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LADA NOW AND THEN 


1. NOW 


Lada’s circular window looked onto the courtyard. She kept
her face in shadow and peered down.



 The household staff got into black cars marked with the
duke’s gold coronet.



 The cars drove away.



 What is happening? Something important. Something important
somewhere else.


——


The house was unusually quiet. No one vacuumed the carpets in the
halls below. No one rang a bell for service.



 Outside, no one worked in the garden. No one mowed the lawns. No
one washed the windows.



 Her pocket watch told Lada that it was noon.



 Out of curiosity and hunger, she exited her gable and slid down
the rope.



 Is the gardener still here?



 She walked into the trees and crept up to his cottage. She cupped
her hands on a window and gazed into his kitchen. At noon, he
should be at his table with a mug of tea and a sandwich, but he
was not there.



 She found the key under the mat and let herself in.



 “Hello?”



 She walked into each of the three rooms, kitchen, parlor, and
bedroom, to satisfy herself that her friend was not ill.



 He went with the rest of them.



 Lada locked the cottage and walked to the big house’s
kitchen door.



 Her lunchbox did not wait on the stoop.



 That means that they thought they’d be back by now. That
means they haven’t gone very far.



 Comforted by this thought, she returned to her attic.



 The gardener was the only resident of the Duke’s estate who
took notice of Lada. Everyone else ignored her. The others
wouldn’t even make eye contact. The cook left Lada’s
one daily meal outside the kitchen door, but no one other than
the gardener interacted with her. He was kind.


——


In the late afternoon, Lada heard cars drive into the square. She
looked out her window. Instead of the household, men in green
uniforms exited cars without roofs.



 When the men had gone inside, she sat on her sofa and listened to
them move around below her. It sounded as if they searched for
something.



 Her attic was hidden. The entrance was in the east gable. To get
there, you had to climb a hidden ladder of stones that protruded
from the brickwork. The flat stones punctuated the entire brick
veneer of the house and disguised the ladder by their
omnipresence. She also had a rope with a lockable hand grip that
she used to climb back up.



 After an hour, she no longer heard anyone moving around.



 Men talked in the courtyard.


——


In the evening, Lada filled her sink with water and scrubbed her
clothes. She had two of each item of clothing. Every day, she
changed her clothes in the morning and washed the previous
day’s clothes in the afternoon.



 After she had hung the wet clothes on a steel cable strung across
the gable, she fetched the big jar of potatoes and eggs from
under her bed.



 In the autumn, the gardener had boiled and jarred several kinds
of vegetables from his personal garden. He had given Lada the
potatoes with eggs.



 She ate a layer from the jar and put it back under the bed.



 She drew a bath. The water was hot when it started to come out of
the tap, but when the tub was filled, the water was tepid.



 The boiler is off.



 She stepped into the tub, lay back, and closed her eyes.



 She fell asleep.


——


When she woke, the water had cooled enough to be uncomfortable.



 She got out of the tub and toweled herself. She dressed while the
tub drained.



 She turned off her lamp and went to bed.


——


Noise in the courtyard woke her.



 She unhooked the black shutter. The sun was up, but the square
was in the shadow cast by the servants’ block.



 Men in green uniforms unloaded supplies from trucks.



 How long are these people going to stay?



 She didn’t know why she lived as she did. The gardener
didn’t know. She didn’t remember the time before she
lived in the attic. Her memories began with her waking in the
duke’s attic.


——


Later in the day, more trucks drove into the courtyard. Lada
watched from her window.



 Wounded men in green uniforms got out of green trucks with canvas
hoods. Some men wore bloody bandages. Some walked with the aid of
crutches.



 Why are they here?



 A group of other soldiers herded the wounded into the
servants’ block. The rest of the soldiers stood around the
square with rifles in their hands.


——


She washed her clothes and had her bath. The water was hot. The
occupiers had started the boiler.


——


As she lay in bed that night, she heard voices from the direction
of the servants block, but she could not discern what the voices
said.


——


In the morning, she exchanged the jar of potatoes and eggs for a
jar of pickled vegetables. She breakfasted on cauliflower and
mushrooms. Lada was tired of eggs and potatoes and tired of the
gas that the eggs gave her.



 The house was quiet.



 She went to her window.



 The courtyard was empty.



 A face appeared at a window in the servants’ block. Lada
withdrew into shadow. She felt an urge to close the shutter, but
she knew that that might attract the stranger’s eye, so she
left the shutter open.


——


Hours later, she heard activity below.



 The wounded men exited the servants’ block and lined up in
ranks in the courtyard. The men were less tired and less dirty
than they had been when they had arrived.



 Lada stepped back from the window. All those faces that looked in
the direction of the house made her wary of discovery.



 Soldiers shouted orders.



 She crept back to her window. The wounded men filed out of the
courtyard.



 Lada’s curiosity and her dissatisfaction at having been
cooped up inside overcame her fear.



 She opened her gable door, scanned the surroundings, and dropped
her line. She grasped her sliding grip and slid down the rope.
She kicked herself away from the wall.



 When she got to the ground, she hurried for the cover of the
trees at the back of the house.



 She hurried to the gardener’s cottage. She spied around the
corner.



 The soldiers led the wounded men to the duke’s folly.



 The folly was a circular temple with fluted columns and a domed
roof. A guard at the entrance waved the injured into the temple
with his rifle. The injured formed a single line and walked up
the steps.



 The men came out the other side. They walked around the temple
and back to the lawn before the temple. The men’s bandages
and bruises had vanished. No one limped. No one carried a crutch.
Some of the men smiled. Some looked at the ground distracted.



 The guards guided the healed men to form ranks on the grass.



 “I’ve been looking for you,” a voice said
behind her.



 Lada spun around to see a man in green uniform with a peaked
black hat. He smiled a thin smile.



 “Where have you been hiding?” he said. “You
look like you’re in good shape. Are you hungry?”



 Who is this?



 She wasn’t hungry, but she nodded.



 “I’m Colonel Dan. Follow me.”



 Colonel Dan led Lada to the kitchen door of the house.



 She noticed that he wore a holster with a pistol on his hip. She
wondered if he had ever shot anyone.



 He opened the door.



 In the kitchen, he gestured to the cook’s little wooden
table.



 Lada sat on one of the two chairs.



 Colonel Dan went into the pantry and came back with sandwiches.



 She bit into a sandwich. It was delicious. Some kind of soft pink
cured meat lay between two slices of soft white bread with
mustard.



 “Good?”



 She nodded.



 “OK,” he said.



 He turned around and searched the kitchen. He found a glass in a
cupboard. He filled the glass from a tap and put the glass on the
table.



 Lada drank. The water was warm.



 “Don’t you talk?”



 She shook her head.



 “Can you talk?”



 She shrugged her shoulders.



 “How did the folly heal those people?”



 Colonel Dan stared at Lada for a moment.



 “Magic.”



 She had heard the word before, but she didn’t know what it
meant. The kitchen staff whispered when she came for her meals.
She heard one of them say the word. She thought that it meant
something bad because they stared at the floor when they
whispered. She suspected that magic was the cause of her attic
isolation.



 “What’s that?”



 “Magic? Who knows? That’s why they call it
magic.”



 Lada resolved to enter the folly as soon as she could get away
from Colonel Dan. She wanted to know more about magic. If it had
healed those wounded men, then magic was something good. Maybe it
could help her.



 Colonel Dan left the room.



 Lada finished the sandwich.



 “You want to see the temple?”



 Lada shook her head.



 “I want to see the folly.”



 “Same thing. Let’s go have a look.”



 She followed him out the kitchen door.



 “Who are you, and why are you here?”



 “We’re here because of you. We’re your friends.
We’ve come to rescue you.”



 Lada didn’t believe that.



 She hurried to keep up with Colonel Dan’s strides.



 The circular folly grew larger as they approached it. Ornate
capitals with stone leaves topped fluted columns.



 Colonel Dan stopped at the steps of the temple. The steps were
three continuous rings around the circumference.



 “Here we are.”



 Colonel Dan smiled at Lada and motioned for her to go inside.



 She couldn’t decide if the smile was forced or sincere. She
couldn’t tell if anything that he had said to her was
sincere.



 “Don’t be afraid.”



 He put his hands on his hips.



 “Where have you been hiding anyway?”



 Lada walked up to the steps instead of answering.



 She climbed the first step.



 She climbed the second step.



 She climbed the third step.



 She hesitated.



 Lada walked forward between two columns and into the narrow
opening.



 Another opening lay on the other side. Between her and the
opening, colored stone slabs lay arranged in concentric circles.



 Lada looked up. A painting covered the inside of the dome. Angels
hovered in a blue sky with clouds and a bright yellow sun.



 What are they doing?



 She walked to the center of the room. She spun around slowly and
gazed up.



 The sun was not part of the painting. The sun was a hole in the
dome.



 The wings of the angels moved.



 The angels dropped out of the painting. They grew huge as they
descended. Their wings moved the air.



 Lada crouched and covered her face.



 “Stand!” the angels demanded in unison.



 One of them extended a giant hand.



 Lada stood. The hand floated before her face. She backed away.



 The angels lacked the physical distinctions that indicate gender.



 “Remember what you have forgotten,” said one of them.



 The voice could have been male or female.



 “Remember what?” said Lada. “How can I remember
what I can’t remember?”



 She turned around to see if Colonel Dan had come inside. He
hadn’t.



 When she turned around, the angels were back inside the painting.
The opening on the other side of the folly showed blue sky and
green grass.



 Lada crossed the marble rings and walked out of the temple. She
stepped down the stairs onto the grass.



 She turned around. Colonel Dan stood where she had left him.



 He waved.



 She walked around the temple to him.



 “Colonel Dan,” she said. “I remember
you.”



 He smiled.



 “Your Grace. We have had your rooms prepared for you now
that the duke is gone.”



 “Where did he go?”



 “We don’t know.”



 Lada thought for a moment.



 “I want to go to my rooms now. I’m the duchess. What
I say goes.”



 “Indeed, Your Grace. I’ll take you there
myself.”



 “That won’t be necessary. I know the way. I
think.”



 “I’ll show you, Your Grace. The doors are
locked.”



 “Give me the key.”



 “In time, Your Grace. Right now, I’m in charge of
your security.”



 “Then make me a copy. I command it.”



 “Very well, Your Grace.”



 “I forget how I know you.”



 “I work for your father. You’ve known me since you
were a child.”



 “Why haven’t those memories come back?”



 “It takes time. You’ll remember everything
eventually.”



 “I hope so. I don’t really know what’s going
on.”



 “That’s to be expected.”



 A weak smile appeared on the colonel’s face.



 Lada felt unsafe.



 “Lead on,” she said.



 She would be safer with the colonel in front of her. She longed
for a gun to hold to his back.



 What is going on here? When I get into the privacy of my rooms, I
can figure things out.



 The colonel led Lada into the house. He took off his hat and
proceeded up the left branch of the dual stairs that flowed down
to the entrance hall.



 Two guards with rifles stood on the landing. The one on the left
presented an eyes-left salute. The guard on the right presented
an eyes-right salute. The colonel walked under the arch into the
main hallway of the upper floor.



 On the left and the right, the hallway led to the ends of the
building. Closed doors stood at regular intervals.



2. THEN 


“You’re a bully. You’re exhausting, and
you’re hurtful, and I’ve decided to leave you.”



 “You’re really the bully,” the duke said
calmly.



 Lada was surprised by this insult. Anger rose inside her.



 “I’m the bully?”



 “Yes. You want power over me. Women play dominance games.
You have to put them in their place. or you’re their
victim. It’s a lot like breaking a horse.”



 “I’m not dominating you. I’m escaping you.
You’re the cause of my unhappiness.”



 She walked away.



 “You’ll be back,” the young duke said,
“and you’ll apologize and say that I was right.
It’s sad, really, that you have to humiliate yourself, but
it’s how you learn to be a grown-up.”



 You’re not going to break me.


——


The countryside sped by outside the train’s windows.



 What did I see in that man? He’s a child.



 Lada turned away from the view to read the news on her phone.



 Movement outside the window caught her eye.



 An angel kept pace with the train and stared at Lada. The
angel’s wings flapped slowly as angels’ wings always
did. It wasn’t possible to fly by such slow wing movements.
Reality worked differently for angels.



 Maybe their wings aren’t for flying. What does it want?
It’s no secret that I’ve left or where I’m
going.



 The angel flew up and away.



 Is it keeping track of me? Is it trying to intimidate me? How do
you get an angel to do your bidding? How can he control them but
not me?



 Lada tried to read the news, but she could not concentrate.



 She felt calmer and happier now that she sped away from the
palace and toward the city. She had made a mistake, and she had
walked away from it.



 She sighed with satisfaction.



 The duke is an idiot.


——


The train slowed.



 What now?



 Lada’s car jerked to a stop.



 This has got to be about me.



 The other passengers looked around to discover the cause of their
journey’s interruption.



 Lada stared straight ahead.



 The door of the car opened.



 The duke walked into the car.



 She avoided eye contact.



 “There you are,” he said condescendingly.



 Lada sighed quietly.



 “Where do you think you’re going? You have no home to
go back to.”



 She looked out the window.



 Seriously? Public humiliation? That’s your angle?



 “Cat got your tongue? Alright. I’ll talk to the
others.



 “The duchess here wants to run away from her
responsibilities. What you do think of that? Do you think
that’s proper? When the going gets tough, do you run away?
I say, with privilege comes responsibility.”



 People whispered and moved in their seats when they realized who
she was. She continued to stare out the window. She suppressed an
eye-roll and a sigh. She was determined not to react in any way
that her husband could perceive.



 “Why don’t you share with the good people of our
duchy your reasons for running away, Duchess? What exactly do you
object to in your life of ease, Your Grace? Is it breakfast in
bed? Your nice clothes? Is it the servants who wait on you? Is it
the cooks who cook for you? Is it the few public appearances you
are obliged to attend in return for these luxuries? Public
appearances where you are treated with deference and
affection.”



 He’s rehearsed this.



 “Or is this all about me?”



 Lada sighed loudly.



 “You got it,” she said. “It’s all about
you.”



 “Now we’re getting somewhere. What have I done, Your
Grace? How have I offended your sensibilities? When have I
oppressed you? Was it when I ensconced you in your private suite
in my comfortable ducal palace? Was it when I provided you with
staff so that you never have to work a day in your life?”



 Lada stood and walked around her husband.



 “Let’s go home,” he said.



 She walked to the end of the car where he had entered. She opened
the door.



 He followed her.



 The accordion was drawn back, and a porter waited with the
collapsible stairs down.



 Lada stepped down to the ground.



 “Your Grace,” said the porter.



 “Thank you.”



 She was in the countryside. Trees bordered the tracks. She looked
for the vehicle that brought the duke. No vehicle or road
presented itself. She concluded that both must be on the other
side of the trees. Why had he not stopped the train at a level
crossing?



 She walked in the direction in which the train faced.



 She heard the duke alight on the gravel behind her.



 “Your Grace,” said the porter to the duke.



 “This way,” said the duke to Lada’s back. He
spoke with a patronizing tone as if she were a wandering child.



 Lada sighed and kept walking.



 “That’s the wrong direction.”



 She turned around and walked backwards. She waved goodbye like a
child. She folded her fingers down twice in rapid succession.



 The angel flew down from the sky and hovered behind her.



 Lada backed into the angel’s aura and fainted.


——


She woke in her attic apartment.



 She felt good to be home. She stretched out on her bed and
yawned.



 She was overcome with gratitude. The duke had saved her. She
didn’t remember from what, but it had been a dire threat.
She had been naive, and he had saved her from her own misguided
actions.



 A sense of shame broke through her gratitude and then increased
it. Tears welled in her eyes.



 The duke is too good to me. I don’t deserve it.



 She smiled with relief and happiness. She wiped her tears away.



 She sat up.



 The was a reason why she wasn’t supposed to talk. She had
to be quiet in her apartment, but she didn’t remember why.



 It didn’t matter. The duke knew best.



 I’m starving.



 A wooden box sat in her sink.



 She opened the hinged lid.



 A resealable plastic container sat inside. It fit neatly in the
box with only room for her fingers.



 She took out the container and opened it. Two chicken sandwiches
with lettuce and tomato sat beside two red apples.



 “He even knows what I like,” she whispered.



 She ate a sandwich and an apple.


——


That night, Lada watched the moonlit square from her window.



 A woman talked with the duke. Lada didn’t see the pair
because they were too close to the house. The tiles of the square
reflected the conversation up to Lada.



 “What happened to your wife?”



 “She’s in the hospital.”



 “In the city?”



 “She’s not well. She probably won’t
recover.”



 “I’m sorry to hear that.”



 “It’s better to go quickly than to go slowly.”



 “That’s very cold.”



 “Our marriage is over.”



 Who was the duke’s wife? I’ve never seen her.
What’s wrong with her?



 “Is it cancer?”



 The duke did not answer.



 The woman continued, “That’s terrible.”



 “It is what it is.”



 Who is this woman? Where did she come from? Why is she here?



 The conversation ceased.



 They must have gone inside.



 Lada latched her shutter closed and went to bed.



 As she lay in darkness, a thought entered her mind with a sense
of certainty.



 I’m the duke’s wife.



3. NOW 


Colonel Dan opened the doors to the duchess’s rooms. He
held out a hand in invitation.



 Lada entered her quarters. She felt good to be a duchess again.



 He closed and locked the doors behind her. Until that moment, she
had not known that they could be locked from the outside in such
a way that they could not be unlocked from the inside.



 Am I still a prisoner?



 She went to her desk. The console did not wake up.



 I have no means of communication with the outside world.
That’s not good.



 She stood up.



 She lay on her bed. The pillow was comfortingly soft.



 “I missed you,” she told the pillow. “I missed
you so much.”



 With pleasure, she inhaled the faint floral scent that detergent
had left behind.



 She fell asleep.


——


When she woke, she walked through her rooms. Nothing had changed
as far as she could tell. No one had gone through her things.



 “What now?” she said aloud. She lowered her voice.
“I still don’t remember enough to know what’s
going on.”



 She paced her rooms. When she reached a window, she gazed out at
a lovely summer day.



 More memories returned.



4. THEN 


The gardener held her in his arms.



 “I want you to kill him and take his place.”



 He smiled sarcastically.



 “You can do it. Then I’ll be your duchess.”



 Lada smiled a wide smile of encouragement.



 “You’re my duchess already. What do I need to kill
him for?”



 “Power and money, of course.”



 “Of course.”



 “We’ll live happily ever after.”



 “You’re far more ambitious than I am.”



 “Are you sure?”



 “What’s to stop you from finding a new man in the
future and getting him to kill me?”



 “Nothing. Don’t disappoint me. That’s the only
way to be safe.”



 “I know my place.”



 “You’re so boring. You could have so much more. Look
around. All of this could be yours.”



 “A house? Some servants? A lawn?”



 “The Duchy of Buckshot.”



 “Some farms? Some trees?”



5. NOW 


“He did it. He took him out for me. I’m free.”



 She walked away from the window. She stopped and considered her
future.



 What will I do first?



 I have no idea.



 She filled with nervous optimism. She paced her sitting room and
thought about everything and nothing.



 Where is the gardener? Is he with the duke? He should have stayed
behind. I would have rewarded him for his kindness.



 After she had paced for some time, her sense of optimism and
excitement turned to quiet contentment.



 “My life starts now.”


——


When Lada woke, night had replaced day.



 She got up and made her way to her doors by memory. They were
still locked from the outside.



 Has he forgotten me? Did he come and check on me while I was
asleep?



 Lada sat down at her desk and tried her console again.



 The palace has been disconnected. Where is Dan?



 Someone knocked at the door. Her spirits rose. She waited for
Colonel Dan to open the doors.



 Another knock sounded.



 Lada went to the doors.



 “Who is it?”



 “It’s me,” said the gardener.



 He came back for me!



 “The doors are locked from the outside. I can’t open
them.”



 The door shook.



 “I tried that.”



 Something clicked in the lock, and the doors opened.



 The gardener stood with a garden trowel in his hand. He held it
up.



 “This tool has many uses.”



 Lada smiled.



 “Pack some clothes and a toothbrush,” he said.
“We have to leave now.”


——


They crossed the lawn to the safety of the woods. The gardener
led Lada to his cottage.



 “The colonel must consider himself safe here because the
only guards are at the gates. I walked in from the forest.
I’ve got a motorcycle in the woods.”



 Once inside, he packed a bag with clothes and his toothbrush.



 “Let’s go. We can be in the city by dawn.”


——


The gardener had laid his motorcycle flat on the ground at the
edge of the woods so that the bike would be less visible. No
chromed surface would reflect the headlights of passing vehicles
on the nearby road.



 He lifted up the bike and straddled it. He waved to Lada to mount
the seat behind him and started the engine.



 Lada struggled to put a leg over the bike.



 “Step up on the frame.”



6. THEN 


“The duke has become a problem,” said Lada’s
father.



 Lada put a forkful of mashed potato into her mouth.



 “He’s a strong leader,” said her mother.



 “He’s corrupt. He’s out of control. He has to
go.”



 “Good luck with that. You just have to grin and bear
him.”



 “He’s crossed a line.”



 “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll
swallow your pride.”



 “I’m the Mayor of this town. If I don’t stand
up to him, no one will. He’ll continue to squeeze us. Where
does it end? When the city is bankrupt. Then he takes
over.”



 “At least he hasn’t tried to remove you.”



 “Yet. I have to act first.”



 “I think he’s smart enough to know what he can get
away with. He knows his limits.”



 “He doesn’t have any limits. If he pushes us to
our limits, then we’ll fail, and he’ll take
over.”



 Lada’s spirits grew dim at the mention of the duke removing
her father. If he weren’t the mayor, would they have to
leave the city? Where would they go?



 Lada’s mother pursed her lips. Then she bit them. That
meant that she wanted to say something but hesitated because it
was something her father wouldn’t like.



 Lada waited in expectation. She bit into a green bean with a bit
of gravy on it.



 “Don’t say it,” said her father. “I
don’t want to hear it.”



 Lada smiled.



 Her mother sighed. That meant that she was going to have her say,
but she would try to soften her words with a gentle manner.



 “No,” said her father. “Don’t. I just
want to eat my dinner. I don’t want to argue.”



 “Be careful.”



 “That may not be possible.”



 Lada’s father needed to have the last word. He pretended
that he didn’t, but he always got the last word. Lada’s
mother let him have it. So did Lada.



 Her mother had once told her, “You have to learn to
manipulate bullies if you can’t defeat them. Let them have
their way if it’s just talk. You can believe whatever you
want to believe. Just don’t tell them.



 “Don’t do what I did. Don’t marry for money.
Don’t marry for security. And don’t chase the bad
boys. They’re all losers. You’ll waste your life
going from one to another until you’re pregnant and
trapped.”



 “No I won’t,” Lada had replied indignantly.



 Her mother had smiled as if she knew better.



 Her father called Lada’s attention back to the present. He
stood.



 “I have to go. I won’t be home until late.”



 He made a point of coming home for dinner, but he spent most of
his evenings at work.


——


Earlier in the day, She had heard him speak with Colonel Dan in
his home office. She walked past the door when it was open a
crack.



 “We’ll elevate him and promote his son. He’ll
cooperate.”



 “You hope,” said Colonel Dan.



 “He hates his father as much as we do,” said the
mayor. “If we help him accede, he’ll owe us.
We’ll give him the opportunity to do it himself so his
hands will be dirty.”



 Lada did not whom they talked about. She did not know what
accede meant.


——


After dinner, she went to her rooms. She lay on her bed because
her dinner lay heavy in her stomach. Her thoughts drifted.



 When she felt better, she went to her desk and did her homework.
When it came to her schoolwork, fear of scolding and fear of
failing drove her to exert discipline over herself. She did not
feel secure in her position as the mayor’s daughter. She
needed to grow up and get away from the city where strangers knew
her by sight and pretended to be her friend. She knew that she
was too young to be concerned with her future, but she also knew
that she had to grow up faster than the other kids. Her position
isolated her from them. They had little in common with her.



 She had not had any boyfriends yet, and she was certainly not
going to get mixed up with bad boys whatever her mother thought.
Lada wasn’t her mother. Lada wasn’t going to spend
her life under the control of selfish man and complain about it
all her life. Lada wasn’t like her aunt, Augusta. She
bullied her husband, and he put up with it. Lada’s mother
wanted to be a boss like her sister was, but Lada’s father
ignored his wife. He wasn’t a bully so much as he was
oblivious and selfish. Lada’s mother pretended to be
oppressed, but she was merely neglected.



 School work was a refuge for Lada. She was good at it, and it
made her a more powerful person. Success taught her that her
future was in her control.


——


After her morning lessons in the schoolroom, Lada had a
two-hour-long lunchbreak because her tutor, Mr. Lewis, had an
appointment. What kind of appointment he did not say, but she
knew that he had lunch with his mistress on Fridays. To say
nothing was better than to tell a lie.



 Lada decided not to eat right away. She wandered to the palace
library. She would use the first hour to do homework. She
preferred the library over the schoolroom because the schoolroom
was plain and the desks were uncomfortable while the library was
beautiful and filled with soft furniture.



 Outside the door, she heard her fathering argue with another man.
She listened.



 “No. It’s not,” said her father firmly.
“Don’t lie to me.”



 “I’m not lying,” said another man. He sounded
like he was bewildered by the accusation.



 “Get out of here, and don’t come back until you get
the job done.”



 Lada hurried away from the library. It wasn’t unusual for
her father to still be in the house.



 She power-walked to the palace kitchen. She ate tomato soup with
a grilled cheese sandwich every day. When she got to the kitchen,
she caught the cook’s attention, and he nodded, indicating
that he saw her and that she wanted her lunch.



 After she ate her lunch, she took an apple with her back to the
schoolroom.



 She did her homework and ate the apple as a reward.



 Mr. Lewis returned to the schoolroom. He hung his jacket on the
coatrack.



 “I’m going to give you more exercises for now,”
he said. “Your father wants to talk to me. I don’t
know how long I’ll be gone.”



 He stopped before the door, took out a comb, and ran it through
his hair.



 Was he going to the library? Did this have something to do with
the man in the library? Did Mr. Lewis see his mistress at lunch,
or did he do something for Lada’s father?



 Lada felt an impulse to go and listen at the library door again,
but she knew that if she was caught listening, her father would
be angry with her.



 The urge to listen overcame her fear. She took a textbook and
headed for the library. She told herself that she could pretend
that she was going to her rooms to exchange the book for another
if she was detected.



 She put her ear to the library door.



 “All right. Find him and see what he does. Report back to
me.”



 Silence followed her father’s words. Lada stood up. You
could not hear footsteps on the carpets inside. She suspected Mr.
Lewis strode to the door.



 She hurried to her rooms because if she went in the direction of
the schoolroom, she could be seen down the long hallway. Mr.
Lewis would assume that she had gone to the toilet.



 She didn’t want to have to explain why she had taken the
book with her, so she dropped it off in her rooms.



 On her way back to the schoolroom she walked quickly with her
head down, oblivious. She heard footsteps.



 Her father walked toward her, his eyes on her. He didn’t
smile, so she didn’t smile.



 “Where are you going?” he asked. There was no
suspicion in his voice.



 “To the schoolroom. I went to the toilet.”



 He nodded his head. The look on his face said, “what am I
going to do with you?” or at least that was how Lada
interpreted the look. She wasn’t sure whether or not she
wanted to know what bothered him.



 “Your teacher has left. He has something to do this
afternoon. You have the rest of the day to yourself.”



 Lada sighed and allowed a small smile to appear on her face.



 Her father nodded and continued on his way.



 She turned around and went back to her rooms.



 She flopped onto her bed.



 The library. He must be gone by now.



 Lada took her tablet computer with her.



 She climbed the narrow wooden stairs to the wooden landing that
circuited the room and gave access to the second level of
bookshelves. Chairs with red velvet cushioned seats and backs
occupied the corners of the landing. If she sat in one of them,
anyone below was unlikely to see Lada because of the railing and
its spindles that met in the corners.



 The household staff kept the chairs free of dust and stains. Once
a week, a woman and a man ran a vacuum cleaner and
shampoo-machine over the rugs and parquet floors and dusted and
polished the shelves, stairs, and banisters.



 In the middle of the ceiling, a frosted glass dome allowed
natural light into the room. Lada wondered how they cleaned the
dome because it always looked clean and free of dust.



 Maybe they fly up there.



 Her father was not a reader nor an admirer of books or writers.
His grandfather had ordered the room built.



 She dropped into a corner chair and unlocked her tablet. She put
her feet up on the railing and opened a book about angels. Lada
didn’t believe the book. The tale the book told was too
good to be true. The book said that becoming an angel was a
privilege and, for the angels, the fulfillment of a dream. Why
would people dream of becoming slaves?


——


The door opened and voices spoke below. One of them was her
father’s. One of them was the duke’s. One of them was
unknown to Lada. She lowered her tablet and her feet.



 Three men entered and sat themselves on the two brown leather
couches that faced each other in the center of the room. Her
father and Colonel sat beside each other and across from the
duke. The duke was an old man. She didn’t know how old, but
he was older than her father, and her father was old.



 Another man silently entered the room and stepped to the side of
the door where he could only be seen by Lada’s father and
Colonel Dan. The man at the door was the youngest man in the
room. He looked like he was related to the duke.



 “I don’t have time for this, Martin. Show me what
you’ve got,” said the duke.



 “You won’t be staying for lunch?” said the
mayor in a tone that Lada knew was designed to provoke while
pretending to mollify. “I’ve had the kitchen lay on a
good spread.”



 “Get on with it.”



 “Yes, as you said. You don’t have time, which is why
you’ve come all this way.”



 Lada could not see her father’s face, but she knew that he
smiled when he said this.



 Lada slid down onto the floor of the landing to better hide her
presence.



 The duke stood up. He walked toward the door. He stopped when he
saw the fourth man standing beside the door.



 “What are you doing here?” asked the duke, clearly
surprised to see the man.



 The man held up a spray-bottle that contained a beer-colored
liquid.



 “This is it?” said the duke.



 The younger man smiled and sprayed the contents of the bottle at
the duke’s face.



 The duke covered his face with his hands.



 “You bastard!” he shouted. “What have you done
now?”



 The duke cleared the fluid from his eyes.



 The young man sprayed again.



 The duke opened the door and fell to his knees.



 The man grabbed the duke under his arms and dragged him back into
the library. Colonel Dan stood up, closed the door, and helped
lift the duke back onto his couch.



 What did they do to him? Did they kill him?



 Lada didn’t want to watch, but she couldn’t look
away. Her heart beat fast.



 The two men stood. Lada could no longer see the duke, but she
heard him cough.



 She sighed.



 He’s alive.



 Lada felt the air in the library move. She looked up to see the
dome window retract like a camera aperture. The sky outside was
grey.



 Lada’s father laughed.



 “Wake up, you villain! You vain and arrogant lord of
despair!”



 The duke sat up. Each of the men grabbed an arm of the duke.



 “Send him up!”



 The men stood aside.



 The duke had wings and a baby-face. His clothes had been replaced
by a long black robe. He spread his wings and flew into the air
in that slow angel manner. The duke flew up through the aperture,
and the aperture closed.



 “Your Grace,” said the Colonel Dan to the young man.



 The men shook hands.



 The dome overhead closed with a click.



 “Let’s have lunch,” said her father.



 The men exited the library without talking. Each had a smile on
its face.



 When they were gone, Lada descended.



 On the bare sections of the walls between the bookcases hung
portraits of Lada’s ancestors. She could see their
resemblance to her father.



 Is the duke an angel now? Who was the other man? Colonel Dan
called him, “Your Grace.” That’s what you call
a duke.



 Lada remembered the fragment of conversation that she had
overheard outside her father’s office.



 He’s the duke’s son. He’s the duke now.



 The spray bottle lay on its side on the table. She took the
bottle and concealed it under her shirt.



 She went directly to her rooms.



7. NOW 


The gardener rode east on the road beside the rail line. The rush
of the wind muffled the roar of the bike’s engine. The
gardener concentrated on the illuminated ellipse of road before
the bike. Lada watched the land in shadow pass by.



 The gardener’s return brought with it more memories.


——


Lada struggled to get up from the temple floor, but the gardener
held her down.



 The three angels descended from above.



 She lost consciousness.


——


They took my memories, and he helped them. He ordered them to do
it.



 This was a mistake. I need to get away from him.



 Lada held onto the gardener as the growling bike passed through
the dark and quiet world. She wanted to let go of him, but could
not for fear of falling.



 I’m helpless until we reach the city.


——


Lada walked to the Gardener’s cottage.



 She smelled the smoke of his pipe before she saw him.



 He sat outside on a wooden chair and smoked in the sun. He wore
his usual green trousers and red-and-black checked shirt with a
white t-shirt underneath. His straw hat lay on the ground.



 Lada smiled.



 He smiled in response.


——


Just over the sound of the bike’s engine, another engine
grumbled.



 Light appeared over the tracks on Lada’s right.



 A train sped past.



 The gardener kept his face to the road, but Lada stared at the
lighted cars.



 Passengers looked at Lada, and she looked at them. They looked
bored. They looked distracted. None of them looked as frightened
as Lada felt. Most of them were headed for an immediate future
that they could predict was safe and secure if not necessarily
happy. Lada knew that a cage waited for her in the city.



 I could have been on that tribe.



 The train passed in less than a minute.



 The gardener came for me in my rooms not the attic. Why?



 He must have looked for me there first.



 We should be wearing helmets.



 Lada laughed. The bike’s engine drowned out the laugh. She
laughed again at that.



 I am trapped like my mother.



 Lada sighed. Tears welled in her eyes. The wind drew the salt
water out onto her face.


——


In the distance, the sky lightened near the horizon.



 That’s the city.


——


She remembered a young woman’s voice saying, “I’m
Maris Piper. He’s Chip Buttie. He’s Bin Bag.”



 Did I know these people? Were they my friends? I don’t
remember having any friends.



 Images of the people moved in her mind. Happiness was part of the
memory. She recognized the faces of her friends.



 They were my friends. For a while but not anymore. What
happened to them?


——


The road intersected other roads at regular intervals.



 Cars from the intersecting roads turned onto the road to the
city. A large truck pulled in front of the bike, and the gardener
slowed down.


——


The towers of the city rose up from the horizon.



 First light overwhelmed the glow of the city. Lights extinguished
in the tower windows.



 The traffic slowed to a long queue. The gardener joined the
queue.



 Lada remembered that an inspection station stood at the bridge
across the river. She was too far away to see the river.



 The queue advanced periodically as the guards admitted cars onto
the bridge.



 I should run, but there’s nowhere to go to.



 A shadow passed over the queue.



 Lada looked up. An angel winged its slow-motion way toward the
city. The early light showed a black mass against the deep blue
sky. Lada dropped her chin to her chest. She wished that she wore
a helmet.



 The gardener produced a gun from somewhere on his person. He
pointed the weapon at the angel as it passed over the queue
before the bike. The creature’s black robe fluttered behind
it.



 The gardener fired a shot.



 Lada looked up.



 The angel turned around and flew down directly toward the
motorcycle.



 Lada shrank back instinctively.



 The gardener fired again.



 Lada covered her ears but removed her hands when she realized her
actions were too late to muffle the sound.



 The angel fell out of the sky and crashed onto the bike. The bike
fell over. Lada screamed, and the gardener shouted invective. The
angel’s proximity rendered both riders unconscious.



 The angel flew back up into the air.



8. THEN 


“Those aren’t your real names.”



 “No shit,” said Bin Bag. “These are our band
names. You need to get a band name of your own.”



 “My name is Lada. That’s my name.”



 The others smiled.



 Bin Bag shook his head.



 “You don’t get it.”



 “Do you want to be part of our band?” said the girl
who called herself Maris Piper.



 “No.”



 “We’re going to be rich and famous musicians,”
said the boy called Chip Buttie. “I play guitar. He plays
bass,” Buttie said nodding to Bin Bag. “And She plays
drums,” Buttie said nodding to Maris Piper.



 “I’m the singer too,” said Maris Piper.
“None of them know how to play instruments yet.
That’s where you come in if you want.”



 Lada didn’t know what to say. Why didn’t they leave
her alone?



 “No. I told you already.”



 “What are you afraid of?” said Bin Bag. “We
know you take piano lessons.”



 “Yeah,” said Chip Buttie.



 “She doesn’t like us,” said Bin Bag.



 “Is that true?” asked Maris Piper.



 She put her hands on her hips.



 “You’re bossy,” said Lada. “I don’t
want to be in a band.”



 “Let’s go,” said Bin Bag.



 “We’ll be back,” said Maris.



 “You’ll change your mind,” said Chip Buddy.



 Lada shook her head. If she replied, they would contradict her.



 “Let’s go,” said Bin Bag. “She
doesn’t like us, and she doesn’t want to join the
band. It’s her loss.”



 The group turned and walked away.



 Lada sighed.



 She would avoid them in the future.



9. NOW 


When she woke, Lada lay in a bed in a white room with other
people in beds. Her legs were numb. Her stomach was nauseated.
The gardener wasn’t in the room.



 Is this a hospital? I’ve never been in a hospital. It
smells bad. Everyone looks sad.



 The odor of dirty and ill people intensified her nausea.



 She pulled the bedclothes over her head and closed her eyes.



 I need more sleep before I can deal with this.



 She remembered being in the hospital before. A suspicion that she
had done something nasty there overcame her.



 Was I a bad person?



 She pulled down the covers.



 The others took little notice of her. They glanced at her when
she glanced at them. She looked away.



 Where are the doctors and nurses? Can I sneak out of here?



 Lada looked around the room. The door was open. She heard distant
voices from the hallway outside. No one spoke in the room.



 I can’t walk on these legs. I’m probably stuck here
for a long time.



 Did they give me crutches?



 She examined the spaces at the sides of her bed.



 No. How do I get around?



 A memory returned.



10. THEN 


Lada stood at the foot of a hospital bed. In the bed lay Bin Bag,
dying.



 She was annoyed. She had sprayed him to promote him to an angel,
but he had not transformed. He got sick instead.



11. NOW 


The hospital room was the same room as Bin Bag’s. Lada knew
that he had died there, but she did not remember how she knew
this fact.


——


She fell asleep.


——


A voice woke her.



 An angel stood at the foot of the bed.



 A thrill of horror moved through Lada’s body.



 What does it want?



 The angel smiled. The creature’s baby face appeared crazed
and happy.



 It looks hungry.



 The others in the room acted as if the angel weren’t there.



 Can they see it?



 “You are safe here,” said the angel in its strange
voice.



 Safe from what?



 “Who were you when you were a person?”



 “I am your father.”



 Lada was surprised.



 “Who promoted you?”



 “You did this to me.”



 “I don’t remember that.”



 “Do not try to leave here.”



 The angel flapped its wings and rose off the floor.



 The creature floated into the hallway and out of view. The voices
in the hall stopped talking.



 That’s not my father.



 But Lada wasn’t sure.



 Screeching sounded in the distance outside of the building. The
building shook and rumbled.



 What are they doing?



 The others in the room reacted to the sounds and shaking with
expressions of curiosity. Lada couldn’t tell whether these
people expected something interesting or something terrible to
happen, or if they felt secure to be back inside, out of whatever
happened outside.



 Something exploded.



 Glass broke.



 Lights extinguished.



 Cool air brushed Lada’s cheeks and moved her hair.



 “What now?” she said in exasperation.
“Haven’t I gone through enough?”



 Tears welled in her eyes.



12. THEN 


Lada stepped to the side of Bin Bag’s hospital bed. Thin
cables connected Bag’s chest to a machine with tiny red and
green lights. A tube crossed his upper lip and delivered oxygen
to his nostrils.



 She switched off the machine and pulled the tube away from
Bag’s nose.



 Lada walked out of the room.



 When she had made it far down the hallway without her actions
being detected, she sighed with relief.



 Hopefully, he’ll just drift away.



13. NOW 


The screeching increased as more angels joined the choir. Voices
grew alternately fainter and louder as the angels circumnavigated
the city center. Lada was frustrated that she could not see what
happened.



 Why are the others here? Do they know what’s going on?



 I wish this were a dream and I could wake up from it. I want to
be back in my attic with no one to bother me.



 Am I responsible for this mayhem? Maybe so, but I don’t
know how. I can’t remember what I did. I may have killed
Bin Bag, and apparently, I promoted my father, which may not have
been a bad thing, but that can’t have triggered whatever is
happening now. Can it?



 What is happening?



 Men and women screamed in the street.



 The screams cut off.



 Lada lost her desire to see what happened outside.



 The building shook as if an earthquake vibrated the structure.



 Are they going to bring down the city?



 Light flickered in the hallway.



 The light grew in intensity.



 Crackling sounded from afar.



 The city is on fire.



 Another wave of vibrations shook the building. Lada grabbed her
bedding. She felt a sense of alarm and foolishness when she could
not steady herself.



 A roaring sounded, muted by the walls of the hospital.



 Lada settled down into the bed. She closed her eyes.



 Wake me when it’s over.



 She put the pillow over her eyes.



 Smoke entered her nostrils.



 He said I’d be safe here.



 He lied.



 He’s not my father. My father is dead.



 The temperature rose.



 Where are the doctors and nurses? Probably in the basement to
save themselves. Cowards.



 A memory returned.



14. THEN 


“You don’t have any say in the matter,” said
the young duke.



 “Of course I do. You’re in love with me.”



 “You flatter yourself.”



 “You don’t have to pretend,” Lada said in a
pleased tone. “I know already.”



 The duke angled his head and sighed with displeasure.



 Lada smiled widely.



 “We need to take a break,” said the duke.



 He stood and walked away from the table.



 Lada frowned.



 “No we don’t. You don’t know what you’re
talking about.”



 Tears appeared in the corners of her eyes.



 “Men. No one understands them.”



15. NOW 


I was a basket case.



 A memory from after her marriage interrupted the first memory.



16. THEN 


“Give me the spray bottle!”



 “No.”



 Lada tucked the bottle under her arm.



 The duke lunged.



 She jumped back and raised the bottle.



 “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”



 He rolled his eyes.



 “How will you survive without me? How will you explain my
disappearance?”



 “The same way you explained your father’s
disappearance.”



 “What do you know about that?”



 “I was in the library that day. This is the spray bottle. I
took it.”



 “Bullshit. Where did you get that? And how did you get your
memory back?”



 “I don’t know. I only know that I’m the duchess
and that you’re going to kill me. I just remembered where I
hid this.”



 The duke lunged for the spray bottle.



 Lada sprayed amber liquid into the duke’s face as his hands
closed around the bottle.



 He collapsed flat on his back.



 She took the bottle from his hands.



 The young duke transformed into a black-robed, baby-faced angel.
His face widened in an expression of pain, but no sound emerged
from his mouth. Wings grew out of his back and twitched.



 The wings flapped of their own volition and carried him away
unconscious.



 Lada watched the young duke fly in slow-motion down the hallway
of his palace.



 My palace.



 “Where do they go? How do they live? How do you control
them?”



17. NOW 


Rumbling in the far distance replaced her thoughts with fear.



 Shit. Something big fell down. Hard.



 Lada tried not to feel helpless.



 She pressed her palms down on the mattress.



 Where are my clothes? Where is my pocket watch? I need to get out
of here. I can escape the city while everyone is busy trying to
stay alive.



 She sat up and tried to swing her legs over the side of the bed.
She had to push her numb calves over the side with her hands.



 Nope. I can’t stand on these.



 She dragged herself back into bed and drew the covers up over her
head.



 I’m in a room full of weirdos who are unfazed by the end of
the world. Are they mad? Is this a madhouse? Are they criminals
like me?



 What happens next? What happens to us when the angels take over?
What happens to me?



 I’m a murderer. I’m going to get my comeuppance. I
started all this. They’re saving me for last. I know it.



 I have to get out of here and back to Colonel Dan. If he’s
still alive.



 Why did the gardener bring me to the city?



 If I had earplugs and a book to read, I could tune out the end of
the world.



 A memory returned.



18. THEN 


Lada played chords on an electric piano. She sat to the left side
of Maris Piper who stood at a microphone stand. Piper stood
between Lada and Bin Bag and Chip Buttie.



 A group of young people stood in front of the stage and listened
intently, nodded their heads, tapped their fingers, and swayed to
the rhythm.



 I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be here. I
don’t like these people, and they don’t like me.
I’m only in this for the money, and so far, there is no
money.



 Why am I here? I made the decision to be here. Why did I do it?



 Because you wanted friends.



 Shut up. I want real friends. These people aren’t my
friends.



 You don’t have any other candidates. Besides, you hoped
that the band would be fun. You haven’t given it a chance.



 Who are you, and what are you doing in my head?



 I’m the voice of reason. Nice to meet you.



19. NOW 


The hospital vibrated.



 Cracks appeared in the walls.



 The ceiling rained dust onto the beds and their occupants.



 The floor shifted.



 We’re all going to die. This is it.



 A crack formed in a corner of the room and spread diagonally
across the floor.



 Lada inhaled dust, and a thrill of fear invaded her body.



 She coughed.



 Don’t panic.



 Easier said than done.



 Let’s just get it over with. I can’t stand this.



 The building swayed.



 Something crashed in the hallway.



 Lada closed her eyes and prepared to die.



 The building steadied.



 The noise outside subsided.



 Lada unclenched her fists and sighed.



 The floor gave way. Her bed dropped with it.



20. THEN 


Maris Piper danced on the stage. Her long hair flowed over her
face as she moved her head in time to the rhythm of the song. She
put out her hands and swayed as if she were an aircraft
negotiating turbulence.



 Lada played quietly while Chip Buttie soloed. She stopped and
cracked her knuckles.



 “What’s her problem?” she whispered. “I
hope her eyes are open. She’s going to walk right off the
stage. Then she can go to the hospital, and we can go eat.”



 When Piper got close to the edge, Lada played a chord from
another key.



 The others looked at her.



 Maris lifted her hair and directed a glance at Lada.



 Lada smiled and resumed playing the chords of the song.



 “Bitch. Should have let her fall.”



 She hit a few clunky chords.



 The guys looked at Lada while Piper danced her airplane hair
dance.



 Lada bobbed her head from side to side with her eyes closed.



 “This is a good song. That’s because I wrote
it.”



21. NOW 


Lada’s floor landed on the ground floor.



 The beds crashed into each other. The metal frames chimed on
collision.



 Lada tried to shout but found that she could not.



 The floor tipped up. She leaned back to stop herself from sliding
off her bed. The bedclothes held her in place.



 She tried to speak again and failed.



 Why didn’t I realize this before?



 Because you were afraid of speaking. You wanted to lay low.



 Some of these people are strapped in.



 None of these freaks have cried out. They can’t speak
either.



 Freaks?



 Everyone in this room is a freak. I hope we didn’t land on
anybody.



 We probably did.



 The roof far above collapsed. Lada covered her head with her
hands.



 A second elapsed before debris rained on her and her roommates.
Plaster slabs and concrete chunks struck beds and heads. Girders
remained in place to divide the sky into squares. Dust billowed
amongst the room’s occupants.



 The city outside was silent.



22. THEN 


“I’m going back to school,” said Maris Piper.
“I’m leaving the band at the end of the
summer.”



 “You are replaceable,” said Bin Bag.



 “I don’t know about that,” said Chip Buttie.



 Lada played some sad chords.



 “She’ll be happy to see me go.”



 “I don’t care one way or the other. Do what you need
to do.”



 “I know someone who might be interested in taking her
place,” said Bag.



 “What are you going to school for?” said Buttie.



 “Business.”



 Buttie pointed to Lada and said, “You’re our new
singer.”



 “I can’t sing.”



 “I know someone who can,” said Bag.



 “She can learn,” said Buttie. “We’ll each
earn more money with one less person in the band.”



 “I hadn’t thought of that,” said Bin.



 “You can’t have my songs,” said Piper.
“You have to write new ones.”



 “They’re my songs too. I wrote the music,” said
Lada. “You only wrote the lyrics.”



 “We can make up new words. They don’t matter,”
said Bag.



 “You don’t matter,” Piper said. “You just
play what she tells you to play.”



 “I hold down the bottom end. That’s my job. Also,
I’m the leader of the band.”



 “I don’t know about that,” said Buttie.



 “Yeah. This is a democracy,” said Piper.



 Bag shook his head.



 “Democracies need leaders. I’m your leader.”



 “I don’t know about that.”



 “I definitely didn’t vote for you,” said Piper.



 “This is my band. I put it together. Without me it
wouldn’t exist.”



 “We should kick you out for being a tyrant,” said
Piper.



 “I don’t know about that,” said Buttie.



 “Are we going to practice or not?” said Lada.



 “What’s the point if we have to rewrite them when she
goes?” said Bag.



 “Yeah. We should rewrite them now,” said Buttie.
“Otherwise it’s a waste of time.”



 “You can leave now,” said Bag to Piper.
“There’s no point playing with you anymore. We
don’t have any gigs for two weeks.”



 “Fine.”



 Piper picked up her bag. She left the room.



 “Why don’t we all go home?” Buttie said nodding
at Lada, “There’s no point practicing until she
writes the new lyrics. She’s also got to learn to sing
better before I’m willing to listen to her.”



 “We should practice. Discipline is important if we want to
get better,” said Bag.



 “You know what? I’m out,” said Lada. “You
guys would be nowhere without me. I’m the only one with a
musical education. You’re all just sidemen and not very
good sidemen. Find somebody else’s coattails to
ride.”



 She stood up and took her keyboard off its stand. She left the
room with the keyboard under one arm and the stand in the other
hand.



 Chip Buttie shook his head in amazement and amusement.



 “What do we do now, Leader?” he said.



 “She’ll be back. She’s been bitten by the
bug.”



 “I don’t know about that.”



 Buttie sighed and took off his guitar.



 “We could continue as a twosome,” he said.
“I’ve written two songs. They’re not great, and
I don’t have lyrics, and I can’t sing.”



 “I told you I know a girl who can sing.”



 “Play us your songs.”



 Buttie put on his guitar.



23. NOW 


I was an ass.



 A piece of concrete struck Lada’s head.



 Ow.



 A memory returned.



 The duke’s estate made angel juice. It’s the
fermented juice of angel root, whatever that is.



 When am I going to be able to speak again?



 The other patients climbed out of their beds.



 Where are they going?



 The crawlers inched toward a doorway clogged with rubble.



 There’s no way out, people.



 I can’t wait for my father-angel. He’s going to have
his revenge on me. I have to go.



 I have to stay. My legs don’t work.



 The others sat before the clogged doorway.



 What is wrong with these people?



 Sounds filtered through the rubble. Men talked and metal scraped
stone.



 Rubble fell, and the upper half of the doorway cleared.



 Colonel Dan stepped forward from the other side. His peaked hat
preceded his head into the room.



 “There you are,” he said to Lada. “I’ve
been looking for you.”



 Those familiar words drove away Lada’s anxiety.



 She sighed.



 She tried to speak.



 “Hi,” she croak-whispered.



 The others coughed and mumbled hoarsely.



 Lada coughed in response.



 “Take me home, Colonel Dan.”



 When she said this, she remembered the cause of the dispute. The
Duke had had a monopoly on the production of Angel Juice. The
monopoly had brought him into conflict with her father, the
mayor. He had had a piece of distribution, but the duke had
withheld supply for better terms. The angels needed angel juice
to sustain their powers.



24. THEN 


Two of the duke’s men dragged Lada over the grass. She dug
in her feet in resistance.



 “No! No! No!” she shouted. “You’re not
turning me into a angel!”



 The gardener covered her mouth with a hand.



 She bit him.



 He struck her face with the back of his hand.



 “No one’s turning you into an angel you stupid girl.
We need to keep you around for appearances’ sake. You told
me that I could be the duke to your duchess. You even got rid of
the duke for me.”



 “Help! They’re promoting me!”



 “The household knows of your mental illness, Your Grace.
You’re just confirming it. They know that we are taking you
to the temple for the treatment that you need. They know that you
weren’t in your right mind when you killed your husband and
that we are being lenient with you as a consequence.”



 Lada went limp. She began to sob.



 “I didn’t kill him. I promoted him.”



 “Cheer up, Your Grace. Soon, all your worries will be gone.
I have prepared a cosy attic for you. We’ll bring you down
and dress you up when we need you. It’ll be a lovely game
of pretend that we can all play together.”



LADA AND LEWIS NOW 


1. LADA 


Lada lay in her bathtub with bubbles up to her neck. A female
servant sat nearby with a towel folded on her lap.



 Colonel Dan stood at the entrance to the room.



 Lada nodded to the servant.



 She stood and unfurled the towel like a curtain before the tub.



 Colonel Dan turned his head away.



 Lada stood and wrapped the giant fabric around herself.



 “I remember you,” she said to her servant.
“Janine?”



 The servant nodded and smiled slightly.



 “Life is wonderful,” Lada said to Colonel Dan.
“I’m so happy.”



 Color Dan turned his face back to the room.



 “I’m glad.”



 “Everything turned out for the best.”



 Colonel Dan smiled.



 Lada smiled.



 Her servant helped Lada to her motorized wheelchair. She lowered
herself carefully into the seat.



 “Did you know that I was in a band before I married the
duke?”



 “No. I did not.”



 “I wish I could remember what we were called.”



 Colonel Dan chuckled.



 “I don’t remember much about it, and I don’t
care. The past was all bad.”



 “It’s behind you now.”



 “I’m glad. I feel wonderfully free. It’s good
not to remember the bad times.”



 “You are free. You can do whatever you want for
the rest of your life.”



 Lada beamed with delight.



 “I’m going to try everything.”



 “I’m sure you will,” Colonel Dan said kindly.



 Lada pushed a lever and spun herself around in circles, laughing.


——


The field of angel grass spread out in all directions under a
blue sky.



 The grass around her was turning from green to golden.
Straw-colored seed pods capped the stems in rows.



 “Soon we’ll have angel bread.”



 You shouldn’t talk to yourself. Someone could be listening.
Especially inside. Get into the habit of talking in your head.



 Lada walked on her crutches through the field trying to not
trample the angel grass.



 She thought about her current life. It was too good for her to
worry much about the past, but she was a little curious about it.



 What is the relationship of the past with the present? How did I
get here? Why am I kept in such style? Why am I special? What
does Colonel Dan want from me? Why doesn’t he allow me to
drive? Where does he not want me to go?



 Does it matter?



 Not really.



 Then why worry about it? Just relax and be happy. Just be
thankful that the bad times are behind you. Ignorance is bliss.



 Aren’t you curious?



 No. I don’t care. I don’t have the energy. Life is
good. I just want to enjoy it. Besides, you can’t
remember. Let it go.



 You’re right. I can’t remember. I have no
choice. I have to let it go. I’ll try.



 Lada removed her watch from her pocket. It was close to dinner
time.



 As she was about to slip the watch back into its hiding place,
the glass and the dial opened on an internal hinge.



 A gap behind the dial held thin brown seed pods with fuzzy
tendrils. The breeze drew out all of the pods. They looked like
angel grass pods but with wings.



 Lada watched the pods float up into the air and catch the breeze.



 She looked at the plate that had held the pods. Engraved on it
was the name of the watchmaker and a date from before she was
born.



 “How did they get in there?”



 She closed the glass.



 She crutch-walked across the field to the manor.



 As she approached the house, she smelled the mingled scents of
roasting meat, potatoes, carrots, and onions.



 Ordinarily, her family would close up the house at the end of the
summer and return to the city. This winter would be Lada’s first
winter in the country house.



 Jasmine had started a small coal fire in Lada’s hearth. Lada
walked into the room’s warmth.



 The country house was rustic. The floors were stone paviors
covered with coarsely-woven rugs. Hot water pipes ran under the
floor, so it also warmed the room.



 Lada put her sketchbook on her desk and rested her crutches in
the corner where the desk met the wall with the window.



 A knock sounded on her door.



 “Come in.”



 Jasmine and a boy came into the room. The boy assembled a trestle
table. Jasmine put a platter with a silver dome on the table top.
Another boy entered the room with a tall stone mug with a hinged
cap.



 Lada smelled hot cider when he put the mug on the table. She
smiled with satisfaction.



 “Thank you.”



 Jasmine bowed.



 “Your Grace,” she said.



 My title is all that I possess of worth. I am nobody without it.



 Your titles are an accident of birth and a by-product of
marriage.



 Without which I would not have servants or a country
house. Without which I would have to earn my living. My titles
are my most precious possession. I should not let people forget
who I am lest they fail to respect me and seek to remove my
privilege.



 I’ve never heard the word “lest” come out of your
mouth before.



 A duchess has an image to project and protect. She is all image
and no substance.



 Agreed.



 When the servants had gone, Lada sat in the wheelchair at her
desk and drove to the trestle.



 Her name is Jasmine. You called her Janine at your bath.
She did not correct you, so do not correct her.



 Lada lifted the dome. She was surprised.



 Not what I expected.



 Before her sat a mound of mashed potatoes and gravy. Beside the
potatoes lay a thick slab of center cut bacon and a pool of
bright green steamed and buttered peas.



 I smelled lamb stew.



 “Lest they fail to respect you and seek to remove your
privilege.”



 I don’t care for lamb.



 Then what are you complaining about?



 I remember not liking it. I might like it now.



 They’re catering to your whims. Stop bitching about it.



 I’m not the person I was. I want to be allowed to grow.



 Don’t let your mash grow cold.



 After she ate, Lada lay on her bed and enjoyed the warm room. A
sense of satiety and satisfaction filled her. She had fatigued
her legs with her exertions in the angel grass field, but it was
a good fatigue.



 She drifted into sleep.



 A knock woke her.



 She sat up.



 “Enter.”



 Jasmine and the two boys removed her table and tableware.



 Lada hopped after them to the door. She turned the key in the
lock and returned to bed.



 She felt on the verge of sleep, but she could not sleep.



 She took her sketchbook from her desk.



 She reviewed her penciled images. She had drawn the seedpod-laden
stems of angel grass. On one page, she had drawn an insect while
it fed on one of the pods.



 What is that called? I don’t remember these things, but I
never went into the fields when I was kid. I never went farther
than the camp fire. The outdoors is overrated.



 You can say that again.



 Lada put the sketchbook back on her desk and got under the covers
of her bed.


——


In the morning, before her bath, Lada showed her drawing to
Jasmine.



 She glanced at the drawing while she chose Lada’s clothes
from the closet.



 “Grass hummers,” she said. “They don’t
come up to the house. They don’t like the sun. They like
the woods.”



 “Grass hummers. Never heard of them.”



 “They only come out every nine years.”



 “From where?”



 “In the ground.”



 “They stay there for nine years?”



 “They sleep. They come out to mate. Then they go back to
sleep.”



 “What a life.”



 “When they come out, they eat everything in the fields. No
angel beer that year.”



 “Can’t we control them?”



 “We don’t plant in those years. They don’t have
many babies.”



 “Is this not one of those years?”



 Jasmine shook her head.



 “They shouldn’t be awake. Something is wrong.”


——


I want something else other than oatmeal for breakfast. It’s
grown monotonous.



 Don’t rock the boat.



 Why are there no angels here?



 I don’t know. Ask Jasmine. She seems to know everything.



 I wonder if she reports back on what I say?



 Maybe. Her job depends on obedience, so it’s best to assume
that she does.



 I don’t really need her. I can look after myself. I think
she might be my personal spy.



 She’s not around now.



 No, but I don’t think there’s any reason to spy on me
out here. I think they want to know if I remember anything I
shouldn’t.



 I bet that’s true. Play dumb.



 Lada powered her wheelchair into the garden.



 The path split into two. Each branch curved around the trees in
the central planting.



 Lada drove slowly around the trees until she came into shade. She
backed into the gap between two benches and parked the
wheelchair.



 Have to conserve the battery.



 He said that I was free, but I’m not. I want to leave the
grounds and go into the village.



 He lied.



 He said that I could go when my legs were good again.



 There you go.



 He could send Jasmine with me if he’s concerned for my
safety.



 Why do you want to go into the village? You hated it when you
were young. You hated the common people. You said that they were
coarse and uneducated. What would you do there? You don’t
have any money. You’re not a spoiled little girl anymore.
Or maybe you are again.



 Maybe you’re right.



 Of course I’m right. Read your book.



 Lada took up her tablet and opened her book: On
The Care And Feeding
of Angels by An Anonymous Author.



 Lada looked at the pages of her book. They were blank.



 “That’s odd.”



 Don’t speak aloud. Remain paranoid.



 There’s nothing in this book.



 Let me look.



 Lada angled the tablet upward.



 I see text, but I can’t read it.



 You see text?



 I do.



 Is it a foreign language?



 I don’t know. I think maybe I can’t read.



 That’s weird.



 Is it?



 Part of me is illiterate? How does that work?



 I don’t know. I can’t read.



 Who are you?



 I’m you. I’m pretty sure that I’m you. Or a
part of you. A useful part.



 You are good company.



 Thank you. I’m your only friend, so...



 So?



 So I’m your only company.



 I’ll read a different book.



 Lada turned her head to look toward the house. She caught sight
of someone walking along the rear wall.



 That’s my teacher, Mr. Lewis.



 So it is.



 He’s still alive. Are my parents?



 I don’t think so. Otherwise, they’d be here with us.



 No. Wait. I made my father an angel. He told me so. I remember
that now. And my mother is dead, but I don’t know how I
know that.



 He killed her.



 He did? Are you sure?



 I’m sure.



 How?



 I can’t remember, but I know that he did it. It’s why
you promoted him.



 Why is Mr. Lewis here?



 I don’t know. I don’t think he’s teaching
anyone.



 Lewis put a hand to his mouth. He drew the hand away, and smoke
flew out of his mouth. He reached the end of the house, tossed
the cigarette, and walked back the way that he had come.



 He’s on a smoke break.



 Why can I read the title page of this book?



 I don’t know.



 Maybe this isn’t the real title.



 Maybe.



 Is this magic?



 I guess so. What else would it be?



 Mind control.



 Yes. Mind control with magic.



 If they can control my mind, how do I know what’s real?



 You don’t.



 Maybe you’re not real. Maybe you’re my personal spy.



 Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not aware of it.



 You would say that if you were.



 I guess you have to take me on trust. I can go away if you want.



 Can you?



 No. I don’t think I can, but maybe I can keep quiet.



 That would make me even more paranoid. Keep talking.



 OK.



 Magic mind-control sucks.



 Uh-huh.


——


Mr. Lewis walked quickly down the long hall with his head down.
Lada recognized him by his tweed jacket and woollen trousers and
by his gait. The hardwood floor creaked with each step that he
took.



 Lada turned her wheelchair toward her apartment. She could walk
into the house on her crutches, but she could not drive in there.
She was effectively contained in the guest suite at the back of
the house. One morning when Jasmine wasn’t around, Lada had
tried to drive to the kitchen to fill her water jug, but the
chair’s electronics had shut down. She thought that the
battery had died, but the chair had come to life when she had
pushed the wheels back with her hands.



 She busied herself with spraying her charcoal drawings with
fixative.



 The angel hummers had flown around the angel grass near her as if
they had been attracted to her, but they had kept their distance
as if they also had been afraid of her.



 Maybe they watched me draw.



 Maybe not. They’re bugs. Bugs bother people. It’s
what they do.



 Jasmine called angel juice angel beer. Maybe they’re not
the same thing.



 Hmm.



 A wisp of shadow moved across Lada’s sketchbook.



 She looked to her window, expecting to see a bird.



 Angel hummers crawled across the glass.



 What do they want?



 It looks like they want to come inside.



 Why? Did they follow me for some reason?



 I don’t know.



 They’re my only friends.



2. LEWIS 


It was necessary to project unbending authority around school-age
children. If they thought that you were soft, the cocky ones
would walk on you, and the rest would follow. Once you lost
control, you never got it back. You could no longer legally use
corporal punishment or the threat of it on children, and they
knew it. Lewis didn’t want to strike children, but he
imagined that it would be easier to do so occasionally than it
was to pretend to be a hard-ass all the time. He didn’t
enjoy it. Some did.



 Teaching was not his passion, but he took the job seriously and
did it well as a matter of conscience. He wished that his pupils
did the same with their jobs, but they did not, and that was
perfectly understandable.



 When the mayor offered Lewis the chance to become a well-paid
private tutor, he took the job without significant consideration
because teaching one pupil was certain to be less stressful than
teaching a large group.



 When the mayor asked Lewis to become a courier for more money, he
accepted the minor addition to his responsibilities with
gratitude. He did not care about what he trafficked. His employer
was respectable. Now that employer and pupil were gone, Lewis was
a trafficker only and only for Colonel Dan. This was the easiest
and most lucrative job Lewis had had. He had gone from teacher to
spy.



 He had started smoking again when the war broke out. He did not
feel as stressed as he had felt as a teacher. He felt
exhilarated. He took enjoyable risks infiltrating the other side
to deliver his packages. Smoking helped contain his nervous
energy.



 After his faction captured the city, Colonel Dan instructed Lewis
to come to the country house. When he arrived, he learned to his
surprise that his former pupil Lada was also there, but he did
not see her for some time. She was unconscious in bed somewhere
in the house. She had been a precocious student, but she had not
been a happy child, which is why she had started the war.



 He had seen her first one day while he paced the rear wall of the
house on a smoke break. Lada drove a motorized wheelchair into
the circular paved area of the garden. He saw her from a
distance. She had been wounded during the siege, but from a
distance he could not discern how injured she was.



 Her memory had been wiped a couple of times. Would she recognize
him when she eventually saw him? He had been purchased and
compromised, and he was happy with that, but he would be
embarrassed if she knew it. Why should he care what a spoiled
brat thought? Because she wasn’t stupid. All the people
around her were. She would be his conscience just by being
present. That was unacceptable.



 I don’t need a conscience. I need money. Early retirement,
here I come.



3. LADA 


I’m going to let them in.



 Not a good idea.



 What do you know?



 I know nothing.



 Exactly.



 Except that this is a bad idea. They’re not your friends.
They’re hungry bugs.



 Lada stood, grabbed her crutches and fitted them under her arms.
She considered the angel hummers.



 There’s more of them than there was.



 Sit down.



 Lada hopped to the window.



 She brought her face close to the grass.



 They’re not pretty. Are they?



 No.



 I wonder what they would do if I let them in?



 Don’t do it. They’ll eat anything edible. Then
they’ll lay eggs in the house. You’ll never get rid
of them.



 Jasmine said that they sleep underground most of the time. So
they’d go away eventually.



 Colonel Dan will be angry. Everyone here will be angry. Is it
worth your while to make yourself the focus of your
keepers’ hostility? You’re a guest here.



 Technically, I own this place.



 Realistically, you’re a prisoner. Again. Or still.



 You’re right. It would be stupid to let them inside.



 Sit down. Try to read your book again. See what happens.



 Lada continued to watch the angel hummers.



 The creatures covered the glass but left a circle clear in the
middle of the pane.



 “What’s that for?”



 Interior dialogue. Remember?



 “I’m tired of silence.”



 I’m not.



 “What do you want from me?” Lada asked the bugs on
her window.



 They moved to make the circle into four smaller circles that
touched in the center of the pane.



 “They understand me.”



 I don’t think so.



 “They’re trying to communicate.”



 You’re talking to yourself.



 “I’m talking to them.”



 The hummers moved such that the four circles rotated as one
pattern.



 Maybe they don’t care about you at all. Maybe they just
like to make circles on windows.



 “Do you need my help? Or have you come to rescue me? Am I
your queen?”



 OK. Now you’ve gone crazy.



 Lada laughed loudly.



 “I’m going to turn into a bug and fly away with
them.”



 I’ll be off then. Have a nice fantasy, bug-lady. Open the
window first so that you can fly away.



 Lada looked for a way to open the window.



 “I don’t think they open.”



 I was joking. I just told you not to open it.



 “I should have known they’d lock my windows.”



 Pull the curtains closed and ignore them.



 Lada drew the curtains.



 She put her sketchbook into a drawer and picked up her tablet. It
had limited connectivity. She could access books and music. She
could not browse the network or send and receive messages.



 She lay down on her bed and tried to read her book on angels.



 It was still blank.



 Magic is unfair.



 Magic is a bitch. I wish I could read.



4. LEWIS 


Lewis learned that Lada was kept in the guest suite at a back
corner of the house. She was not allowed into the house proper.
That was a relief. He made a mental note to avoid passing her
windows when he took his smoke breaks.



 Many days had passed since he last had been sent on a mission.



 That’s to be expected now that the war is over. Things are
settling down. I hope the colonel still has a use for me.
I’m not quite ready to retire yet.



 I suppose that I could always go back to teaching.



 No. I can’t go back. I cannot go back.
Can’t, can’t, can’t. Too late for that.



 Lewis chuckled to relieve his dismay.



 He sat on his bed and watched a news broadcast that was full of
Colonel Dan’s propaganda, some of which Lewis knew
first-hand was false, but it was clever.



 What’s the point of watching this?



 He shut off the console and took up his tablet.



 I’d rather read bullshit than listen to it.



 He pushed himself back to the pillows and leaned against the
headboard.



 I need a cold beer.



 He put down the tablet and retrieved a green bottle from his
minifridge.



 He cracked off the cap and drank a mouthful of amber lager.



 Hops. So hoppy. A little too hoppy. Where’s the malt? Oh
well. Free beer is the best beer.



 Lewis scanned the headlines on his tablet’s news feed. No
headline contained his code words. Therefore, he did not need to
be bothered with the news.



 He drank beer and watched comedy clips.



 When he had drunk three bottles, he went to bed.



 A low buzzing sounded outside his window.



 Lewis drifted into sleep.



5. LADA 


Lada put her tablet on her chest and closed her eyes.



 She became lost in thought.



 I’m bored with sketching.



 Buzzing sounded outside the window.



 My friends are acting up.



 Ignore them.



 They’ve come to take me home.



 You’re too big to fit in their homes.



 They can fit into my home.



 Don’t do it.



 The window won’t open. Remember? Maybe I should go outside?
See what they want.



 Maybe there’s a carriage waiting for you with ten thousand
glowing bugs in harness to pull it for you.



 I hadn’t thought of that.



 And they’ll take you to your castle where you can live like
a princess for the rest of your days.



 Sounds nice and maybe boring.



 Or maybe they eat you. A lot of bugs could feed on a big girl
like you, and then they could lay thousands of eggs in
what’s left of your carcass.



 Not nice.



 Nice for them.



 You always go dark.



 It’s my job. You’re such a pollyanna.



 No. I’m not.



 Lada got up and pulled the curtains.



 They’ve gone.



 It’s for the best. Listen to some music. Listen to the
music of your youth and forget about the present.



 I don’t remember what the music of my youth is.



 Didn’t you play music?



 Yes, but I don’t remember it or what the music of my youth
was. I’m going to watch the news.



 It’s all propaganda.



 Is it? How would I know? My memory’s gone.



6. LEWIS 


Lewis dreamed of bees the size of loaves of bread that wanted to
question him. He knew that if he gave answers that they
didn’t like, the bees would sting him and that the stings
would be fatal. In the dream, he couldn’t speak, but the
bees could speak in his mind. He did not understand their
language, but their tone was insistent.



 Flying striped bee-loaves hovered around him. Lewis avoided their
compound eyes because the eyes were angry. He couldn’t have
said what about the eyes gave the impression of anger. Dreams
have their own logic.



 Lewis accepted his fate as the inquisition began. He could tell
that the questions were questions from the intonation of the
sounds and the silences that indicated the end of sentences.



 I can’t understand your language. I can’t answer your
questions if I can’t understand them. Is this a kangaroo
court? I mean...You know what I mean.



 The bee-voices stopped.



 Were they angry now? Did they not like being compared to
marsupials?



 Lewis got angry.



 Who are a bunch of giant bees to hold me accountable? And for
what? Do you work for the duke? Where is he hiding?



 The bees morphed into striped fish and swam away.



 Suddenly immersed in water, Lewis began to drown.



 He woke up paralyzed. He breathed in hard.



 His room was dark and silent.



 Seconds later, he succeeded in moving his head and then his
limbs.



 Lewis adjusted himself, relaxed, and closed his eyes.



 His bladder was full.



 He threw off the covers and swung himself up to sit with his feet
on the floor. He rubbed his eyes.



 Those bees were out for blood.



7. LADA 


As autumn proceeded, the sun crept south to cast golden light
onto Lada’s pillow in the mornings.



 She opened her eyes, was blinded, and blinked her eyes shut. She
breathed deeply. Sunlight warmed her face, but cool air chilled
her ears and nose. She shaded her eyes and opened them.



 She was particularly stiff that morning. She wanted to get up,
but her legs wanted to stay where they were.



 Am I getting better or worse?



 The hummers were back on her window. They were impossible to see
in the sunshine, but small things moved and interrupted the
sun’s rays such that a pattern of light and shade stuttered
across the bedclothes.



 Here we go again. Are you awake?



 Late night. Sleeping in.



 Late night? What were you up to?



 Not listening. Sleeping.



 Lada swung her legs over the side of the bed. They protested with
jabs of pain. She found her crutches and made her way to the
window.



 The angel hummers danced, and a symmetrical pattern of circles of
various sizes rotated on the glass pane.



 She leaned in close to the glass to observe the motion of
individual creatures. The pattern closest to her nose expanded
into a clear circle. She moved to the left, and the hole moved
with her nose. She moved quickly to the right. The hole followed
with a slight delay. She moved her face up and and down. The hold
elongated into an ellipse that encompassed the range of motion.



 She put on her dressing gown and crutch-walked to the outside
door of her suite.



 She cracked the door carefully before opening the door wide.



 The hummers buzzed in the distance, but she could not see them.



 How many are there? That sounds like a lot of bugs.



 Will you go back to bed already? I’m trying to sleep here.
And stop humming.



 Very funny. I can’t sleep anymore.



 Then go eat your porridge and have your bath. Close the door
before the bugs get in. They aren’t your friends.
They’re just bugs. Stop the crazy, and go back to bed.



 “Don’t let them in,” said Jasmine.



 Lada turned. Jasmine held the tray with Lada’s porridge
with eggs, fruit, and tea.



 “They’re pests. We have to stay inside until they go
back underground. If they get in the house, they’ll eat
anything soft like cloth. They’ll eat your clothes.
They’ll eat your bed.”



 Jasmine now talked to Lada as if she were a child. Familiarity
had bred contempt. Jasmine had stopped calling Lada “Your
Grace.” Jasmine did not use Lada’s name or address
her by pronouns. That would be too familiar. Jasmine had started
speaking in the imperative mood.



 “Come have your breakfast.”



 Jasmine closed the door. In the past, she would not have dared to
force the matter.



 Lada followed Jasmine. Jasmine held the tray while Lada sat
herself in her mobile chair.



 The hummers had gone.



 Lada felt like a child that knows that it’s smarter than
the adults around it but pretends that they know best to make its
life easier.



 I’ve been in this situation before. Haven’t I?



 If I were awake, I’d say “yes,” but I’m
out like a light.



 Snoring growled in Lada’s mind.



 Nice try.



 Lada ate her breakfast. She heard Jasmine clean the bathroom
prior to her drawing Lada’s after-breakfast bath.



 This is ridiculous. I can draw my own bath. What is it with baths
and this family. I’d rather take a shower.



 You’re still on crutches. She’s being helpful.
Don’t resent her. She’s doing her job.



 She’s a spy.



 That’s why we don’t talk out loud.



8. LEWIS 


Lewis ate the porridge and eggs that were the standard breakfast
at the country estate.



 I hate this shit. Who puts oatmeal and eggs together? The cook
here is an idiot. Or he can’t be bothered to do something
more elaborate. At least not for the minions.



 I know why I’m here. I’m supposed to do something
with Lada. We’re the only two outsiders here. That
can’t be a coincidence. The colonel wants me to do
something with her that he can’t do himself. What? Will I
do it? Why not? I’ll ask for more money. Early retirement
here I come. It won’t be dramatic. He has angels for the
nasty stuff.



 Porridge and eggs. Why? No one can eat this and be happy.



 What should I do today? When the colonel’s away, the cat
will play.



 I’m going to read a fast-paced, unapologetically fun,
over-the-top thriller. I saw some yellowed paperbacks in the
library the other day. I’m going to go there and enjoy some
me time. I’m going to put my feet up on the leather and
have a nap. Then I’m going to sneak into the kitchen and
get some real food. A decent sandwich will do.



 Lewis stood up and walked through the empty house to the library.
The old floorboards creaked under the old carpets.



 If it weren’t owned and operated by assholes, this would be
a nice place to live.



 When he found the library, he found the door locked.



 Now what?



 A woman’s voice spoke with authority inside the library.
“Why are the hummers early?”



 Lewis leaned an ear close to the door. The floor creaked.



 “Someone’s at the door,” said the woman.



 Lewis froze. Fear gripped him.



 “It’s Jasmine the maid. When she realizes that the
room is occupied, she’ll go away,” said the colonel.
“She’s very discreet.”



 “What are you going to do about the hummers?”



 I don’t need to know this. Ignorance is bliss.



 Lewis turned and walked away.



 Dodged a bullet there.



 In the time that he had been away from his room, his bed had been
made and his breakfast tray had been removed.



 She is very discreet.



 Who was in the library talking down to Colonel Dan? I thought
that he was the top man in this outfit.



9. LADA 


When she returned from her bath, the hummers rotated on
Lada’s window. Jasmine saw them and drew the curtains. Lada
pretended not to notice.



 Lada picked up her tablet and read the news. The mayor was
rebuilding the city. The colonel was importing grain to feed the
population over the winter. Meat was scarce because most of the
livestock had died in the war.



 Why can’t they import meat?



 I don’t know. No one tells me anything.



 A celebration was planned to celebrate the mayor’s success
in retaking the city from the duke’s rebels.



 I’m the link. I’m the old mayor’s daughter, and
I’m the Duchess of Buckshot.



 Who’s the new mayor?



 I don’t know. My father’s an angel now. I promoted
him.



 Maybe he’s still the mayor.



 Is that possible?



 You tell me.



 You’re impossible.



 Thank you. I try.



 Jasmine made Lada’s bed and left the room.



 The light coming through window had diminished. Lada looked up to
see all the panes covered with dancing angel hummers.



 I think something’s about to happen.



 Yes. They’re going to eat everything in sight.



 I mean something more.



 They’re bugs. They’re not angels. They can’t do
anything to you or for you. They’re going to gorge
themselves and lay eggs underground if I understand this right,
and then they’re going to go to sleep and die. The next
generation will emerge in nine years.



 I think they’re going to go out in style. I think
they’re going to do something unusual before they die.



 You crave drama to make prison life interesting.



 No. I’ve had enough drama to last a lifetime. I want peace
and quiet, but I want to be in charge of my life.



 That’s understandable. The bugs aren’t going to free
you.



 How do you know?



 I’m rational. You’re a memory-wiped child.



 You’re me.



 I’m a figment of your imagination.



 The voice that was Lada’s voice but not her voice
laughed.



 You’re impossible.



 It’s my job.



 I want to stand up and go to the window, but my legs don’t
want to. My people need me. I’m sure of it.



 Uh-huh. Your people are bugs.



 They’re special bugs. They can communicate with circles.



 What do they say?



 I haven’t figured it out yet, but I will. They need me to
understand.



 Maybe you’re a figment of my imagination.



 No. I’m real. I’ve got limbs that I can move and eyes
and ears and naughty bits. You don’t have anything
physical.



 I’m the brains of this operation, Sweetheart. You’re
my flesh-and-blood sedan chair. I pull the strings.



 If I could slap you, I would.



 I know. I’m impossible.



 The voice said this with satisfaction.



10. LEWIS 


Bugs buzzed around the garden. Lewis strolled around the central
planting of trees and smoked a cigarette.



 Have to give these up. I’m killing myself. I’d hate
to retire only to then die of cancer. Or suffer for the rest of
my life. The bugs leave me alone though. That’s one good
thing about smoke.



 They say that the bugs will get so thick that we’ll have to
stay inside for several days. We’ll lose this year’s
crop.



 We? They’ll lose this year’s crop. I’ll still
get paid.



 Lewis put out the stub of his cigarette. He strolled to a bench
and sat.



 Hummers flew past his head.



 Go away. Nothing to eat here.



 A hummer landed on his head. He brushed it away. The bug
persisted in alighting on other spots until it found a place
where Lewis did not perceive the bug’s weight. When Lewis
believed that he had driven the hummer away, the creature began
to eat Lewis’s hair.



 Hummers buzzed in front of his face. More landed on his hair and
joined the feast. Lewis felt their motion and brushed them away.
More alighted. He brushed his hands over his hair. The hummers
felt slightly greasy.



 He stood up and jogged back to the house. The hummers followed.



 The air was thick with bugs.



 When he reached the door, it was locked.



 “Unlock the door! I’m being eaten alive!”



 “No,” said Jasmine calmly from the other side.
“We can’t let them inside. You must wait until they
go to sleep.”



 He watched as hummers ate tiny holes in his clothing.



 “They’re eating the shirt off my back!”



 “It can be replaced.”



 “They’re eating my hair!”



 “It will grow back.”



 He pulled out his cigarettes and lit three. He waved the burning
cigarettes around his head. The lit ends flared orange. The bugs
flew off his head but hovered in the air nearby to await their
chance to return to their hair-meal.



 He jogged around to the front of the house. The farther he got
from the angel grass fields, the fewer the bugs that tracked him.



 He knocked on the front door. He rang the doorbell and took a
drag off all three cigarettes at once.



 “I told you. You can’t come inside. You have to stay
outside until they go to bed.”



 Is she everywhere at once?



 “Go to the garage.”



 Lewis jogged to the carriage house.



 The side door was open. He pushed it so that the latch was no
longer engaged but the door remained closed. He ran in a circle
and brushed the stragglers away. He made for the door and slipped
inside. He could hear the buzzing outside, but no bugs appeared
to have found their way inside the little building.



 He tried the driver’s door on one of the limousines. The
door opened, and he sat behind the steering wheel.



 “No,” he said.



 He exited the car and opened the rear door. He lay down on the
seat with the open door at his feet. He kept the door open so
that he could lie his whole length down with his head on the seat
cushion.



 If they get inside the building, I can close the door.



 I was looking forward to a decent sandwich.



11. LADA 


The bugs buzzed outside.



 They’ve come for me.



 Oh. Please.



 They’ve come to take me home.



 Lada stood at the window and watched the hummers dance.



 There’s more of them. Look at all the circles.



 That’s pretty.



 The pattern of circles continually coalesced and separated into
new patterns.



 Lada crutch-walked to the back door.



 She looked around and listened for Jasmine’s footsteps.



 Lada unlocked the door and slipped outside. The sun sat on the
horizon.



 The hummers were everywhere bathed in pale golden light. They
flocked to her.



 She held out her arms and closed her eyes. Her crutches fell to
the ground.



 “I’m here,” she said. “Your queen is
here. Take me home.”



 The voice in her head did not comment.



 The bugs alighted on Lada’s skin but left her clothes bare.
She delighted in the hummers’ movements. She felt them draw
patterns on her flesh.



 Hummers gathered on her face. She couldn’t open her eyes if
she wanted to. They avoided her hair. The bugs made moving
patterns on her face but left room around her nostrils to enable
her to breathe. The fuzzy creatures smelled of grass and grain
and were slightly greasy on her skin.



 Delegations of bugs moved into Lada’s sleeves and down her
neckline. Another delegation moved up her legs and under her
gown.



 She inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.



 Take me home, my lovelies.



 The hummers began to chew on her clothes from the inside. As they
ate, the bugs left behind a film of warm oil on her skin.



 Hummers continued to alight on her until she was hidden under
layers of moving bugs. The newcomers avoided Lada’s
clothes. The bugs beneath them continued to chew them.



 Tattered scraps of her undergarments and robe fell to the
pavement.



 The bugs trimmed her body hair.



 After five minutes, Lada wore only a bodysuit of angel hummers
that moved in circular patterns of oily skin and dancing bugs.
Her arms grew tired. The light that leaked through her eyelids
waned.



12. LEWIS 


Lewis passed in and out of slumber. Whenever he realized that he
was floating up into consciousness, he kept his eyes closed and
let his thoughts wander. Soon, he returned to unconsciousness.



 Eventually, his bladder woke him with urgent demand. An apartment
sat over the garage in the attic.



 Lewis took the wooden stairs at the back of the building to the
attic.



 A neat room with a Jasmine-made bed sat in the middle of the
room. Cupboards, a counter, and a sink ran along one wall. A
wardrobe with no doors ran along the opposite wall. A curtained
window in the front wall let in a limited quantity of light. At
the end of the kitchen nearest the stairs sat an exposed toilet.



 Lewis used it.



 While he sat on the throne, he noticed the dull throbbing roar in
the background.



 The bugs are out of control. Little bastards. They better not get
in here.



 After he flushed the toilet, Lewis crawled onto the bed.



 He sighed with satisfaction.



 Soft clean pillows. How did we live without them?



 Animals. They need a can of air freshener if they’re going
to have a toilet out in the open like that.



 After a few minutes, Lewis noticed that the sounds of the hummers
had ceased.



 Soon he was asleep.



13. LADA 


Lada transformed into an angel. Wings grew from her back. Her
flesh shrivelled and lost color while the bugs united and knitted
themselves into a long, flowing, black cloak. When it was
complete, no part of her was visible.



 Lada rose into the air, entranced. She kept her eyes closed and
trusted that the bugs were benign. The train of her cloak
fluttered behind her. The other angel hummers followed Lada in a
long cloud.



 She moved forward at a rapid pace.



 Lada opened her eyes. It was dark, but a full moon cast
quicksilver on the land below. The wind did not distort her angel
eyes. She could keep them open and see without tearing up. She
saw farther into the distance than she had before, and she saw
the heat signatures of farmhouses and animals in the fields.



 Is this what bugs see?



 The angel hummers fell away from Lada.



 she knew not to where she flew. An unseen power drew her forward.
She followed a pull on her mind. Her wings seemed to move on
their own. She could feel them, and she knew that she could
control them, but she was not consciously controlling them now.
Some part of her that was driven by instinct moved her wings.



 I think I’m headed for the city.



 I think so too.



 I wondered where you’d gone.



 I went away. I needed some me time.



 Where did you go?



 Somewhere safe.



 I’m being called home. I was supposed to be an angel all
along.



 I don’t know about that. I don’t know about that at
all. Aren’t they slaves?



 I don’t think so. I think they work for people.



 What do they get in return?



 I don’t know, but I’ll find out.



 Food. They’re slaves. You’re a slave. You work for
food.



 I don’t know if angels need to eat.



 Very likely they do. Maybe not food though.



14. LEWIS 


When Lewis woke, it was dark outside.



 He went downstairs and opened the side door. The bugs had
vanished. A full moon rode a deep blue sky.



 A silhouette flew across the face of the moon.



 That’s an angel if I ever saw one. Rare to see them outside
of the city. What’s the colonel up to?



 Lewis strolled back to the main house.



 The door was open. He went to his room and locked the door behind
him.



 Are they done now? Will they go back underground?



 He watched a movie on his tablet, a movie that he had seen many
times. He quietly spoke the dialogue in unison with the
characters, and his anxiety drained away.


——


In the morning, he woke to find that the house had been locked
down. He was not permitted to leave the building after he forced
down his oatmeal and eggs.



 He sat in his room and read the news that the colonel permitted
to be published online until the colonel himself summoned Lewis
to the library.


——


It struck Lewis as odd to see the colonel sit where the mayor had
sat. Lewis could not remember speaking with the colonel while he
sat.



 “Lada has gone missing. Find her for us. She trusts
you.”



 “She does?”



 The colonel’s face communicated that he didn’t like
the question, that the question was out of order for someone in
Lewis’s humble position within the organization.



 “She has no reason to mistrust you. We think her memories
have returned.”



 “I see.”



 “That’s all. Resources will be made available to you.
Ask the staff for what you need, and you will get it.”



 “OK. Thank you.”



 Lewis added the, “thank you,” to smooth the
colonel’s feathers.


——


Where do I start? She can’t be far. How did they lose her?
I’ll talk to Jasmine first. I doubt that she’ll tell
me much. She sees nothing. She hears nothing. Just as she should.
Just as I do.



 Lada is probably still on the grounds. She might even still be in
the house.



 Lewis searched for Jasmine. She usually moved around the first
floor in the mornings vacuuming rugs, sweeping floors, and
dusting lamps, tables, and desks. In the afternoon, she cleaned
upstairs. When the household ate lunch, she cleaned the bathrooms
of all the apartments downstairs. When the household ate dinner,
she cleaned the bathrooms upstairs.



 He found Jasmine sweeping dust out from under a side table in the
dining room.



 “You could probably use a helper,” he said to break
the ice.



 She shook her head. “I work alone.”



 “Do you know what’s happened to Lada?”



 Jasmine shook her head without making eye contact.



 “No? OK.”



 “The bugs took her.”



 “What? I thought you didn’t know?”



 “I don’t know where she is. The bugs took her
away.”



 “What does that mean?”



 “She flew away with them.”



 Lewis walked briskly to his rooms.



 I bet she’s not a smartass with the colonel. I’m sure
she kisses his ass all day long.



 He stopped.



 Does she mean that Lada was promoted? Who promoted her? Did she
promote herself? That’s the only way she could get out of
here unseen. So she flew away with the bugs. That’s clever.
She bided her time and skedaddled under cover of the hummers.
Well, there’s no way that I can get her back. The colonel
won’t like it, but there it is.



 I’ll tell Monty that I need a car to take me into town, and
I’ll eat a diner burger. I’ll bring some donuts back
for breakfast and skip the oatmeal and eggs tomorrow. Maybe
I’ll see a movie. Maybe not. I’ll pick up some
paperback thrillers to pass the time. Yeah. That’s what
I’ll do.



 Then I’ll tell the colonel that he’s out of luck.
Lada is gone beyond our reach, my reach anyway. Maybe he’ll
cut me loose. I don’t know. The gravy train may have pulled
into the station. I may have to get off.



 Or maybe I tell him nothing, and get as much out of this deal as
I can before he finds out for himself. Maybe I travel the land in
pursuit of pleasure until he cuts me off. I could be in another
country by then.



 I could just skedaddle somewhere far away and forget all about
Lada and her family.



 I don’t have enough money tucked away. I have to make an
effort to find her. If I pretend to do a thorough job, then I can
milk the colonel for all I can get. He’ll be satisfied that
I left no stone unturned.



 Unless Jasmine tells the old fart that Lada’s an angel.
Then he’ll recall me. I don’t think she’ll say
a word unless asked. Will he think to ask her? Surely, he asked
her before he spoke to me? She was Lada’s keeper more or
less. Maybe he heard that she’s an angel, and he
doesn’t believe it. Maybe he needs confirmation.



 Those hummers left angel seed strewn all over the place. I wonder
if it can help me in some way?



 Lewis fetched the pouch he used to carry his earphones and walked
outside.



 He picked up as much of the greasy seed as the pouch could hold
and pulled the zipper closed. He wiped his hands on his trousers.



 This shit is sticky.



 Lewis sniffed the bag.



 Smells like sour beer.



 Maybe I can sell it in the city. If I tried a little bit, would
it hurt me? How much does it take to promote yourself? The juice
is a concentrate, so a little bit of this shouldn’t hurt
me.



 He pondered the bag and then decided against sampling its
contents.



15. LADA 


Night had fallen.



 Lada felt pain.



 Everything hurt. Until that instant, she did not know that she
could feel pain in her bones. The pale skin that had grown tight
around her flesh ached with a pain that she felt separately from
the pain in her muscles.



 Lada’s memories returned.



 She remembered that her band, The Nincompoops, achieved success
shortly after she departed the group.



 She remembered promoting her father. In her mind, she saw him
transform and fly away through the library dome.



 She remembered the boy who had brought her cider on one of the
mornings shortly after she had arrived at the country estate. Why
had he only come once? Why had he given her the cider on that
day? What had been in it?



 She remembered starting the war between her family and the family
that she had married into.



 It is my fault. I was supposed to be the bridge between
the families and end the rivalry. I destroyed them both.



 She laughed and was surprised at the high-pitched rapid chuckling
that came out of her angel mouth.



 I sound crazy.



 She laughed again to enjoy the sound.



 Wow. That was loud.



 She laughed again. She discovered that she could go on laughing
continuously. She didn’t run out of breath because she
didn’t appear to have breath.



 I don’t breathe. How is that possible? I’ve never
felt this free before, but everything hurts.



 Maybe it goes away in time.



 So you’re still here?



 The voice in Lada’s head did not answer.



 I know you’re in there. I can feel you. I even know your
name. You’re Tickety-Boo.



 I’m you.



 Tickety-Boo. Tickety-Boo. That’s you.



 I’m you.



 I’m an angelic being. You’re just a disembodied
voice.



 I’m you.



 I can see the city lights above the horizon, but the city is
still below the horizon. Isn’t that interesting?



 Not really. I already knew that the world was round.



 I wonder if I could fly all the way around the world?



 Only if there’s enough gas in the tank.



 I feel like I could fly forever.



 You’ll run out of steam eventually.



 How would you know?



 I just know.



 I’m not going to the city. I can feel it. I’m going
down to some place in the near distance.



 It’s the palace. You remember the palace?



 No. Sounds fancy.



 So fancy. You had lovely accommodation there. A lovely, lovely
life in a dusty old attic.



 I remember the folly. I remember an old man that helped me. I
don’t remember an attic. I remember delicious sandwiches
and ginger beer.



 Those were the good bits.



 We’re going down. I don’t want to go down. I want to
keep flying forever.



 Lada lost consciousness.



16. LEWIS 


Lewis drove down the main road to the city. He intended to stop
at the palace and have a look around and then continue on to the
city and have a look around the mayor’s residence. He would
linger as long as he could at these places to lengthen his time
off the leash. The colonel had told the people in charge of those
places that Lewis had permission to do whatever he wanted at
those places.



 “What’s so important about her anyway?” he
asked himself.



 It was a pleasure to talk aloud without worrying that he would be
overheard.



 “Why do they need to keep her around and keep her stupid?
What possible good is she to them now that her parents are gone?
Is she powerful now? Is she under the control of the Colonel now
that she’s an angel? Can she hurt me? That’s the most
important question. I’m going to keep my distance.
I’ll snap a few photos for the Colonel. I’ll get some
video to show that I’m on the case and not having the
holiday that I am having.”



 He opened the glove compartment to see the bag of angel seed.



 “And what can I do with these smelly, greasy things?
There’s got to be some way to monetize them especially now
that the hummers have created a shortage.”



17. LADA 


Lada woke up.



 She was in the painting on the interior of the folly’s
dome. She recognized the patterned marble floor below although it
was lit only by moonlight. Other angels were imprisoned beside
her, but she could not see them. She could feel them. They were
all doing something like silent breathing. An energy ebbed and
flowed through her and soothed her.



 Her pain had gone.



 Some of her memories had returned.



 I’m a bad person.



 You and me both.



 I started the war.



 I don’t see how you started the war.



 I promoted my father. Colonel Dan seized power. I unbalanced the
balance of power. I promoted my husband. Colonel Dan went to war
against his family and beat them.



 I see. Maybe.



 Something’s happening.



 Lada’s mind slowed.



 She froze in place in the interior painting of the dome.



18. LEWIS 


The palace looked as if it had been washed with grimy water.



 “That’s disturbing. What happened here?”



 Lewis drove up the long driveway. The place appeared to be
deserted.



 “Where are all the cars? Where is my welcome party? Are we
alone here?”



 Lewis drove slowly by the building. The green shutters had been
closed over the windows for the winter.



 He parked in front of the carriage house and walked to the rear
of the building. He put the bag of angel seed in a pocket.



 A glow emanated from the interior of the temple.



 “Something’s happening there.”



 He hurried his pace.



 Lewis trotted up the steps and paused at the doorway.



 The glow emanated from over his head. He peered up at the dome. A
ring of painted angels stood in a row that circled the interior.
The background was sparkly gold. A realistic moon cast its glow
into the interior of the temple.



 Lewis strolled into the center of the concentric circles on the
floor without taking his eyes off the dome.



 “This is creepy.”



 One of the angels broke free of the painting and became
three-dimensional. The creature fell. Its long black robe trailed
behind.



 At first, Lewis thought that the angel was flying downward, but
the creature tumbled end-over-end as it descended, wrapping
itself in its robe. Lewis felt an urge to run away, but a force
kept his feet in place. He stopped resisting and stood his
ground.



 Lewis raised his hands.



 Time slowed.



 The creature slowed.



 The creature fell onto Lewis in slow motion. He stumbled to the
cold marble. The creature’s force of impact was light, for
the creature had little weight. It hurt Lewis more to hit the
floor.



 Time resumed its normal rate of speed.



 Lewis pushed the creature off him. When he could get a good look
at it, he saw that the angel had transformed into a person.



 It was Lada. She lay naked in the moonlight.



 “What happened to the cloak?”



 He looked around for the cloak to cover her.



 The temple was empty.



 Lewis walked to the doorway. He stood with his arms akimbo and
stared out the doorway into the night.



 “What do I do now? Should I stay or should I go? Do I help
her escape, or do I report her to Colonel Dan?”



 Lada moaned.



 “Look at those assholes,” she said as she stared up
at the dome.



 “What assholes?” said Lewis.



 She rolled onto her side.



 “The people in the dome,” she said recognizing Lewis.
“I hate them all.”



 Neither said a word for an awkward moment.



 “I’m going to go inside and get you something to
wear.”



 Lada realized that she was unclothed and covered herself with her
hands.



 “That’s a good idea.”



19. LADA 


Lada followed Lewis with her eyes as he exited the temple.



 Are you here?



 Yes.



 This is the duke’s folly. I know where we are.



 The palace.



 Yes. I remember my attic apartment.



 Good for you.



 What do we do now?



 Well, that depends on him. Doesn’t it?



 I suppose so.



 Lada got up and walked out of the folly. It was darker outside in
the moonlight than it was inside the temple.



 She noticed the shuttered windows.



 I feel like a ghost.



 Lada continued to the gable where her rope used to hang. It was
not there.



 She looked up. The pulley had been taken down and the door
closed.



 She strolled back to the rear of the house.



 Lewis exited the kitchen door. He held a man’s coat. When
he saw Lada strolling nude without concern, he focused on her
face.



 “This is all I could find on short notice. You can root
around and find your clothes better than I could I
imagine.”



 He held the coat open. Lada turned her back to him and slid her
arms into the sleeves.



 “I’m supposed to find out what happened to you and
report back to the colonel, but I won’t if you don’t
want me to.”



 “I don’t want to go back.”



 “Neither do I. Let’s head for the border. I have some
money.”



 “Which border?”



 “The eastern one.”



 “What’s over there?”



 “You don’t know?”



 Lada shook her head.



 You know. You liar.



 “It’s another dukedom. They don’t like us. The
border is closed. If we can get over the border, no one can
follow us.”



 Tell him that if we cross, they will cross.



 “I don’t want to go somewhere hostile.”



 “I’m open to ideas.”



 “We can live here. I own this place. I’m the Duchess
of Buckshot, and I’m back.”



 “Will the colonel accept that?”



 “I’ll make him.”



 “How?”



 “I don’t know yet.”



 You don’t have a clue.



 “I will find a way to get rid of him. I’ll be
ruthless. Let’s go inside.”



 I bet you can read your book about angels now.



 “When other people are around, address me as Your Grace. If
I am to reclaim my authority, we must play our parts.
Understood?”



 “Understood, Your Grace.”



20. LEWIS 


Lewis lay on a bed in a grand bedroom and stared at the ceiling.
He had had a shower and put on some of the dead duke’s
underclothes and dressing gown.



 Something tells me that this is a mistake. Something tells me
that she’s bad news, and I don’t think that she can
protect me from Colonel Dan. She has no idea what she’s up
against. I’m surprised he hasn’t dealt with her
before now. What’s her value to him? Can I figure it out
and make her useful to me? Or to both of us?



 Maybe I should cross the border alone.



 No. That’s desperation talking. That’s wishful
thinking. I could jump out of the frying pan and into the fire.
You imagine what you want the unknown to be. Or what you fear it
could be. It’s probably something in between the extremes.



 No. Don’t convince yourself that it’ll be OK. The
border is closed for a reason.



 Maybe no good reason.



 Lewis got up, got dressed, packed his possessions and some of the
duke’s possessions into one of the duke’s suitcases.



 He walked to Lada’s door and knocked.



 Without waiting for a response, he said, “I’m going
into town to buy some food.”



 “OK,” said Lada without opening the door.



 He retrieve the suitcase and walked to his car.



 “I have to turn her in. That’s what’s best for
me,” he told himself.



 He started the car and drove down the driveway.



 Lewis braked the car and rolled down his window. He threw the
baggie of angel seed onto the lawn.



 “I don’t think that stuff is any good to
anyone.”



21. LADA 


Lada stood in the center of the marble rings and stared up at the
angels frozen on their shiny gold background.



 “My mother, my father, my husband, and his father.”



 She held up her tablet. It was open to On The
Care And Feeding of
Angels.



 “You’re going to help me defeat my enemies, including
yourselves,” she said quietly.



 Don’t speak aloud. You don’t know who may be
listening.



 I don’t care.



 Don’t talk to yourself, or people will think that
you’re crazy.



 I don’t think this place is bugged.



 You don’t know that. I think these temples can transmit to
each other.



 They can?



 I think so.



 “Why do they look like themselves in the painting but not
when they’re outside of it?”



 Shh. Quiet.



 “Agency! Agency! Agency! I have agency! I’m healed in
mind and body. I’m the master of my fate, not you, you
painted fools. You’re all going down.”



 Lada embarrassed herself with her words.



 She shook a fist at the angels. As she did so, she felt less and
less confident.



 Stop raving, loony girl. You’re overreacting.



 Lada dropped her arm.



 I’m not interested in revenge. I’m not built that
way. I’m not motivated. I can’t hang onto the anger.



 It’s not revenge. It’s survival.



 I’ll do what I have to do.


——


Lada found a pantry full of canned and dry items. She combined
canned white beans and canned tomatoes with dried herbs, oil, and
salt and heated them in a pot.



 While the beans simmered, she searched for something to accompany
them. She found canned corned beef, canned tuna, and canned
luncheon meat.



 What’s luncheon meat?



 It’s processed mystery meat, mostly pork.



 Pork and beans go together.



 Lewis is gone.



 He drove into town to get food.



 Maybe. I don’t think he’s coming back. He had an air
of desperation about him.



 Maybe I should kill him.



 I thought you weren’t interested in revenge.



 It’s not revenge. It’s survival.



 Don’t be a tyrant. He’s harmless.



 He’s a loose end.


——


Lada sat cross-legged with her eyes closed below the dome of the
folly. She breathed slowly.



 The beans had filled and comforted her. The luncheon meat had
tasted of the can, so she had put it in the refrigerator. In the
morning, she intended to slice the meat and fry it to cook-out
the flavor of the can.



 She opened her eyes and lay down on her back. She examined the
faces of her mother, her father, her husband, and his father.



 I need to add Colonel Dan and the gardener to my collection.



 If the gardener’s still alive.



 Yes. If he’s still alive.



 Lada intended to use the angels to defeat the colonel when he
arrived to take her into custody.



 On The Care And
Feeding of Angels held the knowledge
of the means.


——


Lewis did not return.


——


Winter came and blanketed the grounds in snow. People from a
property maintenance company came daily and cleared the driveway
and parking spaces with snowplows mounted on pickup trucks. Lada
watched the drivers from inside the house. They did the job and
left without leaving their vehicles.



 They must bill the colonel.


——


Lada sat cross-legged in the center of the concentric marble
circles of the temple floor. She wore a grey sweater and sat on a
pink pillow. She held her tablet in in her lap and read.



 The voice in her head spoke.



 It’s always the same temperature in here.



 The marble is cold.



 What are we up to?



 No good.



 Should I be afraid?



 Yes.



 “Here we go.”



 Lada extended her arms before her and slowly drew them back as if
she were swimming. She continued cycling her arms and angled her
head back.



 The sky behind the angels mirrored the sky outside. The sun had
long since gone down. The moon had not yet made an appearance.
Stars sparkled on the dome as invisible clouds moved over them.



 The angels hummed. Lada felt an electric charge in the air. The
black robes flowed in slow-motion behind the frozen forms.



 “That works.”



 Lada dropped her arms.



 The stars ceased twinkling. The invisible clouds stood still. The
robes froze in place behind the angels.



 Lada stood up.



 That was a test. I’m not ready to do anything more. I
don’t have a plan.



 The doorways of the temple had been replaced by wall segments
decorated to match the other segments.



 How do we get out?



 I don’t know. It’s not in the book.



 Maybe you have to do the backstroke.



 The doors evaporated like dissipating mist.



 Wow.


——


Lada read the label of a can of tomato sauce while spaghetti
boiled in a nearby pot.



 You don’t have to heat up the sauce. If you toss it into
the hot pasta, it will heat the sauce.



 Good idea.



 You need cheese.



 There’s cheese in the sauce. It says so on the can.



 You need more.



 Lada rooted around in the pantry shelves.



 Is there such a thing as canned cheese?



 Probably.


——


Lada lay in her bed unable to sleep. Her mind roamed over the
memories she had regained.



 Dread for the future and guilt for the past grew inside her. She
quelled the anxiety and got out of bed.



 She put on slippers and went downstairs.



 She donned a coat and exited the house.



 She climbed the steps of the folly.



 Lada stood in the center of the concentric circles and dropped
her coat to the floor.



 She bent her head back and moved her arms as if she were swimming
the butterfly stroke.



 “Up,” she said.



 She rose into the air.



 When she was near the dome, she said, “stop,” and she
stopped.



 A pale golden glow emanated from the dome. She reached out and
touched the robes of the frozen angels. She looked into their
eyes.



 “I’m not sorry about any of you, but I am sorry for
the consequences of promoting you.”



 Lada swam through the air to a blank spot on the gold background.
She pressed herself against the dome.



 “Inside.”



 She flowed into the dome, turned around, and froze in place. Her
clothes became a long black robe.
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		LADA AND LEWIS NOW


		1. LADA


		2. LEWIS
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