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For my Discord enablers, who asked.

The thousandth first time Ian fucks Jonah, he gets 
distracted just as things are getting interesting.

“This isn’t how it goes.”
“Huh?” Jonah is tangled in the sleeping bag. His 

black hair is mussed, his flannel shirt undone, 
revealing an intricate spray of flowers below his 
collarbone. There’s a loop of a banner across one 
lithely muscled brown shoulder, a curious blankness 
on the other, as if it’s waiting for his needle. He’s 
beautiful, and fierce, and he wants Ian, and by all 
rights, Ian should be thinking of nothing else.

There is no timeline where Jonah refuses him, 
not even to mumble, “I have a girlfriend.” If Ian asks, 
he’s willing. If he mentions the girlfriend at all, it’s 
only as an aside, and Ian is not so pure nor so altruistic 
to let it bother him.

Half the time, the girlfriend walks in on them, 
and she’s the kind of complication Ian decided at a 
precociously young age that he doesn’t have time for. 
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She’s some crooked about it too, screaming her head 
off at Jonah, throwing Ian’s shit out of the tent, waking 
all the nice little activists back at camp trying to catch 
a few hours of sleep before they get their skulls 
cracked in tomorrow. A hard case, that one. He can see 
why Jonah likes her.

Jonah isn’t even Jonah yet. That’s the name the 
Pattern will vomit forth for him, in about three weeks’ 
time. Of all the cruelties magic will visit on him, the 
fact that—as long as he sticks to the one syllable—Ian 
doesn’t have to worry about calling out the wrong 
name is an infinitesimal mercy.

“How what goes?” Jonah asks, surging forward. 
He runs hot—it’s down to minus twenty tonight and 
Ian was completely down to do this with their parkas 
on, but Jonah’s hot enough for the both of them, as it 
turns out. They don’t have much longer. The 846th 
time, it was an RCMP raid, not the girlfriend—Jennine, 
that’s her name for now—interrupting them. The 
142nd had been an asteroid, but statistically, that 
doesn’t happen enough that he needs to worry about 
it vaporizing them mid-thrust this time.

The fourth time, when Ian gave up the pretence 
of a Millennial Consent Dance, he’d discovered that 
Jonah did, in fact, like it when Ian played with his hair. 
He resorts to that, twisting a wave of black between 
his fingers before tightening his grip at the back of 
Jonah’s head and drawing him into a bruising kiss. 
Jonah kisses with his eyes open. Every time. His irises 
are void-dark and perpetually startled, as if the kiss 
itself is a revelation.

“We’re meeting for the first time,” Ian tells him. 
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“Two days ago. I’m talking shit about Ukulele Guy and 
you wanna know if I wanna fuck off for a dart 
somewhere.”

“You want a smoke?” Jonah is confused—as 
anyone would be—but he knows what Ian is, what Ian 
is capable of doing, so he rolls with it.

Ian kisses him again, trails down his jaw to nip 
the side of his neck. He smells like the campfire, 
embers clinging to his skin, and Ian sees in them the 
bright line from two days ago to twenty years from 
now. His heart lurches, not unexpectedly.

“I hears it’s traditional,” Ian says, and touches a 
still-glowing finger to Jonah’s lips. “After.”

Ian actually sees Joe for the first time three days 
earlier, but he’s sleep-deprived from the drive and he’s 
his usual background level of rotted. And he’s here to 
fuck up a pipeline project, not drag off some Jesus-
loving closet case with a terrifying girlfriend and 
cigarette breath. He also meets about a hundred other 
guileless activists with no infosec skills, all of them 
desperate for either their 15 minutes of Indymedia 
fame or a chance to breathe the same rarified air as a 
Real Actual Magic- Affected Individual, or both. Joe’s 
cute enough, but Ian’s rolled into the middle of some 
incredibly earnest assembly, and there’s a borderline 
frostbite crisis requiring someone with knowledge of 
first aid, and no one, no matter how cute, looks so 
irresistible in puffy winter gear that Ian breaks from 
his report. Ian’s an independent journalist, after all, 
with a duty to speak truth to motherfuckin’ power. 
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Whatever the fuck that means.
It’s only later, over a campfire, that things get 

sticky.
The problems are, as follows:

1) Ukulele Guy is hilariously awful.
2) Joe, who has been in the camp for a week or two 

already, is being driven mad by this piss poor 
attempt at music, but everyone else is just too 
nice and desperate for respectable allies to let 
him start a fight over it. He’s bursting at the 
seams to vent to someone, and Ian is Not Very 
Nice at all.

3) Joe is incredibly hot, even in a parka.
4) Joe is incredibly taken. With a girl who’s not 

sitting around the campfire, currently, because 
she’s feeling sick. Ian knows why, and Joe 
doesn’t, yet. He files that away as a Later 
Problem.
Ian does what he always does—draws the 

Pattern, clumsily, in his insufficiently warm gloves 
with a pen that prefers punching holes in his notebook 
to giving up its ink for the sake of magic, and runs the 
possibilities.

Ukulele Guy picks out a melody that might be, in 
more competent hands, “The Red Flag.” Any more of 
this and Ian’s going to start rooting for the cops to end 
everyone’s misery.

Ian watches Joe squirm and do everything he 
can to avoid violating the camp’s fragile edifice of Left 
Unity, until he finally can’t take it anymore and bursts 
out with, “Play ‘Freebird’!”

Ukulele Guy misses a beat, but he’s such a racket 
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that Ian can barely tell. Not that anyone else cares. 
They’re happy enough to sing along, so he joins in:

The people's flag is deepest pink,
It's not as red as you might think,
The NDP will keep its wealth,
And Fightback can go fuck itself.

Joe reaches for his Ziploc baggie of darts. 
Technically there’s no problem if he smokes around 
the fire—half the people here do, and no one’s going to 
tell a Native guy that he can’t smoke—but Mohini, who 
is currently Ian’s absolute favourite person right now, 
has asthma, and so it’d be a dick move for Joe to do so 
right here, right now. Joe holds out one of his hand-
rolled alibis.

There’s no such thing as love at first sight. It’s 
two-days-from-now Joe who fucks him. It’s three-
weeks-from-now Ian that falls in love with Joe. It’s 
Ian’s a-bit-after-that heart that Joe shatters.

It’s the men they become, twenty years from 
now, that tips the balance.

“I’m Joseph,” Joe says, and reaches out his hand 
like a complete dork, the dart between two fingers.

“I’m—”
“I know who you are, man. Everyone does. You 

wanna get away from here for a bit?”
“Yeah,” Ian says. “Fuck it. Why not?”
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You can see the Northern Lights from the campsite, 
and with the fire, it’s much warmer, which is why 
walking up and down the road isn’t a more sought-
after job in the rotation. A ten-minute walk from 
camp, though, and there’s nothing but stars and the 
borealis, pale green clouds arcing above the scrubby 
pines and the vast silverthaw plains. They’re too far 
south and too early in the year for it to be the 
shimmering spectacle that the Province of Alberta 
splashes over its tourism websites, but Ian’s impressed 
enough that he pitched his tent farther away from 
everyone else to use the clear view as the backdrop for 
his dispatches.

No one has ever accused him of lacking in 
theatricality.

Joe’s maybe five years younger than him, 
though it’s hard to tell for sure. He’s one of those guys 
who will look vaguely twentysomething, at least at a 
distance, until he hits 60 or so, and then he’ll look like 
an old man, assuming any of them survive the 
impending eco-magical catastrofuck that’s bound to 
shit up the entire planet no matter which circuitous 
route Ian takes around historical inevitability. Joe’s 
trying out long hair, which whips around his face in 
the wind and which he has to keep pulling out from 
between his lips. He can’t keep his smoke lit.

“What if you did, though?” Joe is asking.
“Conservation of energy.” Ian’s not a scientist, 

and he doesn’t begin to pretend that he understands 
the way the magic that surges through him actually 
works. Vasai is always methodical about it—he’s found 
out that even Pandora City, which overnight had 
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exploded everything that anyone understood about 
the world, was something she’d strategized and 
calculated for years before the Cascade. Ian draws 
labyrinths and waves his hands around and normally 
something happens, but he doesn’t have Vasai’s 
patience, or her talent. But he’s also sure, in the way 
he just kind of knows these things, that if he made a 
half-built pipeline disappear, he was begging for 
unforeseen consequences. “Better to just change 
hearts an’ minds.”

“Will that work?” Joe’s trying the lighter again, 
and for a brief instant, Ian’s mayfly attention thinks 
that he’s talking about trying to keep his cigarette 
burning.

Ian laughs. He flashes blue, and stills the air 
around them. At a certain angle, the crystalline 
structure shielding them from the wind catches the 
glint of the Northern Lights, a gleam of emerald arcing 
over the translucent planes.

“No,” he admits. “But that’s never stopped 
anyone tryin’.” 

To his credit, in every possible timeline, Joe manages 
to keep his dick in his pants for nearly 48 hours. When 
he does show up in front of Ian’s tent, in the middle of 
the night, there’s the pretext of some static rumblings 
someone heard over the radio. They want to know if 
it’s going to be a problem. Ian doesn’t sleep often or 
for very long, so Joe’s timing is really quite amazingly 
shite.

In slightly over half of the possibilities, that’s all 
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that happens. Ian tells him about the outlier raids, and 
the even more outlying asteroid, and Joe goes back to 
the main camp and his sick girlfriend and he tells 
them that there’s statistically very little to worry 
about. 

In the others, he doesn’t.
Ian folds a hand around his wrist as Joe stands 

up to leave.
There’s not much distance between now and the 

time in his life when shit like that got Ian punched, or 
worse, but however morally and sexually confused the 
foster care system and the Catholic Church have left 
the poor boy, that’s not where Joe’s violence is 
directed. He gets it right away. He’ll be a coward later, 
when there might have been other chances, when it 
might have made a difference, but now he’s in awe of 
Ian and he’s wide awake to the world for the first time 
in his young life.

Joe kisses him. Even the first twenty or thirty 
timelines in which it happens, Ian’s startled by the 
sheer universe-shattering force behind it. He was 
going for a quick fuck but whatever this thing between 
them is going to be, it’ll never be that.

Joe tastes of tobacco and the rubbery veggie 
dogs they’d roasted over the fire, neither of which are 
substances Ian normally associates with his cock 
trying to bust its way out of his jeans. It occurs to him 
that while Jennine’s constant bouts of nausea attest 
that Joe isn’t a virgin, it’s possibly his first time with 
another guy. Another messy complication Ian doesn’t 
need, but he doesn’t start shit that he can’t finish, and 
Joe’s already trying to wriggle out of his jeans and 
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strip off his parka simultaneously.
“Stop rampsin’ and git’er,” Ian growls, and 

before Joe can protest that he has no clue what Ian is 
saying, Ian slides a hand up the leg of his jeans to 
illustrate his point.

It’s not like they have all the time in the world. 

The thirty-first timeline. Joe is too inexperienced and 
too horny for stamina. Ian tugs his dick over the 
waistband of his boxers and jerks him off, their bodies 
pressed tight together in the confines of a one-person 
nylon tent that catches each bead of their sweat and 
hothouses the winter air into steam. Joe comes with a 
soft grunt and tries, inexpertly, to return the favour. 
Ian wraps his long fingers around Joe’s smaller, 
broader hand, and shows him how.

He spends the next dozen or so timelines 
figuring out what Joe likes. Explores the brown outer 
shell of his ear, sucks on the lobe where a piercing is 
closing over. Traces his tongue over the black line of 
the flowers. Surprises him, on occasion, with the flick 
of a thumb behind his balls while he’s sucking his dick, 
which was weirdly specific and which he’d figured out 
Joe was into several timelines ago.

He lets Joe fumble through fucking him. It’s an 
odd, verging on painful sensation. Neither of them 
have been with that many other people, and their 
height difference and the confines of the tent don’t 
make for a comfortable angle. What they both lack in 
experience, Joe makes up in enthusiasm, and Ian 
comes in violent spasms that he hasn’t had so granular 
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a vision to predict.
Every time, he follows the thread into the 

future, as far as he can go. It’s never anything good.

“Fuck,” he gasps out, Joe’s teeth on his shoulder blade, 
Joe’s solid, blunt fingers working his ass open, his 
other hand snaking around to curl around Ian’s cock. 
The sleeping bag is cold and silky against his cheek. 
Joe’s mouth follows the bumpy curve of his spine, the 
indents between vertebrae.

Ian bucks into his fist, increasingly frantic. Joe 
breathes heat across his ribcage, whispers three 
syllables into his skin that Ian won’t allow himself to 
decipher. In the morning, Jennette is still pregnant. 
The cops still beat her up. She still loses the baby. 
She’ll still want to try again, and Joe can’t bring 
himself to inflict that wound on her, to cut short her 
own possibilities.

Ian shakes the pen in hopes that it’ll make the ink flow 
better, but cold is cold. The drawing starts off as a 
simple ward, the kind of thing that pings when magic 
fuckery is afoot, that gives the wearer some low level 
protection. But Joe doesn’t tell him to stop, so he 
keeps doodling, blue labyrinthian paths snaking 
around the other tattoos. Joe moans, his lips parting to 
bare white teeth. Veins of light, the almost-white of 
glacier ice, spiral and eddy over his chest. They both 
watch, transfixed at the magic arcing over his skin.

Three weeks from now, the pigs show up early 
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and tear the camp apart. The rubber bullets come out. 
Ian’s shot twice in the back. He has a lifetime of pain, 
past and future, for comparison, so in theory it 
shouldn’t hurt as much as it does. It’s still enough to 
bust a rib and he almost faints. He’s conscious in time 
to see Jonah launch himself at the cop who shot him in 
a fit of misguided heroism, to see the bullet catch the 
side of his head. It’ll be another few weeks and four 
surgeries before the brain swelling kills him. Jennette, 
who’s Blythe by now, doesn’t even let Ian in the room 
when they pull the plug.

So. Not that future either.

The thousandth first time, he’s still thinking of the last 
timeline where it all went wrong. Ian’s twenty-five 
and stone sober but he can’t keep it up, thinking of 
Jonah lying in that hospital bed, how wrong it looks 
that he’s not in motion, reaching for a smoke or 
pacing or clawing his fingernails into Ian’s shoulder. 
He watches them each die, together and apart, in 
flashes of blue. He watches Jonah double over, broken, 
when the sea takes his wife and daughter, when the 
resettlement camp does. He lives every petty 
resentment, every fight, every curdling hatred, in an 
instant.

They’re both electric with magic and it’s enough 
to distract Joe, who is here, alive, the orange nylon of 
the tent shining in his dark eyes and turning them to 
gold. There will be time to disappoint him soon 
enough.
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They still make fun of Ukulele Guy. Joe still wants to 
grab a smoke, away from Ukulele Guy.

“I’m Joseph,” he says. Ian has seen every one of 
their possible futures, and already knows his name, 
this one, the one he buries,  and the one he’ll call 
himself after. There are infinite possibilities, and not a 
single one where they don’t destroy each other.

“I’m—“
“I know who you are,” Joe says, and Ian shakes 

his hand like a dork, the cigarette squishing between 
their fingers, and shoots Joe a grin that contains half 
an infinity’s worth of impossible futures.

It will have to be enough.


