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RADIANT FLUX

Daphne’s eyes turn to lunar eclipses when her girlfriend drops
the small stone into her hand. Daphne rolls it back and forth,
watching it turn from steel blue, to viridian, to rosewood,

to byzantine, to burnished gold, as the lamplight washes over it.
“My father found it on the roadside when he was hitch-

hiking up north last summer,” Hali says. “He gave it to me,

but I feel like you should have it.” Daphne doesn’t say anything.

“You don’t have to take it,” Hali adds quickly. “I just thought

you might want it. The colours, they’re lustrous … ”

“Of course I'll keep it,” Daphne assures her. Her fingers

close around the stone. She shakes her head, smiles faintly.

“You’ve just reminded me of something I thought I lost.”

•
Daphne had grown up in forested, northern Cocyton, almost

a century after its unemployment rate had ceased to be manage-

able and it had been reduced to a town cowering at the feet

of the mountains, its houses staring at the streets with hollow

faces. The old mines still lay curled like wormholes in the

hills, too bare for anyone to justify the danger of returning to

them. Daphne’s parents had come to Cocyton before she was

born, when her father took a job as a water safety management
specialist. He tested pH levels, noted bacteria growth, issued

public warnings, and devised conservation projects for the
freshwater bodies that surrounded the town. Sometimes,

he took Daphne with him on his missions. He would teach

her about the cosmic intricacies of tiny creek ecosystems,

or the rhythms of water running under the ground.

By the time she was fourteen, Daphne had lost most of

her interest in digging through the mud of lake shallows,

though her mother still sometimes heard her reciting the

stages of the water cycle in her sleep. The problem was not

any newly-perceived deficiency in the water itself, so much

as the fact that, just after her fourteenth birthday, Daphne
discovered other depths that fascinated her more.

Cocyton had two elementary schools but only one secondary

school, so the beginning of high school left Daphne awash in

new acquaintances. One of them stuck. Her name was Cass.

Cass had bright, goggling eyes and a voice too loud and low

for her wispy body. She also had a disarming habit of repeating
other people’s words. Sometimes her repetitions sounded
mocking, other times they made her seem mesmerized.

Daphne loved her either way. They clung to one another,
two half-grown pearl oysters in a freshwater bed.

Cass told Daphne that she met Sissy by accident one day

when he was being slugged in the jaw repeatedly by a boy

Cass recognized from class. When Cass saw the blows raining

down on Sissy, she shouted for help and the whole town

heard it. Since Sissy was being hit on school property, a teacher

registered Cass’ shouts, ambled over, and halfheartedly pulled

the much larger boy away from him. Cass walked Sissy home.

The first thing she asked was whether Sissy was his real name.
“If you ask my dad, it is. My mother doesn’t quite think so.”

“Doesn’t quite think so?”

“Sissy isn’t the name on my birth certificate. My mother

had a less unflattering name picked for me, but I guess I couldn’t

live up to it. My dad was always calling me Sissy instead.

One day, I figured I should just take it up as my regular name

so I wouldn’t be able to tell whether or not he was insulting me.
Besides. I like it. It sounds kind of like a girl’s name.”
“I like it.”

“Only my mother and I use my real name. It’s practically

a secret between us. Everyone else calls me Sissy and I still

don’t know whether it’s a custom or a curse.”

“A curse … ” Cass trailed off into ambiguity.
“Do you always do that?”

“That?”

“Echolalia.”

“Echolalia?” Cass asked. Sissy giggled.

“It’s when you repeat things that have been said.”

“Echolalia. It sounds like the name of a magnificent

blossoming flower,” Cass said. Sissy smiled at her.
“Yeah, it does.”

“He’s beautiful,” Cass told Daphne, eyes fluttering up toward

the ceiling. “With his long black hair and those silky shirts of

lemon and mint and peach and lilac. He’s like midnight in a

garden.”

“Sounds lovely,” Daphne monotoned and turned back

to the movie. Cass fidgeted beside her on the couch. Daphne

looked at her again. Cass’ face was glowing in the light of the
TV screen.

“I worry about him though. He gets beat up every other

week it seems. And when he’s not getting bruised he’s getting

spit on, gossiped about, called a faggot. Does anyone even
know if he likes boys? I’ve never seen him talk to one.”
“Even if he is, who cares?” Daphne muttered.

“Who cares,” Cass echoed.

Cass told Daphne that she was pounding her sparrow fists

against the temples of a boy whose name she didn’t know.

Sissy was pinned underneath him. Another boy was trying to
get in a few kicks to Sissy’s ribs. Sissy was groaning but you

could hardly hear it over all of Cass’ yelling.

The boys didn’t let up until Sissy stopped moving. Then

they got bored, or worried, and left. Cass made Sissy sit up.

He was blinking at her so blearily and infrequently that she

couldn’t tell whether he was awake. She put her arm under

his shoulders and mostly dragged him home.

That was the last day anyone saw Sissy hanging around

town. He still showed up to school about half the time, but

disappeared in the crush of students following the bell. No

one saw him passing through the town, though he must have.

Anyone who thought about it for a minute realized he must

be keeping to the woods that bordered the town. But the woods
were dark, and edged the town on every side, so they still didn’t

know where he went, really. For a year, only Cass knew his

secret because she was the only one wily and willowy enough

to follow him.

Someone else found Sissy on a scorching hot morning in early
August. His body was lying in the shallow water on the shore

of the river that cut between Cocyton and the mountains.

He was taken straight to the hospital where he lay comatose,

presided over by his parents. Cass dragged Daphne by the

hand to the river shore just hours after she heard what had
happened.

“This was his favourite place to hide,” Cass said, staring

at the ground. “I don’t know if he ever realized I was with

him or not. I just wanted to keep watch for him. But I couldn’t

always be here.” She paused. “He would spend hours staring

in the river. Right there.” Cass pointed and Daphne stared at

her fingers. Cass’ hand dropped. Then she started walking away.

Daphne followed her home, followed her up to her bedroom.

“I don’t want to go to the hospital. I don’t want to see him

looking dead,” Cass explained to Daphne as they lay in her bed.

Cass refused to cry or to talk to Daphne for the rest of the night.
But Daphne did not leave.

The next afternoon there was a vigil at the school. Faculty gave

faintly religious speeches asking no one in particular to restore

Sissy to health. Sissy’s mother showed up, but couldn’t do

anything except silently weep. Sissy’s father stood beside her,

looking disappointed, though it was unclear what disappointed
him. Daphne and Cass sat in the front corner of the dim

auditorium. Once, Daphne put her hand on Cass’ shoulder

consolingly, but Cass didn’t seem to notice.

The whole proceeding was unremarkable, except for Cass,

who had been asked by the principal to say some kind words

about Sissy. Cass walked up to the dais, dry-faced. She stared

out at the gathered crowd.

“Sissy will be a legend told long after you have all been

forgotten,” she hissed into the microphone. Then she left.

Daphne followed Cass out, but couldn’t find her.

Sissy was in a coma for months. As fluids flooded him intra-

venously, the town was swamped with rumours. No one could

confirm a theory, or even the compositional facts, so competing

hypotheses vied for credibility. Most people believed that he

had either filled his pockets with stones and tried to drown in

the river, or that he had been covered in bruises by unknown

assailants and his organs had bled, invisibly, to near death.

When people weren’t discussing Sissy, they were speculating

about Cass. She was hardly ever seen in class or around town.

Every time Daphne did see her, Cass looked lighter than before.

Until, one day, Daphne stopped seeing her at all.

Daphne called Cass’ phone but no one answered. She

walked to Cass’ house. Cass’ mother answered the door.
“Oh, Daphne,” she sighed.

“Hi, I’m looking for Cass. I haven’t seen her around.”

“Yesterday, she said she was leaving. She wouldn’t tell

us where she was going.”

“Leaving? Like leaving town?” Daphne asked. Cass’

mother just shrugged.
“Wish I knew.”

“Aren’t you going to go looking for her?”

“She’ll turn up if she wants to be found.”

“She’s fourteen!”

“Why don’t you go look for her, then?” Cass’ mother spat.

Daphne exhaled audibly. She considered arguing, but Cass

had always said her mother had never been much help with

anything, so Daphne wasn’t exactly surprised.

“Thanks,” Daphne said. She’d never meant a word less

sincerely in her life.

For about four weeks after Cass vanished, Daphne walked

Cocyton, hoping to run into Cass by accident. Then she stopped.

Maybe Cass’ mother was right. Maybe Cass didn’t want to be
found.

Some eleven months later, Daphne got a telephone call around

midnight.

“Daphne? It’s Cass.”

“I know. Where are you? Are you safe?”

“I lost my heart last year. I’ve been to the heart of every

mountain trying to find it again.” Daphne looked out the

window to the mountains, glowing silver under the full moon,

and wondered if Cass really had wandered the mines.
“Cass, come back.”

“Come back … ”

The dial tone rang long and low.

Not long after that phone call, Daphne’s father was given

a new assignment in a city on the other side of the country.

Daphne hadn’t heard from Cass again. Sissy was still

unconscious in a hospital bed. The doctors had begun to argue

with his parents about whether to keep him on life support.
A few months before she started dating Hali, Daphne was

visiting a gay bar — a weekly habit she’d acquired since leaving

home. She was getting bored and was about to leave when she

heard someone behind her say Sissy. She craned her head to
see the person who had said it. A very tall person in a flouncy

silk dress. She swallowed.

“You know Sissy?” she asked the person, as she had asked

every person she had heard say the word in the past ten years.

Each one had side-eyed her.

“Yeah, who’s asking?” the tall person in the silk dress said.
“You know Sissy from Cocyton?”

“One of those shitty little mining towns up north.”

“I’m Daphne. I went to high school with Sissy.”

“That’s nice.”

“How is Sissy?”

“Radiant.”

“Really?” Daphne asked. The person gave her a suspi-

cious look. “I just … for a whole year … ”

“Moira!” someone shouted from across the room.

“That’s for me,” the tall person said, as they began to

walk away. “I’ll tell Sissy … ” The rest of the sentence was lost

in the din of the bar.

Sometimes, when the phone rings, Daphne still dashes for it

more quickly than she needs to, thinking it might be Cass.

Fifteen-year-old Daphne had one last thing to do before her

family left Cocyton.

Just after dawn, on the morning they were set to leave,

Daphne walked through the forest to the river shallows.

She waded in until she was knee-deep. She remembered Cass’

finger pointing to that one important place. Daphne had to

know what Cass had seen there, what had enchanted Sissy

so that he could not look away.

Daphne lowered her eyes. She saw her own face laid out

on a bed of iridescent stones. She saw the white clouds of the

sky blossoming and shifting in the water.
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