the upper hand to science. The only raw food we give is carefully measured and attentively administered, like medicine, but once it is spontaneously given, it will be easier for others to follow that example. If that ice were broken, I think we would be surprised to see how many ‘extreme situations’ begin to arise. To allow that call to be made by anyone is asking for disaster, as each person will judge differently what is worthy of magical assistance. We cannot afford to lose our advantage. Would you risk this entire research project, years’ worth of collecting data, the efforts of hundreds of people, in one moment?” 
 
    “With all due respect, are you putting a price on a human life?” Azure’s voice is soft, yet firm. 
 
    Gadian puts his hands in his pockets and walks around the room, seeming to look for his response. “Azure, why are you here? Why did you take this job at the Academy?” 
 
    “To become a great scientist. The best I can be,” Azure says, suspicious of his question. 
 
    “And what does that mean to you? To be a great scientist.”  
 
    “Well . . .” Azure gathers her thoughts, rubbing her lip. “It would be someone who wants to learn about the world around them and goes to great lengths to do so. Someone who questions, investigates, researches, and tests their predictions.” 
 
    “And why bother to do all that?” 
 
    Azure knows her answer this time. “Science makes the world better each day. Diseases that used to leave helpless children crippled or dead are eradicated, travel that once took years can be done in hours, and previously impossible tasks can be done with a click of a button. Each day, we are progressing, better than the one before. And that is something I want to be part of.” 
 
    Gadian has been nodding and walking about the hospital room while she spoke. But now he stops, rocks back on his heels, and his stare bores into her with each stern word. 
 
    “And why,” he asks, “did you tell Wild Dove to give up that raw fruit?” 
 
    For a moment Azure's mouth doesn’t form words, as though such motives couldn’t be explained. “Because . . .” She finds her voice. “I couldn’t live with the regret if I hadn’t. Come on, sir—can you imagine facing the grief and shame every day of knowing you could have done something, but had held back?” Though her statement had been innocent enough, it lays thick and cold between them, a lake of ice, as that is exactly what he is doing. “I just . . . I felt like even if I lost my job, it would have been worth it. Don’t get me wrong—I love this job, and I worked my tail off to get here. I don’t want to leave. But . . .” Her voice catches, and she straightens herself in the chair. “I still feel like it would be worth it.”  
 
    Oh, I wish I could swoop over and hug her! 
 
    Gadian just watches her, his silence holding her as fast and merciless as a snake holds a sparrow, intent on choking out her song. Yet when he speaks, the words come out loving, forgiving. The voice I had always imagined would belong to a father. “You spoke of regret. Shame. Grief. Worth. These feelings cannot be kept in a beaker, looked at under a microscope, or weighed on a scale. See, Azure? There is nothing scientific about them. Here is the great obstacle that all scientists must face—to live as human beings radiating with emotion in every moment, and yet to set it aside.  
 
    “To be a great scientist, you must learn how to rule out emotion, to use your head to make decisions objectively, and not to let your fickle heart run the show like every other person alive. Emotion will look at this very situation and scream at you, ‘Save that man! Don’t let him die!’ but reason will show you much more. When you look at this with logic, you see that the contributions this Academy has made to science has saved thousands of lives, and to risk it all for one man would be to throw away the possibility of finding ways of helping thousands more. Are you so young that you can’t remember leukemia? Car crashes? These used to be very real fears in people’s lives, but no more. Because of us. Because of science.” 
 
    Where just a moment ago Azure had sat tall as a sunflower, she now wilts, as if his words severed her from her roots.  
 
    Then with astonishing bravery, she stands.  
 
    “No one needs to know that magic was used to heal him. I’m going to find the healer and some raw fruit, and then we can send them both back in the machine to their own times. People may talk, but no one will know for sure what happened. You can fire me, you can call security, but I have to do whatever I can.” 
 
    Gadian stands in one movement, blocking the doorway. Reaching behind him, he pulls a small metal object from concealment at his waist. I have no idea what it is, but Azure clearly does. She backs up, ramming her hip into a medical tray, but she hardly gives it any attention. She raises both hands in surrender. “Whoa! Gadian, you don’t want to do this!” 
 
    “You’re right.” He still speaks in his loving father voice, making me sick. “I don’t.” For a moment, both just watch each other, then Gadian sets the weapon on the bed at the injured man’s motionless feet. 
 
    “Pick the gun up,” he orders Azure.  
 
    Confused, she shakes her head. 
 
    “Pick it up or I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    Reaching out, she lifts it from the thinning hospital sheets. From how she holds it, I can tell she’s never touched one before.  
 
    “You have a decision to make. Magic or science. Who will you choose? Shoot him, or shoot me. Or refuse and I will decide for you. I know where my loyalties stand, but do you? So decide. One way or another, there will be a body left in this room.” His voice shakes as he clutches the edge of the bed frame white-knuckled. “Magic or science?”  
 
    Azure pales instantly, and clearly forgets how to breathe right. She looks down at the weapon in her hands as if it will give her some guidance, as if it cares whether it is shooting human flesh or a hunted animal or a clean sky. 
 
     It couldn’t care less. It is nothing more than a lifeless object, just as one of the men will become when she makes her decision.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” She looks up, pleading. 
 
    “To show you that I will die for what I believe in!” Though he doesn’t shout, the vessels in his neck strain and threaten to burst. “To teach you that science is the highest, purest form of knowing, and is not knowledge power? How could it ever bow down to magic? Beg for help? No. It is science or magic. What will you decide?” 
 
    Azure’s eyes dart with the panic that is the primal urge in all living beings. Yet all at once, they steady. Clarity comes to them, a conscious decision made. Calmly, she looks at the weapon in her hands. “You say to use logic. Emotion would have me choose between you two, but logic says there is always another way.” She looks up and meets Gadian’s eye, then raises the gun to her own head. 
 
    “Order help for him right now or I will shoot myself. With your gun. The evidence wouldn’t point to him.” She gestures to the man in the bed. “Don’t damn yourself, sir. You’ll die for what you believe in, but death could be the easy way out. Could you live decades longer, having everything stripped from you, charged with a murder you didn’t commit?” 
 
     For a long time, there is a terrible nothingness as she waits for Gadian’s response. To both our surprise, he begins to chuckle. “Set down the gun,” he says, stepping aside. Azure’s face washes with relief, but still she pauses, her finger wrapped around the steel. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s wise, sir.” 
 
    He smiles with one side of his face. 
 
    “You impress me, Azure. Fine—go find the healer. Meet me in the south wing, level three, the fourth door down on the right. That’s where the time machine is kept, though you won’t be able to get in the door without the chip embedded in my arm. I’ll get him transported there quietly, and you can return my gun to me there when you see I’ve kept my word. Tell no one of our plans. Hurry.” 
 
    Serious now, Azure straightens. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “As I said, call me Gadian.” 
 
    She only nods, and without another word, she steps past him out of the room, the weapon hanging in plain view at her side. 
 
     Leaving, she never notices the European free-tailed bat hiding on the ceiling of the hallway. Perhaps I should have saved the piece of fruit, but I hadn’t been able to get the little girl, Elleny, off my mind. I had to know what had happened to her father. Maybe if I was there, I could help.   
 
    With Azure gone, Gadian is alone in the room.  
 
    But rather than leaving himself, he walks over to the man’s machines, his back to both me and the man. What is he doing? Turning, he stares down at the man and places one hand in a pocket. In the other, I see a bag. The same bag, I realize, that had a tube running from it to the man’s arm. Another bag has been put in its place. What is going on? 
 
    Gadian’s voice stills to a whisper. 
 
    “‘But things like that, you know, must be 
 
    At every famous victory.’” 
 
    With that, he pats the man’s foot and walks from the room.  
 
    It’s over. Seeing the man’s chest continue to rise and fall, I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Too soon. 
 
    I’m not sure what he has done until it is too late, as the man exhales one last time and the screens around him begin to shriek. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Erasing myself, I see through new eyes. With an exhale, I am gone. 
 
    I find myself lying on a pull-out couch, a quilt over me and an old Daffy Duck pillow under my head. It’s my last thought as Ramose before the boy’s memory fully takes over. 
 
     I remember the pillow from when we were kids. Funny that she’s held on to it this long. 
 
    Sea-green walls glow with morning light as my sister steps barefoot into the kitchen. Her red hair is matted from sleep, slumping on her shoulders, but she is all the more beautiful for it. Of course, no brother would tell her this.  
 
    Closing my eyes again before she sees me, I pretend to sleep in—it is my vacation, after all. I hear her open the cupboards and pour her usual oatmeal into a bowl, then it spins in the microwave while she rinses fruit for on top. 
 
    Her fiancé comes in only wearing a pair of sweats, all muscle and dark blond hair, walking as if he already owns the place. I wish I was asleep—the sound of their good-morning kiss is enough that my gagging might just give me away. No matter how old she becomes, this will never get any less weird. 
 
    She excuses herself to get dressed, and minutes later when she comes back, I hear her stop short. 
 
    “Oh. You ate my oatmeal and fruit. If I’d known you wanted any, I would have been happy to make you some too.” 
 
    To my surprise, Gadian chuckles. “This was my breakfast, sweetheart. I got up before you and started making it. Don’t you remember? You must have heard me in here and imagined it at the end of your dream or something.” 
 
    Cracking an eye open, I see her furrow her brow, that same frustrated, confused look she always had when doing homework. She scratches her forearm without answering him and turns to the fridge again. 
 
    I want to sit up, to side with her, but to do so would blow my cover and show I was just a lazy, eavesdropping guest.  
 
    But it doesn’t matter. It’s so ridiculous. 
 
    Nothing will come from this anyway.  
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    I move through the Academy as though a blizzard is inside me, all chaos and cold. It had taken all my concentration to keep my bat form as I had left the infirmary, knowing I had just witnessed a murder.  
 
    I search the Forum for Alessio, my breathing becoming more shallow, more rapid by the moment. He has to know that the man he has made into a god is a god of war—he cannot be trusted. All he wants is our destruction. I saw it in his eyes as he strode from the room—he was calm. Dear Earth, he was calm. Though he had just taken a life, it did nothing to unhinge him, nothing to rattle a moral center.  
 
    For he must have none.  
 
    I knew at that moment Gadian has no intention of returning any of us to our times and families. Our lives only hold worth to him as far as we can further his research. Once he has learned all he wants, we will be discarded. Of course. You cannot give thousands of Shaman knowledge of the future and then send them back, unchecked, each to their own time. Where would Gadian’s precious control be then? 
 
     Why does he hate us so much?? 
 
     Alessio is nowhere. Nowhere, and without his sturdy arms and reassuring kiss, I feel myself plummeting into a mental free fall. I stumble through the crowd, eyes wild for Alessio, but when I need him most, he’s gone. The door to my room comes into view; I hadn’t even realized I was making my way here. My necklace clicks it open, and pushing my way through, I collapse on the floor, wishing it was actual granite, wishing more than I ever have before that I could find comfort in the earth. 
 
      “Joanna! What’s the matter?” I hear Ramose come running, but don’t look at him. My knees curl up and I hug them, salty tears falling unchecked, darkening my dress. What should I do now? The hope I had of returning was nothing but a desert mirage, yet how can I be expected to go on with life here? If I speak out, there’s no doubt in my mind that Gadian would discard me too. I can almost see him walking away from my cold body, that same nauseating calm on his face. But how can I live in silence about what I’ve seen? To live with a secret so evil and black in my belly? What should I do? 
 
    Though the room is warm, every inch of me begins to shiver and tremble as though the blizzard inside cannot be contained.  
 
    “How can I help?” Ramose begs. When I don’t give him an answer, he finds his own. “Let’s try warming you up.” His arms wrap around me and then he’s talking as he carries me, but his words bounce off me like hail on a street. After setting me on my bed, he attempts to pull the covers over me, but I shoot up, curled knuckles grabbing his shoulders.  
 
     “We have to do something! His Elleny, she will never know—but what about us? He’s not going to let us go home. He never will. He could have been saved, it wasn’t too late, but he wouldn’t let her . . .” One thought seems to jump in front of the other, only allowing fragments to come out.  
 
    Witnessing a murder is a really good way to get in touch with your inner basket case. 
 
     “Shhhh.” He pulls me to his chest and holds my head, stroking it slowly as though I were a child woken from a nightmare. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
     “Is it?” I pull back and look him in the eyes, only centimeters away. “No! How could it ever be okay? You don’t know what I saw—”  
 
     “Shhhh.” He cuts me off by simply placing a finger against my lips. Then he looks around the room, as though the lamps and chairs could be listening in. “I do know. I know what you saw, and what form you were in when you saw it.” His voice is so soft, I have to lip-read as much as listen, but now he has my complete attention.  
 
     “What do you mean?” 
 
     “You aren’t the only one . . .” Now I do have to watch his lips, for no sound comes out. “. . . Who sees Gadian for who he is.” 
 
    “How do you ‘know’ what I saw?” I tilt my head, confused. 
 
    “That is my gift,” he mouths. “Knowing.” 
 
    Knowing? Knowing what—everything? And how does he access his abilities when no one else here can? Yet these questions that would normally dominate my mind don’t take precedence over what I’ve just experienced. 
 
    “He won’t let us leave. I’m certain! I have to get back to Mama—” 
 
    “Shhhh. It will be okay.” His eyes dart around once more, and suddenly I realize he is doing more than just trying to keep me from the brink of a mental breakdown. I remember how Azure never needs to take notes of my stories. They are being recorded. Others are listening in, she had once said. Even here? In my private quarters? Yes, I see, of course. It’s just one more way for them to keep us under their thumbs. Now I lower my voice as well, to barely a decibel above a whisper. 
 
    “I have to get home. How? How can I ever get home?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Ramose admits. So, apparently his “knowing” is limited, or at least his access to it. “Not yet. But I promise you—we can find a way to escape from here. We will be free again. All of us.” 
 
     All of us. Those three little words somehow seem to give me oxygen. All of us. Yes. The shivering stops.  
 
     “Do you think—can it be done?” 
 
     “Yes.” His voice is as sure as if I had asked him his name. “It isn’t enough to find a way for just ourselves to break out, leaving all the others to his whims. We can stop him. We have to.” 
 
     “All of us,” I whisper to myself now. Here is my purpose, and though my mind feels like it’s been running several miles an hour just to come to an abrupt stop, I suddenly feel as if this mess is something my body and brain can cope with. I won’t live in silence waiting for my people to be extinguished, a candle flame met by wet fingers. “We will find a way.” 
 
     “Yes. We will leave no stone unturned, we will try every door, every possibility. It will be okay,” he says, and I know it’s more than just empty words to calm a panicked mind. He means it. 
 
    All of us. This is bigger than I had first realized, bigger than Mama and me, bigger than the murdered man and his Elleny. All of us. All.  
 
    This is bigger even than the Shaman in the Academy. 
 
     This could be what all magic needs. 
 
    We may be captive, yet perhaps these scientists made a mistake by bringing us here, out of extinction. But their folly is our best hope. Yes. Sometimes all a flame needs is a gentle gust and some kindling for it to roar back to life, stronger than it ever was before.  
 
     I sit back on my heels, the blizzard inside me settling to a white stillness.  
 
    “Ramose,” I whisper, looking him in the eye. “We have to figure out how to give magic a second chance.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    One after another, the memories come, sometimes male, sometimes female. Each presses upon me, erasing Ramose, taking my place. Tonight when I close my eyes, I see a restaurant, and flowing blonde hair with a single blue streak over my shoulder. As I always, I am only an exhale away from being gone. Then her piece of the story comes. 
 
    The waitress hands my boyfriend the checks, and when she wishes us a good night, we can only nod a response. We are each laughing too hard to muster up a social expectation.  
 
     At last, with stomachs pleasantly hurting, we lean back and subside into chuckles. “We’d better get going,” I finally remind the group, tucking my long hair behind my ear, hating to be the one to seem like a nag. So far I think I’ve pulled off a good impression with my boyfriend’s old high school buddy and his fiancée, and I don’t want to blow that now. I explain, “If we’re late, they may close the doors. Then we couldn’t get in till intermission.” 
 
     Standing, Gadian reaches for Madison’s coat and purse. For the briefest moment, he turns his back to all of us, his spine arched over the purse.  
 
     The hairs on the back of my neck raise, like a wolf sensing danger.  
 
     But then the moment is over as he hands the coat and purse to Madison with a smile, and no one else has noticed a thing. My glance darts to his palms—empty, clearly. If he stole something, he wouldn’t have anywhere to hide it that fast. 
 
     He plants a kiss on her cheek and looks at her as if she is a Greek goddess. She closes her eyes to relish the kiss, and I see that she trusts him completely. 
 
     Chuckling, I shake my head, and smooth my hands over my arms.  
 
      I need to watch less Criminal Minds, I chide myself, and grab my to-go box. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, August 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    We lie in the dark, Ramose on his bed and me on mine, yet they don’t seem to be separate islands. For once since arriving here, I feel a connection, a safety line thrown out to me at sea.  
 
    Around us, there is only blackness. Since that first day, I have found nowhere else with a single window. Azure told me that only the Transitional Room has one to “help new arrivals understand their change in surroundings.” In other words, to understand how desolate the outside world is, should we try to escape.  
 
    It’s also dark because we aren’t permitted the technology the mentors have, so there is no screen glow to see by. It occurs to me that we sleep and wake when the mentors tell us to, with no sun to guide our actions. I wonder if outside these walls at this very moment, there is the orange haze of twilight against the mountains I had seen from the Transition Room, or perhaps the sky is dove gray with the first kiss of a new day.  
 
    The only light in the entire room comes from a single Exit sign, which seems ironic to me. If only it were that simple. 
 
    So I lie in the dark and end the day how I always do—remembering. Some days it’s Mama’s radiant glow as she bartered in the markets with those merchants who adored her. Other nights, I have forced my mind to recall Leo’s voice when he insisted he could do something, or the heartbeat of the earth when I lay down upon it, no other living being around. 
 
    Tonight, I decide to remember a new day in my home. Sunlight would pour onto the peeling frescos of our walls. Those walls and doors of our house were simple in their design, but so much more than the sum of their parts. For that, I thank Mama with her soft hands and gentle words, her rising before I do to start the fire so I don’t have to wake to cold. Evenings, as fun as they could be, often carried the weight of the full day and sometimes reservoirs of patience are tapped to a trickle, but mornings . . . Is not the best part of the day the good-morning hug? How I miss waking up within those sunlit walls, the radiance of Mama’s first smile of the day even brighter.  
 
    “Ramose?” I ask into the darkness.  
 
     “Hmm?” 
 
     “What was your home like?” 
 
     “Hot.” He laughs. “I don’t know. What do you want to know?” 
 
     “Details. Come now! I want to see it. Paint it for me.” 
 
     There is a rustling from his bed, and I imagine him turning onto his back, hands under his head as though watching scenes from his homeland begin to play across the ceiling. The motion sensors stay off, thank heavens. They don’t turn on for small movements, as one might do in their sleep, but anything quick or large, and they immediately flicker awake. Even when we are speaking of nothing important, I feel better knowing we aren’t being listened to. I never know what we say that our captors could take and use against magic. 
 
     Ramose remains lost in thought, so I urge him on. 
 
     “Think of sights, sounds, smells,” I instruct. 
 
     “Okay.” He sounds tentative at his ability to play this game well. “My favorite place in the world is the market. I’d go there as a boy, and even after I began employment under the pharaoh, I still wouldn’t let servants go in my place. Children run amongst the white buildings, and often in the streets there would be a dancer twirling in a gauzy white tunic.” 
 
      “We had performers too. If Mama had a spare coin, she’d let me give it to them.” 
 
      “These didn’t dance for money. We didn’t have a monetary system.” 
 
      “What? How did you function?” It takes all my strength to remain lying down. 
 
      He laughs at my reaction. “We traded goods or services. She would be there to attract customers to the stalls. There was baked fish, the smoothest linens you can imagine, hard bread. Several of the merchants had watched me grow up, I knew them by name. They’d smile at me and always accept the simplest of trades when I was a boy, handing me a pure white honey roll or pomegranates. When I was older, I always tried to make up for the kindness they had shown me. But how could I?” He clears his throat. “It wasn’t just honey rolls they gave me, was it?” 
 
      “What do you mean?” 
 
      He shuffles under the covers. “They taught me. Lots of things. They gave me the desire to learn about people, to hear their stories. They showed me that when you know someone’s story, caring for them usually comes easily. That’s why, I’m certain, the earth gave me my specific ability. I wouldn’t have it if it wasn’t for them.” 
 
      “That’s good of you not to forget them when you moved on to the pharaoh's court.” I brush my fingers back and forth across on a wrinkle in my covers. I think of all the times at home I tried to reach across the differences between myself and others, how many times I had hoped a joke or act of kindness would bind us. But except for Leo, friendship never took root. We’d share a moment, but then they would move on, leaving me to my loneliness again. How quickly people forget. 
 
      “Not really.” He brushes off my compliment. “It’s what any decent person would do.” 
 
      No, I think. It’s rarer than you realize. I smile, picturing him leaving a palace to go to the market on his own, to see merchants who knew him before he became a somebody. 
 
    “How did you get to be employed by the pharaoh?” It’s interesting, imagining Ramose working for a king. He has never taken me as one to care for extravagance.  
 
      “Necessity,” he answers simply. 
 
      “Oh?” I don’t let him off the hook easily.  
 
      He exhales slowly, and I get the impression this isn’t a story he has recounted much. 
 
     “My father was a hard man. I think he loved my mother once. I recall a time when we were all happy. But then the twins happened—my brothers.” He pauses, as though just remembering is painful. “The first died at birth, and my mother put all her hope, all her effort into keeping the second alive, but on the fourth day, we lost him as well. I lost Mother that same night.” His voice lowers till I can barely hear it. “I remember her holding his cold body, the gaping wound of losing the first babe still so fresh, and it seemed to me that a light just . . . ” He made a puff sound, as though blowing out a candle. “. . . went off in her mind. It was like watching a star go out. She never fully came back since then.” He exhales, long and slow. “She became . . . simple.” 
 
    “Oh, Ramose,” I whisper. 
 
     “Father’s love for Mother dissolved, and impatience took its place.” His voice is firmer now, as though the story demands to be told. “She used to sit by the window, watching the children play and comment on how big the twins were getting, remark on milestones like losing teeth. I remember Father grabbing her by the shoulders, shaking her and roaring right in her face, his spittle flecking her cheeks—that they were dead. But there was no talking her out of where her mind was. After years, Father’s impatience turned to bitterness and eventually a rage that this was his life, his wife.” Ramose pauses. The rawness in his voice gives away that for all his love of other people’s stories, he doesn’t tell his own. Perhaps it is the soothing darkness that hands him the courage, his knowing that I can’t see his face and he can’t read mine. 
 
      “I don’t think anyone wakes up and says to themselves, ‘I’m going to hit my wife today.’ But all that anger was boiling inside him, and it was all targeted at her. Often he would tell her as he hit her, ‘You’re not my wife. You’re not my Ahhotep,’ as if by convincing himself that wasn’t her, it would somehow justify what he did.” The words come heavy now, falling hard to the floor. “When I was a child, I could only watch in horror, screaming for him to stop. Sometimes he only seemed satisfied when her life hung by a thread. When I got older, I would stand in his way, and most times he was content just to hit someone. Yet how could we waste our lives that way, Mother and I? I wasn’t ready to play dead yet. To spend the rest of our days hoping that if we were just quiet enough, polite enough, if she acted just normal enough, he wouldn’t notice us.” He pauses, and when he speaks again, his voice softens. “But no. It wasn’t fair to expect that of her.” 
 
      “What did you do?” 
 
      “I made up my mind to run away and take her with me. Though I hadn’t wanted to tell others about my ability to connect with the earth, I knew it was my best chance of providing for us. Pharaohs were known to have magicians on hand. It took some time, using my abilities, to get the royal counselors to pay me mind. When they did, though, I was ready. 
 
    “I was fifteen the morning I was first brought before the pharaoh. I remember walking down the throne room toward him, elaborate rows of white pillars on either side painted with scenes of grandeur of the ancient rulers. It was so far removed from the dust of our hut. It was the sort of place where Father could never touch Mother again. When it came my time to perform for the pharaoh, I held back nothing, thinking of her all the time. Knowing at that very moment while I was away what Father could have been doing to her, but vowing to myself, ‘Never again.’ I was given the position as a court magician, the other five my superiors by decades.”  
 
    “And then you escaped from your father?”  
 
     “Yes, that very afternoon, I went home and packed Mother up. I know now I should have waited until dark, snuck out while Father was sleeping, but I honestly thought he’d be glad to see us go. I had pictured him barely looking up from his drink, not so much as saying goodbye when we walked out the door, but I was wrong. When he understood my intention, for the first time his rage passed Mother by completely and came to me first. Grabbing our things, I told Mother to run outside. I followed, but just outside the doorway, Father caught me and began to beat me like never before. Everything I had packed—the clothing and Mother’s small heirloom gifts from her parents—flew everywhere.  
 
    “Suddenly, the beating stopped.” Ramose pauses and swallows. “Looking up, I saw Mother ramming into him, thrusting him against the wall of our home. I never understood where her strength came from. She must have barreled into him when his balance was off. There in the sunlight, she stood over him with his own wooden mallet in hand. It’s strange, but I thought about how I had forgotten how tall she was.  
 
      “I remember him slumped against the wall, staring up at her in shock. He called her by name. ‘Ahhotep?’ as though he hadn’t seen her there. As if he finally saw that it was still her inside that shell. 
 
      “‘You will not touch my son!’ she told him as I picked myself up.” As he repeats her words, I can hear the pride in Ramose’s voice. “Our belongings were strewn about in front of the house, but she didn’t gather any of them except our market basket, as if we were just going to get the day’s food. She set the mallet in it then put her hand in the crook of my arm, and we left. He just watched us go. 
 
      “I looked at her as we walked, the happiness in her eyes, and wondered, ‘Are you back?’ But then a cluster of children ran by. She laughed and called out to the twins to wait for us, that they would get lost in the crowd. But she had laughed! It seemed to me that as lost as her mind was, somewhere in there she understood—we were free.” 
 
      He falls silent, the images of his story wandering about my thoughts. “You did all that for her? You took her beatings for her?” My voice comes out quiet, but I think he can hear me. I imagine what that must have been like, day after day, to know you didn’t have to be hit, that you weren’t the target, but choosing to let solid fists pummel your soft flesh if it meant that your loved one would be spared. “You’re a good son.” 
 
    “No, just a son. There’s no one I owe a greater debt to than my mother.” 
 
    I think of my mother, all she did for me. “You must miss her very much.” Light dawns in my mind. “That’s why you want to get back, isn’t it?” 
 
    He shuffles in the dark before answering. “She died just a couple of weeks before I was kidnapped and brought here. It was an accident. She never paid enough attention to the busy streets, and there was a racing carriage.” He sighs, and I hear an exhaustion that goes beyond the late hour. 
 
    “At first, when I believed they would keep their word and return me home, I had hoped to stop the accident from ever happening. But the machine doesn’t work within a hundred years before the time it visited so there can’t be two of the same person at one moment in time.”  
 
    “What?” I pause, trying to wrap my mind around it. 
 
    “Since you were kidnapped around the year 1470, you and your boyfriend are the only people in history that they took between the years 1370 and 1470.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So, no.” His words come out tight and hard, like balled fists. “I will never see her again. Not in this life.” 
 
    I don’t say anything for a while, but place a hand over my heart as it physically aches for him. For his mother. For my own mother. These are holes no long else can fill.  
 
    After a moment a thought occurs to me. I tilt my head. “Why be so anxious to get back then?” I know that for me, it’s the smiling memories of Leo and Mama that give me my motivation. 
 
    “I know what it’s like to spend every day feeling trapped, to wonder if I will ever be able to escape. It’s a feeling that I never wanted to feel again, yet here I am. No, it’s not so much Egypt I miss. It doesn’t hold much for me anymore but a painful past.” He breathes, his voice becoming steady. “What I miss more than life itself—what I will fight for—is the power to live as I wish. That is oxygen to my soul, to know I am rid of chains.” He stops, his words strong and bright in the otherwise black room. “I will be free.” 
 
     I smile and close my eyes, hoping that the golden glow of what he says will settle over me, give me strength too. 
 
    Yet one thought picks at my mind like a snagged hangnail. Opening my eyes, I have to ask. 
 
    “Ramose . . .” I inhale. “Could we be wrong? Maybe what Gadian did . . . maybe it was just that once. Maybe if we cooperate, they still will time travel us back home. Perhaps—could I have misunderstood what I saw?” 
 
    Suddenly the lights come on, and my exposed retinas protest to the unexpected brightness. Looking up, I see Ramose, sitting straight up, waiting for me to meet his eyes.  
 
    His voice is controlled—it must be, for the listening devices have surely kicked on by now—but with absolute surety, he answers me. “We are not wrong. I’ve seen it. I know what I’ve seen, and I will not pretend I didn’t.” 
 
    With that, he gets up and walks to the bathroom, shutting the door behind him, leaving me to wonder what exactly he has seen. 
 
     For in his eyes, surfacing beneath his determination, there is an unmistakable black fear. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna love him—he’s hilarious. I saw him last time he toured through here, and the tickets were worth every penny,” I’m telling Gadian and Madison. My girlfriend just slipped off to use the bathroom, and I watch her flowing blonde ponytail with its single blue streak until she has disappeared into the crowd. 
 
      “Speaking of tickets . . .” Gadian turns to Madison. “We’re getting close to the front. You’d better pull them out.” 
 
      Jerking back, panic fills her eyes. “I don’t have the tickets! I thought you did!”  
 
      Surprise covers Gadian’ face. “What? No, I gave them to you at home to keep in your purse.” 
 
      She shakes her head, adamant. “I’ve never even seen them, I promise.” She turns to me, shoulders sagging. “We’re gonna have to run home and find them. I’m so sorry. We’ll be back as fast as we can.” 
 
      Lowering his voice, Gadian softly rests a hand on her arm. “Honey, you know how your memory can be. Why not at least check your purse before we drive all the way home and miss half the show?” 
 
      She clenches her jaw, her face turning nearly as red as her hair, but she opens her purse toward him. “I’m not some old lady. I know—” Her words snag suddenly as if caught in a net. Her hand flies over her mouth as with her other hand she reaches in and pulls out their two white tickets. “I can’t believe it. This is crazy.”  
 
      “Ready?” My girlfriend bounces back in line with us, grinning at each one of us. 
 
      Taking the ticket from Madison, Gadian matches the smile tooth for tooth. “Crisis averted. Ready.” 
 
      As we take our seats, my mind keeps replaying one moment. I’ve known Gadian since high school, and though he acted surprised when Madison said she didn’t have the tickets, that’s exactly what it was. An act. Surprise is the hardest emotion to fake, and his was too measured, too perfect. 
 
      But no. This is Gadian we’re talking about. Every girl wants to be with him, every man wants to be him. Sure, the guy can be a bit of a control freak, but there’s a massive difference between being a diehard vegan and the kind of sick that this would mean. 
 
     I force myself to brush it from my mind, and try not to notice how in the dark audience, Madison alone doesn’t laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, August 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    Ramose’s eyes scan the restaurant. I stand, then wave him over, smiling. As he makes his way through the maze of elegant tables, I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, attempting to seem as tranquil as the piano music in the air. I have spent the day lost in constructing scenarios for this dinner, which of course is a foolproof way to make sure I don’t act natural. But I simply could think of nothing else. 
 
      “Joanna!” He feigns pleasant surprise. “You look lovely this evening!” I flush as he gently touches my elbow. He wears his usual Egyptian garb, meaning each of his arm and ab muscles shows beneath his thick gold necklace. Dear earth, don’t those Egyptians ever wear shirts? It does nothing to settle my nerves, but Ramose doesn’t seem to notice his effect.  
 
    He turns and gestures behind him. “I’d love for you to meet my friend, Wild Dove.” To Wild Dove, he simply introduces me with, “This is her.” I flush, thinking of him speaking of me to others, and remind myself it was only regarding the rebellion.  
 
      She could be old enough to be Ramose’s mother, and the skin tone isn’t that far off. Nodding, she gives me a soft smile. Though I know nothing about her, and though she chooses to dress less lavishly than everyone else at the Academy, she seems to me to have all the regality of a kingdom’s most noble line. 
 
    Her eyes look at me knowingly, perhaps remembering me from the day of the incident, though something tells me she looks at all people like this. Like we are open books. Though it isn’t a judging look, it isn’t one to keep your conscience comfortable. I imagine most people hate it—no one likes being so transparent.  
 
      “A pleasure.” I give a slight curtsy, then immediately reprimand myself in my mind. It’s too Italian. I should have shaken hands as most people here do. Too late now, though. I plow forward with the plan. “Won’t you join me? Maitre d’? Will you grab an extra chair? Thank you so much.”  
 
    Ramose had said we couldn’t be seeming to have planned the meetup, as Wild Dove is watched closely, yet I feel as though my terrible acting will give us away. We sit, and as I find my seat, I’m grateful that I didn’t need to rely on my shaky knees for too long. This evening, I’m very aware, could be the difference between years spent in captivity and my ticket home. 
 
     For, as Ramose had carefully told me, Wild Dove has begun to gather those to her who would rise against the Academy.  
 
      At the thought of home, my hands tremble with excitement, and I pull my glass to me, starfishing my fingers around the cup, hoping doing so will steady them. But with a rebel leader on one side and Ramose’s bare chest on the other, calming myself seems impossible. My heart beats mutinously at a rate it was never designed to reach. 
 
     “So . . .” How does this conversation begin? “I hear you’re leading a rebellion. Can I join?” Or how about, “Last time I saw you, we were standing over a dying man.” That seems certain to throw cold water on dinner.  
 
    “Ramose has spoken highly of you,” I stutter. That’s safe enough, right? 
 
     “Yes, he has told me of you as well. Watching a murder of one of our kind woke you from the stupor our captors would put us under. I’m glad my raw fruit could be of assistance.”  
 
      Well, so much for being safe. 
 
      Of all the scenarios I had constructed in my mind, this was never one of them—to speak openly, the maitre d’ only feet away! Any preparations I had flee my mind like startled children, and my eyes dart after them to all the onlookers surrounding us. 
 
      A muscle twitches in Wild Dove’s cheek, then when she lets herself laugh, it’s more luxurious and warm than the food in front of us. It’s humanizing to see someone so proper and regal laughing, and I find myself smiling back though I don’t know why. Ramose chuckles as he explains. 
 
      “Wild Dove is the most powerful Master of Tongue at the Academy.” 
 
      “How powerful?” I tilt my head and chuckle, though confused by it all. 
 
      “Well,” she answers this time. “There are eleven others, most of whom can break down the language barriers in a large room or two. I . . .” She lowers her voice not out of secrecy, it seems, but more out of humility. “. . . can influence the remainder of the Academy.” 
 
      “What our ‘mentors’ have yet to realize is that she is so skilled, she can selectively remove her ability from an area. At this moment, she is confounding the understanding of any near us. They believe they are hearing an entirely different conversation. We must use this to our advantage only rarely, for when they discover the level of her skills, our planning will become much more difficult.” 
 
      “And the raw fruit you gave me—they allow you to have it, right? So that you will  help us all communicate despite our language differences?” I’m piecing it together now. “Is that how Ramose uses his abilities? You sneak him food?” 
 
      This time, they shake their heads. “I wish. That would be much easier for me,” Ramose says. 
 
    “To say that the raw food is closely monitored would be an understatement. Only because of the chaos that day was I able to get some to you, my dear.” 
 
    “So how—” I begin, but my sentence is cut off. 
 
    “Darling!” For the first time ever, my heart plummets to hear Alessio’s voice. 
 
      Looking up, we see him sauntering toward us, smiling warmly at first, but his grin stiffens when his eyes fall on Ramose. It strikes me that Ramose sat closer to me than social norms would allow. Ramose, in turn, has turned to all bristles and hard angles. It does nothing to ward off Alessio, though. He grabs a chair from an empty table nearby and pulls it over. His face flickers to the small space between Ramose and me, no doubt wondering if he can squeeze between, but to do so would be painfully awkward, so instead he succumbs to placing his chair between Wild Dove and myself. My mind searches for how to shoo him away, but there simply is no tactful way of saying, “I’m sorry, my love, but I’d rather sit by a dangerous rebel leader than you.” 
 
      Yet perhaps, my heart flickers with hope. This could be a good thing. Yes! Maybe Wild Dove and Ramose could help Alessio see the Academy for what it truly is.  
 
      “Waiter? A Lambrusco.” He turns to me, smiling, any traces of discomfort gone. He now holds himself with the utmost confidence as he drapes an arm over the back of my chair. There’s almost a spark of humor in his eyes as if this is a game and he has no intention of losing. “Introduce me to your friends, darling.” 
 
      “Sweetheart.” I tread carefully so as not to destroy the other’s trust. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was just about to tell them about the most horrible thing I witnessed two days ago.” 
 
      “You mean the suicide.” He says it casually, as if he were commenting on a flavorless meal, while he takes his wine from the maitre d’. “Gadian told me you were there.” 
 
      “Suicide?” I ask, looking to the others, the word new to me. 
 
      “No.” Ramose speaks up, his voice firm. “He did not take his own life.” 
 
      Oh. My inhale seems to frost my lungs at this concept, at the idea that he had meant to leave his daughter. 
 
      “That must have been terrible for you.” Alessio ignores Ramose and turns to me, dripping sympathy.  
 
      “I don’t understand.” I push my plate of food away, disoriented. 
 
      “Nor do I. Why would anyone choose death over life here?” 
 
      “Really?” Any amusement Wild Dove had previously shown is gone. Her face now looks like it doesn’t even know how to laugh. “You cannot think of any reason?” 
 
      Alessio only blinks at her, no doubt caught off guard by the aggression in the voice of someone he never met. Two seconds, and then his usual smile is back. Again, he shrugs Ramose and Wild Dove off and turns to me. 
 
      “Oh, Joanna, we’re not back to this again, are we? I thought you were going to give the Academy a chance.” 
 
      “I’ll give it the exact chance Gadian gave that man,” I whisper and look Wild Dove in the eyes, hoping she’ll see in them what I wish I could say. I’ll see it ended. 
 
     She nods respectfully, and it strikes me that while that man was the first casualty, the battle has only begun.  
 
      Alessio clears his throat, displeased. “You’ll excuse us,” he finally speaks to the others for the first time as he grabs my elbow and begins to stand. “My sweetheart and I should find our own table.” 
 
      “I’m not leaving.” Childishly, my feet instinctively twist around the legs of the chairs, putting down roots. “But you are welcome to.” I try to say it kindly, but I know I’ve just pushed our relationship to a cliff’s edge. I’ve chosen something above him. 
 
      Alessio’s jaw sets firm. He sits down again and pulls in close to me, an attempt to speak privately. “Darling, I don’t believe these, uh, influences are good for you.” 
 
      “That is for me to decide.” 
 
      “And this is what you want? Anger and unhappiness? Joanna, life is about fun. Finding happiness. If you can’t let yourself be happy here, then when? Nothing is ever going to be completely golden. But this is pretty close.” 
 
      “Would you do her thinking for her?” Ramose’s tone surprises me, and I turn to look at him. He doesn’t look at me, though. Everything in the room seems to have faded but Alessio and the pure rage Ramose is targeting at him. His face is red with suppressed fury, jaw set, and he takes in each heavy breath with a control that shows he is forcing himself to exercise restraint. The degree of his wrath surprises me—it far surpasses what the moment calls for.  
 
      “Ramose, it’s fine—” I try to calm him down, but he interrupts. 
 
      “Nothing he has done is ‘fine.’ He doesn’t deserve to be defended.” 
 
      Alessio looks at this complete stranger with disgust on his face. “You have me confused with someone else.” 
 
      “There is no mistake. We are all here because of you. If it weren’t for you, none of us would be captive. Our people are all but extinct, and you can’t even manage to be ashamed—” 
 
      “You’re a lunatic.” Alessio pulls me away from Ramose. 
 
      Ramose stands fast, his chair scraping the floor loudly. Reluctantly, Wild Dove comes to her feet as well. 
 
      “I think it’s best we be going.” She sets down her glass and gives me a farewell nod. 
 
      I nod back, then plead to Ramose. “We’ve only been here a few weeks,” I insist. “The Academy has been here for years. Don’t blame him—”  
 
      “He knows.” Ramose doesn’t look at us. He cannot even seem to see through his rage anymore. “He knows what he has done.” He thrusts his napkin to the table and stalks off, Wild Dove only a step behind him. She glances back over her shoulder at me, and my stomach is sick. This is not how I hoped the night would go. 
 
      I turn to Alessio, my eyes filled with questions. 
 
      “Don’t look at me like that. He’s completely mad.” He swigs from his wine. 
 
      “Do you know what he’s talking about?” I lean in, my head tipped. 
 
      “I have absolutely no idea.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I stare in the mirror at a face I hardly recognize. My red hair hangs limp around my collarbone, my makeup running in streams. Looks like someone hosed down a clown. Reaching up, I cup my hollowed cheeks in my hands, and a shaky sigh comes out. It used to be that my nails were never unmanicured. Now they look like the scrapped end of artichoke leaves.  
 
      This isn’t me. 
 
      Opening up the drawers, I search for the scissors, but like so many things these days, I must have misplaced them. I walk to the kitchen and take the cooking scissors from the drawer, then walk back to the bathroom. 
 
      I stare at the hideous woman in the mirror and raise the scissors to my throat. 
 
     Snip. 
 
     It didn’t happen all at once.  
 
    At first it was just dates I remembered wrong, could have sworn I’d heard Sunday instead of Saturday. Snip. Then came comments from friends that something seemed a bit off, but they couldn’t put their finger on what. Snip. Month after month, a bit more of me was gone. Snip, snip, snip. Where once stood a confident young woman now stands only a shadow of her. Weak, weightless, powerless. Snip, snip, snip! 
 
    There. 
 
    Setting down the scissors, I see disheveled layers, the tiled floor at my feet littered with red, like flowers cut from their roots.  
 
    The girl in the mirror looks like someone you wouldn’t trust. Well, okay then. 
 
    Neither do I. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, August 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    The memories of Leo and Mama always came to me like a goldfinch at the first of spring. While all else at the Academy feels gray around me, suddenly beauty erupts, flashing before me on wings of nostalgia. Then, just as suddenly, the memory flies from me, leaving me to this bleak world and the knowledge that they aren’t really here. Will this winter never end? Will they ever be part of my story again, to stay? I ache for them more than anything else. How is it that Mama and Leo can mean even more to me than sunshine? But they are. I think, on days like this, that I could live in a world of black if it meant I could feel their hands reassuringly in my own.  
 
      I want to fight the Academy, but I am not ignorant of the cost. My only hope of seeing Leo and Mama again is to comply, to let myself be a passive pawn. But is that even a promise they would keep? I believe we are being lied to. I saw what happened to the man. But it was one man, an unusual situation . . . How can I give up what I love most in this world for paper beliefs? I could be wrong. Leo and Mama are waiting for me, and yet I’m letting the goldfinch go. I’m letting their deaths be final, our story end. How can I do this? 
 
      “Ramose,” I whisper in the darkness of our room. “You said you’ve seen how They won’t keep their promise to send us home. What did you see? Please, tell me about it.” I hold absolutely still so as not to lose a word he says. 
 
      He pauses. “I can’t. I could never capture it in words. It was horrible.” 
 
      “Then . . .” A thought occurs to me. “Can you somehow show me?” 
 
      “I can’t put you through that.” His voice sounds strained. “It haunts me.” 
 
      “Ramose, I’m sacrificing my home, my family, all I love most for this.” The darkness in the room seems so much more than nighttime. It seems to want to wrap me up and never let me go. I can’t let that happen. “I have to know what I’m fighting. I’m stronger than you realize. I can handle it, I promise. Show me,” I beg. 
 
      He doesn’t answer. I give him a full minute before throwing back my covers and walking to his side of the room. The motion sensors flick on. As I come to his bed, he looks at me with curiosity in those dark eyes. Pinching my lips, I throw his covers off and give him the most determined look I can muster. 
 
      “Show me,” I repeat. 
 
      “Shhh!” His eyes widen and he reaches for my hand, pulling me to him in haste. “Not another word until the motion sensor goes off,” he whispers into my hair.  
 
    We lie in silence two minutes, longer than I’ve ever been with any man besides Alessio. Tucked up against Ramose’s strong brown body, I watch his breath rise and lower, and feel like I am resting on the banks of a river—calmer just for being near him.  
 
    But I can’t think like that. I have Alessio. 
 
    My thoughts want to tear me asunder—half wanting to think of Alessio out of pure loyalty, half consumed with guilt, knowing he would not understand why I put myself in this situation. I taste my betrayal, like tin, in my mouth. But I stay. 
 
    At last the lights dim to nothing, and Ramose turns his body toward mine. I can’t see him anymore, but he’s close enough that I feel his warmth, and his rich cinnamon scent surrounds me. 
 
    “If I give you this memory, you may regret it. Haven’t you ever heard that ignorance is bliss?”  
 
    “But . . .” I swallow. “Haven’t you ever realized that the world isn’t just dangerous because of evil people? It’s because good people choose to be ignorant. I cannot live in ignorance. Please. Show me what you know.” 
 
    He is quiet a moment, and sighs, relenting. When he speaks, I think he sounds softer, touched. “You have to clasp my hands. They are raised to my chest.” In the dark, I reach out, grateful for a small victory won. “Almost—left. Okay. There. Now rest your forehead against mine, then close your eyes.” 
 
       I do as he says. For a moment, nothing happens, but then the darkness of the room is gone and I find myself standing in bright light.  
 
      Looking down, I see that my hands are no longer my own, but pudgy with rings on many of them. Ramose is doing more than showing me a memory—he has put me in someone’s mind. The memory begins to take hold, and I feel what I’d always known to be Joanna slip away. It’s unnerving and I try to stay, to make this new body act how I wish, but it seems impossible. Perhaps just like looking back on my own memories, I cannot rewrite what has already happened. But before I can understand it fully, the memory grips me, and Joanna is gone. 
 
      
 
    My knee bounces as I swig the drink in front of me. “Whoo!” I squeal as I slam the glass down. The others chat gaily around me, somehow able to play the part of mature, calm adults on a day like this. Ha! I couldn’t sit still any more than a fire could not burn.  
 
      I check my dress—fitted to perfection, of course. I’ve put on even more weight since coming here, but this dress would make anyone look good. Not that Helen and Laurel would notice the extra pounds—they never cared about that sort of thing like the rest of the world does. Blood is like that. 
 
    I smile as a waiter comes around with a tray of drinks, and he offers me another. “Well, if you insist.” I giggle at him before he has said a word.  
 
    “Congratulations, ma’am.” He grins as I raise the glass. “I’m sure you’ve worked hard to be here.” 
 
    I scoff happily. For a moment, the room spins and I have to steady myself on his arm. “That’s the understatement of the century.” I place my hand over my heart as though swearing on it. “The dutiful mentoree at your service.” Whatever it took to get home, I gave them. Oh, and they took me up on that! “Work me into the night many times, they did. Not that all this . . . ” I gesture to my gown and the ganache on my cake. “. . . isn’t lovely, but. . . ” I shrug and hiccup. “It isn’t home.” I sip, looking at him over my glass. 
 
    “What are you most excited for?” He leans on the banister next to us, grateful, I think, for a chance to rest his feet. 
 
    “My sisters. One younger, one older.” I smile just thinking of them. There was hardly a memory I shared with the researchers that didn’t include them, seeing as barely a moment of my life didn’t have me on Laurel’s heels and Helen on mine. The music of my childhood was their laughter.  
 
    I didn’t know, back when we were growing up, when all our beaus went off to war and our parents grew old but we kept living together anyway, how lucky I was to have our paths so intertwined. Helen was always the peacemaker, always the glue. Laurel was always the life of the party, the fuel on the fire. When I was brought here, our paths diverged for the first time, and I kept looking back over my shoulder to days when we sang together while scrubbing dishes or when they took turns staying with me through the nights that one winter I fell so ill.  
 
    “Well, all your hard work has paid off. Here.” He gestures to a fellow waiter walking by with another platter. “Treat yourself.” 
 
    I plop the brie truffle from the tray into my mouth in one bite. Exquisite. I close my eyes, savoring the softness on my tongue. “Now this I will miss.” I open my eyes and meet his. “But it’s worth it. I’d trade it all in a heartbeat for evenings with my sisters again.” I’m rambling, but don’t care. A few drinks always have that effect on me. “Helen would always paint some masterpiece by candlelight or mix her little oils.” I stir the air with my finger, imitating. “And Laurel! No one could ever make me laugh quite like Laurel.” I feel warm at the memory. So much of who they are, I want to be. In my mind, I see their faces, which for so many months only pained me to see, but no longer. 
 
     I’m going home.  
 
    If we arrive at the moment I left, they will have no memory of my being gone, but I will never forget. I understand now what they mean to me. What I will give up for them.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” Gadian stands on the staircase straight above me, and I have to step back to see him, but I lose my balance from looking up too quickly.  
 
    “Clumsy me.” I giggle. 
 
    “Don’t miss us too much,” the waiter whispers to me, a sparkle in his eye, as he lifts his tray, offers me one last glass, and then disappears into the crowd. Nice chap. 
 
    Gadian’s talking and his words float around me, leaving me dizzy as if I’m breathing helium, but waft away without landing on me. A cheer goes up, and I look at the group. “You’re going home!” Gadian yells out over the crowd and they roar louder. He smiles and rocks on his heels, watching us. 
 
    Of course, many could be standing here but aren’t. Those of us who have made it this far could never quite lose sight of our hometowns in the rearview. Hundreds could go home if they wanted, but the pull isn’t the same. Which I can’t understand—obviously they don’t have sisters like mine. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll follow me, how about that time machine ride you’ve all been promised?” Our joy could blow the roof right off. We surge around him, following him as if he is our shepherd. Pouring into the hallway, we are packed so closely that we are standing shoulder to shoulder, pushing our way through to be first, as if we can’t wait another minute. On the edges of the hall, other shaman stand, watching us go, and I wonder if seeing us, they remember why. Why we try so hard, why we want to go home, why we would give all this up. Because when you question why, you get the loveliest answer back. 
 
    Gadian stops at a doorway, and we gush through it.  
 
    Through the people, I see it. 
 
    The time machine. 
 
     It is set at the back of the room, a metallic cube with a single door and no windows, likely twice the size of an elevator. The rest of the room is undecorated, stark white with vents along the ceiling. Being one of the last to enter, I turn to see Gadian, smiling, at the door. 
 
    Stepping through, he closes it behind him, and as he stands so close, I see him turn and secure the door with a lock embedded in his skin. No one else sees the gun tucked under his jacket as he leans toward the door. My excitement evaporates like water in the summer heat, leaving only dry, cracking fear in its place. Why does he have a gun? 
 
    Gadian walks to the time machine, then begins to speak. “Our loyal patrons, do you know the term ‘uncontrollable variables’? Anyone? Show of hands? No?” We stare at each other, but no one speaks up. “Well, as researchers, we use the term for a variable in an experiment that has the potential to impact the controlled variables negatively. Anything that could ruin the experiment from operating correctly, as it was designed to do.” 
 
    Everyone is silent, perhaps first noticing the condescending tone in Gadian’s voice, as though he speaks to simple-minded children, perhaps seeing how for once his perfect smile seems strangled and wrong.  
 
    “For example.” He pauses, looking at us as if we were less than human. “To give the enemy months inside the inner workings of our projects, and then to set them free, with no restraint, would be to infuse—say, thirty uncontrollable variables into our delicate experiment.” He shakes his head slightly, his sick smile still there. “Furthermore, to have those variables placed back in time, where their influence could propel out of foreseeable bounds—no, that would not do.” His voice drops nearly to a whisper, but no one misses a word. “The only way to allow the experiment to be completed to the best of its potential is to eliminate all uncontrollable variables.”  
 
    Understanding falls on us, heavy and dangerous as shrapnel. At once, we all begin to cry out. 
 
    “You promised!” 
 
    “Please! I’ll do anything!” 
 
    “Stop! We won’t tell!” 
 
     But he just places a small tube in his mouth and steps towards the time machine. A burly man near the machine comes at him, hands reaching for Gadian’s neck. “You fu—”   
 
    Quick as a lashing snake, Gadian pulls out his gun, and the man instinctively backs up. 
 
    “A bullet will kill you just as effectively as having the air sucked from the room. Your choice.” Gadian raises an eyebrow, and the man doesn’t move. Without missing a moment, Gadian opens the door to the time machine and steps in. We hear the locks secure, and a second later, I think we all realize we missed our chance. We could have stormed him—some of us would have taken bullets, but most would have survived. But now walls of firm metal stand between us and that possibility.  
 
    I wait to watch it clank to life then disappear, but it doesn’t move. Yet something does happen. The vents at the ceiling begin to suck, and we feel the air rushing away from us.  
 
    Some begin to scream, but like in every nightmare, the scream stays trapped in my throat. My hands tremble at my sides and I bring them up, jamming them into my mouth, teeth biting down into my soft flesh. People pound on the doorway, on Gadian’s time machine. Where in the centuries will he hide from what he is doing? 
 
    Suddenly I understand it all. He’s not going anywhere. Not yet. It’s just serving the purpose of keeping him safe from us. I crouch to the floor, my breath becoming ragged and harsh. I can see it in my mind—Gadian waiting until the final body has fallen quiet, and then stepping out. Cleaning up the bodies will be easy—he has everywhere in history to hide them. I feel the throbbing of my eyes in their sockets, but for me, everything goes strangely quiet, the bellow of terror in my head blocking out all the noise. 
 
    Four men start to rock the time machine, hoping to crack it open like an egg, but they are the first to drop to the ground, needing air most desperately. But why did Gadian even come in here? Why risk having us turn on him?  
 
    Suddenly I see the young waiter’s face, the sparkle in his eye, and I realize he didn’t know. Perhaps no one else knows. Gadian had to come in here—he couldn’t risk opening the door on thirty dead bodies and having one of his little lemmings seeing what he has done. The safest place to hide is with the dead. 
 
    Around me, people gasp and choke, their veins bulging blue in their necks and faces. One by one, their jaws slack and eyes close the instant before their bodies strike the floor. My fists, one still in my mouth, have nails digging into my palms, the only bloodshed on this battle scene. I look up and see corpses. That's all we are now, all I’m about to become. 
 
    I can’t let this be the last thing I see. 
 
    Eyes pinched shut, I relive the moment I have replayed over and over for months now. The memory that never got to happen. 
 
    It’s always in a train station, as if I’d just returned from a long journey. I step from the platform, and the first thing I see is Helen and Laurel, their eyes searching the crowd for me. Spotting me, we rush to each other, squealing in delight. “Brigetta, we missed you!” My name never sounded so sweet. We fall into each other’s arms, our laughter binding us like golden cords, connecting us once again. How many times did I watch this moment in my mind, willing it to happen with everything inside me? 
 
    Usually, this is where the memory-to-be ends, but this time the moment doesn’t stop. 
 
    I see my sisters, actually feel the weight of their arms across my shoulders, and our laughter gives way to happy sighs. Tears—tears of joy—begin to stream down our faces. I catch one in my mouth, tasting of salt and gratitude. We quiet, but stay close, leaning our heads together, a triangle of love.  
 
    My whole life, we were side by side, and that doesn’t change now. As the rest of me goes limp, their faces gain one last moment of clarity.  
 
    With an exhale, their smiles are the last thing I see. 
 
      
 
      The memory, like a dream, fades to nothing. I open my eyes and feel Ramose’s warm skin against my forehead. Brigetta’s tears are wet on my cheeks.  
 
      “Are you okay?” Ramose whispers in the dark. 
 
      My mouth is dry as I try to answer. “So many people. . .” I stop and swallow my emotions down. “That happens every time shaman are ‘sent home.’” It’s a realization, not a question.  
 
    We are at war. I understand that better now than ever before. If we escape, it won’t be calmly taking our turns, one at a time, in front of the time machine. It will be by the skin of our teeth, fighting tooth and nail for our freedom. Our future lies here, in 2048. Hundreds of years from home. 
 
      “Yes,” he whispers. 
 
      My shoulders still feel heavy from the weight of Brigetta’s sisters. She’d given up everything to be with them again. To be with those she loves most. Being inside her head, I couldn’t help but love them too. They were her Leos and Isabettas.  
 
    And I finally see. 
 
      This isn’t about which I love more—Mama and home and the people there, or magic and all it has given me. I love Mama and home and the people there more than magic, no contest. If it meant having them in my life, I would never shapeshift again, if that were the cost. And I could live my life content, hand-in-hand with them. 
 
      But everyone here—they are each someone’s Leo. Someone’s sister or brother. Someone’s mama, someone’s daughter or son. Perhaps they were a faceless throng fifteen minutes ago, but now I’ve been in their minds. Felt the love they had to give. 
 
    Then watched them die.  
 
      I cannot let them all come to an end, and magic along with them. If I do not sacrifice what I love, what we all love will be the sacrifice. I chose magic. I choose my people. 
 
      Fresh tears spring to my eyes, my own. Ramose closes his arms around me tightly and pulls me to his chest while I weep. I weep for the shaman here, the last of my kind who have forgotten to fight for themselves. I weep for those who just simply wanted to make it home, but had it barred from them like iron gates before heaven. But mostly I weep for Leo and Mama. For now, I grasp where my feet are set, and it is not toward them.  
 
      A sob racks my body, and I open my mouth in a silent wail as I realize fully for the first time what this means. 
 
    I will never see their faces again. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Pressing the end call button, I run my fingers through my red hair, the hacked layers professionally styled into an A-line, and blink away tears. It’s just canceled plans, I chide myself. No need to make your mascara run.  
 
    But no. It’s so much more than that which is bothering me. 
 
    In the bedroom, Gadian has his laptop balanced on his knees, typing away. Kicking off my heels, I collapse on the bed and stare with dread up at the ceiling, as though I’m an Inca watching an eclipse and feeling like it’s a sign the world will end. 
 
      “Kristy’s baby is sick and won’t go with the babysitter. She can’t leave her like that,” I tell Gadian. 
 
      He sniffs and keeps his eyes on the screen. “Can any of your other friends pick you up?” 
 
      I shake my head, a tear escaping down the side of my face. “They live too far out of the way.” 
 
      “Well, just be careful then. Text me when you get there.” 
 
      “I can’t.” My chin shakes, and my breaths become heavy. 
 
      Hearing my voice crack, Gadian turns to me, concern on his features. “Honey! What’s going on?” 
 
      “I don’t think I should drive anymore.” There. I said it out loud. Acceptance, just one of the stages of grief.  
 
    Except this time, it’s my mind I’m grieving over. Without that, who am I? An evening shadow has been cast over my memories, lengthening slowly until eventually, all that will be left is darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, August 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
    Alessio places his hand on the small of my back and pulls me in, but as he kisses me, I think we both can tell it’s empty. No, not empty altogether, just of anything that matters in a kiss. It completely lacks passion or excitement, leaving only the desperate pleading for the other to understand. But I suppose that behind desperation lies the thought, I’m still here. I still want you, so at least that’s something. 
 
      “Goodnight, darling,” he whispers. For a moment, I want to throw out our last hours of conversations, place my hands on his cheeks, and tell him, “I choose you. I will choose the Academy. Where you are, I call home.” But the words stay in my throat, caught in a sprung trap. Once again, our evening was spent arguing after a group of the shaman were gathered and “taken back in time.” I didn’t hear until after they were gone, until the damage was done. Thirty more casualties. “Casualties”—what does that even mean to me? Thirty more brothers, daughters, fathers, and wives. Hundreds more left wondering if their loved one will ever come home to them. 
 
    “They had proven themselves,” we were told. “They’ve given the Academy all the information we asked for. Do as you’re asked, and it will be you next.” I’m sure goodbyes were said and champagne glasses were raised, then the group was led away. Later, only Gadian returned.  
 
    In a tight huddle, I whispered to Alessio, trying to keep my voice from rising to a panic, begging him not to trust Gadian. 
 
      But Alessio won’t even consider that the home they were sent to was the heavens. 
 
      “Sleep sweet,” I respond, then the ache inside me increases at the memory of Mama saying those words each night, standing in my doorway with that gentle smile of hers.  
 
      I will never hear her say those words again. 
 
      I turn away and hear the door close behind me. Before me, the Academy would provide a hundred different distractions, yet I find myself walking to a balcony edge. Watching the ebb and flow of the people below, I feel briefly jealous of their zombie-like state. “Zombie”—it’s a new term I’ve learned. A living corpse. A shell of what they had been, only concerned with their next feeding. Except for the scattered mentors, every single person below has endured kidnapping, has been taken from their homes, has been severed from a magic and a people they have loved. Yet from the trickling laughter and happy clinking of glasses, one would never believe it. Part of me would like to pick up a glass and forget, but remembering is not the enemy here. Leo, Mama, and magic still live in the echoes of my memories, and I will not place a hand over their mouths and smother them into silence.   
 
      I walk the length of the ledge, no destination to my wandering. I feel as though a thin frost covers my soul and I am lost in winter, waiting for spring and its chattering of birds. Birds. Oh, how I miss birds. There is so much to miss, my heart seems never allowed a respite from grieving. 
 
      Now I see that no path I could follow is free of loss. If I choose the Rising, as Ramose has begun to call the rebellion, I lose Alessio. That is clear to me now. I have found love, what some people search their whole lives for. Some would say it’s worth trading everything. 
 
      But truly—everything? The sounds of a spring morning, the breeze on my face, the incredible opportunity to watch a sunset? The smiles of friends, the arms of family, the unique peace of being home? And even more, the ability to face my own reflection? For how could I live with my conscience if I do nothing after what I have experienced, what I have been shown? 
 
      I cannot have the love of my life and myself as well, it seems. The hole that bores through my chest has become a canyon, echoes of sorrow captured there. 
 
      I see a familiar head of blonde hair, pulling me from my trance. Where before I always tried to get away from her, I now find myself walking closer. Azure has her chair turned intentionally away from any others, giving herself forced privacy. I haven’t seen her since she last stood in front of Gadian, a gun to her temple. Then she had stood tall, but now her shoulders are bent, just as a twig the moment before it breaks. 
 
      “Azure,” I call out to her, and she turns around, surprised. I smile at her. A true smile, genuine.  
 
      “Joanna, hey.” My smile seems to have caught her off guard. I see that she holds the same sketchbook that she’s had during many of our sessions. This time she has drawn a variety of eyes. “Sorry I haven’t been in for a couple of weeks. I haven’t been feeling well.” 
 
      I step closer, gingerly entering the private corner she created for herself. “Let’s be honest with each other,” I say, as gentle and kind as I can. “What happened to that man has shaken us both up.” 
 
      She lets out a faint chuckle without a smile, just an acknowledgment that I’ve called her bluff.  
 
      “Can I sit?” I ask. 
 
      “Sure.” She waves to a chair a little ways away. I pull it over, and the moment I’m seated, she meets my eyes. “He died. Did you know?” 
 
      I nod slowly. “I’d heard that. But . . .” I decide to measure how much she knows. “I didn’t hear how. When I saw you in the infirmary, he had stabilized.” 
 
      “Blood clot,” she answers quickly, as though she wants to believe it’s true. We are silent a moment before she goes on. “I keep thinking, ‘That was someone’s baby. That was some mother’s son.’” I can only nod, knowing words have nothing to offer right now. Azure reaches to a glass next to her as if it will anchor her, as if it alone has the strength to hold her steady against a storm raging all around her. “I have a son. Did you know that? His name’s Judd.” She pauses, then looks at the papers in her lap. “Here.” She flips through her notebook and stops at a portrait of a handsome young boy with hair the same light shade as hers. He can’t be older than eight.  
 
      “I had no clue.” I tilt my head, looking at Azure, who seems to morph a bit each time I see her. 
 
      “I don’t talk about him much. It’s too hard. I only get to see him every couple of months. We video call every day, but it’s not the same.” 
 
      “That must break your heart.” I wish for better words. 
 
      “Yeah. But it’s going to be worth it. See, he’s sick. He has medulloblastoma.” She pauses and gives me a weak-hearted smile. “Try saying that ten times fast.” Somehow her small joke seems to be a piece of that same courage she had in the infirmary. Every time you can laugh about something hard, Mama would say, you win. 
 
      I smile, but don’t say a word, and I think of how little I’ve understood the woman sitting before me. All those times I assumed her banter was facetious, perhaps there was something human to her. Could she have been being genuine? I used to look at her and see only a snake hiding in the leaves. Yes, there had been something hiding from me, but I hadn’t the faintest idea. 
 
      “He stays with my parents while I work here. His ‘sperm donor’ stuck around all of maybe forty-eight hours after Judd’s diagnosis. I knew he had a jerk side to him, but I never imagined he had that in him, you know? So every hospital bill is made out to me, and believe me, it’s a pretty penny. So . . .” She shrugs. “I work.” 
 
      “But . . .” I look at her, confused. “Many jobs wouldn’t require that you not see your son for months.” 
 
      “No,” she agrees. “I chose the Academy. Actually, I worked my hiney off to get here. I told you about some of the Academy’s contributions to science. Most recently, just a few months ago they found the cure to a type of cancer that was called leukemia. That was the first puzzle piece in place—they are on track to curing all cancer.” She exhales and manages a hopeful smile. “To healing my baby. Anything I can do to make that happen, I must. Every single day, he is at risk, but if my contribution can speed up the process at all—”  
 
    She cuts herself off and shrugs again. “I tell myself that I’d rather miss out on seeing him for a couple of years while we find this cure if it means that I’d then get to see him grow up for many, many years to come. If it gives him the chance to have a full life. Even if I miss the rest of his childhood, even if he resents me forever, it’s worth it if he gets to have an adulthood. Fall in love, marry, have kids of his own. Grandkids! Wouldn’t it be something if he died of old age? Of course . . .” She inspects the contents of her glass, but doesn’t drink—just talks to the liquid and ice chips. “. . . that brings us to the great paradox of my life. He could die at any moment, and then these days have been wasted and I’d want them back more than anything. If only a time machine were available to all of us, huh?” 
 
      “You couldn’t use it? Just to go back once?” 
 
      “Oh, no. It doesn’t even go back within the last hundred years. That feature was intentionally built in so people couldn’t have two of themselves in one space of time. But even if it did, there’s only the one-time machine in the Americas, and it’s dedicated strictly to science. Can you imagine if it was open to the public? Everyone has regrets we’d love to go back and change. It would be chaos.” 
 
      “So,” I tread carefully. “If a time machine isn’t a possibility, you think the Academy will save your son?” 
 
      Almost imperceptibly, she nods several times before answering. “You can’t rely on people. But science—facts, formulas—that you can rely on. When a scientist makes a discovery, what they are finding is truth. A truth that has always been there, waiting to be found. Isn’t that beautiful? Anything you need to know, science answers.” 
 
      Anything you need to know, science answers, she said. She believes it with her whole heart and soul, but at those words, something within me shivers and squirms in protest. No, that isn’t right. That isn’t right! 
 
      I am quiet for a moment before choosing my words. “When you chat with your son on a video monitor, why is it not the same?” 
 
      She looks up, confused by my question. She looks to the side, then back at me. “I would think it’s obvious.” 
 
      “You scientists, you watch—what do you call them?—atoms gathered on a video monitor, and you keep voices trapped in a box for research. You take blood samples and study the brain and the body. But all the research in the world could only give an utterly inadequate representation. Your experiences with Judd are immensely fuller, more interesting, more expansive.” I lean in, begging her to understand. “How could science, with all its knowledge, ever wrap up all that this little boy is?” I point to the blond-haired sketch on her lap. I think of Mama, of what she had told me were her favorite moments of being a mother. “Of the feel of his little arms around your neck, or that certain face he does when he is trying to be brave. Who he is on the inside is bigger than the heavens, and the richest, truest account of that won’t be found in a full-spectrum lab, but in your home. In your heart. There is a sight, a clarity granted by love.”  
 
    As I speak, I know where I must stand. Even if Alessio cannot accept it. “We ‘know’ things in more ways than we realize. Don’t you feel it when you sketch?” I motion to the papers she always has with her. “My best friend was an artist, and I know he didn’t do it just for entertainment or to pass time. He did it because art takes us to a level of understanding where language can’t capture the deepest realities. Surely you must feel that!” I scoot to the edge of my chair, hands reaching toward her. “Not all forms of knowledge can be held and studied and analyzed! There are less tangible ways of knowing, but they bring pure knowledge none the less. The call of the beautiful, the sight given by love, the compass of conscience, the understanding brought by gratitude. These give us glimpses of truth we could never otherwise know.” 
 
      Watching Azure, I can almost see how at first my words just sit on the surface, then slowly began to sink in, and I can only hope they will drench every layer. Soak her until she understands. She’s leaning on the arm of the chair, her finger curled under her chin, as she carefully answers. “Joanna, don’t kick against this. Keep working with us scientists so we can take you back to your time. Your mother needs you.” Her voice breaks as she pleads.  
 
      We look at each other, nothing but respect in our eyes. I realize that though we will always stand on opposite ends of the battlefield, she is not my enemy. She’s like most soldiers, torn and worn, and just fighting their hearts out for what they think will make things better.  
 
       I swallow and nod. “I hope you find a cure for your son.” 
 
      “I will,” she promises me. She promises herself. Standing, she pulls me into a hug, and I hug back. “I’d better get to bed. Tomorrow I’ll feel up to working again, I’m sure of it.” 
 
      “Until then.” I smile at her.  
 
      Slipping through the halls of the Academy, I find that the canyon inside me doesn’t ache as it did earlier. A flash flood of understanding has cleansed it, left it new. I grasp now why Azure’s heart beats, why she does what she does. Sure. But in doing so, I came to understand my own heart deeper. There is only one path for me. I don’t feel happiness, necessarily, for I know that where I go, Alessio will not follow, but I do feel peace.  
 
      Opening the door to my room, I find that Ramose has already gone to bed and the lights are out. I get myself ready with as little light as I can, though the occasional stirring from his side tells me he is not fast asleep. At last, I pull my duvet over me and switch off my bedside light. I wait a moment until I’m confident the microphones and cameras have gone to sleep. 
 
      “Ramose?” 
 
      “Hmm?” 
 
      “I need you to teach me how to get in touch with my abilities.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Gadian turns and leans on his elbow. 
 
      “I’ve been thinking about what you said. You know, after the oven incident.” Still on my back, I fold my arms over my face to hide the streams that have begun flowing down my cheeks. 
 
      He lays an arm across my waist. “You’re still thinking about that? I didn’t mean anything by it—” 
 
      “No, you’re right. What if I don’t remember how long I’ve been sitting at a light? Or forget someone is in my blind spot? I’m putting people’s lives in danger every time I get behind a wheel.” 
 
      Gadian exhales slowly, then nods. “I didn’t want to say anything, but I’ve been worried about this too.” He gently pries my arms away from my face to look at me. “I would take you myself, but I have to get this in before my deadline. I’m farther behind than I thought. Can you give me two hours?” 
 
      I only slightly shake my head and bite my lips, tasting the salty tears. “No, I’m already late. It will be practically over by then. There’s no point.” 
 
      Reaching over, Gadian brushes the hair from my face. “Why don’t you get a book and read next to me while I work? We’ll have a nice night at home, just us two.” He smiles wide enough for both of us. “We don’t need anyone else.”  
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    Ramose doesn’t respond, leaving my words hanging in the dark between us as piercing and pure as music. They seem that way, at least. At last he speaks up. 
 
      “You don’t understand what you are asking.” His response is quiet, yet there is no mistaking him across the rooms. 
 
      I had thought he would have been pleased to teach me. Obviously, if we can access our abilities, it would help the Rising. It may take time, but we could break apart the grip of the Academy like ice in cracks of stone. If it would further the rebellion, how could Ramose not teach me? 
 
      “In hundreds of people here, you seem to be the only one to have figured out how to get back in touch with your abilities. How can you keep it to yourself?” 
 
      “You imagine that I keep it to quiet out of selfishness?” he answers, a lump of hurt in his tone. “Joanna, there is nothing legal about going down this path. And it is not as though they have prison here. Those who stand up to them…” His silence, as dark and deep as a shipwreck, carries more weight than even speaking the words would have done. 
 
      I clench my jaw, suddenly angry. I realize that we haven’t talked about the Rising in a few days—he has always been asleep or gone when I came back to our room. Finally, I see that was not accidental. “I’m not naive about the risks. Anything I can do to further the Rising, I want to do. I choose this. I want to learn.” 
 
    “And I have my own choice. I will not teach you.”  
 
    Where did this come from? I want to stomp over there and whip back his blankets, make him look me in the eye. But I know the main motion sensors would kick on and the conversation would end without me getting any answers. 
 
    “Why did you introduce me to Wild Dove if you don’t mean to include me?”  
 
    “Believe me, these last days since showing you Brigetta’s memory, I have thought of nothing else. Now having those thirty taken. . .” He pauses, and when he speaks, his voice is firm, decided. “This has consequences we could never undo. My gift may be knowing, but knowledge does not always equal wisdom. I acted rashly when I thrust you into this uprising, and I can see it was a mistake.” He tries to make his voice soft and kind, but right now, it only infuriates me more. I don’t need a condescending pat on the head—I need his help! I need magic again! 
 
      “Why are you doing this?” As I finish speaking, the realization hits me.  
 
      “You don’t trust me,” I answer my own question. “You think I’m more loyal to Alessio than to the Rising.” 
 
      He doesn’t respond, a confirmation that I have hit upon the truth. 
 
      “Ramose, you are wrong about me. I give you my word—nothing is more important to me than giving magic a second chance.” I pause, anger and sadness and determination each twisting into a knotted mess, like a pocketed necklace, at the end of my throat. “This is bigger than my relationship.” My chins quavers and I take a moment to steady myself, swallowing the knot. “We have to help everyone here. We must do everything we can. To do that, I have to get back in touch with my magic, Ramose! You must teach me!” 
 
      He is quiet a moment before speaking as gently as he can. “You are tired, Joanna. Let us not speak any more of it now. We can do nothing tonight.” 
 
      He is unrelenting, yet it seems there is a chink in his resolve. I had given him my word, but perhaps he has learned, just as I have, that a person’s word can be carved out of lies. But actions—those don’t lie. A person will tell you they feel one way, but their actions will always show the truth of where their heart is. 
 
      And I know what I must do. I suppose I’ve always known. 
 
      I slowly stand, pillows tumbling from the bed in my wake. The motion sensors flick on the lights in the main room, dim but plenty to see by. Turning to my armoire, I unearth a long, elegant robe to cover my nightdress and stride determinedly to the door. 
 
      “Where are you going?” Ramose sits up on one elbow, the soft light making his features stand out. His eyebrows turned in and his concerned eyes, the color of damp soil in the summertime.  
 
      I meet his stare, but don’t answer. He doesn’t need my words anymore. My words can only prove to him who I want to be, but my actions will prove to him who I am.  
 
      My necklace unlocks the door and I step out, the weight of those brown eyes heavy on my back, watching me go. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I sit in a hospital gown, feet dangling from the edge of the examination chair as though I’m a child. Under me, the paper crinkles as I shift my weight. 
 
      I had to taxi here to get the CAT scan without Gadian’s knowing because he was so adamantly against it. “It’s a waste of money. You might as well set fire to cash.” He had mimicked holding a bill and striking a lighter. “You just have a bad memory. So what? You’ll always have me here to take care of you.” 
 
      Easy for him to say—he’s not the one staring at a future in a straitjacket. And for another couple of months, what I do with my money is still my business. So here I sit, with hands trembling, waiting for the guillotine to fall. 
 
      “Let me see if I understand.” The doctor squints at the notes on her iPad. “Your fiancé claimed he started the bath for himself, though you thought you had. He insisted you bought four pairs of identical shoes, and the proof was on your credit card, though you had no recollection of doing so. He pointed out that the oven had been left on broil an hour after dinner was done, even though you could have sworn you turned it off. You were certain you left your keys on the hook, but found them in your coat pocket. Is there any chance he might have ‘misplaced’ them?” She doesn’t wait for an answer, but lowers her voice slightly. “Has anyone else ever noticed these ‘mental gaps’?” 
 
      Through my murky thoughts, I understand what she is implying. My mind searches back in time and finds nothing. My hands, rather than steadying, only tremble more violently at what this would mean.  
 
    “No,” I whisper, slowly lifting my head and meeting the doctor’s eyes. “No one.” 
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    Perhaps there is nowhere lonelier than in a crowd, no place more depressing to be than surrounded by laughter without it reaching our souls.  
 
    Walking through the Academy, I remember this feeling too well. It takes me back to a memory just a couple of days after the moment in the garden with Leo. 
 
      We sat in the theater, Alessio’s arm around me, the comedians on stage causing everyone’s faces and sides to hurt with guffaws. Everyone but me. To me, the stage seemed only a mirror, a vivid reflection of my reality. It was one of Aristophanes’ comedies, where he suggested that all people used to have two heads, four arms, and four legs. But after angering the gods, man was divided asunder, forever forced to search the earth for the half that would make them whole. It was a ridiculous concept, of course, but I felt the grip of truth. For well over a decade, I faced the world with Leo’s friendship as the other half of my whole, yet now I felt his absence as sharply as if I were missing my limbs.  
 
      Alessio turned and grinned at me, assessing how I liked the play, and I mustered up a smile in return. Though Leo and I never had an ounce of romance between us, we had something that even a sweetheart couldn’t replace. Alessio, as wonderful and handsome as he was, had only just stepped into my story, while Leo’s was built around my own. No cobblestone or hillside in my childhood seemed untouched by his fingerprints. Since the lake months ago, I’d only seen him that once in the garden, and I wondered if Leo knew that the passage of time may dull many things, but never what he meant to me. Did I do the right thing? The question forever lingered like a sword above my bowed head. 
 
      The play ended, the actors shedding their characters and becoming simply people again, the audience waking from their happy dream. They all dawdled in the theater, not yet ready to walk home and face the nuisances of life, the draft under the door or the hard bed at night. In front of the stage, Alessio pumped an actor’s hand, and two minutes later they were laughing as Alessio clapped him on the back as if an old friend. Alessio lived for this, for the surge of life that flows from the stage and through the aisles. I saw it on his features each time we came, which used to confuse me as he has always known the finest things in life. What escape did he need? But as I came to understand him better, I saw why. 
 
     He never once brought me to a tragedy—we never once left without our neatly packaged happy ending handed to us. Something is coursing through Alessio’s veins that tells him life should be more than pain and drudgery. There are adventures to be had, an excitement that as the sixth child to a bureaucrat, he has yet to be able to experience. But oh, he will experience them someday—he knew it. Everything he did built toward it. In the meantime, he would sit in the theater with rapt attention, wide-eyed at this glimpse of a world more alive than our own. 
 
    When we finally walked from the theater, though Alessio’s arm remained slung around my shoulders, it seemed that the higher he climbed, the lower I sank. His eyebrows knitted ever so briefly in concern that he knew something was wrong with me. But he didn’t ask. Perhaps he didn’t want to know, didn’t want anything tarnishing the golden evening. Instead, his excitement climbed higher and higher, as if we were each an end of a stick and he hoped that by lifting one end, the other would have to rise as well.  
 
    We walked under a window spilling with magenta bougainvillea blossoms, and Alessio plucked one that had strayed away from the flock. “Per te, tersoro mio.” He bowed low with a playful grin and handed it to me. For you, my treasure. 
 
    I wanted to throw my arms around him, kiss those sweet lips with the fervor that Alessio practically breathes, yet I couldn’t. Taking the flower, I felt my chin quaver, and I pulled it close to my chest as though its delicate petals were strong enough to hold down the aching there.  
 
    At last, Alessio stopped. Folding his arms around me, he kissed the top of my head and stroked my back slowly. 
 
    “How can I help you be happier?” he whispered, his cheek resting against my hair. 
 
    What I needed most, I couldn’t ask for. I wanted Leo’s freckled face and paint-stained hands back in my life, but I knew that was my own doing. Only I had the power to fix what was wrong. Yet the question remained—was I wrong? 
 
    Leo’s last question to me, our last moments together, echoes in my thoughts. My lack of an answer had haunted me, as it clearly had him.  
 
    “Darling.” I tilted my head up. “Can we go visit your grandfather?” 
 
    He looked at me, confused. “You know Nonno’s gift is for physical healing. He cannot take this away.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” was all I answered, my eyes looking past him to the direction we must go. 
 
    “Well, we had better try it.” Alessio smiled at me and squeezed me tightly in his arms. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Cristoforo was pulling out a worn wooden chair for me in front of his hearth, something red and meaty boiling in a cast-iron skillet over the flames.  
 
    “Cristoforo,” I dove in without prompting. “You told Leo that you saw a rare greatness in him, that if anyone could learn to fly once grown, it was him. Do you still believe that?” 
 
     It didn’t escape me how a shadow passed through Alessio’s eyes. He folded his arms and leaned back against the mantel, his usual stance, but something was different. All of his clapping, bowing, joking energy from the theater had evaporated faster than snow before fire, and what remained of him was unnervingly still. 
 
    “Of course.” Cristoforo pulled his seat up to the table and clasped his aged fingers under his chin, giving me his undivided attention. 
 
    “Why him?” Alessio cut in, and we both turned to face him, surprised at his input. He shrugged coolly. “I’m sorry. I just don’t see what makes him so different.” 
 
    I tilted my head, confused. How could he not see what Leo is? Could he truly not recognize jewels when they sparkled right in front of him? 
 
    “It may be that you have greatness misunderstood,” Cristoforo admonished his grandson. “It is not status, strength, or even intelligence. It certainly isn’t looks.” He paused and Alessio raised his eyebrows, clearly assuming his grandfather’s remark to be pointed at his handsome face. But Cristoforo only smiled softly, no malice in his eyes. “Continuous effort. That is where potential lies, and where Leonardo’s greatness dwells. I have yet to meet anyone who tries as deeply as that young man does. He banishes from his mind all reasons why something won’t work, and chooses only to believe the reasons that it can.” 
 
    “Cristoforo, I’m afraid I’ve made a terrible mistake.” With my fingernails, I picked at a piece of lip. Softly pulling, I tasted blood. “I withdrew my support—it was getting too dangerous. But he’s going to keep trying, I know it, and no one will be there to save him. He could die, alone. I should be there.” 
 
    Alessio scoffed loudly. “No mistake has been made. You can’t condone his risky behavior. Unless he wants his ‘greatness’ to sink to the bottom of a cold lake, he needs to be more cautious. It’s not your fault if he chooses to be reckless.” 
 
    “Darling, that’s fairly audacious.” I could tell that something black and deformed lies contained inside Alessio’s words, yet perhaps as foolishly as Pandora with her box, I probed further, lifting the lid. “Is it so wrong to ‘condone’ hope?” 
 
    “If it is false hope.” Alessio’s answer came out fast and sharp, a blade. “You want to go to him, to save him? What would you do? Have you so soon forgotten the lake, when he nearly had you both killed? Neither of you would have survived on your own.” 
 
    “So come with me,” I implored. 
 
    Alessio firmly shook his head before I even finished my plea. “I’m done with him.” 
 
    I slid out my chair and stood, facing him. “But how can we just look the other direction? He’s our friend!” 
 
    “No, he’s your friend.” 
 
     Years of friendship pulled at me as forcefully as ropes, urging me to come to Leo’s defense. “You saw it in him—I know you did! You saw the same greatness!” 
 
    “Oh.” For the briefest moment, the shadow passed from Alessio’s eyes, and I saw not anger that he was hiding, but pain. “If only you thought as highly of me as you do of him.” 
 
    Cristoforo stepped toward his grandson and gently placed his hand on the young man’s arm. “Do you think that we don’t see you? I see you. I’ve always seen you.” For a moment, they were quiet, a young man and an old man, and just the strong bond between them. Quietly, Cristoforo continued. “I see how this jealousy is a toxin, changing you. Don’t let it. There’s no need for it to dim your light.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Alessio shrugged his grandfather’s hand off him. “Now he’s the ‘great one,’ the supreme example of what man can become, and I’m the one with a black soul.” He walked from the mantel to the door. As he opened it, the view filled with the grandeur of his father’s home. He turned to face us, his hand still on the knob. “Don’t you worry about me. I won’t let him dim what I can become.” He leaned forward, sure we would catch every word. “And when I become that, it will not be on the coattails of anyone else. I will not live in Leo’s shadow, nor my father’s. People will know me as more than ‘Medici’s youngest’ or ‘DaVinci’s friend.’ Being Alessio will mean something.” He locked eyes with just me. “Perhaps then, you will see a greatness in me.” 
 
    With that, he turned and strode out the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “We’ll call you with the results,” the doctor said, but I heard in her voice what she predicts the outcome will be. They won’t be able to find anything wrong with my mind.  
 
    She has stepped out, leaving me to get dressed again. I feel as though I’m standing on subway tracks, looking down tunnels with no light on either end and both directions equally dangerous. On one side, I see myself lost in mental illness while still in my twenties. But at least down those tracks there is a loving husband, who rushes to meet my every need. 
 
      Down the other tunnel, I am legally bound to a sick, controlling pervert who spent months figuring out how to pull the wool over my eyes. A man who would rob me of my self-worth, my confidence, my memories. But I still would have my mind. 
 
      For now.  
 
    How many years could I resist him? How long until the subtle questions of the doctor are buried under the delusions he builds? 
 
      No! My thoughts scream, and I crouch over, grabbing the sides of my head. He is everything I have looked for! He is kind—never once has he raised his voice to me! He loves me. If I know anything, I know he loves me! And I love him! I’m supposed to marry him in two months! 
 
      I crumple into myself, body racked with sobs, the papery gown sticking to my sweat. 
 
      Then, comes a voice of sanity from somewhere inside of me, I don’t have much time. I have to get away. 
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    “Don’t hate me,” I whisper to Alessio. We sit on the sofa in Alessio’s room, our knees an inch away from touching. How I want to close off that inch, close off all space between us, but right now, the distance seems like a chasm.  
 
    When I had walked the halls remembering that day at Cristoforo’s, I felt a hook digging into my gut, knowing what I was about to do. I do see great things in Alessio. But that doesn’t mean I can be with him. 
 
     With each step, with the knock on the door, with him motioning me in, the hook tore up my insides more and more. When I told him it was over, I thought that hook would finish me off, but somehow a broken heart still beats. When I made up my mind to end things, it seemed rash until I realized that for months, I have been inventing any excuse to stay with Alessio. It’s as though I’ve been standing in a street trying to ignore a runaway carriage coming at me full force. I don’t love him any less, but our paths twist out of sight in opposite directions. He can never fully be mine, just as I can never fully be his, as long as half our hearts war against each other.  
 
      “I could never hate you. I don’t even see how I could ever stop loving you.” He looks at me for a moment like I am home, but then he looks away, preferring to watch the steam as it rises from platters on the table nearby. 
 
      “I suppose that’s why I’m worried you’ll hate me.” I swallow the hard lump of sorrow in my throat. “I don’t think love easily dies—it just evolves. If it can’t grow, it turns into pain. And like so many other emotions, pain is too difficult to face. So we let ourselves hate instead.” 
 
      Alessio shakes his head, the muscles in his face tense. “If you knew me at all, you wouldn’t say that. If you had any idea how I feel about you.” 
 
      I give him a soft smile and blink back tears to see him. “It’s exactly because I do know you that I’m worried. You are all about being fun, being happy. And I’ve loved that about you. But when it simply isn’t fun or happy, can you let yourself grieve? Can you let yourself feel the pain without it rotting into hatred?” 
 
      “You don’t need to worry about me. Not anymore,” he answers, his features immobile. “I just don’t understand why.” 
 
      For a moment, I can only look at him, knowing he deserves more than the crumbs of a reason I have given him. Sure, I had used the break-up lines that must be centuries old—“We want different things” and “I don’t see how this can work.” But what substance does that give him to hold on to? Do I honestly expect those weak words to be a healing salve to the wounds I’ve inflicted? No, he needs a much stronger medicine. Yet how can I explain how I feel, knowing that our every word is likely recorded? There’s no Wild Dove here to put up walls, and it would be a terrible idea, for Alessio’s sake, to climb into bed and turn off the lights. Yet to risk speaking of my true feelings, where microphones are a mandatory part of the furniture, could be my worst mistake. 
 
      And yet. Perhaps . . . yes. When I had my panic attack after watching the fallen man get murdered, Ramose had held me close and whispered to me. He understood, likely better than anyone because of his ability, what the listening equipment is capable of, and knew that if we were close, we could still speak if we were quite hushed. I have to try. 
 
      Casting Ramose from my mind, I look at the inch-wide gorge between us, knowing I must jump. Steeling myself to cross that enormous bit of space, I turn and lean into Alessio. His arm is up on the couch, and I cuddle into it, placing my hand on his chest. He stiffens, and I feel as though I’m scrambling up the side of this ravine, struggling to reach the peak. I’m sliding, desperate for footholds, when at last Alessio reaches out to me. His arm that was on the couch drops around my waist and holds tight, pulling me to safety. I used to think I would give anything to stay forever in these arms.  
 
    I was wrong.  
 
      Tucking my head against his chest, I whisper to him, trying to keep my voice steady as a buried sob attempts to tear it apart, as an earthquake does to the stoic ground. “From the day we arrived, we’ve felt differently about this place. You've tried to get me to see it through your eyes, and I tried—I did. But no matter how pretty the package, I could never get past what was rotting inside. Toxic. Perhaps science and the Academy aren’t so bad, but Gadian is. And his fingerprints are all over this place—there’s no separating them. When I attempted to show you Gadian as I see him, you couldn’t even consider what I said.” 
 
      “That’s not—” 
 
      “No, just listen. It’s okay.” I softly trace my fingers along his collarbone as I speak. “Because I see now that we can’t change each other’s minds. This goes to the deepest levels of who we are. Our cores.” 
 
      “Meaning….?” 
 
      “Well . . .” I grasp for the words, suddenly terrified that the explanation will cut deeper than the lack of one would have. But it’s too late now. “In your father’s home, you became used to luxury, but you felt like you were always treated second-tier. Unimportant. That’s why you wanted to perfect your magic—to become the right-hand man to royalty, isn’t it? But now that has changed. Here, the head of the entire Academy has hand-selected you alone to mentor. You are given the luxury you are accustomed to, and then some. But even more, you are treated like a somebody. Important. That’s everything you’ve ever wanted. Isn’t it?” 
 
      “Not everything,” he answers, and barely kisses the top of my head. I can’t see his face, but from the heave of his chest, I think he hasn’t been able to keep from crying. It’s the worst realization because unlike me, Alessio is the kind of person you would never imagine crying. He always seemed made of pure strength and charisma. And now I’ve broken him.  
 
    Sadness seeps through my every layer and goes straight to my bones. The tears I had carefully kept checked can no longer be contained by my weakened barriers, and they flow unrestrained. I’m heartbroken. This is the last thing I wanted to do.  
 
    I look up at him, and though both our cheeks are wet, neither of us moves to wipe the tears away. We are the perfect distance for a kiss, and for a moment I am lost back in time, in the reality that had been our lives before we were kidnapped. A part of me still believes in that other life, where we could have grown old and gray together in our Tuscan hills. I fiercely want to believe in that life, believe that we could find love again. But no. That is no longer our reality. And I cannot live in what-ifs. Alessio’s eyes flicker to my lips, only a breath away, but I shake my head. 
 
    “I’m going to fight against it, Alessio,” I whisper, praying from the depths of my soul that the tiny microphones can’t pick up my words. “Wicked things are done here. Don’t you recall being taken hostage against our will? They’ve done that to thousands of people! In normal society, if someone kidnapped even one innocent person, you’d agree that they are evil. How can you overlook this? And magic! Magic is being smothered to death. Our people are becoming extinct. But if we can be free, there’s hope.” 
 
    Alessio brushes a strand of hair from my cheek that has gotten stuck in my tears. “Joanna, we don’t want your ‘hope.’” He tries to say it kindly, but is there a kind way to say that? “Don’t risk everything, Joanna. It’s foolish. We like it here. We love it here! Will you honestly go to battle for those who don’t even want you to fight for them?” 
 
    I pull back. “Yes.” I nod once. “Some things matter, some things don’t. This matters. I will not lose myself, lose all of magic, to what doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “Did we matter?” he asks. In his eyes I can see a light flicker, as though fighting not to go out in a wind. I don’t answer him. It wouldn’t matter now how much I tell him he has meant to me. Love is a thing you show.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I lean forward and feel the warmth of his lips on mine for the last time. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes as the memory disappears. Normally, the morning meditation is my only chance for peace, but today my mind was dominated by the need to know what happened to the redheaded girl, and what I am finding leaves me with dread down to my bones. Rising from the floor, I roll my shoulders back and rub my hands over my face, scratching the stubble on my cheeks to help wake me from the dream that truly happened. Yet like a ghost, she won’t leave me. 
 
    Grabbing my towel and swimwear, I step toward the door, habit propelling me forward even when my thoughts are consumed.  
 
    Then opening the door, I see them, the early risers. Most here at the Academy sleep in from late nights and lack of motivation in their days. They would let their very minds and hearts atrophy. Yet walking to the pool, I see in the faces around me the same look as was in Madison’s eyes. As though they are trying to see through the dark shadows that would slowly consume them. 
 
    How many times have I walked these halls, wanting to grab my people by the shoulders, shake them awake and out of their stupor? Yet now my soul swells in pain for them with the same engulfing pity I felt when waking from Madison’s memory.  
 
    I see now that what Gadian did to her, he has done to my people too. His strategy has differed, but his intention is the same. 
 
    Chip away at a person’s memories one at a time and slowly, pebble by pebble, they are destroyed. Make them forget who they are, and they become his. 
 
    Slipping into the water, I know I must find out what happened to the redheaded girl. I anticipate that how her story ends, so will ours. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, September 2048 A.D. 
 
      
 
      The single cherry sits in a plastic cup on a metal tray only an arm’s reach away. The only thing keeping me from exercising restraint, from diving at it and throwing it my mouth as though starving to death, is the familiar weapon pointed straight at me. 
 
      “You remember this, huh?” Azure asks gently. “It’s a tranquilizer gun, with the power to put a six-hundred-pound bear to sleep. You know, just in case a six-hundred-pound bear happens to appear in this room.” She raises a penciled eyebrow. “But nothing like that is going to happen, right? Just do what you're asked, and we won’t have to worry about this thing at all.” 
 
      I nod.  
 
      What else can I do? I hate being a part of anything that could further their research, but though weeks have passed since I ended things with Alessio, Ramose has refused to involve me with the Rising.  
 
      “Okay, we’ll draw the blood now, and then once again when you’ve completed the transformation, then compare the DNA.” She notices my confused face as the needle meets its mark in my arm. “Deoxyribonucleic acid. It carries your genetic information.” 
 
      Placing a fluff ball on the incision, she begins to wrap my arm in a long, blue bandage.  
 
      “The cameras will record the change, then break it down into two thousand frames per second so we can analyze it.” She gives me a teasing smile. “Pity me. You can’t imagine the amount of coffee it takes to go through even a minute of two-thousand-frame-per-second material.” 
 
      She places the plastic cup with the fresh cherry in my open palm. “This should give us twenty to thirty minutes of access to your magical abilities before it passes through your system.” I close my fingers over it as though it were a robin’s egg, a tiny life contained inside. 
 
      “And now that we have your human CAT scan, we’ll need you to do it again in various animal forms until we have the good-quality diagnostics we need to study. Ready?” She takes her seat and crosses her legs, slightly kicking her foot. “For today, go ahead and start with any animal you like.” 
 
    I sigh and lift the cherry to my lips. Closing my eyes, I bite down, the sweet juice glistening on my tongue. I don’t even have to think—I know exactly which animal to choose.  
 
    White down immediately spreads across my arms even as my frame shrinks. I want to rejoice in the change, to feel me again, but the usual wonder doesn’t reach my heart. There will be no flying free, no wind smoothing down my feathers. I am to sit still and pray that whatever message this DNA of which she speaks contains, they will not be able to translate it. There is no joy in this transformation. 
 
    Fully changed, I tilt my thin swan head to look at Azure. 
 
    She smiles. “It really is you in there, isn’t it, Joanna?”   
 
    In response, I bat my wings once, and as the rush of air pushes her blonde hair from her face, Azure laughs out loud. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” She waves at my wings to go down. “Let’s get to work. Step right up here for the CAT scan, and hold absolutely still.” 
 
    I follow her instructions and settle on a flat bed, closing my eyes. I hear her step from the room and know she is watching me through the glass, reading the results on a screen. 
 
    Immediately, the loneliness that her presence had kept at bay comes at me, slowly at first, like a rising tide. Every day it comes now, submerging me. Like the day Leo and I nearly drowned, I feel as though I can see light somewhere above the surface, but no amount of effort on my part seems to get me any closer. I just sink further into it, lungs threatening to explode. 
 
    Never in my life have I been so alone. I have no one left. Azure, though she may be friendly, is no friend. It was she and her people who snatched Leo and Mama from me. Maybe in another circumstance we could be friends, but here it’s not an option. And sweet Alessio, I myself abandoned. I ache for him daily, wishing for the days when we used to fly above the Tuscan countryside. It is hard not to doubt my actions when Ramose continues to keep himself and his Rising out of my reach. 
 
    Just before coming here, I fought with him about it. With nothing else to occupy myself during the scan, my thoughts wander back.  
 
    He had been avoiding me, as much as someone who shares a room with you can do, so I sought him out in the Academy. I spotted him an open door labeled The Workshop with a dozen others puttering around with various projects. In the center of the enormous room, Ramose stood out, a heavy cream apron against his beautiful brown skin and thick protective gloves on his hands. Bending over, he opened a contraption that looked somewhat like an enormous oven. Reaching in, his dark eyes completely focused, he pulled out a magnificent piece of pottery significantly taller than my torso and washed in shades of green and blue, like the ocean.  
 
    Slow and steady he moved, his muscles flexed to carry the weight. He smiled, looking it over, and my heart ached to see that smile more often. But that’s not why I came. Setting my lips in a thin line, I strode toward him. 
 
      “Ramose.”  
 
      He looked up, and to my surprise, his smile only widened as he saw me. He slowly slid the huge vase on a table as he answered. “Not a crack.” He gestured to it, then took off a glove. “Only took me seven tries.” 
 
      “We need to talk.” I stepped close enough to whisper fiercely, but he just sidestepped me.  
 
      “I don’t see the point.” He shrugged, closing the oven. Then turning back, all his attention was on the stunning pottery. He placed one gloved hand on it gently, as if it were a woman. 
 
      “You’ve been avoiding me,” I accused, head tipped, daring him to disagree. 
 
      “You think so?” He raised his hand to his chin, a single finger lifted across his lips. “My apologies. I’ve been busy.” He motioned to the table covered in ceramics, ink sketches, even stained glass. Looking at it, I realized that many of the beautiful items in our room I had assumed the Academy had placed there for decoration were the workmanship of Ramose’s hands. 
 
      “Ah, yes, you’ve made yourself very busy.” I looked away from the table, folding my arms, forcing myself not to be drawn in by its beauty. The reason I am here is more important, I told myself, keeping myself vinegar-lipped. And he knows it. 
 
      “Well, creating your magnum opus takes some time.” He turned away from me again, all smiles and soft eyes for the lifeless vase.  
 
      “Magnum opus?” My voice raises, but I quickly drop it to a whisper. “It’s a pot. There are people, living breathing people, here who need you. I need you!”  
 
    But he didn’t even meet my stare. 
 
     In one step, my arm swung full force, colliding with the still-hot pottery. It crashed to the ground, pieces flying like terrified birds.  
 
      Now Ramose faced me, looking as though I’d thrown boiling water in his face. He may have preferred that. My breath heaved from the jungle drum beating in my chest, hating myself for what I did, hating him for pushing-pushing-pushing me until I did it. My arm was scorched, but I refused to touch or look at it. Only my tears welling in my eyes gave me away.  
 
      Without a word, Ramose set his jaw and grabbed my other arm, escorting me to the door.  
 
      “Teach me!” I demanded, our faces just inches from each other. “You know what is most important!” 
 
      Instead of pushing me to the door, he stopped at a sink, a wave of his hand bringing a rush of cold water. Then, even with his eyes still enraged, he reached for my other arm and thrust it under the flow. It brought some immediate relief, and my breaths came out heavy, as though I’d been holding it. 
 
      “The burn will be much worse if you do not stand here for several minutes and rinse it.” Then leaning close enough to me that his lips brushed my chestnut hair, he whispered, “Do not presume at what I know, or the weight it puts upon me.”  
 
      With that, he let go of my arm and stalked back to the broken shards, leaving me watching him. As he bent to lift the largest pieces, he didn’t even look back at me. When his fingers touched the fragments, he sighed, as if exhaling his anger, leaving again only sadness in its place. It occurred to me that I had shattered the one thing in this prison to bring him happiness. 
 
     I felt as broken as it, as if my shards had no hope of becoming a whole again. 
 
      “That’s it.” Azure’s voice pulls me from the memory, and I open my eyes. “We’ll just do the blood draw now, then you can transform back. You’ll have to wait here another ten minutes to get that small cherry out of your system, and then you’ll be good to go. We’ll do another animal tomorrow.” 
 
      Five minutes later, she’s wrapping my arm where the blood draw was done, her fingertips warm on my skin.  
 
      “What are you looking for?” My voice suddenly surprises both of us. “With all of this.” I nod to the room of equipment. “With me especially.” 
 
      She chews on her cheek, as though trying to weigh what she should say. She leans back and sums me up, but I can tell she doesn’t want to hold it in. “You know those flying drones in the hallways? That deliver food to your room and stuff?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “You’ve seen how they can hover in one place for extended periods of time, just waiting for someone to open the door and get their plate. They have such precision that several of them can move together, completely unified, moving large objects without the slightest jostle or spill.”  
 
    I’m quiet, unsure where she is going with this. 
 
    Azure leans forward, a spark in her eyes. “Just imagine if we could extend this same ability, but on a massive scale. We could suspend entire homes in the air! A person could wake up to being amid a sunrise, rays of light all around! How would it be? But more practically, we could have safe houses already in the air for when disaster strikes. A tornado blows in? Go above ground—way above.” 
 
    I turn my head to the side. “And this has to do with me . . .how?” 
 
    “Weight.” She flops back in her chair. “Okay, there’s a big long scientific explanation, but in layman’s terms, that’s what it boils down to. Humans can’t fly like birds, in part, because of the weight of their bones. Well, most humans.” With an almost bow of her head, she gestures to me. “We believe that this discrepancy that you show, and in another way Alessio does, both could be the answer we have been looking for.” 
 
    I consider that. “So all this,” My voice goes quiet, mournful. “Is just for your people to have some houses in the sky?” 
 
    “Well . . .” She uncrosses and re-crosses her legs, looking down, then away. “We have plenty of things we are researching. That’s just one in particular—” 
 
    But I don’t care to hear the rest. Without being excused, I stand and leave the room, and she doesn’t call after me. 
 
     Eventually I drift back toward my room.  
 
    I do not care to face my roommate right now and hope he’s gone. Yet while still down the hall, I see the door to our room open. Quickly, and perhaps childishly, I duck into a doorway so Ramose won’t see me. I can’t bear to attempt normal conversation right now. The mere idea of it curdles in my stomach like sour milk. How could he promise that we’d see the Academy come to an end, then turn around and cut me out? Does he truly think I have so little to contribute to toss me aside so easily? 
 
      Peering from my doorway, I see at once how tense his shoulders are, how his eyebrows knit together. His eyes dart down the hall too quickly as though trying to act casual, but his anxiousness betrays him. Then suddenly his hand catches on the doorframe and his eyes close. At first I think he is dizzy, but as he opens his eyes, his shoulders roll back comfortably and his face muscles relax into a confident certainty. He just connected with the earth, I realize. How does he do that?  
 
    From his expression, it seems that whatever he had asked the earth, the answer he received was pleasing. Without another moment of hesitation, he briskly walks in the opposite direction from me, and I wonder if what he had asked the earth was, “Am I being followed?” 
 
    Well, he wasn’t then. But he sure is now. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I never wanted to be a soldier. To me, life has always been more about understanding and reflection than being on the front lines. Yet the more I understand, the more I see that this knowledge must be used.  
 
      Our people may be at war, but there is no fight in them. Their histories, their hopes, their own identities are being pillaged and set on fire while they can only watch, clinging to their rib cages. I look at the charred ruins of what would have been and know that I cannot stay in comfortable passivity. I cannot be a bystander to this slow genocide.  
 
      I must turn this ground, gray with ash, into a battlefield. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
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    Through the Academy, I keep his back in view, letting the crowds hide me from sight. The few times people block him too much, I realize I can easily look to one of the many reflective surfaces—the shining gold banisters, polished dark tabletops, the elevator doors like mirrors—and the new angle keeps him in my sights.  
 
      Eventually he turns down another hallway, more doors like ours lining the sides. Outside one of them two people talk casually, but their speech slows when Ramose approaches. They don’t stop to speak with him, but something in how they look at him tells me he is no stranger to them. They have been expecting him. One, seeming almost to play with his masculine necklace key, leans back just close enough to the door for it to click open. Ramose slips inside without a word. 
 
      They are standing guard.  
 
      I have not been invited, which only adds to my intrigue. I step forward. The worst they can do is send me away, right? Approaching the two guards, I see their eyes narrow on me, with none of the recognition or expectation they had for Ramose. This time their conversation does stop, leaving that awkward moment like having walked into a deeply personal exchange. Straightening my spine, I meet their eyes and give a confident nod. “I’m with Ramose.” It’s the truth . . . just unbeknownst to him. “I am here to see Wild Dove.” I take a stab in the dark. 
 
      Apparently this was the right thing to say, for the man nods back without a word and again fiddles “idly” with his necklace. Like Ramose, I walk in alone. 
 
     Inside I find about twenty people, all listening intently to one woman. 
 
    Wild Dove. 
 
     She sits in a chair as the others circle her, some on chairs or a couch, but also many on the floor. No one pays me any mind as I slip in, giving me a moment to observe them. They remind me of a still pond that has been disturbed by a pebble. For some, I sense a ripple going through them, something beautiful and changing. But others are as stiff and quiet as the stone. 
 
      “My brother thought my mother didn’t want us when we went on that bus,” Wild Dove is saying. “Until I looked out the window and showed him that she was crying. All the mothers were crying.” 
 
      In the group, I find Ramose. Though this isn’t a happy story, he drinks in Wild Dove’s words as though when she speaks, the storm of conflict in his life has lifted. The wind stops, the rain ceases. He nods, almost imperceptibly, at her every word. 
 
      Perhaps sensing my gaze, he turns and meets my eye. His reaction at seeing me is confused—somehow bothered and pleased at the same time. But then the first overrides the other as he raises his eyebrows and pinches his lips in a clear message. Get. Out. As though I’m some child who has wandered into an adult conversation, as though I don’t belong. 
 
      I never drop his gaze as I sit down on the only place available, the floor, and then turn my head to listen.  
 
      “They bathed us in kerosene and shaved Ahanu’s head. He would never be permitted to wear it long, like our tribe always had, while we were there. They called it a Reeducation Program, but few deluded themselves enough to believe education was the real purpose. To ‘civilize the savage’—that was the main motivator. I never understood that. When I heard that, I would think of how Grandfather would sit in the evenings outside his hogan and watch Ahanu run and play in the horses’ corral, their beautiful sleek bodies and wild manes mixing with his laughter. Is that what they meant by ‘savage’? ‘Ahanu’ means ‘he who laughs,’ and it fit him well. But when we were sent to their school, his laughter stopped.” Her hands grasp the arms of the chair and she sits taller, as if on a throne.  
 
      “We were forced to work many hours a day, trying tasks for any child but even more so for our malnourished bodies. The food was completely lacking in quality, quantity, and variety. We had little privacy, and the rules were unnecessarily strict and confining to the point of locking the fire escape so we could not leave. They did all this even though the initial intent was not to break our bodies. What they desired most was to break our souls.” Her intense stare seems to meet each and every one of our gazes as she continues. 
 
    “We were forbidden to speak a single word of our native languages. Think about that—to be taken as a child away from your parents and arrive somewhere no one speaks your language, yet if you so much as attempt to express yourself, you’ll be punished. We were even stripped of our names. What does a child know of the world but their family, their home, their language, and their name? They tore that all apart, right down to the bone. They wanted to erase and replace who we were. 
 
    “The man who created the first Indian Reeducation School had been an army officer, and his philosophy on why it should be done was no secret.” She closes her eyes now, the words she must raise to her lips as acidic as bile. “He said, ‘A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead one. In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in this—that all the Indian there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and save the man.’" She opens her eyes again. “They did not even believe us capable of good. They saw even children as enemies. How much easier is it to abuse someone if you believe there is no beauty to be found in them? 
 
    “I felt bad for myself, but worse for my brother. You see, for each time they punished me for speaking Navajo or refusing to refer to myself as ‘Frances,’ I knew that who I was burned inside me still. Wild Dove. They hadn’t been able to extinguish me. But Ahanu—sweet, beautiful Ahanu who used to laugh and run with the horses—he didn’t need to be punished. He was a prized pupil, ‘successfully reformed.’ He became Billy. I lost my brother to them.” Her gaze seems lost in memories above our heads until she remembers why she has shared her story. Clarity comes to her eyes as she meets ours straight on. 
 
    “Can you not see ourselves in these children? Our souls stifled. Taken from those we love, ransacked of all we had known.” 
 
    There is a shuffle from the edge of the room, and a young shaman stands. “You push too hard,” he calls her out, and all heads turn to him. He is one who seemed to me like a stone when I walked in, unscathed by the flow of words in the room. He throws out his arms as though motioning to the entire Academy, and he laughs. It has an edge to it that slashes, mocking the seriousness of the moment. “We are no one’s target practice! Your comparison is extreme at best. We are not abused little kids.” 
 
     “True.” Wild Dove nods slowly, considering his objections. “Here, there is no one bashing in your heads or making you slave for hours at workloads above your capacity. Perhaps our captors have gone to the other extreme, for they understand that they are no longer dealing with weak children. We can spot a bully miles away, and we won’t allow ourselves to be made victims. We can rise. So they’ve realized they needed to find other ways to pacify us. Their approach has had to change. But their intent has not.  
 
    “We live and eat and sleep in a place that would transform us inside and out. A place that would erase and replace who we are. It is their goal to kill the voice of the earth inside us. They would have us become mindless, addicted, trapped in cells of our own making. You must never forget! You have a voice. You are powerful. You matter. And no one has a right to make you feel as though you do not. Can you remember who you were before they told you who you should be?” 
 
    She stands and steps to the side, her speech over.  
 
     It’s quiet for a moment as everyone remembers, I hope. Resting my eyes, I try to recall how the wind felt as I soared, the warmth of the sun on my sleek white back. Each animal held its own new wonder for me. To be a mouse and have the world be so vast and enticing. To be a deer and run with long grass tickling my belly. To be a bat and see the night sky with sounds rather than sight. I realize, for the first time, that though the memories are lovely, I can no longer recall them in detail. It’s like trying to remember the voice of a loved one who has died—if I heard it, I would know it was them. But my mind can’t seem to retrieve it on its own. The realization bothers me, and I open my eyes to stop facing the broken fragments of memories. 
 
      Looking up, I see the door close behind the shaman who had objected. Around me, others are standing, and I rise to my feet. 
 
      “Can’t win them all,” Wild Dove speaks over my shoulder. I turn around, and she clasps my hand with the warmth of an old friend. “So glad you decided to come, my dear.” 
 
      I smile back but tilt my head, confused. Decided to come? As though I had been invited? Was Ramose supposed to include me? But the questions never get a chance to escape my lips as the door flies open. 
 
      “Gadian! He’s coming!” I turn to see the guard who kept watch, his face strained tight and white in panic. “Everyone, out!” Suddenly the cuff of his shirt is grabbed by a well-dressed Neanderthal. His eyes bulge and the top button of his collar embeds itself against his throat as he is thrown backward and out of our sight. No one has time to move, let alone run. 
 
     With the intent to harm as a tornado, in swarm Gadian’s men. Without wasting breath, the raid begins, suits of gray and black on their side, our gaudy, bright costumes on the other. In the eye of the storm is Gadian, his expression disturbingly calm. It’s not a fair fight—the shaman only have human fists to brawl with, and little to no experience in using them. The Suits—for it’s clear these aren’t mentors. I’ve never seen a mentor with the build these men have—carry darts with liquid inside. Smaller, but similar to the one pointing at me when I transformed. 
 
    A man stumbles at my feet, and looking down, I see a single dart protruding from his neck as his eyes roll back and flutter to a close. I pluck the dart from his neck, praying it will help, but the liquid has already emptied into his bloodstream. I can see it’s identical to the one used to sedate me when I was kidnapped. Fear sucks air from the room, and I stumble backward. 
 
     An iron grip closes over my forearm, and I spin to find myself face-to-face with a Suit. He looks at me, thirsty, with a curled lip and fixed eyes. His thumb moves just slightly along the outside of my chest without releasing his clutch on my arm. With his free hand, he grasps a dart and thrusts it underhanded toward my gut. My abdominals clench in protest, but the needle never meets its mark.  
 
    “Don’t touch her!” Ramose bulls into the Suit, head and shoulders first.  
 
    Before the man can think, his dart is turned on him. Ramose plunges it into his collarbone, then jumps up, blocking the man from me just in case he should rise. But he doesn’t. The Suit’s eyes roll back as his knees buckle, and he collapses in front of us. 
 
    “Come on!” Ramose clutches my hand and drags me not toward the door, but in the opposite direction, to the sleeping chamber. There is a single wardrobe, barely taller than me, and Ramose throws the door open. From the small of my back, he pushes me in. He begins to shut the door behind me, but I ram my arm straight to keep it from closing. 
 
    “You can fit! Get in here!” I shove the button-up shirts and crisp pants out of the way to show him the potential it has. It hasn’t much. 
 
    He looks at the tiny bit of space remaining. Just then, a shaman runs into our room just as a dart from one of the tranquilizer guns hits her in the back. She folds over onto the end of the bed, but then slides off and crumples at the foot of it, like a discarded blanket on a hot night. That is all the convincing Ramose needs. 
 
    He has to turn sideways to slip in behind me, but he manages it. Quick as gunpowder, he closes the wardrobe door, leaving us in complete darkness. 
 
      We crouch there a long time, our hearts in our mouths, the sweaty smell of fear around us. Outside our wardrobe, the air is rent with the sounds of shrieks and scrambling, things breaking as people try to defend themselves or get away. Even though I can’t see, my imagination does a superb job of filling in the gaps that my eyes cannot, and terror crawls up my legs and torso as though I stand in a mound of fire ants. I want to scream with dread, but cover my mouth and nose with my quaking hands, holding the horror in. 
 
      Behind me, Ramose’s warm breath pants into my hair, unsteady and heavy. His hands reach in front of me and press against the wardrobe wall, his arm blocking me in case the door should fly open. Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to keep that image from my mind—everything suddenly becoming bright as the safety of our darkness is penetrated, their tranquilizer guns level with our cowering faces.  
 
      But that moment doesn’t come.  
 
      The room falls silent, but we remain statues, straining our ears to warn us if someone hides and waits for us to come out. My quadriceps burn from staying in the crouch, and the quiet unnerves me nearly as much as the noise did, for it is filled with the unknown of what happened to the others.  
 
    Ramose finally whispers, “I’ll go out first” as he cracks the wardrobe door open. 
 
    Stepping out, he surveys the room, then gives a short nod to me. I follow him into the main room, eyes darting about, waiting for an ambush. He is the first to spot the blood on the ground. 
 
      Bending down, he places his hand next to the drops, precious garnet red against the beige rug.  
 
      “Whose is it?” I ask, but as soon as I do, I know I don’t need him to ask the earth. We both know whose blood it was that they wanted most to spill. “Wild Dove,” I whisper and stoop low as well, my knees soft from grief. 
 
      “Why did you come?” Ramose’s voice is accusing, but when he meets my eyes, I see them brimming, though the tears don’t spill. “I can’t keep you safe from them. They don’t care who we are. They don’t consider it a loss if they have to discard you. Can you not see—” He looks away from me and swallows hard, his jaw clenched.  
 
      His shoulders cave, and for a moment his strength slips from him like water down the drain. He seems so vulnerable. Young.  
 
    Instantly I see him in my mind, Ramose but a child version. Standing between his father and mother, taking the blows meant for her. And I understand. 
 
    Placing my fingers on his shoulder, I wait until his gaze meets mine. “You’re a protector,” I whisper. “That is why you wouldn’t include me. You were trying to protect me.” 
 
    He only nods. 
 
    “Ramose . . .” I shift to kneeling. “You can’t protect me from this. You’re right—they would get rid of us as though we were trash. All my life, I saw people treated like this, whether they were poor or simply women. Despite being treated like royalty here, it is no different. To them, life is cheap. We are something to study, like germs in one of their petri dishes, but no more. We won’t survive this, none of us, without taking all the help possible to figure out an escape.” I touch his hand and make sure his eyes are locked on mine, that he’s with me one hundred percent before I continue. 
 
     “I promise you, Ramose, I am going to fight. And I’ll be a better warrior if I can defend myself. Teach me how to reconnect with magic. That’s how you can protect me. Make sure I don’t march into battle without a weapon. Give me that. Please.” 
 
    He looks away, but ever so slowly nods and reaches toward the blood soaking down and turning a deeper brown as we speak.  
 
    “Okay,” he answers without meeting my eyes. “Okay, I’ll teach you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



___ 
 
      
 
     I look about the room I had called home. Our home.  
 
     There are bare spots on the bookshelves now, the remaining books leaning into each other like a boxer's punched-in teeth. There’s no way he could have memorized the shelves so thoroughly that he would know exactly which books I took, which ones are worth carrying with me on my escape. Right? 
 
     Eyeing the laptop, I know I’ve cleared my recent searches, but wonder if I should go back and just make sure. But no. I’m going to trust my memory, even if he has trained every thought racing through my mind not to. Reaching down, I clasp my hands over the two duffel bags stuffed mostly with money and clothes, then step out into the porch light where the car waits. It will be the first time I’ve driven in months, but I couldn’t take the risk that a taxi driver would remember me.  
 
    Turning the ignition, I pull from the driveway, my heart pounding so hard, I can feel my pulse in my fingers gripping the wheel.  
 
    I can’t help but look back in the rearview to the comfortable glow behind me, and my foot finds the brake pedal. 
 
    No. The word surfaces, hard and loud, like rapping knuckles. I’m confusing comfort with a straight jacket. I have to go now. 
 
    My muscles stiffen and I breathe heavily, panting as though with a punctured lung.  
 
    Removing my foot from the brake, I hit the gas and refuse even to glance at the rearview mirror. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, September 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
      The cobblestone streets of Florence have never been so empty. I am all alone, a draft that smells of winter pulling my hair against my cheeks. I stand in the very square I always avoided as a child—where the gallows waits for criminals to swing from its arms, their feet dangling. Turning, I see it there just as expected, but to my surprise a man sits, relaxed, on its steps. His clothes are not Florentine, yet they are familiar to me all the same—a dark suit of gray. The way he wears it, the way he lounges on the steps of such an evil device as though simply basking in the evening, all imply a sense of superiority. His hands idly play with the hangman’s noose. At the sight of him, my blood turns to ice. 
 
      Gadian. 
 
      “Joanna.” He smiles that disgusting, fatherly smile of his. “It’s your turn.” Standing, he reaches to place the noose about my throat as though bestowing a necklace upon me. 
 
      “No!” I jerk back in horror. “I am not a criminal!”  
 
      “Ah.” He shrugs. “That is simply a difference of opinion.” His words echo in my memory, though I can’t place them.  
 
      I can’t get away fast enough. Backing up, I run down the roads, distance from Gadian and his gallows all that matters. But the streets that have always been so familiar to me now stare down at me as if I were an intruder. The windows that used to have people calling happily from them stay tightly closed—no friends walk through the doors. 
 
      A slight movement catches my eye—the flutter of a curtain. Someone is inside! I hurry to the door and pound on the wood, but no one comes. Trying the handle, I find it locked. To my left, I see the curtain twitch again, but this time I catch sight of the person peeking through. 
 
    “Alessio?” I call out. “Alessio!” I pummel the door harder than ever, desperate, but he doesn’t come to me. Why won’t he answer?  
 
    No more time can be wasted here. Gadian is coming. 
 
    As my feet hit the cobblestones again, their slap-slap the only sound, I look up and startle to a stop. At the end of this new street, I again see Gadian and the gallows waiting for me.  
 
      Turning a corner, I watch over my shoulder to see if he is following me. When my head whips in front of me, I collide right into him. Gadian’s strong hands begin forcing the noose over my head. 
 
      “Stop! No!” I scream as my fingers pry at the rope. 
 
      Though he fights to keep it on me, his voice stays even and calm. “Silly girl. Don’t you realize yet? Your only way out is my way.” 
 
      My fingers and fists aren’t taking directions from my mind. They claw, strike, scrape at Gadian’s skin, but he remains unscathed. He doesn’t tire of the fight, and with every moment, he seems a bit more successful in his attempts. The rope rubs against my neck, burning a fresh wound where it is tightened. 
 
      “No!” I beg. “Why are you doing this?” My nails dig into the noose, trying anything to separate it from my throat.  
 
      He smiles as though I’m a good student who has finally asked the question he has been waiting for. “I—”  
 
      “Joanna!” 
 
      An invisible hand shakes me, frantic and rough enough to shatter the nightmare and pull me back to reality. My heart pounding, my eyes snap open as though I had woken up on fire. The lights are dim and I see Ramose sitting on the bed, his hand on my shoulder and his face knotted in worry. Every one of my muscles is rigid from head to toe. My blankets are the only victims of my fighting, laying twisted and crumpled around me.  
 
      “Breathe—it was a nightmare. You’re okay, you’re okay.” Ramose chases away the last remnants of the dream, his hand reassuring me. 
 
    For one fleeting, tranquil second, I find relief. I can breathe and feel nothing but gratitude to Ramose for rescuing me from Gadian’s gallows.  
 
    But the next moment, the memory of the raid comes back and overwhelms me all over again. The echoes of the screams, the memory of how eyes would roll back into heads when darts would hit their mark, Wild Dove’s blood drying on the carpet—they all pull at the strings of my sanity and threaten to uproot me. 
 
      I fold into Ramose, cling to him as though he has just carried me from an inferno. Pain torches through me, leaving nothing untouched. I think of those shaman whose only crime was to sit and listen to a simple story. We have not been able to find out what happened to them—try as he could, Ramose couldn’t get his mind to be still enough to connect with the earth. The unknown sucks oxygen from the room, and I feel a sob catch in my throat.  
 
     “It’s over—don’t worry. It was just a dream.” Ramose’s steady hands stroke my hair as though I am a child. Tears stream down my cheeks while heavy-laden breaths shake my whole frame.  
 
    “Cry it out.” He runs his fingers across my back, suddenly understanding, I think, that this is no longer about the nightmare. “I’m here—cry as much as you need. You’ve been strong for so long.” 
 
    To cry seems the only way to release all the hurt inside me. The world used to be beautiful, lush, but now everything has become charred. Whatever remains is a blackened, scorched version of itself, forever changed.    
 
    The nightmare’s tarnished fingerprints remain in my mind, and I find myself thinking of how Alessio had stayed safely behind the curtain, had ignored my cries for rescue. Part of me feels ashamed to be grieving him even as we don’t know if our fellow shaman are still alive, but I can’t help myself. I feel his loss as though it were a death in itself. This blaze that has consumed my life has left even something as pure as first love destroyed beyond repair. 
 
    With careful fingers, Ramose combs the strands of hair back from my face as I weep softly for all we have lost. How can Gadian take all this from us without the slightest remorse in his eyes?  
 
    For a long time, we stay like that, Ramose and I, his warmth seeping into my being until my tears and hummingbird-breaths slow to a calm. Somehow with hardly a word spoken, he comforts me. He stays for so long, the motions sensors kick off, and we are left in the dark. 
 
    “I should let you get back to sleep,” he says, yet doesn’t move. He wants to be with me—I can feel it in how his arm muscles ever so slightly tense around me.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep if you go.” I pause, weighing my question before it slips out. “Will you stay?” I hate myself for saying it. It is so unfair to him, as I’m still in love with Alessio. But when Ramose is here, I feel safe. I feel like the hours of the night could go on and maybe by morning, I could believe again that somewhere there is still sunshine. Still good people. That the earth is waiting for me with open arms. If Ramose were to leave, I don’t know how I could make it through the hopelessness of the night alone. “Please don’t go,” I whisper.  
 
    “I’ll stay as long as you want me,” he answers into the dark. 
 
    Without a word, we lie down, settling in for the night. I feel his arm extend for me, and I tuck myself against his strong chest. The rise and fall of his breaths soothe my soul, like lying in a meadow.  
 
    The motion sensor remains off and after a minute I dare speak, but keep my voice hushed anyway. 
 
    “Have you been able to find out what happened to Wild Dove? And the others?” 
 
    “No.” Ramose’s voice is discouraged. “I’ve been trying for hours to quiet my mind enough. But something did occur to me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think Wild Dove must still be alive. She is the most powerful Master of Tongue at the Academy—which is why they’ve put up with her this long. They know she doesn’t like it here, and that she can be a bit of a ‘troublemaker,’ if you will. But they need her. If they kill her, we won’t be able to communicate anymore. So long as we can understand each other, I think she must be okay.” 
 
    “Good, good.” I sigh. His words are a release valve I’ve needed, surrendering some of the pressure mounting inside me. But not enough. “But how ‘patient’ will they be, though? Is it just a matter of time before they find a more powerful Master of Tongue to bring here and replace Wild Dove? If they find someone like that, what hope does she have?” 
 
    “We can’t do anything more tonight.” Ramose strokes my arm to calm me. “We need to lay low for a little while, get some more answers before we plow in. Things are always scariest at the beginning when you don’t have all the cards in your hand, when you don’t know what to expect. It would be unwise to rush.” 
 
    “No!” I jerk back enough to see his face. “We have to save her! Every day she is at risk!” 
 
    “We will, we will,” he quickly reassures me before I can kick on the sensors. “The moment we are ready, we won’t waste a day. But if we are rash, we increase the risk.” 
 
    “Risk? How can we think of ourselves right now when they could be doing anything to her?” 
 
    “Joanna.” Simply in how he says my name, I know the argument is over. Not because he’s putting his foot down or being pushy—not at all. No, he speaks my name as though it were a prayer. Lovely. Special. Treasured. “I will not put you in harm's way. Not more than necessary. We must wait. But we will get to Wild Dove.” 
 
    My voice, when I speak, sounds like a frightened child’s. “I’ve seen what Gadian will do,” I whisper. “When someone threatens his perfect utopia. I saw what he did to the fallen man, Ramose.” I tuck back into him, and he wraps his arm around me. “We can’t let him do that to her.” 
 
      “We won’t. We’ll figure out something. I promise.” 
 
      I don’t answer, the image of Gadian switching the injured man’s medicine bag banging upon the walls of my mind. He would do that to all of us. Poison, a gun, a gallows—it’s all a means to his end. Even now, I can almost feel the rope burn from the nightmare that seemed so real. It replays in the darkness around me, and when I close my eyes, it’s waiting inside my lids. But the end of the dream snags and pulls at my thoughts like a hangnail, and I find myself asking the question that in the nightmare, Gadian didn’t get the chance to answer.  
 
    “Why is he doing this to us? How can Gadian treat us like this? He doesn’t even know us.” 
 
    I feel Ramose’s heartbeat once, twice, three times before he answers quietly enough that even if the sensors were on, they couldn’t pick up. 
 
     “He knows us better than you may think.” Ramose pauses, and I feel his muscles tense. “He was one of us.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    One memory haunts me more than all the others. I see it every time I close my eyes, and have to push past the carnage to find the answers to my questions. But it always returns. 
 
    The dead shaman draped in these same halls, their limbs at strange angles as if they were just dolls dumped in the grass. Except they each had holes in their heads, red and brown seepage left to dry on their lifeless faces. 
 
    Their families never knew what happened to them. Somewhere in time, they are still waiting. No one was there to weep salty tears on their graves, no one sang them into the next life with a song, no mothers and daughters sent kisses on the wind. 
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    I feel myself lose control of my limbs, like a dropped marionette. My mind replays Ramose’s words as if I couldn’t possibly have comprehended them correctly. He must have meant something I didn’t catch. 
 
      “What?” I mumble stupidly. 
 
      “Gadian was a shaman. Once, a long time ago.” Ramose keeps his voice so low, I can’t rustle the blankets even the tiniest bit or I’ll miss what he says entirely. 
 
      “What happened to him?” This flies in the face of everything I’d believed about what it took to be shaman, about the character and connection with the earth that is required. 
 
      “When I first came here, something about Gadian didn’t sit right with me, so as soon as I learned to reconnect with the earth, I had to find out what he was holding back.” He pauses and pulls the covers over us, slowly so as not to activate the sensors. “I could hardly believe all he had been hiding. What scared me most,” he continues as he settles back into the pillows, his arm still around me. “. . .was that at first he was like any one of us. It rocks you to realize that someone you think so little of was once no different than you. You have to face that monsters aren’t real, there’s no boogie man under the bed. He was just a person, like you and me.” 
 
      “What was his ability?” I ask, trying to complete the picture in my mind that makes no sense. Gadian the Shaman. No, no... 
 
    “He could enhance his senses. If he so chose, he could see farther away than everyone else, or in greater detail. In one memory, I saw how he could hear an owl lift off a branch over a mile away. As a young man, this made him an exceptional hunter, though hunting wasn’t necessary for his survival like it was for our peoples. At first he just enjoyed the sport of it—the chance to be outside with the earth, to turn his abilities on full force, to be successful by using them.  
 
    “But I saw it, in his mind, when the shift began. When he started to feel satisfied at seeing fresh blood spilled against soil, when he enjoyed the feeling he got from watching the light fade from an animal’s eyes. Respect was gone—it became about power.” 
 
    I nod slowly. Yes, that is the Gadian I know. 
 
    “Then he met Madison.”  
 
    Ah. A woman. What kind of woman would have caught young Gadian’s eye? “What was she like? Describe her to me.”  
 
    “‘Paint a picture’ for you?” Ramose steals my words from the past. 
 
    “You’re learning,” I answer with a soft smile. The seas of Gadian’s story are so murky and dense, I’m grateful for a moment to breathe with Ramose, to gasp for air. But he speaks on, as again the waves of yesterdays wash over us.  
 
     “Well, she had cream skin and red hair that wisped back from her face before drifting to her shoulders. But it was her brown eyes that stopped people in their tracks. They burned with a fire, radiating something from within that made her irresistible. The first time Gadian saw her, he literally tripped over himself. He said to his friend, ‘What was that?’ Not who. What. From that moment on, she became his prize to be won. I wish that when I’m drenched in those memories, I have some impact, some chance to scream at her to run in the other direction. But that’s not how the memories work.” 
 
    I inch closer into Ramose, letting his skin warm me. The room suddenly seems colder. 
 
    “Gadian was the sort of man friends wouldn’t introduce their girlfriends to. Besides having a faulty moral compass, he was handsome and always knew how to play the part, to say the right things—that much hasn’t changed. He would use his enhanced senses to watch and learn how best to woo Madison, and he wooed her hard. At first, he treated her like royalty. I think sometimes that she didn’t stand a chance. Of course she fell for him.  
 
    “When they were engaged, he started to treat her as a possession, to use his abilities to watch her, control her. He was a master manipulator and would talk so calmly, so rationally, about how she was losing her mind, how she needed him to protect her. Similar to the animals he had hunted, his goal was the power that came from watching the light go out in her eyes. However, he was surprised to find that it was like trying to put a leash on a wild animal—she didn’t just lay down at his feet. But Gadian wouldn’t stop until she was tamed. Eventually he warped her mind into staying home, for friends would take her time away from him, and perhaps help her see who he was. He convinced her she wasn’t stable enough to have children, for then her heart would be divided. Her only option was to be thoroughly his.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” I ask, running my teeth over my bottom lip.  
 
    Ramose pauses before answering, and when he does, I hear the pain in his voice. Through the memories he felt, he had come to know her. I recognize it from the unique bond I feel to Brigetta. “She started to plan her escape, but she was no match for him and his senses. He’d always track her down, publicly declare her as losing her mind, and drag her back home for a mental beating. He told her that if she left, she wouldn’t live. Whether from her own supposed incapacity or his hands, it didn’t matter to him so long as she wasn’t someone else’s. 
 
    “But Madison fought for her mind. She refused to believe she was the problem. She learned that Gadian noticed things no one else did and played his own game on him. She left the tiniest of ‘clues’ meant to lead him on a wild goose chase. In his fervor, he followed them, and she took her chance. 
 
    “She disappeared. Her escape was her masterpiece, flawless no matter how hard Gadian looked at the pieces left behind.” 
 
    I smile, thinking of Madison’s warrior heart, fighting with all she had to be free. I feel a swell of love for her, a sisterhood. We are unified in our captivity, in our captor—and I hope, someday, the chance to outsmart him. 
 
    “There was only one way to get her back.” Ramose’s voice is heavy with trepidation, like a weight about the neck, and I know what comes next. 
 
     “So he time traveled.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ramose confirms with a single nod. “With no respect for the earth that gave him everything, he completely desecrated it—desecrated the entire passage of time and life—to maintain his hold on Madison.” 
 
    “I could never understand why,” I interject as I fidget with my necklace. “As shaman, we cannot learn each other’s abilities, but we can all learn time travel if we choose. To do the evilest act. If it is so awful, why would the earth even give us that option?” 
 
    I hear Ramose turn his head against his pillow as though to look at me, and even in the pitch black, I can feel his gaze resting on my face. “It’s not enough for us to enjoy the earth’s abilities. We must have the chance to choose it. Regret is perhaps the greatest pain a person can feel, making the pull of time travel enticing to all of us. We must choose to sacrifice what we want in order to hold on to what the Earth has to offer us. Which is a sacrifice Gadian wasn’t willing to make. He was consumed with Madison and decided to gamble everything to get her in his grasp. 
 
    “He time traveled to the day she ran away. Perhaps if he had gone farther back, things would have ended differently, but he wanted the satisfaction of ruining her plans. I could see, in his mind’s eye, how he wanted to let the leash out just long enough that she would think she was free just to yank her back by the throat until she was again submissively at his side. And that’s exactly what he did.” He pauses before continuing, an ache seeping through his words. “It worked.” 
 
    Something inside me turns jagged, and when I draw breath, it leaves my chest tight. “What? No…” 
 
    “But Madison had one last card to play,” Ramose continues, but something in his voice tells me not to hope just yet. “She wasn’t going to be his. No matter what.” He inhales sharply, then exhales slowly. “She shot herself. Right in front of him.” I can see her as he speaks, a cornered warrior—enemy surrounding, all means of escape burned, the horrors of what would come racing through her mind—with a single weapon left. Who could blame her? 
 
    “He tried to time travel again, but it was too late. The earth had taken all magic from him. And any hope of getting Madison back was also gone. 
 
    “Gadian was ruined. But rather than swallowing an ounce of truth—that Madison was dead because of him—he cast himself as the victim. He blamed the earth for stopping him when he would go back yet again, for taking from him everything he had loved most. He felt it had betrayed him.” 
 
    I imagine young Gadian, the woman, and the magic he once had loved ripped from his still-beating heart. The gash that remained was left untreated, open to infection that would change him. Gadian was still Gadian, but that infection—that hate—colored him inside out. It ingrained itself in him down to his very tissue. It left something black and deformed where his soul had once been. 
 
    “He wanted the earth to pay. He became consumed with that idea—revenge, revenge, revenge. He knew that whatever he did, it would have to be huge to impact the earth. Then he came across an idea, sparked in the Renaissance times, of a silent war being waged against magic. It was a battle for the heart of mankind, and the more he learned, the more he realized that this war had continued for centuries, unbeknownst to most people. And magic was sorely losing. As far as he could tell, it was nearly extinct. The pull of power and control that he always craved overtook him. He couldn’t hold on to Madison, but he could close his grip on the remaining shaman.” 
 
    “So he began the Academy.” 
 
    “Exactly. All remaining shaman were gathered and brought here for ‘research.’” 
 
    “But . . .” A thought occurs to me, and I furrow my brow. “If he has a time machine here, why doesn’t he use that to go back and get Madison?” 
 
    “He didn’t create the time machine—it was created by the American government, who built it in a way so as not to be able to go back to the hundred years prior. Plans for it were intentionally destroyed, and though he has spent years of his life trying to re-create it, it is not a simple machine. Entire countries have funded teams to build their own time machines, but no one else has accomplished it. 
 
    “At first, the Academy just gathered up and controlled the few shaman who remained, less than a thousand. The circumstances then weren’t quite so plush as they are now, and the shaman weren’t so easily pacified. There was a rebellion.” He pauses, and I hear him swallow hard. “It was horrible. I saw it, Joanna.” Again he hesitates, and for a moment, I wonder if he will go on. “There was a massacre. Where now we stroll and dance and drink, they once fought and bled and closed their eyes for the last time.  
 
    “But to Gadian, failure is unacceptable. His Academy had been recognized the world over for finding cures and solving humanity's problems. So it was decided that the Academy would be given a second chance. The American government had just completed a time machine and dedicated it to the Academy. Gadian’s slate was wiped clean, the corpses were dragged out, the carpet replaced and the walls painted. Our kidnapping received a stamp of approval, with the caution never to let us grow resentful. To let us want for nothing. Nothing, that is, except for who we really are.” 
 
    “Oh, Ramose.” Those are the only words that come. But what good are words anyway? 
 
    “It haunts me always, what the earth showed me. And a part of me wishes I had never asked the earth those questions that led me to those memories. But to know is better. I cannot let myself be deluded like so many here.” His grief lies thickly over us, resting heavier and heavier with every breath. My throat feels sticky and hot, and I don’t stop the tears when they come. 
 
    “So I let their faces in my dreams fuel me.” Ramose’s voice is firm, certain. “Those shaman were once as alive as I am, but now their shells are rotting in this forsaken desert while their loved ones are still waiting for them to come home. But I know what happened to them. To our people.” He repeats it, perhaps so I can fully understand. “To our people, Joanna. And I will not forget them. I will finish their fight.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
      I saw the gun in her hand, felt the cold steel come to her temple, watched Gadian’s face as he realized that try as he could, nothing in the world was harder to control that this beautiful being walking around on two legs that he had claimed to love.  
 
      The memory didn’t fade as they normally do. With splicing pain and a deafening explosion inches from her ear, my jagged reality slashed into the memory.  
 
      Sweat coated my face, and my own hands trembled uncontrollably.  
 
      Suddenly Joanna walked in, halting the moment she saw me as though punched in the stomach. 
 
      “Ramose!” she cried, rushing to me. I stood so fast, the chair I was sitting in tipped back onto the floor, but as it clattered, neither of us gave it a thought. Taking her into my arms, we held each other. “What did you see? What happened?” 
 
      I didn’t answer her then. Couldn’t speak of it so soon, while it was so fresh. But she just clung on while our heart rates slowed, my face buried in her hair, and I knew.  
 
      Gadian thought the consuming burn he felt for Madison was love, though it was anything but. Love doesn’t cause the person pain. When you love someone, you keep them safe from pain.  
 
    Tightening my arms around Joanna’s waist, I felt it course through me, and it has stayed with me since.  
 
    How deeply I want to be a harbor for her. Just as she is for me. 
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    I sit alone behind the waterfall, my knees pulled up to my chin. Mesmerized, I watch the curtain of white flow around me and reach out with one hand, letting the warm water kiss my fingertips. Of all that the Academy has to offer, to me this is the most exquisite. Sure, it is only an imitation, with treated water, but it’s the closest to nature that I’ve seen since arriving. Though nearby swimmers squeal and wrestle in delight, the waterfall hides me and muffles their sounds, leaving me feeling like a ghost looking in on the living. Everything about the moment they are sharing seems magical.  
 
    From the high ceiling, the thinnest threads fall from a ledge, each glowing the distance down to the surface, veiling this indoor pool to itself. To my left, swimmers sit on underwater stools at an aquatic bar, flirting and laughing, as at home in the water as a mermaid would be. Then leading across the clear blue water is a dotted ring of pillars, rising out of the water with a lit lantern on top of each. Not with real fire, of course, but programmed to a dim setting to create the illusion of evening. Eventually, the ring of pillars leads to several small landings, dark frames built up to create smalls rooms, with white drapes instead of walls. There on reclined chairs, couples kiss or nap in each other’s arms. Seeing them, I ache to have that back. To feel Alessio’s strong arms around me again. I pinch my eyes so I don’t have to see the couples cuddling, but when I do, the memory of Alessio holding me close is waiting for me. I’m buried close to his chest, as I often was, his chin resting on top of my hair. 
 
    But when I pull back in the memory, my mind warps. Suddenly it is not Alessio’s face I see, but Ramose’s. His dark eyes are soft, sad and happy at the same time, making me think again of sunshine when it’s raining. His lips don’t smile, just tilt softly as if they intend to.  
 
    He begins to lean forward, and I open my eyes before the image can unfold any more. A blush burns in my cheeks as I see deep caramel skin and strong arms come toward me under the waterfall, then Ramose’s head pops out of the water. He grins at me and wipes water from his eyes. 
 
    The weight on his shoulders from not being able to find out what happened to the shaman and Wild Dove seems lifted, bearable as the water buoys him up. Here I realize he is the happiest I have seen him since he pulled his ceramic vase from the kiln. This time, I’m intent not to ruin everything. 
 
      “You aren’t going to get in?”  
 
      “Let’s say that the attire does not suit me.” My blush now blazes just glancing at the nearly naked swimmers, and Ramose chuckles. For him, there is little to no change in how much skin he shows from his usual Egyptian loincloth to these “modern swim shorts.”  
 
     “Besides,” I defend, “I’m here to reconnect with my magic. Not frolic in my underclothes.”  
 
     “Exactly so. Which will be much easier if you immerse yourself in the water.” Ramose smiles as he treads water.  
 
    It is hard to pinpoint what it is that makes Ramose so handsome—until he smiles. Then what he is—what comes from deep within—shines through. Man or woman, when one sees Ramose smile, they stop.  
 
    Taking off my shoes, I dip my legs into the water, but pull up my skirt to be safely dry around me on the ledge. “It feels strange to speak openly of magic. You’re sure this place is safe to talk?” 
 
      He nods and hoists himself out of the pool to sit next to me. “There’s too much potential for water damage to the listening equipment. It’s the only place in the entire Academy with no microphones. Here, we can hide in plain view.” 
 
      “How do you know this exactly?” I ask as our legs swirl eddies side by side. “How does your ‘knowing’ work? It seems so . . . godlike.” 
 
      He laughs musically and rubs the water out of his short black hair with both hands. “Believe me, I’m far from omnipotent. It’s more like the world is my library. Each person, each detail is as one book in the library to me. Just walking by them doesn’t tell me anything about them—I gain no knowledge just by passively being in their presence. But when something catches my eye, I can stop, ‘take that book off the shelf,’ if you will, and ask the earth about that person or detail. I need to know what I’m searching for, as I will only get answers to my very specific questions.” 
 
      “Can you tell me if we’ll ever make it out of here?” I ask. 
 
      Ramose shakes his head. “‘Fortune-telling’ is a myth, though I think of my gift as the other face of the same coin. Rather than knowing what the future can hold, I can only know what the past has held. So for example, to find this safe place, I was able to ask, ‘Is there anywhere in the Academy where listening devices were not placed?’ Then the earth answers me with a memory through the eyes of someone who witnessed my answer, like I showed you with Brigetta. In this case, the memory was of a conversation about water damage. I was in the mind of one of those who placed the ‘bugs,’ as they were calling them, and saw myself plant many, but pass this section of the pool over.” 
 
      “What I can’t figure out is how. There are seven thousand shaman here, and I’m sure each has tried getting back in touch with their magic. Why is it that you alone have figured out the secret?”  
 
      “Well . . .” He motions through the veil to a group standing on the edge of the pool. Though they are hard to make out through the water, we can tell three young ladies crowd around one man. I don’t need to see the man’s face to know he’s attractive—the way the girls lean in and flip their hair and laugh a ridiculous amount tells me enough. Suddenly he swoops a blonde into his arms and rocks her back and forth over the water, teasing. She squeals, clearly just as pleased as can be to be in his arms, and clings more tightly to him. He tosses her in with ease and then jumps in after her. But the other two can’t be left behind. Oh, no, they can’t give up the hunt that easily. With thespian laughs, they leap in and splash the man as he resurfaces. 
 
     “How hard are they trying? Yes, I believe that when each person first arrives, they try to reconnect with the earth. But they are quickly distracted. Just as our ‘mentors’ would have us.” He slides back into the pool and gestures around him to our private water cave. “You see, as much as our captors have tried to kill the voice of the earth, they can’t. They refine, treat, and process the food we eat, the furniture we sit on, the clothes we wear, the clay I create with, but the earth is still in it. It’s still here!” His voice is warm and rich, hope condensed into a sound. “It has just become so quiet that we can no longer hear it calling to us. It no longer comes to us easily. It takes meditation—stilling our own ‘monkey mind’—to be able to hear the earth. It requires all our effort and attention. Our captors know this. And that is why they show no restraint in offering us all money has to provide. Nothing is wrong with creme brulee, imitation leather shoes, or contour pillows, but the harm comes when we let it divert our attention. When we forget who we are, and what we had.” 
 
       “Okay.” I straighten up. “So teach me. I’m ready.” 
 
      “So first, the more you can surround yourself with The earth, the better. Hence—” He opens his arms to our own little slice of the earth, just sitting here, waiting for me. “The perfection of our location. This will be much easier for you if you get in the water.”  
 
      Biting my lip, I nod. It takes a moment’s hesitation, but then I push off the ledge, clothes and all, only my shoes left watching from the dry sidelines. The warm water comes to my chest, and my white dress swirls around my legs. I laugh to chase away the awkwardness I feel, and Ramose joins in. 
 
      “Now, just like when I showed you Brigetta’s memory, begin by closing your eyes. I won’t touch you this time, though. You need to do this on your own.” 
 
    I do as he says, but cutting out one sense isn’t enough to quiet my thoughts going in zigzags inside my head. As he speaks, I try to corral them, force them in one uniform direction. Magic. I’m going to get in touch with magic again. Unfortunately, my thoughts want to go to Ramose’s nearness and bare chest, or his musky cinnamon scent that leaves the rest of my brain intoxicated. Come on, you silly monkey mind, get it together! 
 
    “Focus your attention on the water, on how it moves each time you inhale and exhale. Observe how it feels against your skin. Let it relax each muscle it touches.”  
 
      One minute, two . . . perhaps three minutes pass and it seems to me that the water washes away all my worrying about the past and any anxiety over the future. All there is left is this moment. It’s lovely . . . but I don’t feel the magic return. 
 
      Cracking an eye open, I see that Ramose’s gaze has never left me. Though he doesn’t blink, his eyes don’t have the harshness of a stare, but instead have a gentle curiosity in them.  
 
      “Am I doing something wrong? I don’t hear the earth speaking.”  
 
      He chuckles. “I should think not! The first time I felt it here at the Academy, I had sat in silence for well over an hour. And several of my prior attempts had been just as long.” 
 
      I gasp. “You want me to do this for an hour?” 
 
      The laugh starts in his eyes—no, deeper. From within him it escapes, like a songbird set free. It’s the only answer he gives, showing my naivety in the question. Some may have bristled, but there is such joy in his features, such kindness in his eyes, I know no mockery is inside that laugh.  
 
    “I mean it!” I insist, which only eggs him on. “This is going to take forever!” I splash him a little, and he shields his face with his arm. I expect he may splash me back, but when his arm is out of the way, I see he’s just smiling. Smiling with the sweetest look in those dark eyes of his—like in this instant, the rest of the people in the pool become nothing at all, simply part of the backdrop. 
 
    I feel it too. That smile stops all my scattered thoughts in their tracks. It’s just us and the chance to have magic again. Suddenly it seems to me the air around us vibrates, the light itself is startled, and instantly I know Ramose is right. It’s all alive, it’s all right here. How did I not feel it before?  
 
    “How did you do that?” I ask in awe. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Everything suddenly seems . . . awake. Did you share your abilities somehow?” 
 
    “No, I can’t do that without touching you.” He shrugs. With that, we look at the tiny gap between us, that we had slowly been closing without realizing.  
 
    I hope he doesn’t notice how I flush and try to take a step back. 
 
    Suddenly the seclusion of our water hideout is broken by a familiar voice. 
 
    “Come now, how can you leave me like this?” 
 
    Alessio. 
 
    Spinning, I see him laughing. He isn’t talking to me—he doesn’t even see me. He was the handsome man surrounded by the three beauties. Before, I hadn’t been able to make out his features, but now he has moved closer and to the side, so I can see him clearly. His arms are around the waist of an auburn-haired girl who apparently stole his attention from the blonde he had thrown in. From the look on her face, I can tell her intention is to tease Alessio to madness, and she seems to be accomplishing it. The blonde and slightly-less-blonde wear plastic smiles, impatience in their eyes for his attention. But they don’t leave. Laughing, the first blonde drapes a hand on Alessio’s arm. 
 
    “Let her go on if she wants to. I’ll see to it you won’t be lonely tonight,” she offers. Alessio’s grip on the redhead loosens, and he turns with a grin toward the blonde.  
 
    There’s not a thought in Alessio’s head that has anything to do with me, that’s clear. No indication of grieving, and he certainly hasn’t shut himself away—that much is plain from how clear-cut his abdominals have become. That must have taken many hours in the Academy gym. 
 
     He says something witty, and the girls giggle like three-year-olds. I can hardly bear it. I can’t help but wonder what he would do if I stepped out from behind my waterfall curtain. Would he look at me like he always did, like I’m home and all he’s ever wanted? Or would he barely glance at his old heartbreak? I mean, why would he, with three tarts dripping off him? 
 
      “Are you okay?” Ramose asks, his hand comforting me, lightly resting on my shoulder. A minute ago, I craved that touch, but now it does nothing for me. I want Alessio. I want him down to my bones.  
 
      Tears fill my eyes, and I only shake my head. 
 
      Ramose speaks softly. “Those girls, they have nothing on you. Don’t let them bother you.” 
 
      Men. Always trying to fix things. Don’t let them bother you, simple as that. I don’t take my face off them, off Alessio’s face that I know so well and have kissed every inch of.  
 
    Ramose continues to speak behind me. “Forget them. Let’s get back to practicing.” 
 
    “I can’t. I couldn’t,” I stammer. How could I ever get my mind to focus with their giddy squeals crowding into my every thought? 
 
    “I’ll never understand.” Ramose drops his hand from my shoulder. “Why him? You could have anyone. I just don’t see it. He doesn’t deserve you. He deserves to pay for what he has done.”  
 
    “You don’t even know him!” I spin on Ramose, all that is sharp and hurting inside me now hurling at him. “Why do you hate him?”  
 
    “Perhaps I know him better than you do,” Ramose defends, which is exactly the wrong thing to say.  
 
    “I know him better than anyone! Better than those sirens, and better than you, no doubt!” 
 
    “Ah.” Ramose stays calm, but I can see how something under the surface boils and churns. “So you know all about how this war between science and magic began?” His question hits, a cold hand, leaving me stunned.  
 
    “I . . .no, but . . .” I have no retort, and when I fall silent, he continues. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s odd that of all the shaman at the Academy, Gadian chose just Alessio to mentor? It didn’t occur to you that there is a reason for that?” 
 
    “He’s . . .special,” I answer, but when I say it, there feels nothing special about it. The word lands flat and heavy, a weight sinking between us. “How could he possibly do such a thing? I don’t understand. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Don’t?” Ramose’s voice is quiet, and all the more powerful for it. “Or won’t?” 
 
    In truth, I don’t know. So I just stare back at him without answering, my chest heaving to keep from crying or shouting, I’m unsure which.  
 
    For a moment, we just look at each other. 
 
    “I don’t.” I tilt my head, staring him down. “Unless you show me.” 
 
      He pauses, and for several seconds, he looks away from me. Finally, he takes a deep breath and lays both his hands out in front of him for me to take. 
 
     I pray I don’t live to regret this.  
 
    Lifting my hands from the water, I place them in his steady grip, just as I did the last time he showed me a memory. 
 
      Again I feel as though the air is charged, ready and waiting, like a stage moments before a play begins. When the curtain draws back, will I want to watch?  
 
      “Place your forehead against mine,” he instructs. “Then close your eyes.”  
 
      I do so, our hands resting on the water top. The instant before his forehead touches me, I can feel it coming. Then he’s here, his skin on mine, and the current flows through me, unrestrained. Magic. It’s the feeling of a river as it joins the sea, of becoming part of something so remarkable, so all-encompassing, one could never fully comprehend it.  
 
    I feel the memory tiptoe on the edge of my thoughts, like recalling a dream. But to my surprise, it’s not Alessio’s head we get inside of. 
 
    It’s Leo’s. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
      She places her hands in mine and closes her eyes, but I can’t bring myself to do the same and welcome the memory. This isn’t how I wanted to win to her heart. I want her to care for me, but not just because her first option was taken out of the picture. That’s not love, only the filling of a hole. I have more self-respect than that. 
 
      For a moment I consider pulling away, not for his or even her sake, but for mine.  
 
    Yet I alone know what he is capable of, what he will stoop to if backed into a corner. I wouldn’t wish life bound to someone like that upon anyone, especially the woman I think I may be falling in love with. There is no one else I care for more.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I lean toward her until our foreheads touch. 
 
    I must show her. For people always protect what they love most. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, May 1470 A.D. 
 
      
 
      Ramose has done more than put me in Leo’s shoes—I have been placed directly inside his mind. Yet I am still a spectator. Like with Brigetta’s memory, I have no more control over Leo’s actions than I could change a childhood remembrance. This has already happened, and I am simply along for the ride.   
 
    I look at my familiar hands, though they aren’t my own. It’s the hands that have known clay and paintbrush, the hands that peeled oranges for me because their master knew I didn’t like to do it, the hands that yearned to turn to feathers, but never did. That’s the last thought I have as my own, as Joanna, before the merge of the memory is fully complete. 
 
      
 
    With a last exhale, I am Leo.  
 
      
 
    I barely graze my hand across the cathedral ceiling, the paint still sticky where it was put on thick. Yesterday, Verrochino began his commission here, and as his apprentice, I was brought to fill in the sky amongst the winged angels he painted. Afterward, I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, though drinking was not a problem. For when unrequited love enters one’s life, there is no escaping the image of your love in all things that surround you. The ceiling painted with heavenly messengers, birds, and light pouring from swirling eddies of clouds all tormented me. What no woman could ever do to me, this simple idea has accomplished. Flight. Without this love in my life, all else is empty. What is the point of sunshine if not to soar through it? Every moment, I daydream of being loved in return, of the sky holding me up and the wind caressing my body as I glide. My mind supplies me with nothing else to think of but how to convince my soul mate to come to me. And yet, it eluded me. It has always loved others instead, simply overlooking me. 
 
    Yet today, everything has begun to change. I had felt it, burning orange inside my chest, as I lay beneath a tree this morning, my heart crying out for an answer. I had pushed on every door, walked down every path, and forever found myself running into locks and dead ends. My pathetic human heart had worn gray and thin. 
 
    “Why?” I had begged the earth, fingers twisting in the grass beneath me. Above my head, the greens of the leaves against the sunlight remind me of stained glass. Cristoforo had said the earth had a soul of sorts, and would reward those that truly valued it. “Who could appreciate you more than this?”   
 
    At that exact moment, a leaf from a tree had broken loose. There wasn’t a hint of wind, and it’s spring, not autumn. Yet down it came down until it rested exactly on my shoulder. A spark of brilliant white was lit inside me until the entirety of me was consumed. And I knew. I knew at that moment that the earth, my beautiful earth that I loved without reserve, cared for me in return. “I’m right beside you,” it seemed to say. I didn’t remove the leaf from my shoulder right away, but placed my fingers gently over it, like resting a hand upon a hand.  
 
    Now I stand on the cathedral scaffolding, painted heavens above me and whispered prayers below, with the feeling—deep and maroon and right down to the marrow of my bones—that everything has changed. I’m so sure of it, I have sent word to Jo and Alessio to come meet me here. They need to see this.  
 
    With the leaf still in one hand, I smile to myself as, with the other hand, I touch an angel at my eye level. How cavernous the black jealousy had felt just yesterday when I had painted these wings. It’s amazing, isn’t it, how your dreams always seem to come true the day after your darkest hour?  
 
    My eye catches to see Alessio walk into the cathedral. Where he is, Joanna can’t be far behind these days. I look at him and see now that he is just human too. A beautiful yet simple human, no wings coming from his shoulder blades, blood coursing through his veins, not light. There is no explainable reason why he and Jo should tour the skies while I stay forever on the ground. 
 
    Alessio gives a silent wave so as not to disturb the peace, and then leans back and waits with arms folded for me to come down.  
 
    Oh, I’ll come down.  
 
    I step to the edge of the scaffolding, closer than any of the other painters naturally do. Alessio tenses and quickly steps forward, giving me a look that very clearly says, “Don’t even think of it…” The message in his eyes starts to pull the plug on my amber courage, and I must look away before I am drained completely. Near me, light streams through a window, a shaft resting just out of reach. The white light calls to me, pure and honest. Dust particles catch in it, reminding me that even something so ordinary can take your breath away. With a smile, I reach my hand forward, take a step, and am caught in the light. 
 
    In an instant, the totality of the betrayal is evident. The leaf crumbles in my clenched fist, and I know as I fall that it was never more than a leaf. No love letter or sweet caress—all it symbolizes now is the delusion of a desperate man. The earth, if it ever had any love for me, now treats me like a stranger, cold and completely oblivious that its indifference has destroyed me.  
 
    My soul breaks before my body does. My hopes are shards littering the cathedral’s mosaic floor, shattered fragments of what might have been.  
 
      
 
      I am lost in Leo’s memory. The only reminder that I am not truly there, not truly him, is the feel of wet tears sliding on my own cheeks. They catch in the corners of my mouth and drip slowly off my chin. In the back of my mind, a voice, my own, screams to save Leo, and if I can’t stop him, then to at least stop the memory. I don’t want to know what comes next. I could pull back from Ramose and it would all disappear.  
 
    But I won’t. 
 
    All I can do for Leo now is make sure someone else knows his suffering. In at least that, he won’t be left alone. 
 
      
 
    Alessio grabs at my collar without attempting to be gentle. Looking at his face, I think he’d like to throw me the remainder of the way to the floor, but that would be defeating the point of saving me, now wouldn’t it?  
 
    We land, though his hand, rather than releasing me, only anchors a firmer grip on the back of my neck. He storms us out of the cathedral; it’s not proper etiquette to smash your fist into someone’s nose inside a church, I suppose.  
 
    As we go, the voices around us clog the air, no one caring about being reverent now. 
 
    “Did you see that?”  
 
    “That’s Giotto Medici’s boy! What’s his name?” 
 
    “He flew! I can see it in my mind’s eye yet! He saved that other lad!” 
 
      It’s the attention Alessio has always craved, yet he seems completely ignorant of it now, each of his muscles rigid with fury. Once outside, he quickly turns us to an alley and throws me to the ground. The buildings on either side huddle closely, watching and waiting for the fight to begin. Not one to waste time, the first blow comes, hitting me in the side of the ribs. He kicks me in the stomach next, then the manhood, taking my ability to fight back. 
 
      “You. You fool. How many times must you risk suicide before you understand?” Reaching down, he hoists me from the ground by my ears, his grip threatening to rip them from my skull. Bringing my face close to his, I can see that as he speaks, his lips barely move, as though his jaw is wired shut. The laughter that normally fills his eyes has entirely evaporated. The most active part of his face is the vein on his temple, threatening to detonate. “What are you trying to prove? That you’re more than what you were born as? Do you truly think you have anyone deceived?” He throws me down, my ears fiery hot and my spine striving to curl fetal. His rage seems pointless to me—I am already broken. My soul feels lost at sea, starving for some reason to live, some reason to fight on. But Alessio doesn’t see this. The red rushing to his head has left him blind to anything else as his words move from angry to nasty. 
 
    “Do you truly think you are different? Where do you come off thinking you are better than anyone, you bastard?” Each of his words punch the air, and though he doesn’t lay another hand on me, he has no idea the damage he inflicts. I feel my heart quicken. With a flick of his tongue, he has discovered my old wounds and pries at them as if with a knife.  
 
    “How audacious are you? Thinking that you of all people could learn to fly after already being grown? You can’t even take your father’s place in society, yet you hope to surpass us all.” He scoffs in disgust. Each insult cuts and fillets me open until I can only lay wordlessly on the street, heart red, raw, and bleeding. Then he throws his arm behind him, showing off the sky. “See that? It’s impossible. It has never been done, not once a person has grown, so just leave it for those of us who it does belong to. The more you try, the more you humiliate yourself. You humiliate me for trying to teach you. It is an absurd idea, always was, and I shouldn’t have played along. I wouldn’t have if it wasn’t for Joanna.” Anger radiates from every inch of his face, as one by one the words clip out. “You. Will. Never. Fly.” 
 
    He stares long at me then, seething eyes behind a stony expression. He kicks me again, his foot embedding in the soft part of my stomach. Once more and blood gushes from my nose, turning the street below me burgundy. Then turning, he throws his final dagger. Two steps and he is off the ground, the thin air holding him as steadily as if he was on the solid street.  
 
    The way just moments ago, it refused to do for me.  
 
    Looking over his shoulder, he catches my eye one last time, and the spark of laughter in them is back, but twisted and gray. “Ha,” it says. “Take that.” When I thought he could pull me no lower, he knew just what to do. When did I become his enemy? 
 
    Pulling my knees until my elbows rest on them, I place my head in my hands, the air around me still polluted with his toxic words. In my hand, something pricks my cheek, and I see the last remains of the leaf, stuck to my palm.  
 
    And I know. Alessio is right—through the earth, I cannot fly. I will never fly. 
 
    Through the earth. 
 
    The earth may not love me in return, but when have I ever let how someone else feels define me? Tell me what I can or cannot do? 
 
     For Alessio was right again—I am out to prove something. I have been ever since as a child, I lived in my father’s house and saw how, as his illegitimate son, I was treated differently by guests and my half-siblings. From that time on, I have dreamed of flying—for the wonder of it, yes, but perhaps more to show them that there is no obstacle that can hold me back. With their necks craned back and mouths gaping open, they’d see that there was no limit they could put on me that would stick. As a child, I hadn’t been able to articulate why I dreamed of flying, but I am no longer a child.  
 
    I feel my jaw set firm, and I rise to my feet without bothering to wipe the dirt of the street from my trousers or the blood from my face. Alessio is barely a speck now, and watching him, my shoulders straighten and a smile returns to my face. Perhaps it is a bit twisted and gray as well, but pride swells yellow inside me that after such a beating, I’ve picked myself up. 
 
    This code I take now to myself, to push past all obstacles, to shatter their expectations. It pulses through me as real as blood, as liberating as breath.  
 
    I will fly. With the fierceness that I previously placed my trust in the earth, I now turn to science. Exquisite, controllable science. I don’t have to wait for it to love me in return. Unlike a feeling, there are simple laws it must abide by. Laws I will use. I will use them to do what no one else has done.  
 
      It becomes clear to me now, just as clear as Alessio had been as he stood above me, raging. It has always been magic versus science, with science forever sorely losing. For centuries, the world has spun this way, every one of its citizens, in every country, in every civilization groveling to magic. They expect it to answer their questions, show them their purpose, fill their holes. So long as all faith is put into spells and enchantments, potions and the earth, no one will turn to science. No one will find the answers it has to offer. Yet so few have met someone with true magic, which is the best tool I have. I will take it, like a pickax, to the thin ice of their faith and break it apart until they see the waters of science below. Life-giving waters. 
 
      Magic’s day is over. The world is about to spin in a new direction.  
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Every mind I’ve visited has stayed with me. Not one hasn’t felt like a dear friend when the moment was over, that I didn’t want to see win. Perhaps that is because the earth only sends me memories from those who are good, those who are trying. Or perhaps it’s because there is no one you couldn’t love if you could see through their eyes. 
 
    I don’t hate Leonardo. But I do wonder if he, like all who declare war, would hesitate if he were to be the one on the front line. One that must fight, shed real blood, and die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, September 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    Like in all the worst dreams, I opened my mouth to speak, to scream, but could not. Of course, being inside his mind, I can see why he made the decision he did, but now, living in our future, I see what he could only begin to imagine. A world where science has a voice—no, a world where it is considered the voice.  
 
    And magic has none.  
 
    In the last dregs of the memory, I see through Leo’s eyes my own willowy form entering the cathedral, and Leo turns the other direction. His last thought was, “She’ll never understand. I must do this alone.”  
 
    Then Leo is gone. I open my eyes slowly from the nightmare, cool sweat and warm tears on my face. My forehead still leans against Ramose, as though all strength has been taken from my neck and limbs, and only he holds me up.  
 
      Placing his hands on the sides of my face, he meets my eyes. “That’s the moment all this began.” He nods his head to the walls around us. “He preached publicly against faith in magic and more belief in the sciences. He gathered like thinkers to him. The more well-known he became, the more the world listened to him. Like at the beginning of all wars, he never could have fully predicted the impact of his actions. Though no armies marched, a very real war had started. It grew over years and centuries, long past Leo’s lifetime, until magic was thoroughly conquered.” His voice lowers to a whisper. “No one outside these walls believes in us anymore.” 
 
      “I was there,” I whisper. “I had gone to the cathedral to meet them, but didn’t see what happened. I waited while the whole time, they were just outside, just a few streets down. If I had known . . .” What would I have done? I would have helped Leo to his feet and thrown my arms about his neck and begged his forgiveness. Forgiveness for Alessio, for the earth, and most importantly me for the part I had played. For I know my hands are not clean either.  
 
    Suddenly Alessio’s voice cuts into our cloud, but with none of the warmth of sunshine. “Tell me I’m not seeing what I think I’m seeing.”  
 
      I look up and he’s there, standing to the side of the waterfall where there is a clear view of this secluded space. Ramose drops his hands from the side of my face and pulls back, but doesn’t deny the intimate moment Alessio thinks he has witnessed. A little ways behind him, the three trollops watch the encounter, confused as to what stole their entertainment away. 
 
     I know how this must look to Alessio. I want to argue, to defend what has happened, but when I look at him now, it’s as though I am seeing someone entirely different from the man I once caressed. His face from Leo’s memory comes back to me—jaw muscles rigid with fury, veins pulsing in his neck, something molten in his eyes spilling over. I wish more than anything to see Alessio as I always have, but the pain of him kicking Leo in the stomach still lingers in my gut, the throbbing in my head of being lifted by the ears still burns. I look at Alessio, and now all my eyes fill with is horror. 
 
      My silence only confirms his suspensions. “So this . . .” He motions to Ramose, not even bothering to give the title “him,” but rather, looking at him like an animal. “This is the noble cause you left me for?” Again, I say nothing. “The least you could have given me was honesty, Joanna.”  
 
      For a second, I wonder if he will hit Ramose, rage on him as he did on Leo, but he doesn’t give Ramose even a glance as he turns and lifts himself from the pool. He stalks out, the three girls discarded and annoyed at losing their toy.  
 
      I should follow. I should explain, ease his heartache, but who is it I would be following? Not the man I knew.  
 
      But I can only live in my horror of what he has done for so long. 
 
      For though I barely scratched the memory of Leo’s, I know none of it would’ve come to fruition if it wasn’t for me.  
 
    Had I been a true friend to Leo, he wouldn’t have felt the need to prove something that day. Without the moment in the garden he and I had shared, the moment in the street Alessio and he had ‘shared’ never would have happened.  
 
      I am not blameless. The very Academy I fight would not be here if it wasn’t for my influence. For a second, I think again of Gadian sending that liquid through the injured man’s veins, and I wonder if that felt like what this guilt feels like now. My insides dying slowly in the toxicity, badly burning every organ it touches, intending to leave only a shell.  
 
    Except I don’t die. I have to face what I have done.  
 
    “I could have stopped all of this.” I slide into the water and walk to the opening Alessio just left. Every door, every wall, every captured body in here places weights of regret on my chest. “Magic is dying, in part because of me.” I can’t look at Ramose, don’t dare see the blame that should be on his features. “How can I ever make amends?” 
 
      Ramose walks up behind me until our shoulders touch. 
 
      “You know how.” His voice barely comes out, as though it carries something fragile. And it does. 
 
     It carries a call to set things right.  
 
    A call to redemption. 
 
    I nod, slowly but certain. “We give magic a second chance.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “No! I was so close!” She pummels the water once with her fists, and I can’t help but grin. She’s unbearably pretty when she’s angry. “Stop laughing at me! I failed again.” 
 
      “Try once more today.” I reach for her, untangling her tightly folded arms until her soft hands rest in mine. 
 
      “I feel like an idiot, standing for eons like a statue in this pool. Before long, I’ll start spouting water out of my mouth.” She pouts, bottom lip out, the perfect imitation of a toddler.  
 
       “Well, if it helps, I never like you so well as when you fail over and over.” I smile, and she glances at me out of the corner of her eye, “Because failure is simply a sign that you tried to surpass yourself.” 
 
      She swivels a bit in place. “You sound like Leo,” she says toward the water. 
 
      I squeeze her hands until she meets my gaze. “Try once more,” I urge, then let go and step back. 
 
     At last she nods and again closes her eyes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, October 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    Each year on my birthday, just before going to bed, Mama would wrap her arms around me and by candlelight tell me the story of my birth. I knew it by heart, but never tired of hearing how she would tell it.  
 
      “The worst moment of my young life was when you came without a cry. Your papa and I felt so helpless. As long as I live, I will never forget your precious body on the table, the midwife lifting your arm and then it falling with dead weight to the hard chestnut table. It seemed like you were already gone.”  
 
      But I wasn’t. Mamma took me in her arms, placed my tiny bare body against the skin of her chest, and pulled me from death’s grasp. “It was like the sun had gone out, and I thought I would never feel warmth or life again. But then it did come back! When you finally started crying, your papa and I wept tears of joy, and the three of us just held each other like that, our tears wet on each other’s faces. I was never the same again.” 
 
      It seemed like the sun had gone out, she had said. I knew this feeling the moment I woke up in the Academy. Hopelessness. But I didn’t relate to the rest of her story, of life being touched again by sunlight and warmth, until now. 
 
      For weeks, Ramose and I spent whatever time we could together behind the waterfall, striving with every cell in my body to connect with the earth. He’d instruct and encourage me, and sometimes I would feel a swelling as if magic were so close, if I but strove harder, focused a bit more fully, I would reach it. But each time, I couldn’t control my mind enough. A simple thought of, “It’s not going to work,” and the feeling would flee away as though a frightened bird. “No, no, no! Come back!” I would scream in my mind, but it was no use. We would leave, defeated, but by the time my head hit my pillow, I knew I had to try again. Each night, the hours would slide into the morning as I tried to control my thoughts, practiced envisioning myself again with wings, forced myself to recall the exact way the wind had felt through my feathers. Yet eventually, sleep always won. 
 
      But no more. 
 
      I wait behind our waterfall for Ramose, my outstretched fingers floating on the warm surface. It’s evening, apparently, for the lights of the pool have been dimmed, changing the water here from its usual turquoise to twisted dark ripples of black and gold. Small eddies swirl under my palms, and lifting my hand, I watch the drips run from my fingertips, somehow both opaque and clear at the same time, before landing again in the water below. There tiny halos appear, one encircling the next. Ramose is late, but I don’t mind. Between practices with him and research with Azure, time to myself has become as sparse as stars on a cloudy night. Right now, just give me warm water and some silence—that’s all I need. 
 
      As I cast my eyes about my aqua cocoon, they come to rest on the waterfall itself, on the movement of the silver and the beauty of the blurred images beyond it. Stepping toward it, I turn and let the falls splash against my shoulders. My lips part as I exhale deeply, letting it wash away the weight I always carry these days. The water runs smoothly across my skin like a gentle caress, across my shoulders and down my back.  
 
    With an inhale, I close my eyes, then lift my head back into the flow. The water rushes against my head, making my hair cling to my face, but no matter how wet I become, my spirit cannot be damped. I feel as alive as if I were soaring. The sun has come back into my life. Here is color, here is warmth, here is a light that I didn’t know if I would ever see again. 
 
      Time melts to nothing, nothing at all, with only the rhythm of my breath measuring the moments. Whether five minutes or twenty pass this way, I do not know. More than that, though, all other time disappears as well. My regrets in the past, my fears for the future. All there is left is now, and the awe that slides over me as close as skin. 
 
      This time, it is different. The surge of magic begins in my fingertips, but rather than desperately clinging to it, I let it come to me, as all wild things should. Then it is upon me, golden and pure and coursing, it would seem, through my every vein. It is beauty as only the earth has to offer. They can strain it, treat it, filter it, but the earth was still there. Just waiting for us to sharpen our senses enough to feel it again. 
 
      Though I don’t open my eyes, I feel as though so much light cannot be contained inside me. It would seep through my cracks if I don’t direct it. Swan, I gently command, and this time all it takes is the one simple thought. My human form begins to slip from me, taking on smooth white plumage in its place. I sigh, feeling the familiar prickle of wings where a split second ago was only pink skin.  
 
      “Joanna! Wait! You’ll be seen!” There’s a splash and I open my eyes reluctantly, as though being pulled from heaven’s gates. Looking at myself, I feel a pang to see that the swan form has fled, but the magic glow coursing through me still remains.  
 
    Ramose is rushing through the water toward me, one of those sunshine-through-the-rain smiles upon his face. “You did it! You did it!” he exclaims, his arms open to me. 
 
      It takes me a moment to come out of my trance, but then his smile catches fire. “I did it. I did it!” I’m jumping, the water leaving me weightless, and I fly into his arms. He lifts me and I wrap my legs around his waist, feeling high off the triumph. We laugh together, victorious and giddy. With one strong arm, Ramose holds me in place, then slowly with his other hand, he softly cups my face. Suddenly my mind snaps back to clarity. I remember the miniscule bathing suit I succumbed to wearing several practices ago, and become shamefully aware of my bare legs wrapped around Ramose’s strong torso, of my exposed shoulders and neck so close now to his every breath. My heart rate that just moments ago had slowed to a steady stroll now makes up for lost time, racing out of control. 
 
      “Hmm,” I happily sigh but look away, attempting to turn my attention back to the waterfall. I loosen my legs to climb down, but Ramose’s arm holds me there steadily. I rest my hand on his chest to push off, but for some reason don’t. My hand stays there, and he doesn’t miss his chance. With a gentle finger, he guides my eyes back until he holds the gaze I had tried not to give him.  
 
      “You are . . .sensational.” His voice is husky and low. There’s a hot intensity in his dark eyes and set jaw, a spark of the inferno that I want to consume me. I don’t move. I’m frozen from either fear or excitement, I’m unsure which. Ramose leans in, resting his forehead against mine, and it’s not until he takes my cheeks in both his hands that I realize I’m the only one holding myself around his hips. I don’t fight against the moment anymore, against the thoughts going through me. His smell reminds me of a summer evening, rich and warm. Our breaths mingle as he turns his head slightly to the side, his nearly closed eyes watching my lips. Surprising myself, I close my own eyes and don’t turn away. 
 
    “Hal 'astatie taqbilak,” he whispers. My eyes fly open and I pull back. Is he using a term of endearment from his native language? “Madha?” he asks. 
 
    No. He’s not meaning to do this. 
 
    “Non capisco,” I answer. I don’t understand. But though I speak the words normally, by the time they reach my ears, they seem hollow, lifeless, like a body that has exhaled its last breath.  
 
    The magic is gone from them, I realize.  
 
    With it, it has taken the only security we had to hold on to. The communication walls, in an instant, have gone back up. 
 
    I tremble, now undoubtedly from dread, and Ramose sets me down. He is paling quickly, his breath haggard and rough. “Hadath shay’ ma Hamamat Albaria,” he says as he meets my eyes, and I don’t need to know Egyptian to understand what he is saying. 
 
      Wild Dove must be dead. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    It’s the not knowing, I am told, that will drive a person mad. I’ve seen how a society can be tortured by the idea of a missing child, but will make peace with the death of a child. Not knowing is an anguish that doesn’t end, a song with no final notes. Apparently. 
 
     But never did I understand the immensity of what the earth had given me until now. For the first time, I am living in that not knowing, no matter how I search in quiet moments for Wild Dove and the others.  
 
      If Joanna had asked a month ago to be shown what happened to Leo and her mama, I would have turned her away, would have felt it was better that way. I would have thought I was sparing her pain.  
 
    But I would have been wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, August 1470 A.D 
 
      
 
      The crowd that normally has a life of its own has become a stilled beast. Where before housewives heckled for the best price, old friends caught up, and new friends were made, now only my voice is heard. The vendors and even the dulcimer player in the street have all abandoned their posts as if pulled here by unseen hands. 
 
      “I have been impressed with the urgency of doing,” I tell them. “Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Being willing is not enough; we must do.” In the crisp autumn air, the wall of their bodies pressing in keeps the gritty wind away. The wind that I used to think would speak to me—I tell myself I would no longer listen if it did. “And how do we apply our knowledge? For thousands of years, we have let the idea of magic hold us back in our lives, and all with little to no proof of it at work. But what can a man use to guide him day-to-day? How long must we sit in the dark before we see that the world of insight is before us?” There is hardly a single utterance in the throng, but one face stands out to me. Isabetta. Joanna’s mother.  
 
    Since Joanna and Alessio ran away together—his final blow to me, taking the dearest friend I’ve ever known—I haven’t been able to face Isabetta but instead have thrown myself into my work. Her eyes cut into me now, yet so do a hundred others, and I must finish my speech for them. “We learn the art of science,” I find my words again. “Experiment, allow yourself to fail. Forever question, forever wonder, without letting the beliefs of old paralyze your ability to learn. Please understand, there are three classes of people. Those who see. Those who see when they are shown. Those who do not see. My people, my kin and my kind, I beg you to see.”  
 
      With that, I nod to the crowd, and a smatter of applause follows before they begin to disperse and go back about their daily errands. Isabetta stays stock-still, knowing I will come to her.  
 
      Walking forward, I don’t know how to form my face, and only make a weak attempt to smile. She doesn’t return it, though her eyes are soft and curious.  
 
      “Isabetta.” I kiss each cheek. “I have been thinking about you. How are you holding up?” 
 
      She pulls back and looks at me, her eyes never blinking. Since Jo left her mother must not be eating much, for her skin clings to her like a wet rag. She had always been the town beauty, but you would hardly notice now with the layers she has buried herself in to keep out the world. Pulling her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, she doesn’t respond to my question. 
 
      “I have heard about your new outlook, Leo. You’ve got the town in quite a stir. Why? Why are you doing this?” she pleads. “It would break her heart if she knew.” 
 
      I must stick up for myself, but try to make my words as gentle as possible, for she looks as if a breath of wind would be enough to do her in. “So I must choose, then, between being loyal to myself and a friend who abandoned both of us?” 
 
      She steps forward, forcing me to meet her eyes. “When did it become ‘us’ versus ‘them’ for you? This isn’t like you at all. You’re hurting others to satisfy your own desires, and it’s anything but all right. This is wrong. Can’t you see that, Leo?” She looks at me like she’s never seen me before, as if I’ve transformed into some sort of monster. The look—from Isabetta, of all people—gnaws on my orange bubble of pride even more than her words.  
 
      “Who are you to judge between right and wrong, Isabetta?” I defend, then motion to the crowded street. “If you were to ask each of these people to name a few things that they know to be true, do you know what you would find? Some of the very things one man sees as right and true, another will ‘know’ the exact opposite. You see me and what I am trying to teach the people about science as so very wrong, but you don’t see how liberating it can be.” I clasp her on the shoulders, imploring her to understand. “I didn’t decide to pit science against magic in the first place. It has been this way for centuries, perhaps as long as man has walked the earth. But I am sounding a war cry. I will give those of us without magic a voice. A hope. They deserve that. We deserve that.” 
 
      Isabetta looks away from me, which with how close we are standing only makes the moment more painful. “I don’t believe she abandoned us.” She finds the word I used earlier, examines it then holds it up for me to see. “Joanna would never leave without a word. Something happened to them, I’m sure of it.”  
 
      I consider her words, and my voice lowers as I finally answer. 
 
    “Whether or not she ran off with Alessio, I do not know. But Joanna did desert me. Months ago, she did abandon me when I needed her most.” 
 
       Isabetta’s head tilts in a way that reminds me so much of Joanna, and she leans in as though looking at something in my features she missed before.  
 
      “Is that why you are doing this? Because you are mad at them for being able to fly?” 
 
      I want to pretend she is wrong, yet my eyes find the cobblestones at my feet, and when I breathe in, the air tastes red with guilt. Perhaps, I respond in my mind. The hours I’ve spent trying to convince myself of the opposite only affirms the truth she’s hit upon. Jo and Alessio’s words had shattered my soul in pieces, and just as I was gathering the shards to attempt to repair it came the second blow. Sweet Jo, who has known me better than any soul to walk this earth, had disappeared like a shadow does in the night, leaving only darkness behind. My midnight-blue grief now breaks me beyond recognition or repair, and yet a broken heart still beats. So I get up each day, the fragments of all I had loved gathered close to my chest, and throw myself into the only thing I have left to care about anymore. 
 
      “I do this,” I weakly shrug, “because I don’t know what else to do.” My words come out defeated, a white flag waving. 
 
      Isabetta doesn’t respond, but after a moment accepts my surrender with a nod. “I don’t blame you,” she gently whispers, then kisses my cheek in farewell. “Please take care of yourself, Leonardo.” With that, she slips back into step with the other shoppers and is gone. Watching the spot where she disappeared, I wish her forgiveness could give me peace. But how can it, when I still blame myself? When guilt for what I’m doing gnaws on my flesh? Still, I can’t stop. Some part of me feels it is right, that I was always meant to do this. 
 
    The crowd closes around me, and claustrophobia strives to bind me still. Tilting my head up from the streets, I find the empty sky, and it gives me the strength to free my limbs and walk away. 
 
    Away from the market, away from the city where my name is becoming revered and celebrated in prominent homes. To the hills, where despite my charcoal betrayal, I still can’t help but hope I will hear that same name softly whispered in the breeze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes before she does and just look at her as she finishes the memory. Her eyebrows are drawn together in concern, her dark lashes pinched tightly closed. When she exhales, her crimson lips part for just a moment before she opens her eyes and meets mine. 
 
     My heart rate picks up, and I realize that for months I’ve been approaching this war all wrong. In battle, it’s not the enemy who is of the most importance, not the hate you feel coursing through you for all that he stands for. 
 
      It’s the person behind you who matters, the one worth placing yourself between them and the enemy. Only then can fear turn into bravery, because hate will never justify war.  
 
    Only love can.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, October 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    I pull back from the memory and open my eyes to find Ramose already watching me. The corners of his eyes tilt in concern, and I give him a gentle smile to try to say, “I’m okay.” He nods, though he looks unconvinced. I had asked him to show me the memory of Leo, and I know if he is going to show me any more, he needs to see that I can handle it. 
 
    Our communication has become a muddled dance, with plenty of missteps and stumbles as we try to figure it out. We use our full repertoire of hand gestures, facial expressions, and bilingual grunts and laughs, though it’s rarely enough. I can speak to Ramose in Italian, and then he can ask the earth for a translation. But it’s not as though he’s suddenly been endowed with the gift of tongues—it takes time for him to watch the memories, and sometimes he doesn’t completely understand what he is being shown. He can figure out a few staccato words, but the easiest way to reply is to show me memories from the earth, forehead to forehead.  
 
    This is how we found out Wild Dove is still alive. For now. 
 
    I had watched, in the memory, a door open, a triangle of light falling into an otherwise pitch-black room. Strong hands reached down and clasped around clothing that smelled from going so long unwashed. There was a body hiding in those layers, and the hands thrust it up from the ground until it was standing on two feet. Wild Dove. 
 
    Her lip was swollen, the side of her face bruised, and there was dried blood in her hair, but in her eyes I saw power and control. Inside the man’s mind, I heard the thoughts, Normally by now, they’re either fighting off demons or crying for their mothers! He fumed, obviously seeing that was not the sort of woman who stood before him. This was a woman who could not be caged.  
 
    He spat an expletive in her face and shoved something toward her. A bowl that he pinned against her collarbone. “Eat, you stupid woman! Would you prefer death? If so, it won’t be on your terms—that I guarantee you.” He let go of the bowl, but Wild Dove didn’t move to catch it, and lush, beautiful strawberries nearly as large as apples tumbled down her filthy dress to the white tile at her feet. 
 
    “Don’t eat and die by your hands, Gadian,” she answered calmly, as though speaking to a child. “Or eat, and die by your hands anyway.” She chuckled, not at all the maddened laugh of someone losing their mind like he would have preferred. “You don’t like anyone messing with your games, do you? But surely you must see by now. We are doing this on my terms.” 
 
    “Do you know who you are dealing with?” Gadian’s voice became lethal, his spittle landing on her face, his fists balling up her collar. 
 
      “Do you?” She had met his eyes and whispered before the memory faded away, and somehow I knew she wasn’t only talking about herself. 
 
      Ramose had shown me that yesterday. “Portala fuori,” he had managed to figure out how to say in Italian. Get her out. I had only nodded, unable to ask the thousand questions to come to mind. Where is she? Get her out, and then what? Take her where? How could we hide her? Why is she refusing food anyway? But all these words only dry up on my tongue. After all, he is right. I don’t know how freeing her would ever be possible, but we cannot turn our backs on someone who needs us. 
 
      I will never do that again. 
 
      The memory of the last time I turned my back on a friend lives with me like a shadow. I cannot escape it, for in an incredible smack of karma, I have come to live in its repercussions. Literally. Self-disgust churns sour in my stomach as I remember being inside Leo’s head, and I ache for his pain. 
 
      “Ramose,” I had said that morning. “I have to know what happened to my friend. To Leonardo. Will you show me?” 
 
     He couldn’t answer right away, but minutes later, he reached out his hand and guided me to the couch. Setting his hands palm up on his knees, I knew he understood what I needed to see. 
 
      Now, I look away from Ramose and try not to show how the memory disturbed me. Though I know he doesn’t understand, I find words tumbling from my mouth. “It wasn’t his fault. Do you resent him? You shouldn’t. He was a great man. A great man and a good man. All that greatness we’d talk about—it never went to his head, it never stopped him from being good. You can’t find someone better. Everything you’ve shown me doesn’t change that. He didn’t do any of it out of hate—Leo didn’t know how to hate. He was just hurt.” I pause before continuing. “Sometimes good people make bad decisions. We mess up. We let other people down. We all make mistakes.” I stop, realizing I’m not talking about Leo anymore. “That doesn’t make them bad people, does it?”  
 
      For a second, his dark, soft eyes just look at mine, and then he reaches out and tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Do not. Blame,” he manages to communicate. “Hurt. Not. Hate.” He nods, understanding the basic idea of what I was trying to say. I can’t help but wonder—is he only referring to Leo, or could it be that he sees the bruise of blame that I now face whenever I look in the mirror? Could he be talking to me too?  
 
      A rap on the door pulls our attention away, and I jump to answer it, grateful for the excuse not to have to think of Leo anymore. 
 
    In utter irony, I open the door to find Alessio standing there. “Joanna,” he greets me—no hello, no chitchat. Just my name, as though I’d been lost at sea. His arm is up against the doorframe, seeming to hold himself steady there. Stepping out, I close the door behind me, wondering if Ramose realized who is here. 
 
    “Hi.” I smile softly.  
 
    His eyes are glassy and droop at the corners, like a puppy. I always did have a soft spot for puppies. 
 
    “I . . . I heard a song,” he begins rather loudly, and for the first time I notice the lingering of a musky scent on him. “It made me think of you. It goes—” He shakes his head, cutting himself off. His train of thought derails, but he plows on. “I’ve been replaying everything, trying to figure out when it all began to change. I go through it all, a hundred different ways. What were the right words to say? I don’t know.” He shallows and pinches his eyes shut. “I don’t know.”  
 
    He pauses, and for a moment I’m not sure if he’s going to go on.  
 
    “What—”  
 
    “I want you back,” he cuts in again, rubbing his face with his hand.  
 
    “Alessio.” I place my hand on his arm. “You aren’t well.” 
 
    He drops his hand and looks me in the eyes. “I’m going to marry you, Joanna. You’re the only one for me. I love you. You need to know that hasn’t changed.” 
 
    I want to say that I love him back, for it’s the truth and I know that’s all it would take for his spine to straighten and the smile to come back to his eyes. But I can’t. 
 
    “Alessio.” I pick at the button of his jacket that hangs open toward me. “I know what happened that day at the cathedral. With Leo. I know what you told him. What you did.” 
 
    His jaw clenches shut, and silence is the only answer I get. But I know from the look in his eyes that he is with me, back on the streets of Tuscany, standing over Leo, words of rage spilling out of him. 
 
    “That is why we are all here, hundreds of years later. He started a movement so people would put less faith in magic and more in science. Back then, he couldn’t have imagined how it would gain momentum, how it would become a very real war.” Where our love became a casualty, I think but don’t say. “None of us would be here if it weren’t for that. We would still be home if it weren’t for that.” Together.  
 
    Alessio turns away, and I wonder if somehow my words sobered him up a bit, or at least made it through the fog of his mind with some ray of clarity.  
 
    “He stepped off the scaffolding—” he begins, defending himself, but the rest of the argument dies away. 
 
    I slip my hands along his waist, holding him close enough that he has to look at me. “I don’t blame you. My hands are not clean of this either. I abandoned Leo as well—I’m also part of the reason why he started the movement. I forgive you,” I whisper, wondering if I can do so and still be loyal to Leo. Yet how can I hold Alessio guilty when I have knotted my own noose?  
 
    “What will it take to be with you, Joanna? I’ll do it.” His eyes blur, and immediately my own follow suit. He runs his hand through his deep brown wavy hair, just as he used to do at home before hair gel came into his life. This simple action reminds me that my old Alessio is still in there. My heart churns with excitement and passion to have this question laid before me. Not to have to choose, but to get all my heart’s desires.  
 
    “Okay.” I feel myself smile. “Give up all these distractions that the Academy puts under your nose. You could be our spy against Gadian! He thinks you are his little pet—we can use that against him!” I whisper, pulling him close, close enough for the sensors not to pick up. “Help us right what you and I did wrong! Help us find a way to free the shaman!” I’m smiling now. I can see it—the image of us outside the Academy, lifting off the hard ground and soaring together. Two black silhouettes, one of a man, the other a swan, against a sky as white as milk. 
 
    I meet his eyes, but my smile fades as I find my answer there. He can only look at me for a moment before stepping back, his arm falling from the doorframe. 
 
    “You say you love me.” I gulp hard as he turns so I can only see his profile. “But what do you love more?”  
 
    He places a hand on the back of his neck as though there was a weight about his shoulders, and when he shakes his head, it is barely perceptible. 
 
    “You ask more than you realize.” He looks ahead to the hallway that is empty except for a couple of drones delivering food. “How can you ask this of me?” When I don’t answer, he shakes his head again. “I’m sorry.” He looks at me for just a moment, then turns and walks away. 
 
    I watch him go, knowing I could run after him. I could agree—it is simply asking too much. This isn’t just asking him to give up riches—it’s asking him to discard his dream. All he has wanted for his life. 
 
    But my question rings in my own mind, and with a last look at him striding away, I turn back to my door. I let him go. 
 
    I know what I love more. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    My wet hands press into the gray clay, the wheel spinning at my knees. As I slowly squeeze my fingers inward, the pot begins to take shape. There is a human need to create that reminds me there is always happiness to be found in life. That even amid destruction, something new and good can begin. 
 
     Sometimes it distracts me from the lion’s mouth where my head is set. 
 
    Sometimes not. Other times, I can only look at the pots and vases I’ve made and wonder if they will outlast me. If when this war breaks out, will my body be dragged and left to rot in the open desert like those before me, these creations in clay the only pieces of me left behind. 
 
    With that thought, I take extra care with what my fingers do. If these are to be all I leave behind, let them be something beautiful. Something to bring good into the world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, October 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    “I can’t find her,” Ramose had whispered in despair, elbows on his knees, hands straining into his wet hair.  
 
    We could talk the day before. The Academy had figured out a “speech schedule” with the remaining Masters of Tongue. Of course, the interview rooms had priority—nothing could slow their research. The few remaining are spread out to different areas of the Academy, leaving several large sections to confusion, but the next day they would rotate. At least one of every four days, we could talk this way, if we stayed in public areas where the Masters of Tongue relax, treated as fragile gods. 
 
    So Ramose and I sat in our pool, submerged in three days’ worth of conversations we hadn’t been able to have. He’s had a headache for each of those days from the effort of trying to get the earth to show him where Wild Dove is being kept. “I’ve tried asking the earth every question I can think of, but all I see is the back of my eyelids. It’s a total block. They must have a Cloud Shaman working with them like we had the day she was taken. That’s the only thing I can figure.”  
 
      It makes me sick to think of a shaman kissing their feet, jumping to help them cover their tracks. It’s one thing for us to help them with research, to share our memories, and another thing to help them bury their secrets and hide their bodies. It breaks the most basic rules of war, but now once shattered, it has sparked an idea in my mind that won’t dislodge. 
 
     So now I sit across from Azure, cold with fear, but reminding myself they drew first blood.  
 
      She sips a coffee, the fingers of both hands intertwined around it, her eyes not fully focusing on me today. There are bags under her eyes that no amount of foundation can cover up, and her typically sexy dress has been changed for pants and flat shoes that look much more comfortable. Something is very wrong when Azure isn’t in heels.  
 
    I feel guilty, knowing I should have compassion, shouldn’t put her in this position right now. But this is about Wild Dove’s life, I remind myself. I have to do whatever I can to get her help. And I know, looking at Azure’s knee bouncing, that these cracked nerves of hers might be just what I need to pry my fingers into her and get to the soft, vulnerable layer underneath. She values the Academy for what she believes it can do for her son, but deeper than that, what she has been through with her son has made her value life. Two absolute beliefs, yet that day with the injured man, she showed me that these values aren’t always in harmony. Just as then, I must force her to choose. 
 
    “Empty.” She stares at her cup, and it takes me a second to realize she’s talking about her coffee. 
 
    “Well, nothing says ‘I need a refill’ like listening to an hour straight of pre-Renaissance memories.” I try to joke, using the time reference they say I come from. I stand, walking toward her. “Here, let me.” I reach out. She looks up at me and hands me her cup without a word.  
 
    I turn to the ever-present steaming machine on the wall nearby and fill the cup to the top, then turn back to her with a soft smile as I sit close. “What’s going on, Azure? You can tell me,” I say, just like a friend would, feeling like a traitor every second. The only reason I’m sitting this close is so I can talk to her without the microphones picking up my words. 
 
    She shakes her head, only looking at me long enough to retrieve her cup. “Oh, just burning the candles at both ends, I guess. I haven’t been sleeping much.” 
 
    I don’t answer, but place my hand on her back, trying to comfort her—and stay close. For a moment, she hardly seems to realize it’s there, but finally she turns her head “Thanks.” She meets me eyes, and I know that just briefly she’s surfaced from the weight of her own thoughts. 
 
     This is my in. 
 
    “Azure.” I lock eyes with her, my hand still heavy on her back. “I know how you feel about the Academy, that you’ve placed your betting chips on it being able to help you. But I also know you value life. I need your help.” Though I whisper, I can see in her eyes how my words have cut straight to the core of her. 
 
    “My friend, Wild Dove, is in trouble. I have to get to her. Please,” I beg. “Help me.” 
 
    “Maybe she just finished her work here and was sent home.” Her eyes dart to her hands, not meeting my gaze. 
 
    “And be allowed to leave us all in mass confusion with our languages? No. I don’t believe that for a moment. She’s in danger.” I pause, my head tilting. “And I think you know it.” 
 
    She doesn’t answer, just turns from me and sips her fresh coffee slowly, but I won’t retreat now. 
 
    “Will you just stand aside, knowing that is someone’s daughter? Someone’s sister?” I grab her hand, begging her to hear me out. “She was taken from her parents and abused as a child—did you know that? That’s why she is such a fighter. She watched out for her brother, whispered to him his real name that he had been told to forget. She was told that who she was didn’t matter. Can you imagine that? Doesn’t every human life matter? Doesn’t it?”  
 
    She looks back at me, unable to hide how her soul cracks and breaks inside her like a bottle shattered in a bag. Perhaps, I suddenly realize, it broke long ago, but she has always been skilled at swallowing her bitter pills and putting on an instant smile. That is, after all, her role. Support the shaman, get them to trust you, open up. Make ’em laugh. Make it all about them.  
 
    But then something happened, I see now. Something that made it so she couldn’t just switch on a happy face and mask the hurt anymore. Everything is not all right. 
 
    “I can’t help you.” The words come out strong yet drop to our feet, heavy with regret and grief. She pinches in her cheeks and swallows hard. She licks her lips, then bites the bottom one before standing so I can no longer see her face.  
 
    She’s too far away for me to talk openly, and she knows it. Walking to the door, she opens it for me, then leans back and grasps her coffee mug close to her chest. “We are done for the day. You can go.” She watches me with weary eyes as I stand and come to the door.  
 
    As I’m about to walk through, I pause and lean toward her. I don’t know what else to say to convince her until for a split second, I see past Azure with her jokes and fashion, past her notes and love for science, to the piece of Azure that is suddenly, obviously, the most important piece. The piece I’ve been missing. I see straight to her mother’s soul. 
 
    “What if it were your child?” I ask, looking across my shoulder into her eyes. Then turning, I don’t wait for her to answer. I don’t wait to see if my words cut to a tender red heart. And when I walk away, she lets me go. Walking slowly, I hope to hear her footprints behind me, but just like when I let Alessio go, Azure knows what she loves more. 
 
    I failed. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Cutting the pot from the wheel, I carefully set it on my workspace to dry, attempting not to rush and damage it. Once it’s safe, I step back, but don’t spend my usual moments inspecting it. Instead, I turn and wash my hands as fast as I can. Joanna will be getting back from meeting with Azure soon, and whatever the outcome is, I have to be there for her. 
 
    Drying my hands, I find myself smiling. She can do this.  
 
    Because of her, I find myself smiling much more often lately. Thinking back just to a few months ago, before Joanna came into my life, I knew I needed to fight, but I realize now I didn’t think of the future beyond that. I didn’t believe I would live to see it. Our captors have powerful weapons, none greater than how they have subdued our people into not even fighting. How do you win against an enemy like that? Sometimes those thoughts still come to me, just as they did while I worked the clay, but now there is a spark of light that drives out the darkness.  
 
    There is Joanna. 
 
    Though I don’t dare ask the earth how she feels about me in return, what I feel for her has already given me so much. Someone to love, something to hope for. I’ve never had someone like that before. 
 
    It’s a feeling purer and stronger than anything I’ve felt before. It’s something inside that could win a war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    I walk the halls back to my room aware of every single person surrounding me, the lovers in each other’s arms, the friends pouring laughter over their tables, aware of how I’ve failed them all. Losing a private battle is hard enough, to hide behind closed doors and tenderly touch fresh wounds and old scars. Throw clothes and a quick smile on, and these pains stay hidden. 
 
    But no amount of smiles will fix this. The repercussions will come back in more than just the mirror. Wild Dove is going to die, I realize. And with her, our best hope of saving the rest of the shaman. But in the meantime, they lift their glasses and spray their bodies with fake tans, either oblivious or ignorant that just like the injured man, death is upon them as subtle yet as steady as an IV drip.  
 
    When I enter our room, Ramose’s back is to me. He turns, and though I thought my dejection had me thoroughly drained, the look in his eyes wrings the despair in my heart down to the last drop. He smiles, every bit of his face smiles—the soft corners of his eyes, the gentleness of his jaw. He knew I could do it, I realize. He believed in me wholeheartedly. I can hardly bear that look in his eyes and turn away before they can shift to the only thing worse. The disappointment when he understands that I failed him. Failed us all.  
 
    Two steps forward and I collapse on the couch, eyes wide, hands curled up to my chest as though I could plug up the gaping hole inside me. Though I stare blankly at the coffee table in front of me, I see faces. First, the careful smiles of the shaman here, but then Mama comes. Mama with her arms open, greeting the sun that first day of spring. Then she turns and those arms would reach out to me, scooping me up.  
 
    On her coattails is Leo, the truest friend I have ever known. Even in my imagination, I can only face him by picturing forgiveness in his features. He gestures with his head for me to follow him—to our hills, the road carved out of sunlight. 
 
    I will never see them again. 
 
    All I had wanted was to go home, but I had put even that aside if it meant saving the shaman. Yet our best hope had disappeared between our fingers like steam. Did I think I could grasp it? When there was a higher cause, I wouldn’t let myself think of it, of how they truly were gone, gone five hundred years and then some. But now I can only stand here with empty hands, nothing to offer, nothing to return to. 
 
    There is a shuffle, and then Ramose is sitting next to me on the couch. “Huna, airfue rask,” he says gently, and though I don’t understand his words, they seem smooth and bright, like water flowing over pebbles, and somehow soothe me. Carefully, he lifts my head and places a thin pillow underneath, then I feel his fingers start at my temples and thread into my hair. Next, the bristles of the brush from my nightstand meet my scalp, and I close my eyes, relishing in the touch. Without a word, he plays with my hair. Somehow he understands that there is no better way to calm a woman. 
 
    For a moment I imagine him home, in Egypt. His mother sitting at the window, worrying over the twins long dead, her body bruised and shaking from the aftermath of her husband. Almost imperceptibly, she rocks back and forth, and her breathing is haggard.  
 
    Young Ramose would go to her dresser and retrieve a comb, then quietly sit behind her at the window, the teeth of the comb gently picking out any knots until her dark hair shone smooth in the sun coming through the window, and slowly her rocking would slow to a stop. Perhaps it’s not the exact memory he has, but something burns within me telling me it is true. He can only treat me as well as he once learned to treat his own mother. 
 
    Shifting my head, I meet his eyes. “Mi dispiace,” I choke on the words. “Non potevo farla ascoltare.” I’m sorry. I couldn’t get her to listen. Still, I wish I could tell him something else—he deserves more than fragile hope. Sweet Ramose, who has always given up his peace for the sake of others, comes running into the fire for you, never mind the burns. And whether a father who threatened his mother or the Academy who threatens his people, he has taken those lasting burns. 
 
    He nods, more or less understanding, then smiles softly, no blame in his features. For a moment we just look at each other, not needing words even if they were available. Surprisingly, I do not see my hopelessness reflected on his face. There is still a surety there, a refusal to give up. A refusal to give up on me. Whether or not I deserve that, I don’t know. 
 
    “You are so good to me,” I whisper in Italian, but know that while that’s true, it’s not entirely accurate. It’s not just to me. He is good. He is kind. And he is looking at me as a shipwrecked sailor does to a shore. With one hand, he clears the hair from my forehead, and bending over, he closes his eyes and kisses my forehead—all give, no take. My own eyes drift nearly to a close, and I sigh, his touch steel and flint, sparking happiness again inside me.   
 
    My eyes don’t open, my lips part, and I wonder if he will take my invitation. Does he understand that it is more than an invitation for a kiss? That something has opened in my heart, that when I’m around him, the setting of another day and the cold night that followed are forgotten—he ushers in the dawn. Where moments before I felt surrounded by black, he now brings light and life. I need someone like this beside me. Exhaling, I twist my fingers in his, a silent plea for him to come to me.  
 
      Instead, I hear the click of the door opening. 
 
      Only our mentors have the keys to our rooms.  
 
      I bolt to sitting, grabbing Ramose’s hand as if he is hope embodied and I can’t let him go. 
 
      Azure knocks as she slowly opens the door and peeks in. Normally her face would light up to see us this close, some witty aside quick on her lips, but today she doesn’t even seem to notice. Her eyes are red and moist, as though she’s only just gained her composure. Pulling myself from Ramose, I rush to her. 
 
      “Azure? What is going on?” I ask in Italian, knowing it’s one of several languages she understands.  
 
      “I have to go,” she answers. “Judd—” She cuts herself off, her nose flaring in and out to control her emotion. “I may not have much time.” She lifts a folded piece of paper—her rough drawing paper, I recognize. “I wanted you to have this. I did it of you that first day we worked together. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” She thrusts it in my hand, and I realize there is something else, something smaller than a thumbnail that she is hiding with the paper. It rests on the edge inside, and she gives me a clear cautioning look as she hands it over.  
 
    I nod. I’ll hide it, I try to communicate with my eyes. “Grazie mille.” Thank you so much. I place my hand on her arm. “You’ll make it to him in time. It’s going to be okay.” Perhaps it is a false hope, but if it keeps your head above the surface, cling to it, my friend. Cling to it. 
 
     She nods, then to my shock, she leans forward and gives me a brief hug, and I can feel the dampness of her face. Pulling back, I wonder if I will see her again, and am surprised how sad I am to see her go. Shoulders stooped and head hung, she slips out the door as quickly as she came. 
 
    I turn to Ramose, opening the page in my hands. 
 
    “Ma hdha?” he asks, placing a hand on my arm. The expression on his face tells me well enough what he is asking. What is it? 
 
    I step close to him and show him the drawing of my own face, sketched with skill. In the bottom right corner where she has signed her name, I notice something. The name doesn’t begin with an A.  
 
    Rmthreeofive, it scrawls. Room 305. That’s where Wild Dove is.  
 
    Then rolling the hidden item on the corner of the paper under my thumb, I dare peek at it, and want to cry for joy. 
 
    It’s a single ripe blueberry.  
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    A soldier becomes a soldier that first day they put on their armor and take up their weapon, then step out to the fight. Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I seem completely exposed. I have no breastplate, no helmet, and certainly no sword.  
 
    But I have the earth on my side, someone to fight for, and a new hope. Together, they all may be enough. Together, I believe there’s a magic in them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    I lay in the dark, the blueberry cupped under my palm against my heart. Fortunately, the rotation for a Master of Tongue to come to this section of The Academy began at midnight but that meant Ramose and I had to stay awake until then in order to communicate and begin our plans. We finished hours ago but I still haven’t been able to sleep, for fear of crushing the small fruit as I rest. Though the bedside table may be safe enough it seems unwise to let go of something so important. But eventually I must sleep, for the blueberry won’t stay good for long. Tomorrow, we set out to find Wild Dove. 
 
    But right now, my mind spins, always coming back to that blueberry, its fragile skin against my own. That alone is enough for me to feel a power spread across me, wet and colorful, like oil on water. 
 
    Perhaps there is another way. 
 
    I’ve never contemplated using the earth to time travel, not truly. No more than I’ve ever plotted how to commit a murder. Yet I can’t help but wonder—with the powers I’ve regained with Ramose’s help, aided with the connection to the earth from the fruit, could I harness enough magic to go back in time? Back to that day in the garden, back to when everything started to spin off course and out of our control?  
 
    I could stop all of this from ever happening. 
 
    All the people who have been murdered, all their loved ones left waiting for them, straining their eyes through the dark years for some sign that their sweethearts would return . . . Maybe it would only take lifting this tiny fruit a few inches, piercing the indigo skin with my teeth and letting the sweet juice sparkle across my tongue, for the deaths of hundreds never to have happened.  
 
    I’d lose magic forever—such is the price of time travel—but it’s a price I wouldn’t even hesitate to pay. No question. But still, I haven’t raised the fruit to my lips, for there is a heavier price still. 
 
    My soul. 
 
    Time travel is akin to murder. It is pure evil in its very act. How can I do such a thing? If I do it, am I so different from Gadian? I can justify my actions, but doesn’t he do the same? Does it truly make it any more right?  
 
    My thoughts war with one another, charging with swords drawn. 
 
    Yet how can I not partake? Thousands of lives could be saved, even if it means damning myself. There’s should be no question, no pause. This is the price of a soul. 
 
    With a slow exhale, I lift the fruit and set it on my lips like a deadly kiss.  
 
    “Joanna, wait.” Ramose’s words sound muddled and groggy, as though still caught in a dream. 
 
    I freeze, then yank back my hand as if caught stealing. “How . . .? Can you see me?” 
 
    Ramose sighs deeply, pulling himself from sleep. “The earth…” His voice trails.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The earth showed me what you were about to do.” 
 
    The hairs on my arms rise. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    There is silence from the other side of the room for a moment before he answers. “My gift has always been to ask the earth a question, and then it would answer me. But somehow with you, it’s different. Like the earth needs to tell me something.” 
 
      I don’t respond, unsure how to feel about this. 
 
      “The first time, it was a memory of you when you’d first been captured and were waking from the drug they’d shot at you. It came while I was sleeping, and I thought it was just a dream. Until later that day. When Azure brought you here.” 
 
      “And tonight?” I ask, fingers curling again around the small fruit. 
 
      “The earth put me inside your head. I know . . .” He pauses for a heartbeat. “What sacrifice you were going to make. Don’t do it, Joanna. That can only be why the earth showed me that memory.” 
 
      “But . . .” I swallow hard, a rock hardening in my throat. “If I could go back, none of this would have ever happened.” 
 
      “We don’t even know if you could go back. Neither of us has any experience with time travel, via science or magic, and a blueberry and the abilities you’ve harnessed here may not be nearly enough for something so large. Don’t waste the fruit—we need that for our plan. And even if we could time travel . . .I don’t know. I just feel like the earth doesn’t want us to do that. Not that way.” 
 
      “But if I do it, everything will be as it was,” I argue, even though more than anything I want him to be right. I’ve grown rather attached to my soul. 
 
      “We don’t know that. Hundreds of years have still passed. Who knows how the relationship between magic and science would have evolved without you and Leo?” 
 
      “I just . . .” My chin quavers. “I just feel like, how can I not do this? It would save so many people.” 
 
      “There are other ways to give magic a second chance.” His voice sounds both calm and demanding, like flames that crackle in the hearth. “The earth showed me that memory for a reason. We need to trust the earth.” 
 
      In the dark, my mind goes back to that night in Cristoforo’s cabin when he explained time travel to Leo. I’d always understood that time travel showed no regard for the passage of life, but Cristoforo phrased it in a way that stuck in my mind. No respect for the past, no patience with the present, no trust in the future.  
 
      Does even a past that is black and marred deserve respect?  
 
      Yes. Few things require such a depth of respect. 
 
      Patience with the present, trust in the future. That’s what the earth asks. 
 
    “I don’t have to sell my soul to make things right?” I whisper to myself. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a price the earth would ever want from us,” Ramose answers, his voice steady. 
 
    “Okay.” A single tear slides from the edge of my eye and onto my pillow. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, okay.” I slowly exhale and then gently reach over so as not to stir the motion sensors, and crack open my bedside drawer just enough to drop the blueberry in. “There are other ways.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glass explodes, shattering the peacefulness of the pool. People scream in surprise and look for the source, but Ramose is nowhere near the light bulb that has gone black and smokes behind the broken shards which are left at its base. Hopefully, it will be a while before anyone finds the fragment with Ramose’s chewing gum on it, heated by the light bulb until it’s glass exploded. Before suspicion can point to him we will be long gone. It’s just one of our many “hopefullys” with this plan. 
 
      It’s the cue I’ve been waiting for, hiding behind our waterfall. It’s mad, attempting to shapeshift in a public pool, in the middle of the day, but it’s our best chance. My adrenaline surges so fast, I feel like I might vomit, but the distraction won’t last long, and I need every moment I can get. 
 
      Setting the blueberry on the pool’s edge, I focus my whole mind on connecting with the earth. I’ve been practicing for days, but this is the first time I will fully complete the transformation since learning to sidestep the Academy’s restrictions. 
 
      Closing my eyes, I think I feel the change beginning to happen. Smaller creatures have always been particularly difficult for me, yet I know I can do this. Come on, come on . . .yes! 
 
      I have to beat my swallow wings quickly to keep from falling into the water. Opening my eyes, I see how the world has changed, bigger and in some ways more daunting, but—I remind myself—all the better for hiding in.  
 
      Ramose comes to the pool’s edge, and grabbing the blueberry in my beak, I fly to his cupped hand. He felt that it would be best to hide me in the cuff of a sleeve rather than carrying me. “People raise their eyebrows at packages, and only girls carry purses,” he had said, but I imagine I won’t be the only person who thinks it’s odd to see Ramose actually wearing a shirt for once. 
 
      But I climb into the cuff and Ramose promptly stands and walks out of the pool, where shaman and mentors alike still look curiously at the remnants of the bulb, unsure what happened.  
 
      We jostle through halls, getting as close to Room 305 as we can without attracting attention. As I hide in Ramose’s sleeve, I close my eyes and know that here, with him, I am safe. Too soon I will have to leave his protection, but for now, I drink up the peace his presence gives, letting it fill me.  
 
      “Okay, Joanna,” I hear Ramose whisper under his breath. “There are only mentors here. If I go any farther, I’m sure I’ll be stopped. There’s a light fixture above my head you can go to first. There’s a set of doors, and after that, the room should be at the end of a hallway on your right. Good luck.” I nod to myself. We chose this day to make our move because a Master of Tongue was scheduled to influence rooms near here, making it possible for me to understand Ramose’s basic instructions. 
 
      I take a deep breath and peer out from his cuff, stepping into his palm. With that, I spread my wings, leave the sanctuary of Ramose’s strength, and fly. 
 
      I’ve heard of accidents that leave a person crippled and they are told, “You will never walk again,” but the human will is more powerful than those five defeating words. After ages of practicing, they finally place foot to floor and move one shuffling step at a time, tears streaming down their faces. 
 
      I get it. 
 
      For a moment, fear and tension and the thousand what-ifs deteriorate and I’m filled with only awe inside this tiny body. Yes, I had flown as a bat the day I saw the injured man, but my mind was far too distracted from just witnessing a murder. Plus, that time I had used fruit. Connecting with the earth had come easily. 
 
      This time, it took grit. It took something inside me that was unconquerable. It took my believing in that something again. But like all beautiful things, the effort made it all the more treasured. 
 
      Ecstatic, I land on the light fixture and look around, forcing my mind back to the task at hand. Get to Wild Dove. 
 
      It takes well over an hour to make my way to the room, with frequent pausing for mentors to look away or drones to pass, and minutes spent trying not to quaver in my hiding spots. Carrying the blueberry tires my jaw, and often I have to stop just to make sure I have a good grasp on it.  
 
    At last there it is. Room 305. It’s quiet—even the mentors must avoid coming down this hallway. There’s a heaviness to the air, stale, like hopelessness. Here the walls are bare—the designers of the rest of the Academy apparently kept away from this corner. There is nowhere to hide, and the best I can do is settle on the top of a doorframe.  
 
    I wait for a long time, but the first person to come down the hall carries a tray of food. Only pure food—a brimming spinach salad of grilled peaches, raspberries, chopped nuts, and I think that must be goat cheese. I’m so surprised to see it here at The Academy that I stare as if the plate has burst into flames. Jolting myself out of my food trance, I see the man opening Wild Dove’s door. I try to swoop into the black room without making a sound. 
 
    Light from the doorway falls onto Wild Dove’s seated figure. She slouches as though her spine is soft from exhaustion and hunger, but at least she is upright. That’s more than I expected. 
 
    He says something to her but I don’t understand the words—they sound like English to me. From his tone I can tell he is taunting her. My eyes adjust to the lighting, and I see that Wild Dove looks far worse than when Ramose showed me the memory of her. Great purple welts cover her arms, grotesque against her skin that has gone ghostly pale, unnatural for her ethnicity. Her dark hair is matted with blood, and there is a gap where someone has ripped hair from her skull. Yet when I see her eyes, there is still a light on, and she looks at the man as if she is untouchable. In a way, she is.  
 
    She tilts her head, a soft smile on her lips, and when she answers him in his language she seems almost amused. Her hand waves the food away as though it were a fly, and the guard’s jaw clenches. When he speaks his words come out through gritted teeth.  
 
    Wild Dove nods slowly as he talks, then closes her eyes and rests her head back on the wall behind her.  She motions for him to go, but instead, he crouches down to her, stabbing the food with a fork and eats a bite loudly. Her eyes flutter open and watch him in her peripheral without turning her head. The next bite, he lifts to her mouth, but not delicately. She only looks straight ahead as he laughs and scraps the fork over her closed lips, smearing vinaigrette on her cheeks. Her face doesn’t even flinch. He scoffs, his fun ruined, and throws the fork into the bowl. Taking it with him, he leaves with a slam of the door.  
 
    The charcoal black of the room covers me as I shapeshift. Wild Dove can obviously hear my movements, for she stiffens and instinctively pulls away from the corner where I am before seeming to remind herself to show no fear. Undoubtedly she thinks that she has been left in the room with one more of their coercive tactics, and though I want to throw myself on her in a hug, never mind the stench, I hold back so as not to scare her. 
 
    Taking the blueberry from my front teeth where just moments ago there was a beak, I whisper into the void between us. “Wild Dove! It’s Joanna!” Though I know she can’t understand me, I hope she can at least recognize my voice. Slowly, I reach out and barely make contact with her hand. Just as with the guard, she doesn’t respond, doesn’t move. Turning her hand over, I gently place the single blueberry in her palm and wonder if this too she will reject.  
 
    For a moment, it just sits there, and then I feel her fingers close and she lifts the hand away from me. Perhaps throwing it away, perhaps eating it. The only way to know is to check. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” I ask.  
 
    She is silent. 
 
    “Yes,” comes back the whisper with perfect clarity. 
 
    I kneel on the floor fn front of her and reach again for her hands. I might not be able to see her, but the ability to communicate has struck a light of sorts inside me. 
 
    “Ramose and I have been so worried. They shouldn’t be treating you like this. We need to figure out a plan to get you out of here—there must be a way. What have you seen that we could use—” 
 
    “I won’t go.” 
 
    Her words sever my thoughts as clearly as land is severed from the sky. “What? If you stay—” 
 
    “I will die. No need to give me a reminder.” 
 
    I sit back on my heels, floored. I shake my head. “How can you just sit here and let that happen? We need you.” 
 
    I hear her sigh, and this time she squeezes my hand. “We are all going to die.” Her voice comes out softer than the crumpling of paper. “I will not escape, abandoning my people, leaving them to suffer alone. And if perhaps, my death is the first, it could awaken in them a desire to fight. They won’t listen to my words. Maybe they’ll listen to this.” 
 
    Inside me, whatever piece is left of the animals I’d become seemed to take over my heart—racing, growling, fighting with teeth bared. “No!” I insist, my hands clenching to fists with her fingers inside. “What good will you be to us then? Do you think they’d let others know you died at their hands? Of course not. They’ll just say you ‘got sent home.. Gadian will stash your body somewhere in the centuries of time, and your death will be wasted.” 
 
    “You’ll tell our people the truth.” 
 
      “Don’t you dare give up! We can still convince them—our people haven’t gone completely deaf! I’ve seen inside their minds—many want to go home. How can you give up hope? How can you have so much faith in our captors to squash us out of existence? We are shaman!”  
 
      My question hangs between us, and when she speaks, I can see her in my mind as clearly as if the lights were turned on - her head, though bloody and bruised, held high. 
 
      “It is not their science and power I believe in. It is our people, the only ones who could free themselves, who have let their magnificence atrophy, whom I have stopped believing in.” She pauses. “But perhaps there is one more way to get them to listen.”  
 
      I sit up, the tempest inside me stilling. “Go on.” 
 
      “I have an idea. But I cannot speak of it.” 
 
      “Not even to me? I’m trying to break you out!” 
 
      “It’s the last way—the only hope. But no, you cannot know specifics. I know what Gadian is capable of. He will force a drug on you to bring you to hysterics, to make you tell him whatever he wants. He tried it on me several times, but I couldn’t have focused my mind enough in that state to control the Academy’s languages if I wanted to. But he could get whatever information he wanted from you.” 
 
      “Not if he doesn’t know I’m involved. Your idea is dangerous, isn’t it? I can be of help if you just tell me!” 
 
      “Oh, you’ll help, and you’ll know just what to do when the moment comes. But right now, I need you to trust me. Can you do that?” 
 
      I wish I could see her face, could read there what she has hidden from me. She has been the leader I would follow into battle, but now I’ve found her to be a captain going down with her ship. Can a woman who has let go of hope be trusted? What has she left to lose? 
 
      But then, is this not true of us all? Our options are burning around us, sinking below waves. Death surrounds us on all sides, but we have to look somewhere for leadership, to someone who cares for us more fiercely than for herself. There is no one else I can rely on more. I don’t know what she knows, but I can trust her anyway. 
 
      “Yes. I’m in. Let’s free our people.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking about dreams,” she whispers in the dark. The nightmares had come back, and when I came to comfort her, she had again asked me to stay. Drifting into our room comes the sound of a party being thrown in the next apartment over. They must have invited a Master of Tongue, for we can understand each other. “Alessio’s was to be a somebody, Leo’s was to fly, Azure’s is to save her son. It seems nothing guides the course of our lives more than if we pursue our dreams, for better or worse.”  
 
    “Mmm.” I nod, running my thumb along her forearm. 
 
    “What happened to Leo’s dream? Did he ever fly?” 
 
    “He—” 
 
    “No, wait.” She shifts until on her hip, facing me. “Don’t tell me. Show me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” she answers. “I have to know what happened to him.” 
 
    “All right, then.” Turning on my side, I reach forward until our hands intertwine and clasp tight. We close our eyes, and the moment before our foreheads touch, I hear her whisper. 
 
    “Ramose, what’s your dream?” 
 
    I swallow once before answering. “To be with you. Free of here. I could live anywhere you are.” 
 
    She’s quiet, then places her forehead on mine. I think she won’t respond, so I call to the earth and welcome the memory, hoping to hide in it. 
 
    At the last moment before the memory takes over, I hear her voice on a breath. “My dream is to be with you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, October 1470 A.D 
 
      
 
      My hands shake in golden exhilaration as I step back from my flying machine. In the sunlight, all thirty-three feet of the silk wingspan seem to glow, beckoning me to climb aboard. The frame is pine, sturdy but light, and I’ve designed a headpiece for steering, while pedals connect to rods and pulleys, making it flap. To me, it seems the most beautiful thing on earth.  
 
      After months of work, I have wings of my own. I won’t be in human form, like Alessio, or bird form, like Joanna, but have found my own inspiration in bats. I exhale, rub my hands against my trousers, and then crawl onto the board resting in the center of the invention. Lying face down, I consciously try to slow my breathing away from a hyperventilating pace, yet despite my elation, a palpable teal ache wraps itself around my ribs. In the months since Joanna has disappeared, I have never wanted her here so fiercely as I do now. Not to laugh in her face, not to show her I had it in me all along, but simply to celebrate with someone who was more family than friend. To have someone to soar with. 
 
      As I place my feet and hands on the pedals, the risks of taking off, steering, and landing all bombard for my attention at once. Joanna’s words come back to my mind as fresh as if she’s speaking them into my ear. You can’t fly, Leo, and I’m not going to watch you kill yourself trying. For a moment, a sickly yellow fear plagues my body, and not another breath comes. Now Alessio’s voice trumps over Joanna’s memory. 
 
      How audacious are you, thinking that you of all people could learn to fly? It’s impossible. The more you try, the more you humiliate yourself. 
 
      Is this another desperate suicide attempt from a delusional man? And if I do survive, does each attempt truly strip me of self-pride and leave me a mockery?  
 
    Perhaps. I cannot say either of them are wrong. And yet . . . 
 
      And yet my personal code rings louder than their voices, with the beauty of church bells and the power of a cannon. Suddenly I see how I have no desire simply to exist—a life like that is worth the gamble. I intend on living—no, even more. On making with my life the most I possibly can. I am more than a bastard son. I will do more than fall passively into the place society has left for me. My fears flow out of me, leaving only the tingle of adrenaline in my fingertips and a red warrior heart beating in my chest. I can do anything. I am unstoppable, and no, not even the threat of pain or death can hold me back.  
 
      While a silver courage courses through my veins, I begin to pedal. 
 
      
 
      Suddenly Leo’s memory fades, but a new memory approaches on the coattails of the last. I can’t tell how much time as has passed. Perhaps it is the same day, perhaps even years later, yet once again the flying machine is before me. 
 
      
 
      The candle flame flickers angrily in the dark barn, the stalls in the corners hiding in the black where the light won’t touch. I stalk around the machine. The longer I look at it, the more discouragement boils brown and thick inside my chest cavity. I am alone—there are no animals here, just the flying machine and my table covered with papers. Some of them have my notes about how a bird flaps its wings not up and down, but almost in a figure eight. Others contain sketches of other flying machines I have contrived. There are over five hundred of my papers, actually, and all five hundred tell me the same thing. “Experiment is the only way to truly know anything.” Is that not what I have taught the people so many times? Yet experiment after experiment have all led me to only one truth. While my machine may have the ability to fly, I could never create enough power to lift off. 
 
      I lower the candlestick until the bare flame is reaching toward the raw silk, yearning to kiss it. What a deadly kiss that will be. My hand is remarkably steady as I watch the silk begin to blacken and smoke, wax dripping down the side of the candle. Another second, and my beautiful flying machine will be nothing but flames and ash. 
 
      But I can’t. Pulling the candle close to me, I throw my papers on the ground and stalk out of the barn, locking it closed behind me. There my flying machine will stay, until years or rodents turn it from its grand form. Ash or dust, it matters not. 
 
    For no matter how destined for the sky, it will only stay grounded. 
 
    Just like me. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
      The memory ends, the dark around us stripping away everything but our two bodies, facing each other. Letting go of each other’s hands, I put my arms around her and pull her close. She doesn’t resist, just places her fingers on my bare chest, and I wonder if she can feel how my heart rate races at her touch. There’s an ache inside me that demands not to be ignored, but when she speaks, I know her mind is centuries away from me. 
 
    “If only he knew what would happen,” she said. 
 
    “You mean the war? Or that flight is possible?” 
 
    “Yes,” is all the response she gives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    I’d had to ask.  
 
     Azure had returned from visiting her son. All that was once soft in her face was now set and determined.  
 
     “One night I really thought that was going to be it. I was losing him. It was the worst night of my life, and when he made a comeback, I vowed we’d never get that close to the edge again,” she explained when working with me late into the night. “We’ve found another puzzle piece to the cancer cure, but something is still missing. We are so close. We haven’t come this far to…” She paused, unable to finish her sentence, so I did for her. 
 
      “To only come this far.” I gave her an encouraging smile. 
 
      She nodded and leaned back, ready for me to dive in. 
 
      But my mind was somewhere else. 
 
      “You said you flew to see your son?” 
 
      “Yes, in an airplane.” Rather than the research she wanted to do, I first begged her to give me some of my own. For the next hour, she explained to me terms like “aerodynamics” and “pilot” and “runway” while sketching out the remarkable machines for me on her drawing pad.  
 
      Behind each one, I saw a brilliance like Leo’s, and couldn’t help but wonder, Did he start this? Is that what all his work came to? And that night when at last Azure dismissed me for a few quick hours of sleep before resuming her research, her drawings never left my mind. 
 
      Ramose had long since gone to bed, and I lay in my bed trying to settle to sleep, but one thought of my sweet friend after another jumped out at me, like trout leaping and breaking still water. 
 
     Flight had been accomplished, not by shaman but by scientists.  
 
    Scientists like Leo.  
 
    When I arrived here, I looked at scientists as if they had a burning touch, warping all their hands rested on. But since then, I’ve come to see my Leo in a way I never had before. And if there is anything I know about Leo, it’s that what he touches takes on a life and beauty others hadn’t realized. If he considered himself a scientist—one of “them”—t hen perhaps there is more here for me to understand.  
 
      So I asked Ramose to show me what happened to Leo, and he gave me the two memories of the flying machine. They haven’t left me ever since, two days later.  
 
      Now I sit with Azure, her perfectly penciled eyebrows knitting together as I speak, as if by staring hard enough at me through one of their microscopes, she will see what she has missed in all our previous sessions, that lost link of knowledge that will save her son.  
 
      “Did you ever doubt the earth? And if so, would doing so make it harder to shapeshift?” she asks, the end of her pen pushing up her cheek when the door bursts open. 
 
      “Excuse me!” She turns fully in her seat to glare at the intruder. “We’re trying to get some work done here!” 
 
      I don’t recognize the man who grins at her, triumphant. “It’s that Navajo rebel leader—she caved! No more problems from her! She finally agreed to bridge the communication gap again. She is being taken to her long-term quarters now.” He walks into the room, and Azure turns back to me, trying to keep her face from showing emotion. “You should have seen how much she ate! It was like watching an animal.” He chuckles. “That one meal alone should take care of our little communication ‘glitch’ for the whole day.” 
 
      “We are done for now, Joanna. You’re excused.” She can’t even look at me as she waves me away, as if the man will see an invisible arch of empathy stretch between her and me. 
 
      I stagger into the hallway, my mind swimming in a black eddy round and round. Wild Dove surrendered? What horrors did they inflict to crack her? Or perhaps the slow, grinding death of self-starvation became more than she could bear.  
 
      The hallway buzzes loud with the hum of gossip. For weeks, we hadn’t been able to speak to each other when suddenly the words are back, and on every side, shaman and scientists alike gobble them up, talking fast with tongues hanging out as if we were the ones who had been starving. One thought drives each foot in front of the next. I have to find her. 
 
    Apparently, I’m not the only one with this feeling. The current of the hallway flows forward, toward the Forum, and I realize everyone wants to see her. While few of this mass were her devoted followers, all of our worlds hinged on her choices. It’s not concern, but unbearable curiosity that drives them forward.  
 
      I could hardly swim upstream from their hysteria if I tried. As the crowd pushes and gushes around me, my eyes scan for another familiar face. Panic rises in my chest as I cannot find Ramose. Does he know what is happening? Where is he? How can we save Wild Dove now, with her firmly back in the center of Their tight fist? My breath becomes irregular, more rapid and then more shallow. I must find him. He alone can explain this to me, can free my thoughts from the whirlpool and set the course clear before me. Where is he? 
 
      The crowded hallways converge at last at the Forum, and looking up, I can see her. For once, the scientists have not tried to powder the nose of their intentions. Wild Dove weakly shuffles, a guard on either side of her, while everyone around can see how she has been broken beyond repair. 
 
      Her body is bruised and bloodied, like when I saw her, but the image is new for the rest of the crowd. A murmur goes up around me, something like pity, I would hope. Casting my eyes to my people, I see something I have longed to see in them since the day I arrived. 
 
    Compassion.  
 
    On one side of me, two girls who look like sisters clasp each other’s hands, and a young man next to me covers his mouth with his shaking fingers. I see that more than a few have tear-filled eyes. A surge of love for them fills me, seeing them like this, seeing their humanity come back to them. Something finally woke them from their zombie state. It is the cruelest irony that Wild Dove is too far gone to realize what she has done.  
 
      For she is gone—one look at her eyes tells me that. They are hollow, lifeless as a cadaver. Not a single muscle on her face shows emotion, not even defeat. She walks vertically—that’s about all that makes her human now. She has become the zombie, has traded places with her people. She had been willing to give her life for them, yet in the end, the price was perhaps even higher. Death may very well have been preferable to giving up her mind. 
 
    A rock forms in my throat, and I shove past the mob. I have to help her. Looking at the guards on either side, I suddenly remember that day with the wolf, protecting Leo when he couldn’t protect himself. 
 
    Of all the shaman here, I know how to get in touch with the earth. There must be something I can do. But what? What good are my abilities at calling someone back who has crawled inside some invisible shell and become unreachable? Yet I push forward before a plan can even begin to take shape in my head. All I know is I cannot be one of the thousands of bystanders.  
 
    I’m nearly to her. I could reach out and touch one of the guards escorting her when I feel a strong hand close over my arm. 
 
    “Joanna, stop!” Alessio pulls me back. “Don’t draw attention to yourself!”  
 
    I try to yank out of his grip, but he holds me tightly. Whipping my face forward, I call out, “Wild Dove! I’m here! You’re not alone!”  
 
    She doesn’t turn toward her name—doesn’t so much as glance at me. But I’m close enough to see something in her eyes change. Where just a moment ago they looked doused in ice water, suddenly there is a brief glint in them, sunlight on a ripple. She’s not back, not truly, but she is in there. 
 
     Instead of looking at me, her chin tilts up, and her heavy gaze slowly rises until it lands on a set of double doors. 
 
    The doors I first walked through here. 
 
    On the other side, the room that I woke to when kidnapped and sedated. The Transitional Room. I remember how a glass window took up the entire wall, the last I had seen of my stars.  
 
    It’s the only room in all of the Academy to have a window.  
 
    Suddenly I know what I must do. Was this always Wild Dove’s intention? Or can I only pick up the shards of the plan she had failed at? 
 
    Either way, I step forward with confidence, calling to the earth. My sweet earth that had once been so stifled, I didn’t know if it was still there. Yet now I’ve done my part, learned how to tune my ears to its muffled song. For it does sing on. It is inescapable. It’s in the fibers of cloth in my clothes, in the sweat of the bodies surrounding me, in the very air I breathe. 
 
    Exhaling, I focus my mind as I have trained myself so many times to do. 
 
    Alessio’s grasp becomes easy to shrug off as I begin to change form. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I spot her too late. The person in this world I want to keep safe more than anything has just made herself the biggest target she can, impossible to miss.  
 
    “Joanna! No!” The air turns raw as I yell for her, but she doesn’t seem to notice at all. She just runs her hoof along the floor and sets her stare straight ahead, as though she actually believes that no good thing can die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
      It’s my bones that change first. My spine thickens and curves, jutting me forward onto all fours. My now-huge shoulders hunch up toward my head. Around me, I hear voices exclaim in surprise as my change becomes obvious. Brown fur covers where had been skin, and I close my eyes during the most painful part of the transformation—the horns that rip from the flesh on my skull, growing in seconds to become nearly the length of my human arms.  
 
      Opening my eyes, I see that the conversion is complete. I drag my hoof firmly along the floor, my only warning to those around me to get out of my way. On all sides of me, people flee for fear of being gored. I fix my stare upon the double doors in front of me as though it is a matador’s red cape and charge.  
 
      Head down, my forehead and horns collide first with the wood-like doors. There’s a satisfying thwack as each is ripped from their hinges. As I butt them again, they become only wreckage for me to tromp over, and I’m in the room. 
 
       The entire room is aglow with the last golden rays of day, and it kindles a new fire in my heart. The window is before me, clearly on the other side I can see the desert floor dried in a honeycomb shape, the wind pushing piffs of sand across it. In the distance, blue mountains jut up like shards against the orange glow of a sunset. 
 
    Picking up as much speed as I can, my head hits the imitation glass. The crack, so close to my ears, seems like an explosion. Stepping back, I see spider veins across the entire surface. One more blow, and I will have it.  
 
      But suddenly, an immense clap rips through the air, and the next moment, searing pain splices at my hip. Agony tears my bull form from me, and I collapse on the floor. The tiny tin projectile rolls off my back as I change and onto the carpet at my feet, but the wound remains, pulsing as blood pools out of me. 
 
      My head swims, my thoughts become murky, as I watch Ramose attack the shooter—some mentor I have never met. Ramose kicks away the gun, just like the one Gadian had, and the two wrestle to get to it first.  
 
      Outside the door is pure chaos, and the guards who were flanking Wild Dove now turn their attention to the crowd that wants to surge forward. Looking at me with something awake and curious and childlike in her eyes, she walks toward me. 
 
      Kneeling at my side, she strokes my hair back from my face.  
 
      “I’m . . . sorry,” I gasp each word out. Tears cloud my vision, knowing that our sacrifices mean nothing now. She gave up her mind, I gave up what chance we all had, just for it to end now. “I . . . failed. Us. You,” I sputter.  
 
      She caresses my head a moment longer, as a mother would comfort an infant. Then her lips bear the semblance of a smile, some hint to a lovely thought hidden from me. Standing, she fixes her gaze upon the sunset. 
 
      “No,” she whispers. Then once more, more firmly. “No.”  
 
      With shocking strength and a swing of her shoulders, the right side of her body meets the glass in the center of the spider-web cracks. Already weakened, it cannot resist her force and full weight. Glass shatters out into the pure evening sky.  
 
      Wind rushes in as Wild Dove’s body falls. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Through the door, I saw her great bull body fall to the ground, shaking the floor under our feet when it hit. Instantly she became human again, but to me, she will always be something more. Our angel, breaking down the gates of heaven to let us in. Pushing against the crowd, I got close enough to see Joanna’s body heave in pain, but at least she was still alive. 
 
      Now at Joanna’s side comes and kneels Wild Dove. As she looks up to the cracked glass, I can see the decision in her eyes, and I know what she is going to do. Standing, she takes the sacrifice Joanna would offer—her very life—and carries it to the altar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    No one screams her name. I wonder if in the mayhem I created many even understood what she did for them. She had become their hero, whether they knew it or not, their warrior with sword blunt from the months she had spent in battle. There is no greater gift than to give of oneself, and she gave all, both body and mind. 
 
     Opening my mouth, I try to cry out after her, but pain strangles the sound in my throat and leaves my scream to settle in my bones. Pain from the tin arrow, pain from a life lost. Heart and muscle and spirit and skin all are consumed in excruciating torment. 
 
    Until the wind comes to me. I feel it running through my veins, embracing my lungs, resting deep in my heart. Each beat still feels heavy, but where there is wind, where there is some piece of the earth, there is hope.  
 
      Through the door there are audible gasps as the breeze wraps itself around those at the entrance of the room, whispering to them to come, like a lover. 
 
      “It’s broken, the glass! Let’s go!” comes a shout, and I wonder if the people will even heed the call. 
 
      To my surprise, the room floods, shaman outrunning their mentors. Quickly the mentors see their folly in making themselves elite—by definition, they are outnumbered. Several pull out weapons, but a single Arabic shaman commands the guns to fly into his hands before a shot can ring out. But there is something in his eyes—panic, as though he tries to keep a dam from breaking with his bare hands.  
 
      “Hurry!” he calls out. “When more come, I won’t be able to hold them off!” 
 
      On either side of me, shaman pour toward the opening and out of my sight. I try to arch my back to see but can only spot a sliver of sky. As I watch that tiny space, several change form and take off as herons and bats, eagles and even dragonflies. Many just jump off the ledge and fly as Alessio can in human shape, and there on the edge of the broken window, I see other abilities at work too. Three shaman kneel on the floor, eyes closed and hands cast over the ledge until I see a thick net of vines growing rapidly into the room.  
 
      “Quick, climb this!” One of the three, a middle-aged man, jumps up and turns toward the crowd, waving them over. The natural ladder fills with my people as they surge forward and begin to climb down. I can hardly believe it—the people I thought had become numb were not so passive as I had believed.  
 
      It occurs to me that we should be having more difficulty speaking if Wild Dove is dead. Maybe another Master of Tongue shaman cast their abilities in the room, or perhaps Wild Dove’s last meal was large enough to have a lingering effect. 
 
      The room continues to fill with shaman as they swell over the broken edge and into the sky. I suddenly recognize a face in the crowd, the healer who had tried to help the fallen man all those weeks ago. 
 
      “Please!” I muster all my strength and grab at the hem of her clothes. “Help me!” 
 
      She looks once at the sky, waiting for her, then turns back to face me. “Of course.” She kneels by my side, surely knowing time is not on our side. We may outnumber the mentors, but they will bring backup and more weapons, each able to kill many of us. But she stoops over me and flutters her eyelids to almost a close, her hands hovering an inch above my wound. 
 
      “It’s more long than deep. I just need a few minutes,” she whispers, brow knit as she focuses.  
 
      I immediately feel change begin, and I watch her as she works. Behind her, five Geokinesis Shaman complete a rock avalanche that reaches the tip of the ledge. When they could have been escaping on the vines themselves, they instead called every boulder in the Californian Remains here to create this makeshift mountain.  
 
      How long had I seen my people as victims? Mindlessly deluded? How differently I see them now. Perhaps we all are part victim, part hero.  
 
      Suddenly the air is rent again with that great clap as tin arrows begin to fly through the air. I look to the Arabic man who had gathered the weapons, and see only his back, lying on the ground, a slash as though from a knife at his ribs.  
 
      With only a gasp the healer’s eyes fly open, her spine arching as a tin arrow finds its place there. She collapses forward, over my legs. If she hadn’t paused to help me she would have escaped in time.  
 
      My people begin to fall, one by one. At the doorway, I see that hell has broken loose from only one man. Gadian, firing rapidly at any shaman in the room or sky, his jaw set. Others with weapons guard anyone else against coming into the room, but they don’t shoot.  
 
      “You, you, and you.” A familiar voice near me speaks up, taking command of the situation. “Help me take him down.” 
 
      “Ramose!” I cry out. “No! Come back!” But if he is anything, he is a protector. I know what he must do. Just as I had known what I had to do, and Wild Dove had as well. He turns, and locking eyes with me, he gives me a brief brave smile, and I know it may be my last time seeing him alive. 
 
      That’s a terrible moment to realize you are in love with someone.  
 
      Gently, I close the eyes of the healer and slide her body from my legs, then crouch on all fours. She had enough time to stop the bleeding of my wound, and though it still throbs with pain, it no longer dominates me.  
 
    Crawling, I make my way toward Gadian. He doesn’t so much as glance at me, much more concerned with the shaman escaping than the one working her way back inside.  Through the mass of bodies both running and dying, I see Ramose. He and the men he called to him squat behind a couch and just watching their body language, I understand their plan—each man on one of Gadian’s limbs.  
 
    But the weapon he holds is like none I have seen before, the ammunition just keeps coming. What is four more tin arrows lost? 
 
    I have to do something. My hands splay out, looking for anything that I can use. Near me is a woman’s still body, and my fingers pry her shoes from her feet. Eyes on Ramose, I wait until the last possible second before he is about to pounce. 
 
    As he and his men stand, I sit back on my heels, and raising my arms high above my head, I throw both shoes at Gadian’s face.  
 
    The unexpected force knocks him off balance, his finger pulling the trigger and hitting only the ceiling. In an instant, Ramose and the others are upon him. Ramose wrestles the gun from Gadian’s hand, and Gadian tries to head-butt Ramose in protest.   
 
    “We have Dr. Richardson!” one of the men shouts to the guards at the doorway. “Let our people free or he dies!” 
 
      They look at each other. 
 
      “Don’t do it!” Gadian commands them, his arms forced behind his back. “It will be the end of all of us!” 
 
      “No!” I step forward, between him and them. “We only want peace! We only want to leave with our lives!” I walk closer, imploring the guards. “You don’t need to have blood on your hands. You don’t need to live with the knowledge that you took lives from people who wouldn’t have hurt you.”  
 
      “You can’t listen to them! This will ruin everything we have worked for!” Gadian’s face reddens as he yells over the chaos. 
 
      But they just look at each other, and I realize these men want us to win—at least, a part of them does. For them to take this win, in this manner, isn’t a win worth having.  
 
    Straightening my spine, I force myself to ignore the screaming pain in my back. My hand trembles as I reach out to them. 
 
    “Hand me your weapons. You don’t want to do this. You don’t have to do this.” My voice quiets as I draw closer, and I know they can hear me over the tumult. “You are not murderers. You are scientists. And you never signed up for genocide. Just give them to me, and I promise, we will not shed a single drop of blood.” Soon I’m an arm’s reach away. Finally, one man looks away from me as he places his cold, steel firearm in my fingers.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. He doesn’t answer, but steps forward into the crowd. 
 
    One by one, the others hand me their weapons, then disappear into the sea of people. 
 
    Turning back, arms full and heavy, I face Gadian. I expected him furious, fuming, but he meets my gaze with those unnervingly calm gray eyes of his. “There is nowhere in time you can hide from me,” His voice almost sounds kind. At the sound of it, something in the pit of my stomach rots. “I will find you. And one night, I’m going to slip inside your home. I’m going to slit your throat. Then your family’s. That’s what ‘going back home’ will get you.” 
 
    I try not to shudder, not to let him see my weakness, yet I can’t look at him. Instead, my eyes find shaman pouring through the huge broken window. Down the vines, the makeshift mountain, some even transporting on wind currents, disappearing then reappearing every hundred feet or so. Yet it’s the sight of the flaming sunset, dark silhouettes of man and transformed animals against the blazing sky, that touches me down to my core. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.  
 
    And suddenly I know what I must do. Turning, I meet his eyes and answer him in a whisper. “I’m not about to give you that chance.” Then looking to the group, I speak louder as I hand out the guns. “Gag him.” I command the others, unsure when I become the one they took orders from. But they are all looking at me. “We will take Gadian. His arm has a chip embedded in it that will get us into the time machine.”  
 
    “We are going home,” one man speaks up, the trace of a grin on his lips. 
 
    I wish I could smile back. 
 
    But the view of our people soaring on the wind gives me the strength to stand my ground. They deserve to be free. And this is the price asked of us. The cost, if we do not, could be unbearable. 
 
    “This is bigger than us getting home. Magic has been given hope again. Our people who would have been wiped out are freed.” I pause and meet Ramose’s eyes.  
 
    He gives me a slight nod. Go on. 
 
     “They were murdered into extinction once, which is why Gadian had to go back in time to find us. But that was his big mistake.” I turn and meet Gadian’s pinched eyes. 
 
    Now I smile. 
 
    “This is how we will ensure that magic gets its second chance. We will destroy the time machine.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Sometimes life demands everything of you. Home, family, your dreams. At times, it can be the cruelest of creatures, a thief that is unashamed. It comes again, walking within your walls and taking the very things it left last time. 
 
    But once in a while, it gives something truly remarkable back. And when it does, its gift surpasses all it took.  
 
    Freedom.  
 
    Magic.  
 
    Love.  
 
    “We will destroy the time machine,” Joanna had said. My breath caught in my throat as I realized, “She’s staying with me.” Together we will be free of this place and can make something of our lives. However cruel or beautiful the days it gives us may be, we will have each other. 
 
     I may have once lost everything, but now I get to keep her, and that’s more than enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
      In the whirlwind of noise and mayhem, we stand in the silent eye. Gadian, Ramose, and his men all just stare at me. I think the men don’t like my idea much better than Gadian does. 
 
      A red-haired one shifts and swallows. “If you wanna do that, fine, but send me home first.” 
 
      “Me too,” another speaks up. They are all nodding, but I shake my head.  
 
      “If we let one person, there will come another and another. It could take hours to send everyone back, and we don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Ramose jumps in. “The time machine is the property of the United States of America. The alarm may have already been sounded for them to send support. We cannot face an army. We must let everyone escape while they can, and eliminate the possibility that they can do this to us again.” 
 
    I nod. “The longer we wait, the more our risk increases. We must go now—there isn’t a moment to lose.” Looking in each of their eyes, I pause and swallow back my emotion. “I would not ask something of you that I wasn’t willing to do myself. I wish we could go home too.”  
 
    One by one they meet my gaze, several eyes brimming. 
 
    “Fine.” The red head speaks for the group but the word comes out choked. “Let’s do what we need to do.” 
 
    “Okay.” I lift the last gun in my arms toward Gadian, awkward and heavy in my hands. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Our tiny infantry strides from the room and into the Forum. At once, the difference in the rooms disturbs me. It’s been at least half emptied, but those that remain are white with shock and hands shaking. 
 
    “I want nothing to do with this!” one young woman near us declares as a mentor hands her a drink. “Why would I leave?” 
 
    “That’s her!” a shaman across the room shouts and points to me. “She’s the one who turned into a bull!” 
 
    A few mentors leap to their feet, coming at me, but Ramose jumps in front of me with his gun. “We have Gadian! Let us through!”  
 
    The crowd freezes, and we move quickly before they have time to form a plan of attack. 
 
    “It makes me sick,” one of our men mutters. “Our own people, surrendering to them..” 
 
    As I glance over my shoulder, my heart breaks for those shaman. “I feel sorry for them. That they don’t have anything they feel is worth fighting for.” 
 
    Scanning the crowd, I try to find Alessio’s face. The last time I saw him was just before turning into a bull, but he must be here somewhere. Going down with his beloved Academy, no matter the cost. He gave up everything for this Academy—home, magic, family, first love.  
 
    Once, I had felt like I had never met anyone like Alessio. We were perfect for each other. But why? Because we shared flight? I didn’t have to keep my magic a secret? Yet now that he isn’t the only magic person I know, where does that leave us? 
 
    If I were never to fly again, I know who my soul would long for.  
 
    I know who can soften even the loss of home. Though I will always grieve Mama and Leo, there’s one soft smile and peaceful soul where I can find a new home.  
 
    Looking forward, my eyes rest on Ramose. Gun at the ready and eyes alert, he leads us, ready to make himself a human shield if need be. I wonder if anyone else notices how his gun shakes in his hands. Yet when suddenly a mentor catches us off guard from a hallway, it’s less than a second before Ramose is standing between the man and myself.  
 
    “Let us through!” he demands again, and perhaps the man who doesn’t know Ramose can’t see how little Ramose wishes to shoot. He’s not a born fighter, but he’ll take a life or give his own if that’s what it means to protect what he loves. 
 
    Who he loves.  
 
    Seeing him step between me and danger, I understand that the language of love is not uttered with words, but lived. How else could I have fallen in love these past weeks when we could barely speak? A person can tell me they love me, but they’ll show me the truth every time.  
 
    Here is a man I can love, more than with the bright flicker of passion, for here is a man I can trust. For is it not the heartbeat behind love? To have love without the other is like to have a fish without water—it cannot be expected to live very long. 
 
     Watching him, his brow furrowed as he is set on his mission, I can’t help but smile. He is good. He is kind and brave. He is handsome, yes, but who he is, is beautiful. This is a man worth loving. A man I can only hope to be loved by. 
 
    “Fourth door down?” Ramose calls over his shoulder, pulling me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Yes.” I snap back to the moment. “Fourth door on the right.” 
 
    Arriving, I turn to the two men escorting us. “We need to free Gadian’s hands. The chip is embedded in his arm.” 
 
    One man barks out a laugh. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” Shoving Gadian forward, he forces him to face-plant against the door, the gag digging in tight around the edge of his lips, his face wincing hard on the impact. With a click, we hear the door unlock as the chip is detected.  
 
    “We’ll stand guard.” They motion to each other, so only Ramose and I take Gadian inside. 
 
    As I step in, Brigetta’s last memory comes back to me full force. It shackles my feet in place, and for a moment I can’t step forward, not without seeing bodies dropping to the floor, their faces with veins bulging, gasping for air. I drop my gun and place my hand on the doorframe, trying to will my knees not to cave under me. 
 
    “Joanna.” Ramose stands next to me, and though he doesn’t dare take his hands from the gun, he comforts me with his gaze. “I know. You can do this.” 
 
    Nodding, I exhale and walk into the empty room. Empty but for the dark cube waiting at the back, larger than a man and twice as wide as his wingspan. Metal, metal on all sides. 
 
    “How are we supposed to break that?” one of the men standing guard looks in and asks. 
 
    I stride forward, attempting to be unfazed by the memories dying at my feet, and reach for the handle of the machine that destroyed my world. The machine that alone could put all the pieces back together. Doubt washes over me. 
 
    I just want to go home. 
 
    Ramose steps forward, and meeting my eyes, gives me a slow nod. “You know what you must do,” His voice is steady. He gives me the softest smile, and that is all I need. Oh, how I need that smile in my life. Perhaps we were never meant to repair the pieces of our old world. Perhaps we have to make a beautiful mosaic with the pieces we have left. 
 
     I want to create that with him. 
 
      Turning the handle, I step inside the machine. On my right and left are padded benches covering the length of those two walls, but just in front of me is our answer. Buttons and screens glow, ready to come alive. 
 
      “There’s a control panel,” I call over my shoulder. “We’ll shoot it. Then we can worry about how to dismantle the rest.” 
 
      Suddenly comes a strained voice behind me. “You never have had any sense of self-preservation.” 
 
      Spinning around, I see Azure, her feet firmly planted on the floor in front of the door, a gun steady in each hand. 
 
      She looks nothing like herself. Normally each strand of hair seems to know its place, and her makeup is contoured until she looks more doll-faced than human. But now stains of black streak her cheeks, her firm jaw not hidden under foundation. Her hair folds up and over her head, as though she’s only just run her fingers through it. The knuckles of her left hand have blood drying on them. She is barefoot, and from how taut her calves are, I realize she must have kicked her heels off to come running here. 
 
     But it’s her eyes that scare me most. They are animal, or what we tell ourselves animals are. Wild. Crazed. Uncontrollable, yet set. These last months she may have been conflicted at times, but no longer. She knows exactly where she stands. 
 
      “Put your guns on the ground!” she barks, stepping forward. 
 
      I raise my hands, but stay inside the time machine, as Ramose’s gun slides to her feet. I have no idea what happened to our guards.  
 
    “Azure, think about what you doing—” 
 
      “Oh.” she laughs, jagged and sharp. “I know what I’m doing. The only thing that can be done. You couldn’t have planned your little escape just a few weeks out, Joanna? We are so close.” Walking forward, she kicks the guns behind her, toward the open door, then turns toward me with eyes narrowed. “Get out of that thing. You’re being ridiculous.” Her voice is quiet and lethal.  
 
    I don’t move.  
 
    “Now!” she screams, her inner psycho intent on getting the last word.  
 
      I only place my hands on the frame of the time machine door, firming my stance.  
 
      In an instant, she has crossed the room, and she thrusts the cool steel in her hand against my temple. Tears brim in her red-laced eyes as she spits out her words. 
 
      “Don’t try to make me choose between you and saving my son. I. Chose. Him.” Her chin quavers, but her eyes are unwavering. “I will not allow the Academy to fail. Get. Out. Now.” She cocks the gun and closes her eyes. Her lips move, and I realize she is counting down. Three . . . two . . . one . . .  
 
      A crack splits the air, and Azure crumples to the ground. Standing behind her is Alessio, a gun in his hand. 
 
      “You killed her!” I gasp, unsure whether to be sick or relieved. 
 
      Alessio looks down at the gun in his hands. “I . . . don't know. I hit her as hard as I could upside her head. In the movies I’ve seen here, it just knocks them out, but . . .” He shakes his head and takes a breath, steadying himself. “It doesn’t matter. We’re leaving.”  
 
      “What?” I answer, confused. 
 
      “Sit down.” He tries to smile. “We’re going home.” 
 
      I look to Ramose.  
 
      “You can’t.” He strides forward, hand up in front of him as if that alone could ward off a tin arrow. “We have to destroy it.”  
 
      “Alessio! It’s me!” Gadian’s voice interrupts and looking over I see that he has wriggled the gag down till it only hangs on his bottom lip. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you! We must stop them—” 
 
    “How about this?” Alessio’s eyes snap cold, and he straightens his stance, cocking the gun right in Gadian’s face. “How about you shut your mouth or I shove this in it? I trusted you, you lying son of a—”  
 
      As he talks, Ramose slowly strides toward the doorway where three guns lay. Alessio must have picked up one of the guards’ that Azure had disarmed. 
 
      “Ho ho!” Alessio scoffs, spinning onto him. “You’re quick!” Keeping the gun trained on Ramose, he picks up another one from Azure’s still hand.  
 
      “Sit down, Joanna,” he instructs again, but this time with no smile. “We’re going home.” The words that should be precious sound black and haunted. He aims at my heart and steps toward me. 
 
      “Will people please stop pointing those things at me?” I throw my fists down. “I’m not going with you!” 
 
      As he steps into the time machine, I’m forced to back up or have the gun against my collarbone. He meets my eyes and answers quietly, “I’m not giving you a choice.” 
 
      He drops the gun to free his hand, and through the opening, I see Ramose dive for a weapon yards away. But clasping the handle, Alessio slams the door shut. As he locks it, the metal of the door dents in from a tin arrow, but it does not penetrate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART THREE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    There is no sane thought left in my head, nothing but to get to her and now, by whatever means possible. Stepping back, I shoot at the time machine, at a height above hers but hopefully just right to stop him. He can’t take her. He can’t! 
 
    I feel sick as my finger pulls the trigger, and tell myself that in war. murder is not a crime. But I know it’s a lie. Still, I shoot again. And again.  For she is the thing in my life most worth fighting for. It is the only good fight I know. 
 
      
 
    FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The Californian Remains, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    Alessio keeps the gun pointed at me as he whirls around to face the control panel. A light above our heads brightens. Two more bullets dent into the time machine, but Alessio doesn’t even glance at them. On the other side of the door, I can hear Ramose’s voice yell, but I can’t make out the words. 
 
      “Alessio.” I step forward, reaching out to him. We hear banging and shouting as Ramose tries to get to us. “You have to stop. Are you seriously thinking you’ll time travel? You know it’s wrong.” 
 
    But with a roll of his shoulders he shrugs me off. He doesn’t look at me as he turns to inspect the controls in front of him. He decides to flick one, and I can see a keyboard beamed onto a tabletop. With his attention divided I try to inch toward the door but he lifts the gun and meets my eyes. 
 
    “You’re not a murderer,” I whisper, but the words sound unsure of themselves. 
 
    “No.” Alessio agreed. “But shooting you in the leg would keep you from escaping or distracting me, and right now. it seems about my best option. As we travel back in time. it would heal. Don’t think I won’t do it.” 
 
    I look at this man I had loved, but all I see is the version of him who beat Leo in an alleyway. I really have no idea what he is capable of. When I don’t move, he turns his focus to the control board again.  
 
    He types on the smooth surface—not the automatic typing I’ve seen Azure do, but slowly, each letter intentional, until he finally lets out a quick, nearly hysterical laugh and then leans back. With that, there is a sudden loud sound like an enormous fan, and Alessio collapses in the chair, a triumphant smile on his face, watching glowing blue numbers start to click backward, a different number each second, his gun still resting on the control panel.  
 
      Instantly, it is as if my wound from being shot as a bull never happened. The pain evaporates, the skin closes, the passage of time in reverse takes it all back. 
 
      “Goodbye, 2048...2047...46.” He runs his hand through his hair and pats the seat next to him. “Might as well get comfortable. Passing each year a second at a time could take, oh, ten minutes or so.” I don’t smile, don’t move closer to him, but take the seat nearest me, staring hard across at him. Then with a lunge, I snatch the gun and point it at his heart. 
 
      “Turn it around.” 
 
    He sighs and shakes his head. “Do you have to make this so hard? We are going home—remember that place? Lots of cypress tree and basilicas? Sound familiar?”  
 
      His words do nothing to relax me. “How do you know how to operate this thing? How did you get past the security?” 
 
      He leans back and crosses his arms over his chest. “You took care of most the security by bringing Gadian with you. Besides the chip in Gadian’s arm, there’s a scanner that frequently checks the bodies in the room. If the door closes without the scan detecting Gadian’s warm body, vents suck all the oxygen from the air. So, my thanks.” 
 
      He waves his arm as if in a bow. I swallow hard and don’t answer. 
 
      “As for the password to start the machine, Gadian gave me that on a silver platter. He brought me to the room, swung open the door, and told me everything I needed to know to go home. Nothing buys someone’s loyalty like handing them the way out, right? By getting them to choose their prison.” He laughs darkly and looks away from me, his jaw tight.  
 
       “We have to take it back now!” My voice is escalating the more he ignores my pleas. “It needs to be destroyed!” 
 
     “Calm down. Why not just destroy it once we are home in Italy?” Alessio asks.  
 
    I remain quiet but with my empty hand, I rub my bottom lip.  
 
    “Ah.” Realization hits Alessio. “Him.” Then he just tils his fingers as if brushing my concerns away. “Sorry, it’s a one-way track—no turning around until we get there. Besides . . .” His voice lowers. “Wouldn’t you like to see your mother first?” 
 
      I pause and look at the gun. Of course I want to see Mama.  
 
    “But . . .” But Ramose is the other direction. With each second, I am traveling years away from a life with him. “I can’t go back to 2048. It’s evil, time travel. If you hadn’t forced me …” My voice trails off as my knees go weak, and I set the gun down on the control panel. Then I succumb to sitting again. “How can you do this? You know the earth wouldn’t want you to.” 
 
    Alessio shrugs. “In this thing, even the earth can’t stop me.” 
 
    I look at Alessio, but don’t see him. My thoughts are on Ramose’s face, just before the door was slammed shut. I could have spent my life with Ramose, but now I’ll never see him again. He may as well be dead. “But . . . it’s as bad as murder,” I whisper, looking at my hands.  
 
      “Murder?” Alessio’s gaze bores into me, hard-rimmed and fixed. “No. No. How can you even compare the two? Didn’t you see what I saw when that window broke? I couldn’t believe it at first when I saw Gadian. Gadian. I’d put him on a higher pedestal than my own father. Gadian saw right through me, didn’t he? He could see how in my father’s home I was invisible, and Gadian used that. He saw how father couldn’t even manage to be disappointed in me, because that require giving me some actual thought or expectations. Detached. That’s what he was.  
 
      “Then up stepped Gadian, telling me I was someone. Treating me like a king—no, better. Like a son. What a joke.” He pauses and suddenly punches the wall next to him. “What a ridiculous joke!” He shakes his head, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching. “That’s all it took for me to drool at his feet like some pathetic dog. It didn’t matter who he was, what he was doing—only what he told me. I didn’t even let myself feel anything when I saw what he did to that rebel friend of yours. In my mind, I still defended him, still insisted there must be an explanation. 
 
      “But I knew when I saw him shooting at us as if we were nothing, just meat, that there was no explanation. No good one. I stepped toward him, tried to tell him to stop, but he looked at me as if he had never seen me before in his life. He would have shot me too, I knew it, if those men hadn’t jumped him and stopped him. That’s when I knew I never mattered to him. 
 
      “But . . .” He straightens his shoulders. “I am important. I am the one person who can undo all he has worked toward. So long as I was kept happy at the Academy, spray tanning by day and partying by night, I would let myself forget what I could do. What I must do now.” 
 
      He calms down and meets my eyes. Suddenly I understand what he’s thinking, and I shake my head. 
 
      “We can’t go back before we were kidnapped. The time machine doesn’t work that way.” 
 
      He nods. “Wouldn’t that have made things easy? No, I realize I can’t rewrite what I did. But there is more I can do.” He rubs his hands on his pants and takes a breath before going on. “What Gadian didn’t realize is that by myself, I’m likely to fail. Leo and I were never close. And after what I did . . . he will not be happy to see me.” 
 
    “He’s not happy with me either.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but he will give you a chance. I need your help, Joanna. Please. Help me get through to Leo. Help me undo all I did wrong to our people.” 
 
      Alessio, for all his usual bravado and grinning, now looks at me serious and sincere. Though I don’t feel in love with him again, I think I like him more than I ever have before. He’s right. We may not be able to make it so that the wound never happened, but perhaps we can help heal it.  
 
      “Okay.” I nod slowly. Then I actually feel a soft smile on my lips. “But I’ve already been shot today, so you get to do the talking.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    The bullets don’t sink past the machine’s skin, and dread fills my belly as the time machine begins to whirl loudly. “No!” I scream, rushing forward, but it just disappears from under my hands.  
 
    This time, no heroes are coming to save us. Wild Dove is dead—Joanna is taken. How can I fight on when the very breath in my lungs has been stolen from me? If she were here, but everything else around us was destroyed, life would go on. Yet without her, the world we fought for won’t be enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, September 1470 A.D 
 
      
 
      The white whirring noise of the time machine slows to a stop, leaving the silence in the air empty.  
 
      “I could only figure out how to put in the year and the person we wished to meet. We will be arriving at any time within the year after we were taken, but Leo should be close by,” Alessio says, reaching for the door.  
 
      “Do you know what you’re going to say?” I ask, running my hands down my stomach, for the first time in my life nervous to see my old friend.  
 
      But Alessio shakes his head. “No.” He looks at the time machine and runs his hand through his thick brown hair. “The words I need haven’t been invented, it seems.” 
 
      I have nothing to say to that, nothing but a prayer that Alessio will figure it out awfully quick. He opens the door and lets me walk out first. 
 
      We have arrived in an orchard, one Leo and I pillaged as children but hadn’t gone to in years. We are surrounded by apple’s sweet, pungent fragrance and after months of having the earth be so stifled the scent makes my thoughts nearly drunk. In my peripheral, I sense distant movement, and looking down the rows, I see a man. He takes a step, and at once, I recognize him. 
 
      I want to cry out, but he is too far away. Lifting my skirt, I run to Leo as fast as I possibly can. Any urge to be afraid or nervous is gone. If he is angry with me, he has every right to be, but all I want right now is to close the distance between us. 
 
     His head turns my direction, and tears spring to my eyes as I see that he doesn’t hesitate.  
 
      “Jo!” he cries out, and then he is sprinting toward me as well. Finally he’s here, and we collapse into each other’s arms. He buries his face in my hair, and when I speak, I hope he can understand me through the sobs. 
 
      “I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry.” How inadequate the words feel, how common and plain. “Sorry” is easy—every person I know is sorry. But the remorse I feel, with its full weight of sorrow, is nearly once-in-a-lifetime rare. As rare as an eternal friend.  
 
      “You have no idea,” Leo mutters, shaking his head. “These past months, I didn’t know what else to do—” 
 
      A rustle behind us reminds me that we aren’t alone. Leo looks up and immediately takes a step back, shocked to see Alessio intruding on our moment. Leo’s eyes narrow, his jaw goes stiff, and his hands clench at his sides. Before he can speak, Alessio bows his head and lowers his eyes. 
 
    “No one here has a place to be sorrier than I do.” His voice trembles as he stares at the ground. “I would do anything—give anything—to make up what I did to you. I was cruel—there’s no excusing it. The greatest mistake of my life was that day I let my jealousy control me.”  
 
    Pain pulses in the air between us, each of us feeling the others’ as well as our own, sharing in it, as Alessio waits for Leo’s response. With his shoulders stooped, I see how vulnerable Alessio is, all the fight gone out of him. Leo could ridicule or revenge him, and Alessio would do nothing to stop it. For the apology is no longer his—it was his offering, his gift, there for Leo to take or to leave.  
 
    At last, he answers. 
 
    “I’m going to need some time.” His voice is shaky. “I . . .” He pauses and looks at the trees. “I know I will forgive you. But it just might take a little while.” He exhales, nods, and meets Alessio’s eyes. 
 
    “Thank you.” Alessio holds his gaze, and then tentatively steps forward. “I want to find some way to make it up to you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I answer. Yes, these words aren’t enough—we must show him. 
 
    Leo raises an eyebrow and glances at me before back to Alessio. “And how would you do that?” 
 
    I find myself smiling. Reaching forward, I place an eager hand on each of them. 
 
    “I have an idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ___ 
 
     
 
    Suddenly there is a heaviness in the air, a punctuation. Closing my eyes, I know this is what an end feels like. The path we have been on stops here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, October 1470 A.D 
 
      
 
    Before the day has started for the rest of the city, I am already fully dressed, walking barefoot the familiar cobblestone streets wet with the night’s rain. The dark sky has softened to blue, tucking away the stars for their daily rest. I don’t miss out on any of it. Everywhere I go now, I go barefoot, aware of each pebble under my feet, my eyes taking in every flower petal that droops with the weight of dew. I wonder if what we’ve done these past weeks could even begin to give back for the divine gifts we’ve been given. Our magical abilities, yes, but also all that the earth has to offer. 
 
    For these days that Alessio and I have spent beside Leo—our hands working the wood and silk, our fingers sketching out our plans on sheet after sheet of paper—I have realized how wrong I was. Magic was never meant to be against reason. Both science and magic have the same source. 
 
    To study science is to study something eternal. Be it soil or animal or ourselves, when we study these things, we study the works of the earth. Every truth uncovered through research was always there, the earth’s gift to those willing to appreciate it.  
 
    Turning from the city, I see the barn in the distance and make out Leo and Alessio waiting there. Excitement churns in my stomach as I begin to race across the field in front of me, the sun casting golden rays in front of me, leading me to the barn. 
 
    “Have you been waiting long?” I ask, panting but grinning as I arrive. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep, so I got here about an hour ago.” Leo smiles broadly. 
 
    “And I couldn’t leave her, so I slept in the loft.” Alessio laughs at himself as I notice hay stuck on his wrinkled shirt. I grin, certain this was a first for him. That straw on his clothing is more than evidence of a rough night spent, but of a change in him that runs deeper. A humbling. 
 
    “Well . . .” Alessio reaches for the handle of the large wooden doors. “No need to keep her waiting.” 
 
    Grinning, I take the other door, and we open it at the same time for Leo. 
 
    There she is, all thirty-three feet of silk wingspan spread throughout the large, otherwise empty barn. Next to me, Leo inhales quickly, then stepping forward, runs his hand across her light but sturdy pine frame designed after bats’ wings. His “ornithopter,” he calls her. 
 
    It looks almost exactly like it did in the memory Ramose showed me but this time there are some essential differences.  
 
    From handholds run two sets of rope which are attached to a harness sitting next to Leo’s flying invention. At the bottom are two small wheels, and at the back, a lightweight wooden rod runs just inches away from where Leo’s feet will go.  
 
    “Well, she can’t very well fly inside a barn!” I rub my hands together and reach for one of her delicate limbs. The men haul with me and soon she rests on the grass, her wings catching the full morning light until she glows a pure and brilliant white before us.  
 
    “Breathtaking” doesn’t begin to cover it. Looking at Alessio and Leo, I see I’m not the only one to feel as if my spark of wonder has had alcohol splashed upon it. We smile at each other, for that is all we can do to try to show on the outside what is in our hearts.  
 
    “She’s the most beautiful thing on earth,” Leo whispers, just as in the other memory. Except this time, he isn’t standing alone.  
 
    The moment I had seen never happened, not to Leo. Alessio and I had arrived just as Leo had begun sketches for his ornithopter, so the future was rewritten. Rather than his spending months in isolation working on this project, we completed it together in just weeks, our laughter filling the air as we worked. Laughter and sweat—that’s what our healing was made of. 
 
    Now standing next to him, I reach out and place a hand on Leo’s arm. “Thank you for sharing this with us.” 
 
    He grins back at me, a glint in his eye. “You know, Jo, this could be an incredibly reckless, foolish idea.” The thought doesn’t seem to bother him much. 
 
    I laugh, “Well, let’s give it a test and see what happens!” 
 
    With that, we each take our positions. Closing my eyes, I discard my human form and feel strength surge through every sinew. With the earth around me, so unrestrained, the bull form sweeps over me in mere seconds. As I open my eyes, Alessio steps forward with the harness.  
 
    “My mother always taught me that a gentleman doesn’t treat a lady like an animal, but I suppose I’ll have to make an exception,” he jokes, placing the harness inside my mouth. For a moment, his hand lingers on my face, and I know what he is feeling. I’ve seen it in his eyes often as we’ve worked together this past month—desire and regret in those pretty eyes. At times I’ve wanted to feel something back—everything would be simple then. Alessio and I could live out our days here, Mama and Leo forever within arm’s reach. I want to love him, I do. But I see now that I could no sooner talk myself back in love with him than I could command the dead back to life. For my feelings for him—the passion, at least—have gone the way of lullabies and hide-and-go-seek. My love for Alessio belonged to my pre-Academy life, and though my body may time travel, my soul cannot.  
 
    I understand now what I could not then. He is a good man, a better man than he was when I first loved him. Yet perhaps we were never meant for each other, never truly compatible.  
 
    No, he was never my perfect match. Simply a perfect stepping stone. 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to complete that step across these waters, through the years and centuries to where the one I could spend my life with waits. My Ramose. For even being home, being with all those I had so long yearned to return to, it isn’t home anymore. I realized it that first evening home with Mama. Seeing her again was everything I had hoped. When she held me once more, I could smell the familiar scent of home in her hair and on her clothes, like lemon and love. Inside everything looked just as it had when I left, except the bowls of spring strawberries and artichokes were exchanged for autumn’s pears and Brussel sprouts. Beside those, each candle and hand-painted ceramic held their usual vigilance, the chair by the fire not an inch out of place. It was in that moment that I realized only I had changed. As much as I would always adore my childhood home, I was no longer a child. I loved, and strongly love, one man as only a woman can. 
 
    But the cost of returning to him is the one thing I could not give. Even with the best of intentions, I cannot see time travel as anything other than despicable. To abuse the earth like that—I might as well murder my own mother in the name of love. Some things simply cannot be justified. 
 
    Shaking my head, I bring my thoughts back to the moment. Turning my great bull body, I see Leo standing over his flying machine, his hands slightly trembling as he slowly exhales. With a glance at each of us, he then bites his cheek and stoops down, climbing onto the board in the center of the invention. The bat-inspired wings fold out from above his back, and watching him, I feel my happiness swell inside me to see Leo have wings of his own.  
 
    He breathes slowly, deliberately, concentrating on each breath. Behind him, Alessio walks to the back of the ornithopter and bends over, his hands firmly gripping the rod we designed there. 
 
    “Ready when you are, DaVinci,” Alessio calls out, using Leo’s surname that the rest of Italy knows him by. When Alessio says it, I hear no jealousy in his voice, only celebration. He smiles and gives Leo a nod of encouragement. 
 
    Nodding in response, Leo exhales once, twice before his feet begin to pedal. 
 
    At once the powerful wings begin to lift away from the ground, as though the breath of life has been blown into them. That’s my cue.  
 
    Facing forward, I charge through the field in the direct line we had cleared of all haystacks. I feel the load catch my reins, and I plow ahead with even more vigor. With the power and speed of my bull body, I haul the load that would be too immensely heavy for any man. I run faster, as fast as my strong legs can carry me, my enormous heart racing, each breath heavy and loud. 
 
    Then suddenly, the weight is gone. I slow, my reins dangling freely on either side of me, catching in the short straw. Looking up, the beauty of what I see breaks my concentration, and I melt back into my human skin. 
 
    There among the dawn’s canopy of gold, bright amid the clear blue, Leo’s silken wings beat. At the back Alessio soars, pushing the flying machine ever closer to the sun. As I watch, Alessio opens his fingers, and just like that, the miraculous invention ascends on its own.  
 
    Corkscrewing under the machine, Alessio comes to fly an arm’s reach away from Leo, and I know this is a moment I must be a part of. 
 
     Taking three steps at a run, I jump as my swan transformation begins. Beating my wings, I feel the wind embrace me, saturate me to my core, touching every feather. They are a ways ahead, and for a moment I wonder how I’ll catch up, but I shouldn’t have worried. Leo, in a wide circle, loops back toward me.  
 
    Rising into the open sky, I come upon them, and Leo grins at me. “You didn’t think we’d forget you now, did you?” he yells over the rush of wind.  
 
    I can only tilt my head in response and he laughs, head thrown back, at the familiar gesture. 
 
    Over the hills we soar, patches of fading green and brilliant gold unfurling like a quilt beneath us. Above the city, red rooftops radiate in the morning sun, our great combined shadow causing heads of early risers to crane back in surprise. We hear exclamations that we can’t quite make out, then looking back I see children, ladies with clutched skirts, and merchants abandoning their stalls, each chasing us in amazement. 
 
    “Watch out!” Alessio yells. My head jerking forward, I see Leo quickly maneuver the ornithopter to go straight up just in time to miss the dome on top of the Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore. 
 
    “You know how to fly that thing, right?” Alessio laughs, shouting. 
 
    “I could lie and say ‘yes,’” Leo shouts back, his hands shaking, but the grin never dulled from his face. “But from what just happened, I think you know the answer!” He laughs and spins the craft as though to head out of the city.  
 
    Before us, the wide River Arno etches a path through the streets and buildings, each crest of water transformed as if by alchemy. Leo swoops low, his wings gliding just feet above the water. Coming up on each side, Alessio and I soar with him, the beat of my wings in sync with Leo’s. Swallows dart around us, welcoming us as friends to their open air. Birdsong spills beauty into the day, filling my heart to overflowing. Looking to Leo and Alessio, I see that the ecstacy of the experience has washed over all us, leaving in its wake a slow joy spreading across our faces. 
 
    He did it. He did it.  
 
    We did it. 
 
    I have never been able to soar like this before. Unbridled, unconstrained. How long had we spent, each of us, trying to soar on our own, each of us grounded by different things? My fear and isolation were one broken wing, as was Alessio’s envy. Watching those two beautiful wings of Leo’s rising and falling over me, they seem to be perfection. Balance. How did we not understand that it takes two remarkable wings to fly? We were never created to soar alone.  
 
     Ripples of light reflect off the water onto our arms and wings, as though tiny golden threads binding us together. Ahead, the Ponte Vecchio bridge arches over the patient river. We could separate to go under different tiers, but to do so would break the spell of unity we are under, would dissolve the truth we’ve struck upon and leave us once again with the illusion that we are unconnected.  
 
    A glance and nod is all it takes to communicate with each other. Smiling softly, we rise as one above the Ponte Vecchio and take to the heavens.  
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I wake from the dream, the silk white curtains around my bed billowing in the hot morning breeze. Placing my feet on the floor, I run my hand over my face, stubble scratching my palms. How can you miss someone you have never met? Walking to the ledge of my room, I look out at the kingdom and rest against the firm pillar, wishing I was still asleep. Still in her arms.  
 
      Below, markets teem and pyramids rise, and here I am, standing above it all. I have no reason to be anything but extraordinarily grateful, and up until now, I have been. 
 
    Yet now it isn’t enough. Where I used to see an entire kingdom, now I see only an empty pit. I can’t stop missing her, this girl who comes to me each night in my dreams. I can only learn how to live around the gaping hole she leaves me with.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Tuscan Italy, October 1470 A.D 
 
      
 
      The memory of our flight will always cling to me. For while most things don’t truly matter, some things do, and there is a pulse in my veins telling me this is one of them. It was more than soaring, it was more than a dream fulfilled, or a hole Alessio and I had made that was refilled. While it was all of those things, it was more.  
 
      Plucking one of the last apples off the tree next to me, I feel connected, feel as though I understand the roots it came from. These same roots that dig down into eternity, but are not lost in it. They give new life, new beauty, wherever it is their opportunity to spring forth. Just as is expected of me.  
 
      How many centuries have I had to pass through to learn what the earth would have always had me know? I am not so alone as I would think. I never have been. We are all connected. Why else would a shaman access their ability through connection to the earth? Or for that matter, a scientist access theirs through the study of the same? I think of yesterday, soaring over the River Arno, and the one great shadow we cast upon the water. How much closer to authenticity it was than our three separate bodies.  
 
      We are all part of one body—one heartbeat binds us each. We differ as drastically as the ear does from the lungs, yet we each have a role to contribute to the whole.  
 
      If we can hold on to the truth of what we found, if we can teach it, show people how to open their tired eyes and see it for themselves, it could just be one of those few remarkable things that actually lasts. I have to believe that something we’ve done will affect the world the way it has me, that a thousand years from now, things will be different. 
 
      But it can only ever be a belief. I walk alone through the orchard, searching for the time machine. Weeks ago, Alessio had a canvas nailed over it with a sign that declared it a statue being built by Leonardo DaVinci for the Medicis, and it threatened severe consequences if the canvas was removed by anyone else. Coming upon it, I cast off the sheet and place my palm against the cool metal. Apparently, either the wrath of the Medicis or reverence for Leo’s work was enough to ward off intruders, for the time machine has remained untouched. I had tried to convince Alessio sooner that it needed to be destroyed, but he kept begging, “Just wait until we have gotten the orthinopter to work, then we will. I promise.” It was his only security if all this didn’t work, no matter how much I insisted that the time machine couldn’t save us again. Yet the urgency I felt once to wreck it was gone. Though I could never bring myself to commit the atrocity of time travel, I know that machine is the only link through the ages that connects to Ramose.  
 
    My fingers trail over the walls of the machine as I tread the length of it, coming at last to the door. Pure longing balls up at the base of my throat, pools in the rim of my eyes. Yet I set my jaw and grip the handle. 
 
      “Having second thoughts?” a voice asks behind me. 
 
      Turning, I see Alessio. “Second? No. That would imply there were only two.” Giving him a soft smile, I gesture to the time machine. “Thanks for coming, I need all the manpower I can get to dismantle this thing.” 
 
      He nods. “It’s something I need to be part of anyway.” Casting a glance to the side, he takes a step forward. “Before Leo arrives, I was hoping to speak with you alone.” He is close now, and reaching down, he takes my hands in his. “I made the mistake of loving something more than you once. I know I’ve been given more second chances than I deserve lately, but I wonder if you would grant me one more.” His shoulders rise and fall as he takes a heavy breath. “Marry me, Joanna. Have me back. Who else will understand what we’ve been through? We can create a beautiful life together—have our own vineyard, and your mama can have a home on our property. What more could we want?” 
 
      I meet his eyes, see his aching there. All he says makes sense, and it seems foolish to turn him down for the love of a distant star—someone who brought light into my world but is hundreds of years away. Unreachable. Yet I find myself shaking my head and taking a step backward until our hands drop limp between us. 
 
      “I cannot do that to you. I cannot have you marry someone who loves another.” 
 
      His eyes at once narrow and turn cold. “The roommate.” It’s not a question, but I nod. 
 
      Swallowing, he fixes his stare past me onto the machine and then curtly squares his shoulders. 
 
      “Well, no need to wait for Leo. Let’s get on with it.” He approaches the door so determinedly that he almost knocks into me.  
 
      He steps in, and I take a moment to catch my breath. Perhaps turning him down was a mistake—but no. To even consider lying in a marriage bed when I know my heart is somewhere else entirely would be an anguish all its own, and a cruelty to Alessio. I nod to myself. Yes, I did the right thing. Then I follow him into the time machine. 
 
      And into the nozzle of a gun.  
 
      I gasp, then attempt a nervous laugh. “That thing again?” I try to sigh, to lighten the moment, but Alessio stares back from the other end of it, the muscles in his jaw rigid. 
 
      “Sit down,” he orders, his face unreadable.  
 
      “What do you think you’re doing?” I tilt my head, still standing. I don’t move, and can’t help but feel that because he has changed, his threat must be hollow. 
 
    He cocks the gun and points to my leg. “Don’t overestimate the rational thinking of a heartbroken man. I said sit.” His voice goes quiet, but there is a focus to his eyes, a surety in how he moves.  
 
     “You wouldn’t…” My words trail as he shrugs only one shoulder ever so slightly.  
 
      He doesn’t answer but just cocks the gun. There;s a thousand emotions in his eyes, but his hand is steady and ice fills my veins. Oh, earth, he’s really going to do it. 
 
      “Why are you doing this?” I shake my head, confused, yet hold my ground. 
 
      “Jo, go.” Our eyes shift to the doorway where Leo now stands, his eyes wide with awe as he takes in the time machine. Quickly, though, he meets my gaze and gives a sad smile. “This can’t be your home anymore. We’ve all seen it, how you are not truly here now. Even your mama told me she worries for you. Anyone who calls you a friend can see that your light has been dimmed. Go back to him. The one you’re in love with. We are okay.” He gestures to Alessio. “We’ll see to it that Isabetta is taken care of. You don’t need to worry.” Alessio nods, his good heart showing under his cold demeanor. “Besides,” Leo adds, casting his eyes briefly to the floor. “Someone needs to go back to make sure the harm I did has been undone.” 
 
      “I can’t,” I whisper, the words barely escaping past a sob. For while I love Ramose enough to give up my ability to do magic, how could I ever betray the earth? It gave me everything, made me who I am. I want Ramose, but not if it means becoming that kind of person. 
 
      Alessio stoops closer, raising the end of his gun to my navel. “I can,” he whispers back. “I already choose to time travel once—who knows how much longer the earth will allow me to have my abilities? No, I have already paid this price—there’s no need for you to pay it too. Again, I’m not giving you a choice.” 
 
    He steps forward, forcing me back until my knees buckle against the bench. Once I am sitting, he glances at the screens in front of him and makes quick work of putting in the information necessary.  
 
      My knees shake, but I don’t fight him. At my sides, my fingers clench into the cushion. Part of me wants this—part of me despises myself for not clawing at his face to escape. Yet I stay still.  
 
      Finishing the input, Alessio steps back, the gun dutifully trained on me, until he stands in the doorway with Leo. 
 
      “Goodbye, Jo.” Leo’s smile is gentle, but I can see how behind his eyes something seems to break. “The last time you disappeared, I thought I would never see you again. These past few weeks together . . .” He shakes his head, then meets my gaze again. “. . . Have been a gift. An inexpressible gift. Thank you.”  
 
      With that, Leo steps back and begins to close the door. As it swings, Alessio holds my gaze, not a word between us. His eyes are the last thing I see as the door closes. 
 
      Instantly, the whirling such as a large fan starts, and looking to the dial on the control panel, I see the years disappear. 1471...1472...1473...It is then that I see the destination Alessio entered and realize his error. The Californian Remains, 2048. The year we left. 
 
      But if what we did worked, the Academy will no longer be there. It would never have been built in the first place, for no war between shaman and scientists would have ever begun. And if it had never been created, it never would have retrieved shaman across the centuries. No one is there. Ramose is not there. He lived all his days in Ancient Egypt, untouched by thieves of time.  
 
      Frantically I try to understand the screen before me, and I stab at any button that looks promising. But just as Alessio said before, I am stuck on a one-way track. 
 
      “No!” I scream then crumble to the floor as the years tick away from Mama, Leo, and home, yet the sacrifice is for nothing. Misery overtakes my body as my fingers claw at my wet cheeks.  
 
      Curling into a ball, I know that the memories Ramose and I shared, I alone now have. He cannot love someone he doesn’t even know exists. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    I hold close to me all the pieces of her that the dreams have given me. They are like broken colored glass in my hands, catching the light and bringing beauty, yet cutting me all the same. I can’t carry them without holding the sense of loss for something I never had. 
 
    But this cannot be how my story ends, a miser huddled in the dark over my jewels. To me, life has always been about understanding and reflection, yet the more I understand of her, the more I see that this knowledge must be used.  
 
    These dreams must have been sent from the earth for a reason.  
 
    And I will find it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    California, November 2048 A.D 
 
      
 
    Wiping my wet face with my palms as the whirring of the fan stops, I know I can’t stay in here. Unsure what else to do, I step out of the time machine onto the naked earth. Wispy sand kicks up as my dress sweeps across it, and a honeycomb of hardened ground cracks to pieces under each foot. Spinning, I search the landscape for some sign of the Academy as a slight wind pulls strands of hair across my face. But there are no buildings in sight, and certainly no Academy.  
 
      For a moment, I’m able to see through my grief and feel some joy. We did it. I may have lost everything I’ve ever loved, but my people will go on. Looking at the empty terrain, I’m surprised to feel the inkling of a smile on the edge of my lips. I remember my people as they fled the Academy, filling the air and leaving tracks on this landscape. You’re free, I think to them, and closing my eyes, I send them love wherever they might be throughout history. 
 
      The air is thick and hazy, causing sweat to trickle down my neck. But twilight promises that the heat won’t last too long—soon the thin dress I wear won’t be enough to protect me through the night. I cast my eyes about for some animal that can survive here that I can shapeshift into, but I see no movement. No life anywhere.  
 
      How much daylight do I have left before I’m stranded here in the dark? I lift my gaze to assess the sun, and when I do, my breath escapes from me. My mouth opens as my eyes widen enough to drink in what I see. 
 
      I see life.   
 
      What I had presumed to be twilight is instead a great long shadow cast by no cloud. A kingdom hovers, suspended hundreds of feet off the desert sands. Buildings of metal and glass stretch into heaven, each a masterpiece of beauty, while at their feet, streets teem with movement. Squinting my eyes, I see that the kingdom is so high that its inhabitants walk amongst wisps of clouds. Yet what is most stunning to me about the kingdom is what soars on its outskirts.  
 
    Ornithopters. 
 
    Ornithopters and shaman, together.  
 
    Hundreds of them, like swallows darting amongst a ruin. I watch them, lips parted and my breath heavy, overcome by the magnificence of the sight. Realization dawns—all sunrays and hope—of what this must mean. Though I cannot begin to wrap my head around it, this can only mean that not only did we prevent the Academy from ever happening, but something more came from our actions. Something bigger than we ever knew how to dream. 
 
    As I stare, a single ornithopter leaves the others and comes with purpose straight toward me. It lands, and though metal wings have replaced Leo’s silk ones, I still see his fingerprints all over it. The driver, who sits rather than lays, flips open a side door, and steps from the ornithopter. 
 
    Immediately my hands fly up over my mouth and tears spring to my eyes. 
 
    “Ramose!” His name barely comes out a whisper, and then I’m running to him. I throw my arms about his neck, and he has to take a step backward so we don’t topple over. He laughs, my favorite sound in all the world, yet when he places his hands on my waist, something about his touch feels stiff, uncertain. I pull back, eyes fluttering closed as I wait for his kiss, and I feel him gently place his fingers along my jaw and cheek.  
 
    Yet no kiss comes. Confused, I open my eyes and see him intently absorbing my every feature in awe.  
 
      “You’re real,” he utters in shock, then smiles. His voice is different, as though his tongue is thick. “I can hardly believe it…” His arms tighten around me, as though if he didn’t, I might drift away from him. 
 
    “I thought I’d never see you again,” I blink away happy tears. 
 
    He slants his head to the side, his eyebrows furrowed. “So it all really happened,” he muses. Suddenly I realize no Master of Tongue manipulates his words so I can understand—he is actually speaking my language. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I step back, confused myself. “If the Academy was never built, we never would have met. Why aren’t you in Egypt?” My fingers intertwine with his as I wait for an answer. 
 
    He looks to the vast empty terrain, as though imagining the Academy there, before he speaks. 
 
    “A week after my mother died, I started having dreams . . . but not. They came whenever I closed my eyes, even if I just rested them while still awake. I had always been able to ask the earth questions and it would answer me with a memory, but this time it was as if She wanted to speak first. She thrust the dreams—or memories—at me whenever given the chance, as if there was something She wanted me to know. Mostly they found me in that in-between space just before falling asleep and just as I was about to wake up. At first they disturbed me, told me a story of kidnapping and captivity. They were confusing, taking place in a land I had never imagined, in a time obviously far more advanced than the Egyptian days I had known. I would awake shaken, dread filling the remainder of my day.” He bites the corner of his mouth, remembering, but then the angst in his features melts away. “Suddenly, the dreams shifted. Instead of despair when I left them, I started to feel hope. Nearly all of these new dreams revolved around one girl. One woman.” He smiles at me tenderly and rubs his thumb along my cheek. “The first face I would see every morning and the last face I would see each night was yours.” 
 
    “So . . .” My brow furrows. “You’ve never met me before?” 
 
    He smiles. “Not in flesh and blood. But I believe we now share all the same memories of each other, with all that the earth has shown me. From before . . .” He pauses. “Before you time traveled, and everything was changed.” 
 
    “But . . .” I hesitate, not sure if I want the answer to this question as my hands drop his. “How did you get here? Did you . . .” I stop mid-sentence and try not to look at him as one might a murderer.  
 
    “I didn’t know what to do at first.” Ramose looks to the time machine. “How could I not fall in love with the girl in the dreams? A girl who belonged to another century. But I had always believed that the one thing the earth forbids is time travel. Why would it put me in this situation? Why leave me so conflicted?  
 
    “Until at the end, it showed me this final memory.” He lifts his hands, palms up, and locks eyes with mine. “May I show you?” His voice comes out tentative and gentle. 
 
    I pause a moment, then nod and place my hands in his. Leaning forward, our eyes connect for the briefest moment before our foreheads touch and we drop our gazes. With eyes closed, the sound of the wind blowing across the sand disappears, and all my senses are replaced. I am replaced. 
 
      
 
    I stand in the orchard I had just left.  
 
    The time machine fan whirs loudly as I take a step back. A sunray glints across its surface, from one side to the next, as if it’s moving quickly. When the ray is gone, so is the time machine. I exhale and step onto the matted grasses where it had just been. It’s a good thing Leo backed me up when he did. If she had resisted much more, I would have dropped my bluff rather than sending her back to that lucky fool. But I had to hold my ground. For her. 
 
    “You going to be okay, Alessio?” Leo asks behind me. I don’t turn to answer him yet. Kneeling on one knee, I reach down and run my hand over the long grass, the last place Joanna stood. Closing my eyes, I say the goodbye I hadn’t been able to utter to her.  
 
    It was too much to hope I could win you back. But not a day will go by that I won’t pray for you, that he treats you well, that he realizes what he has. That he can give you the happiness I had promised you. Know that while I can never make amends, I will never consider our days together wasted. You taught me what matters, and though I didn’t learn it soon enough to save us, from now on I will see the world differently. So thank you. And goodbye. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I stand and turn, nodding to Leo. “Yes, I will be all right.” Walking toward him, I try to smile. “Perhaps a little heartache isn’t the worst thing. Life isn’t all fun and games, you know.” Shaking my head, I even manage the slightest chuckle. “Maybe a little heartbreak would do me a world of good.”  
 
    Leo looks to the wild treetops. I see a single tear catch the light while it hovers in his eyes, but doesn’t break free. He swallows hard and doesn’t answer me. 
 
    “Anyway, there is a world of good that needs to be done here.” We begin to walk down the rows of the orchard, nothing left to be done. “I was thinking about all that energy you put into making sure science could succeed. How about taking a new angle?”  
 
    Raising an eyebrow, he answers while we tread through the trees. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    My eyes watch the leaves catching the sunlight as we walk. “When we were at the Academy, I was shown a microscope. When you look through it with your naked eye, the lens magnifies the image of what you are seeing beyond what the eye could ever behold on its own.” Plucking a leaf, I hold it up to my face, then hand it to him. “Earth’s creation and science, with a potential that is untapped when each work alone. But . . .” I smile, shining from some unbolted door inside me. “Together they could unlock worlds.” 
 
    Leo looks at the leaf in his hands as though trying to imagine the cosmos that lay within it. When he lifts his head, a smile has spread across his face and lights in his eyes. 
 
    “Now I like the idea of that.” 
 
    “The only problem is . . .” I look at my feet as we walk. “I don’t know how much longer the earth will allow me to have my magic. I’ve completed the purpose that I time traveled for—I’ll lose it any time now. Frankly, I was shocked this morning to find I could still fly.” 
 
    Leo mulls on that for a moment, then stops in his tracks. “You think so?” He shakes his head. Meeting my gaze, he grins impishly. “Ever since you mentioned just how ‘purely evil’ you all believed time travel to be, I must admit I thought you were being, well, dramatic.” His cheeks flush red, but he continues. “I mean, the earth never specifically told anyone it is forbidden. I think that to a degree, you are right—the earth probably doesn’t love the use of time travel and that’s why a shaman loses their abilities if they use it. But. I think shaman have taken that belief and become overzealous about it. I know how easily one can get carried away with what you believe in.”  
 
    He pauses and shakes his head. “It seems to me that because of you, magic came out of oblivion. You were the hands and feet—you did for the earth what it couldn’t do for itself. It would make no sense for the earth to punish you for using time travel—that would be ‘biting the hand that fed it.’” We walk in silence a moment before he nods confidently. “You wait. You keep waking up every morning seeing if you can still fly. I would bet money that your magic isn’t going anywhere. What better thank you could the earth give?” 
 
    “You think the time travel ban is lifted for us?” I ask, and the instant I do, I notice a difference. The heavens don’t part, no ray of light bestows its blessing on us, but somehow the air smells, even tastes, brand new. Breathing it in, it warms me down to my marrow, and when I look at Leo, I can see he feels it too. A simple, unmeasurable knowing. “Yes,” I answer my own question. “It’s not to be abused, but She will let those of us who helped Her set things right in our own lives.” 
 
    Suddenly Leo laughs, relief washing him clean. “So Joanna could come back!” 
 
    Not to me. But I find a smile and nod. “Yes, I believe so.” 
 
    He laughs until it peters into a happy sigh. “Well, where do we begin?”  
 
    “Where else?” I shrug, and my laugh joins his. “Your ornithopter, of course!” 
 
    He glows. 
 
    “Lead the way, DaVinci,” I make a show of presenting the path before us, but he shakes his head. 
 
    “You don’t need me leading you, Alessio. It’s like you said. We do this—every step—together.” Then he looks down at the leaf in his hand. Suddenly in a flash I remember him looking at another leaf just as he did this one, the moment before he stepped off the scaffolding. His voice goes quiet, and he muses to himself. “That was always what She wanted us to know.” 
 
    Looking away from Leo, I try to see Her, truly see Her hiding in the upturned wine-glass shape of the trees around me. The branches seem unruly and wild, like a toddler’s hair when it wakes, yet the careful rows that every tree was planted in help each one get the sun and soil it needs. It’s chaos and order woven together, the orchard all the more beautiful for the harmony it has struck. 
 
    Sunlight catches the leaves as they shake, and I am filled with both awe and my own nothingness, like a pauper before a queen. Thank you, I think She whispers.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I can only humbly bow my head. 
 
      
 
    Evening has come, in deep purple, to the desert. Ramose lifts his hands to my face, his thumbs gently stroking my cheeks. 
 
    I lean back and tilt my head. “What happened to them? Leo and Alessio.” 
 
    Ramose smiles. “They became known as the Renaissance Brothers. The scope and depth of their influence are without precedent in history. Their goal to unify the magic arts with the sciences has inspired millions for centuries to come. This work has continued to go forth and is responsible for the discovery of hundreds of cures, saved the coast of this very land from falling into the sea with an earthquake, and has used its combined abilities to suspend entire cities in the air.” He motions to the kingdom he just flew from. “This is the city of Passerota, named for the first machine they created together, as documented in their writings.” 
 
    “‘She who is learning to fly.’” I smile, looking past him to the hundreds of shaman and ornithopters as each turns on lights they carry to be seen in the dimming sky.  
 
    “When I saw that memory, the same feeling filled me of the air ‘tasting new.. I knew this gift was offered to me as well—nothing held me in Egypt anymore. I could come to you.” 
 
    “But . . .” I swallow. “How does this work? How can it just suddenly be okay?” 
 
    “I think it’s like this.” He searches my eyes for understanding. “You’ve always said that time travel is like murder. But isn’t there a time and place when one can take a life and be seen as a hero rather than a villain? Just as hate can never justify war, so can regret never justify time travel. But this is different.” His gaze seems to drink in the sight of me. “This is love.” 
 
    His words make my heart go hummingbird fast, and I feel the corners of my lips twitch into a smile. 
 
    “Yes.” I nod, barely getting the beautiful word out. 
 
     “So I came,” he continues. “Months ago, and have spent the time learning your language. Every day praying I wasn’t losing my mind, that I understood what the earth was trying to show me. Praying that all this would be worth it. And it was because you’re here.” He looks at me with incredulity, like I’m the spring of water he wasn’t sure was hidden underground, but he dug anyway. Running both his hands into my hair, he gently pulls me close until our faces are nearly touching. 
 
    “I’m here,” I whisper. “With you. There’s nowhere else in all of time I’d rather be.” 
 
    My hands rest on his chest, and I feel his heart rate increase as his eyes flutter to my lips. My small body melts into his, all space between us disappearing like the centuries that had once divided us. My hands explore, finding his spine, my fingers walking each ridge. Both our breaths are shaky, shallow with anticipation. Not even an hour ago I thought Ramose was a distant star—a light that might have died thousands of years before, but more real to me than anything. But now I hold that star in my own two hands. 
 
    Slowly I savor the beautiful sight of his strong jaw and soft eyes, his black hair and rich skin peppered with stubble. The face of the man I love, the man I get to live with and die next to. A tear rolls down my cheek. “This is magic,” I utter. For what is magic but finding the steel to your flint? The one who can spark something inside you that no one else can?  
 
    A hot, humid breeze pushes against us toward the city in the sky. Ramose’s gaze pulls from my face, and he whispers, “You did that.” My eyes follow his.  
 
    All around, I see stars. The sky alone cannot contain them all. Each window of the city is lit with a luster of its own. The shaman and ornithopters dance, like thousands of fireflies, blinking in the darkness. An entire galaxy within reach. We stand there, unmoving, letting the stars fill us right up to the brim.  
 
    Lost in the embrace of the soft desert air, Ramose turns to me again. His familiar scent of cinnamon floods over me as I close my eyes. His hand cradles my face then his warm lips meet mine.  There is something inside that kiss, something strong enough to win a war, something enduring enough to melt time. Until that moment, I realized, I had never truly known magic. His fingers slide until they tangle in my hair and tense around the back of my neck as he kisses me again. We hold on to each other as if all the years and struggles that had stood in our way would try to pry again between us. But we won’t let that happen. I’ve found my forever. And I think that as long as I live, whenever we kiss, I will taste starlight and the gift of dreams, I will feel the glow of the golden threads that stretched across the centuries now binding us, inseparable.  
 
    With our kiss, we add our light, one more star in the dark, to the night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
      While the initial idea for this book came from a dream, it was studying the life of Leonardo da Vinci that put the meat on the bones. I tried to stay true to him throughout this novel. He was the bastard son of a wealthy man with one of his maids. Though Leo (as I came to think of him) had a father who was involved and cared about helping him in society, Leo’s status as a bastard son attempted to stunt him, but he would not have his wings clipped. He did create a personal code to push past all obstacles and shatter expectations.  
 
    He achieved greatness that is still considered uncomparable, yet his strongest dream was apparently never accomplished. To fly.  
 
    Over the years, he created more than 500 sketches and 35,000 words dealing with flying machines, the nature of air, and bird flight. He built his ornithopter just as described in this novel, with over thirty feet of silk wingspan and a plank in the middle to lie on and maneuver it. Though it was structurally correct for flight, he discovered it could never gain the momentum to get off the ground.  
 
      All research states that he never achieved his lifelong dream. Yet we have these words from him. 
 
    “Once you have tasted flight you will walk the earth with your eyes turned skywards, for there you have been and there you will long to return.” 
 
    So perhaps there was more to his story than we knew.  
 
    And I just couldn’t resist a good “perhaps.”   
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