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“Anything?” Tor’s voice drew me back to the present, our present.

“I... No. I need to get back to her.” I squeezed my eyes shut, as though
that would make a difference. I wanted to push past the tightness in her
throat, to stand in the empty place where her heart had been and anchor it
there.

“Ailith!” Tor wrapped his fingers around my upper arms. “What’s
happening?”

“Something’s wrong with her.”

“With who? The woman in the bunker?”

“No. One of us. She’s home. But she’s... Oh, Tor. I’ve been 1n her
before. She never wanted to become one of us. Her parents...and now she’s
—” My nails tore at the fabric of my coat.

“Ailith, stop.” He crushed me to his chest, knocking the air out of me.

“Tor, her grief. I can’t...we have to help her.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s home. We have to go home.”

“Ailith, we don’t know where ‘home’ 1s.”

“She’s one of us. I think she’s going to do something. She—" I twisted
in his arms, trying to break free. I may as well have tried to free myself
from a stone.

“Ailith.” His tone was conciliatory. “I know. I know you want to help
her. But you can’t be everywhere at once. And right now, you’re here.”

He was right, of course, but it wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“Look, we’ll find her, I promise.” His fingers were dry and dusty as
they cupped my jaw, like my father’s after a spring of planting potatoes.
“Right now, we have to deal with what’s in front of us. I’'m not trying to be
cruel, and I’m not going to pretend to understand how you, either of you,
feel. But the only way to get to her is to keep moving forward. Yes?”

“Yes.” 1 sounded petulant. But he was right. I searched for her thread
again. It was dull, but it was still lit. For now.



Focus. He’s right. We’ll get there .

He opened his arms tentatively, as though he were expecting me to run.
“Are you good?”

I nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”
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The air 1n the bunker was acrid and sour, and as cold as if we’d sunk
into an icy lake. Tor tried the control panel set into the wall at the bottom of
the stairs. To our surprise, the panel responded with a judder and whir, and a
sickly yellow light filled the bunker. As soon as it had, I regretted it,
regretted ever coming here.

Blood was everywhere, arcing in delicate sprays across the curved
ceiling and walls. The room was different than it had been in my vision, the
furniture overturned, shards of glass and colored enamel littering the floor.
But I was sure.

“Tor, this is 1t. I’ve been here. In her.”

I couldn’t see her, even though the room was small. Not at first.

“Ailith, you’d better go outside,” Tor said, his voice low.

“What? Why—" And there she was. In the corner of the room stood a
standard service robot, a model so basic even the most cash-strapped
households had one. They’d been built to avoid the uncanny valley
altogether: their squat cylindrical shape was old-fashioned now, or rather,
had been before the war.

Her head had been placed on top of the bot like a garish crown. She was
perfectly preserved; not a hint of decomposition marked her skin. I
remembered being inside her, her desperation at odds with the composed
face before me. Black hair fell down the back of the robot. The onyx curls
must have once been striking, but now they hung in lank, blood-soaked
strands.

Tor swore under his breath in the language I’d found so comforting. I
waited for my stomach to object, given how quickly it had surrendered
before, but a faint grumble was all it mustered.

That’s right, choose your battles.

We saw her body now, on its back in the bed, the lines visible through
the thin linen. I didn’t want to think about what else he may have done to



her.

“Why does she look like that? Why hasn’t she decomposed?” I
whispered.

“It’s pretty cold and dry down here. Is it definitely her? Is she familiar
to you?” he asked.

“Yes. I remember her hair. Tor, he cut her head off.”

“Well, he didn’t lie about that part,” he reminded me gently. “He did say
he’d killed her. That she was infected with some kind of virus.”

“Do you think that’s true?”

“Do you?”

“She didn’t feel infected. But there was something she had to do. I don’t
think it was a virus, though.”

Tor was silent as he examined her remains. “No,” he agreed. “I don’t
think so either. I would’ve found his story more believable if he hadn’t
placed her head there.” He indicated the service bot. “Maybe she was up to
something. But that, that’s some kind of personal message. What the
message is, probably only he knows for sure.”

Is Tor speaking from personal experience? “What do we do?”

“Nothing. We don’t have the tech to tell for sure whether or not she
carried a virus. There’s a small chance he’s telling the truth.”

“Tor? Do you think we—Could we resurrect her?” I remembered the
man Oliver had brought back from the dead. Yes, he’d died afterward, but
only because his body wasn’t compatible with the nanites. Hers was.

Tor pressed his lips together. “No, I don’t think we can. Not after this
much time.” He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze.

“We should at least give her a funeral of some kind.” I couldn’t bear
leaving her like that, her head standing sentry over her own corpse.
Undignified and vulnerable.

“Well, we can’t bury her. I could probably break through the permafrost,
but I don’t think these shovels will.” He indicated the tools in the tiny
storage cupboard.

“We’ll burn her.”

“Okay.” He started toward her.

“No. No, Tor, let me. Please.”

He hesitated as though he were about to protest, but he didn’t. “If you’re
sure. I’ll go and build a pyre. Ailith?” He turned back to me. “We can’t stay
to see her off. A fire might draw some unwanted attention.”



I waited until Tor left the bunker before pulling the sheets off her body.
The insides of her thighs seemed untouched. A small part of me was
grateful. That he’d taken her life was bad enough, but at least he hadn’t
degraded her further.

Her body hadn’t fared as well as her head. Her belly was soft and
bloated. She’d clearly been a tall woman in life, but any curves she’d had
were gone, soaked into the sheets with a sickly-sweet tang. Skin, flaking
with dried blood, clung to her jutting hip bones, tiny splits opening over the
sharpest peaks.

The water tank in the bunker was half full. I washed the evidence of
violence from her body, although there was nothing I could do about the
stump of her neck. An odd mark ringed her left thumb around the nail, as
though the skin had been worn away.

| rubbed my thumbnail with my index finger, making quick circles.

I found a fresh sheet in the storage cupboard and laid it on the floor next
to the bed. I lifted her body onto the sheet as gently as I could and crossed
her arms over her stomach.

So far, so good. Now for her head.

I carefully washed her face then rinsed the blood from her hair and
combed it out. She looked younger now, like a sleeping schoolgirl. I wished
I could wake her up, ask for her version of events.

Does it even matter?

And then she opened her eyes.

No sense was left in me to scream. Only my fingers moved, digging my
nails into my palms.

It’s not real. It’s a fragment. A memory. It has to be.

Only, it wasn’t. Her gaze crawled over me, searching for my face. When
she found it, her mouth opened, and frozen, I waited for her to speak.
Instead, she bit down, hard. Her jaws kept snapping, gnashing her teeth as
though she would devour all the air in the room until only I was left and
then she would consume me too.

As I stood, rooted to the spot, her teeth chipped and cracked, and her
head teetered dangerously close to the edge of her pedestal. The idea of her
head hitting the floor, the wet smack it would make, the grinding of her
teeth against the concrete as she hunted me down finally woke me. I
snatched a blood-streaked towel off the floor, ready to capture her when she
toppled.



As suddenly as it had started, it stopped. Her eyes fell to half-mast, and
her jaw slackened. I reached out to her in my mind, trying to find her
thread. There. It disintegrated before I reached it, the fragments dissolving
into nothingness. She was gone; this time, I was sure.

I wiped fragments of enamel off her lips then laid her head against the
opening of her neck, draping her hair over the seam. I tried wrapping her
the way I remembered the ancient mummies in museums, but since I hadn’t
had a lot of practice at this sort of thing, the result was clumsy.

Should | call Tor down for this part? He’d probably had experience
wrapping bodies. No. He might be insulted.

I did the best I could, and finally, it was done.
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“Are you going to tell me what happened down there?” Tor asked as we
placed her body on the pyre and covered her with small sticks and handfuls
of dried moss. I hadn’t said a word since we’d carried her body out of the
bunker, but he’d seen the crescent-moon wounds on my palms.

“Nothing much. Just the usual visions.” I forced a smile. | just cant. I’d
like to stave off losing my mind for as long as possible, thank you very
much.

“Should we say something?”

I couldn’t think of anything to say that didn’t sound trite. “I wish we’d
known you in life.” It was true, at least, even if it wasn’t altruistic. If we’d
met her when she was alive, we would’ve been able to tell if Oliver had told
us the truth, and we would’ve had a better idea of what kind of man he was:
savior or monster.

We held hands as she burned, the smoke twisting up through the bones
of the forest. I tried again to reach out to Pax. His thread felt patchy; he
must’ve been sleeping. Considering what they were going through, it was
best to let him. It wasn’t like I had good news to give them anyway.

“Ailith? We have to go.” Tor had stayed longer than he’d wanted, for
me.

He was right; we couldn’t stay here.

As we left the clearing, the presence again made itself felt, the one that
had been following us.



Him.

Whoever was following us was a person. He may have been hidden, but
I felt him, far back in the woods, watching.

“I will stand guard.”

The voice sounded in my head; the elusive thread flared.

“Who are you?”’

Nothing. The thread withdrew.

“Thank you,” I whispered, hoping the smoke carried my message to
him.

We’d walked for barely twenty minutes when two of my threads began
to flicker.



