
A Muse of Fire 
O, for a muse of fire that would ascend the brightest heaven of invention… 

 

“...Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, that can denote me truly.” 

I paused, gathered my thoughts. 

“These indeed seem, for they are actions that a man might play: but I have that within 

which passeth show; these but the trappings and the suits of woe.” 

I exhaled. One more speech down. 

There was a knock on the door. I started, the lines falling out of my memory at the 

distraction. 

“How’s it going?” My girlfriend, Emilia, poked her head into the room, a smirk on her lips. 

“Or should I say… how’s it going, my lady?” 

I grinned in spite of myself. “If I really were Hamlet, and you really were Laertes, you 

would call me ‘my lord,’ since he’s male.” 

Emilia shrugged, stepped into the room. “Or is he? Who knows! You can play him 

however you want.” 

“I suppose,” I replied. My eyes went to the thick script lying on my bed. “I have to get my 

lines down first, though.” 

“How many do you have memorized?” 

“Four.” 

“That’s good for your first week!” 

I sighed loudly, sitting down on the bed. “How many lines do you have as Laertes?” 

“About fifty or so, if I remember correctly. Not too many.” She paused, sitting down next 

to me. “Over 200 is a lot though.” 

“Yeah.” 

There were a couple seconds of silence. Then Emilia sat up very suddenly as if 

remembering something, her eyes wide. 

“Doesn’t the Camden Shakespeare Company have some sort of deal with Mnemosyne?” 

“Mnemosyne Industries?” The name rang a bell. “I think so; some of their 

representatives were working backstage for Pericles and The Tempest. What does that have to 

do with anything?” 

Emilia’s eyebrows went up, and she leaned forward excitedly. “Have you heard of 

Muse?” 



* 

On Saturday, in the middle of blocking act 1 scene 1, a tall man with curly red hair took 

me aside. I recognised him as Lyle Thaliard, CSC’s Mnemosyne representative—a man who I’d 

never talked to before, but had seen around the building. 

“Iris Alonso, right?” 

“That’s me.” 

Mr. Thaliard shifted his eyes to the actors on stage, where our director, Beatrice, was 

explaining one of her ideas to the man who played the Ghost. Then he looked back at me, 

beginning in a casual but curious tone. 

“So, how many lines do you have as Hamlet, Ms. Alonso? Or may I call you Iris?” 

“Iris is fine.” 

“And your lines?” 

“Um—well, it’s over two hundred….” 

“Are you excited about the role?” he pressed. 

“Yes, of course—” 

He leaned forward, brow slightly furrowed. “This production is very important to the CSC, 

Iris. Are you confident that you will be able to perform as Hamlet?” 

“If I wasn’t,” I shot back, “I wouldn’t have been cast as the protagonist, would I?” 

“A fair point.” Mr. Thaliard stepped back, continuing to eye me. “However, your director 

has informed me that this is your first lead role for this company. Is that correct?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“So I assume you would be open to some… help?” 

“Help?” 

“Technological help,” he quickly clarified. 

“Muse?” The name slipped out of my mouth as I recalled the conversation with Emilia a 

couple nights before. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. Have I mentioned this before?” 

“No, my—my partner told me about it.” 

Mr. Thaliard nodded slowly. “Ah. What did he tell you?” 

“She  said it was an experimental technology developed by Mnemosyne to help actors 

memorize lines. Of course, I’m not sure if that’s the whole story, but—” 

“Aha…” He gave me a wry smile. “That is indeed a part of it. However, the primary 

function of Muse is a kind of a… how shall I say it… augmentation of thought processes.” 



I quirked an eyebrow, and he quickly elaborated. “Let’s take you as an example, Iris. You 

are not Hamlet. You don’t know what Hamlet is actually thinking—you only have clues from his 

lines and actions. Don’t you think this would get in the way of delivering a realistic 

performance?” 

“Isn’t that the whole fun of acting?” I interrupted. “I’m not sure what you’re implying, Mr. 

Thaliard, but it’s impossible to know your character’s every thought and motivation. It’s up to the 

actor to interpret that.” 

“What I’m trying to say is this,” Mr. Thaliard replied slowly. “Mnemosyne has found a way 

to simulate the thought processes of a particular character, and augment the thoughts of the 

actor in that way.” 

There was a pause as I processed the information. “How does that work, then?” 

“Suffice it to say that we have programmers who are, essentially, able to fabricate 

memories, emotions, personalities. The details are not important. What matters is that, when 

using Muse, actor and character are one. It makes for a much more interesting and realistic 

performance—and less pressure on the actors.” 

“How… interesting,” I finally replied. 

“Tell me your thoughts.” 

“Well… doesn’t that sort of defeat the purpose?” Mr. Thaliard raised an eyebrow, and I 

elaborated. “Granted, this Muse sounds pretty neat. But shouldn’t I be able to create my own 

image of Hamlet’s character?” 

“You can. You set your own parameters.” 

I nodded slowly. “Alright. But tell me—other than line memorization and more realistic 

performance—why would I be compelled to try out this technology? Is it safe?” 

“Of course.” The reply was a little faster than perhaps it should have been. “We’ve 

overcome all the, ah, previous drawbacks.” 

“Then… perhaps I’ll consider it.” 

It was a second before Mr. Thaliard responded. Then he said suddenly: “I’ve been 

talking with your director.” 

“Oh?” My heartbeat quickened. 

“She’d like you to try it out.” 

I exhaled. In that case, I didn’t have much of a choice. Beatrice was strict and not 

particularly forgiving. 



Taking my silence as an affirmative, Mr. Thaliard gave me a small smile and started 

towards the door. Then he stopped, turned back. 

“Regarding your earlier point, Iris… about the ‘whole fun of acting’....” 

“Yes?” 

He paused, then stated calmly, “Well, do you think the purpose of theater is to entertain 

the audience, or to entertain the actor themself? That is the question.” 

Before I could answer, he was already out the door. 

* 

The device was a two-inch-long, transparent patch that stuck neatly onto my forehead. 

Once applied, it turned the color of my skin; only the slight plastic sheen gave away the fact that 

it wasn’t natural. I rubbed at the device with my hand, slightly disconcertedly. I could barely feel 

it on my forehead. 

“How’s it look?” I asked. 

Beatrice inspected my face. “Fine. Nothing that a good coat of makeup can’t cover up.” 

“So, um… how do I turn it on?” 

Mr. Thaliard chimed in. “Muse is controlled by an app on the user’s phone. From there, 

you can select your character parameters.” He handed me back my own phone, with which he 

had been fiddling while I applied the physical device. 

I opened the app. After a couple seconds of loading, the screen displayed a simple 

question: Which character are you playing? 

There were only a couple choices—most of them protagonists from Shakespeare. I 

recognized Macbeth, Othello, King Lear, Richard III, Viola, Julius Caesar, plus a few others. 

And, of course, Hamlet. I quickly selected the option. 

The screen changed, this time with a multiple-choice question in a sort of quiz-like 

format: How do you chose to interpret the character of Hamlet? Select all adjectives that apply. 

As promised, a list of descriptive words and phrases popped up. I scanned through them, my 

brow furrowing. Yes, I’d spent quite a lot of time analyzing Hamlet’s character—but could it 

really be defined with only a couple adjectives? 

After maybe thirty seconds of staring at the screen, Mr. Thaliard gave a tiny cough. I 

started, then quickly checked off the words that seemed to fit best with my interpretation: 

including but not limited to, scared, paranoid, coerced, witty, creepy,  and impulsive. 

A loading screen appeared: a spinning wheel with an aptly placed skull in the middle. I 

glanced at Mr. Thaliard. His eyes were fixed on my phone, a kind of excitement in his face. A 



couple seconds passed as we all waited in silence. Then finally, the loading screen faded out, 

replaced with a paragraph of text—a poem that I recognized as Shakespeare’s Sonnet 38: 

 

How can my Muse want subject to invent, 
While thou dost breathe, that pour'st into my verse 
Thine own sweet argument, too excellent 
For every vulgar paper to rehearse? 
O, give thyself the thanks, if aught in me 
Worthy perusal stand against thy sight; 
For who's so dumb that cannot write to thee, 
When thou thyself dost give invention light? 
Be thou the tenth Muse, ten times more in worth 
Than those old nine which rhymers invocate; 
And he that calls on thee, let him bring forth 
Eternal numbers to outlive long date. 

If my slight Muse do please these curious days, 
The pain be mine, but thine shall be the praise. 

 

“38,” murmured Beatrice from behind me. “An interesting choice, Lyle.” 

Mr. Thaliard made no reply. He took the phone, tapped the screen, and it switched again 

to a kind of dashboard with many buttons and sliders controlling various parameters. I noted a 

prominent on/off switch. 

“Have you made all the necessary adjustments?” Beatrice interjected sharply. 

“Of course. We wouldn’t want another Mitchell, would we?” 

Beatrice laughed, but the sound contained no mirth. “Exactly my point.” 

Handing my phone back to me, Mr. Thaliard gave me a stern gaze. “Here are the rules, 

Iris. First of all, Muse is only ever to be used on stage or within this theater. You must never 

bring it home. Clear?” 

“Clear,” I replied, throat dry. Mr. Thaliard’s tone of voice was making me nervous. 

“Second, you must not use the device for more than eight hours at a time.” 

“Alright.” 

Mr. Thaliard pointed to a button on my phone’s screen: Begin neural adjustment.  “Muse 

has to adapt itself to work with your brain—the adjustment takes only a couple minutes.” 

I tapped the button. Almost instantly, I felt a slight buzz on my forehead—likely a signal 

that Muse had turned itself on. 

While we waited, I turned to Beatrice, curious about the name she’d mentioned earlier. 



“Mitchell?” I asked her quietly. “Wasn’t he in The Tempest?” I remembered someone in 

that cast last year called Mitchell—though I’d been playing Cerimon in Pericles at that time, so I 

never got to know the actors in the other show as well. 

“Yeah. He was Prospero.” She grimaced. “Lyle used him as a test actor for Muse. 

Suffice it to say that it didn’t go well.” 

I didn’t press her further. I didn’t want to know. 

* 

“Iris.” 

Mr. Thaliard’s call pulled me from my reverie. “Yes?” 

“How all occasions do inform against me—” 

The line elicited a sudden response in my brain, and I interrupted to finish the thought: 

“—And spur my dull revenge.”  I paused, the lines almost tangible within my memory. 

With little to no effort, I continued: “What is a man, if his chief good and market of his time be but 

to sleep and feed? a beast, no more—” 

Mr. Thaliard grinned. “You know your text well, Iris.” 

I gaped at him. “Did I really just memorize that?” 

“Or rather, Muse implanted it in your memory. Extraordinary, isn’t it?” Without waiting for 

me to answer, he pressed on, taking my script from a table and rifling through the pages. “Let’s 

try another. Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat in this distracted globe— ” 

“Remember thee ,” I whispered. “Yea, from the table of my memory I'll wipe away all 

trivial fond records, all saws of books, all forms, all pressures past, that youth and observation 

copied there; and thy commandment all alone shall live within the book and volume of my brain, 

unmix'd with baser matter— ” 

I stopped suddenly, my thoughts catching up with the words I instinctively knew how to 

recite. Was it coincidence, that Mr. Thaliard had just happened to flip to those lines in the script? 

“Alright cast!” Beatrice’s cry interrupted my contemplation. “Act 1, scene 2, first part! I 

need Hamlet, Claudius, Gertrude, Laertes, Polonius, and Ophelia!” 

I jumped, hearing the name of my character, and quickly scrambled up the stairs to the 

stage. Emilia winked at me. Tony, my friend who played Claudius, rubbed his hands together. 

“Ready to be an emo teenager?” he teased. 

“Ready to be a murderous king?” I retorted, and he chuckled. 

Beatrice clapped her hands loudly. “Right! Claudius and Gertrude, I want you upstage 

center. Hamlet, let’s put you downstage left for now….” 



I walked over to stand in my spot as Beatrice yelled out her directions. Mr. Thaliard had 

promised that Muse would start kicking in soon, but other than the sudden line memorization, I 

couldn’t detect any changes. 

Tony cleared his throat, and started to read his lines off the script. “Though yet of Hamlet 

our dear brother's death, the memory be green, and that it us befitted to bear our hearts in 

grief— ” 

The sensation hit me like a punch to the stomach. Hatred. Despair. Anguish. I stood, 

shaking, paralyzed by the new emotions that consumed me. Tony stopped speaking abruptly, 

and all eyes went to me. The sudden attention was way too much, and I felt a sudden cascade 

of angry tears streaming down my face. Emilia was at my side, holding me, saying something… 

Mr. Thaliard was there too, his brow furrowed, fiddling with my phone… Beatrice was talking to 

the other actors— 

And then it was gone—only a hint of sadness where there had before been 

incapacitating grief, and mild irritation in the place of rage. 

“The settings were up way too high,” Mr. Thaliard murmured, looking up from my phone. 

“I’m sorry, Iris. It won’t happen again.” 

I nodded, shaken. 

“Are you okay to continue?” Emilia’s voice. “You could take a break—” 

“I’m fine,” I replied, clumsily wiping the tears from my face. “Fine, fine. Let’s keep going.” 

Emilia retreated back to her position on the stage, the concern still evident on her face. 

* 

The next few days were hardly as tumultuous as the first rehearsal, but were still 

eventful. We got through the blocking of the play without much difficulty, then started scene 

work. I was relieved that lines were no longer a problem for me, but Muse was still full of 

surprises. 

Every day, we would dive into a new scene, and every day, that scene would come with 

new emotions for Hamlet to experience. Perhaps it would be a kind of maniacal glee, or 

crippling depression, or unprovoked anger. I could feel the other actors’ unease when I was 

onstage. 

It was especially bad for Diana, the poor girl who played Ophelia—my complete 

breakdown during the “nunnery scene”, where Hamlet yells all sorts of misogynistic shit at 

Ophelia, was probably enough to leave her afraid of me for a while. I hadn’t physically harmed 



her, but the words I spoke were daggers. And no matter how many times I apologized, 

explaining that it was Muse, not me… it still seemed like my fault. 

* 

The choreography of the stage combat was the one aspect of the show that Beatrice 

adamantly refused to let Muse be involved with. I think that was a relief for everyone. Emilia and 

I practiced Hamlet and Laertes’ duel again and again, slowly working the speed up from slow 

motion to around 80% of real-world fight speed. We’d both done this before. We both trusted 

each other. Even when our foam swords were replaced with actual foils, we were comfortable 

and confident enough to perform a safe and realistic fight. 

And we continued working our way through the scenes, until we were up to act 5 scene 

1—which I was not looking forward to enacting. In the latter half of the scene, Laertes and 

Hamlet get into a brawl over who loved Ophelia more. I’d never liked the scene anyway—of all 

the reasons to fight someone, that had to be one of the stupidest—but the thought of performing 

it with Emilia terrified me. 

But then we were on the stage, and Muse was turned on, and Emilia was looking less 

like my girlfriend and more like Laertes, the vengeful brother of Ophelia. 

“What is he whose grief bears such an emphasis?? ” I cried, advancing on Emilia. I could 

feel my head spinning. “Whose phrase of sorrow conjures the wandering stars, and makes them 

stand like wonder-wounded hearers? This is I, Hamlet the Dane!” 

Emilia’s eyes narrowed, and she yelled right back in my face, “The devil take thy soul!” 

As we’d choreographed, Emilia pushed me back against the wall. The action was gentler 

than it looked, but it still fueled my anger. Laertes had no idea what he was doing. He didn’t 

understand what I was going through; how much Ophelia had meant to me— 

I shoved Emilia off me and slapped her, full-force, across the face. 

She recoiled, her eyes wide, backing away from me. Beatrice was yelling something. I 

didn’t hear. 

“That’s what you get for being such a touchy son of a bitch, Laertes!!” I shouted. 

“Iris, stop it!” The voice was Tony’s, pulling me away. Tony. Or Claudius? I didn’t know. I 

couldn’t tell. 

The next few minutes were a blur. Beatrice told everyone to go home—it was almost 8 

PM, anyway. Tony and Leo (who played Horatio) sat me down, talking to me, trying to calm me. 

I don’t remember what they said. The lines from the scene were still going around in my head. I 



prithee, take thy fingers from my throat; for, though I am not splenitive and rash, yet have I 

something in me dangerous, which let thy wiseness fear… 

Emilia drove me home. I could hear her voice tremble as she told me over and over, “I’m 

not Laertes.” But after a while, she began to say instead, “You’re not Hamlet, Iris. You’re not 

Hamlet.” 

She made me go straight to bed. I still wasn’t speaking to her. I didn’t know what to say. 

When she was ready for bed as well, she lay down next to me and whispered, “Are you 

okay, Iris?” 

I locked eyes with her and said the only thing I could think of: “But I am very sorry, good 

Horatio, that to Laertes I forgot myself; for, by the image of my cause, I see the portraiture of 

his…” 

“You’re not Hamlet,” Emilia whispered again, and I swear she had tears in her eyes. 

* 

At some time in the night I woke up, sweating, my head filled with the afterimages of 

dreams involving deaths and duels and ghosts. My phone, still in my pocket, was buzzing 

incessantly. I pulled it out, squinting at the screen: Danger. You have been using Muse for over 

12 hours. 

I started, feeling for my forehead. Sure enough, the barely-visible device was still 

attached to my skin, so lightweight and intangible that I had forgotten its presence. I quickly tore 

it off, depositing it on the ground. Instantly, the brain fog lifted, and I took a deep, shuddering 

breath. 

Emilia stirred next to me, her eyes blinking open at the movement. “Iris? What’s up?” 

“I’m sorry, Laertes,” I breathed. “Emilia. I mean Emilia. Of course.” 

She was fully awake now, eyes wide. “What happened?” 

I picked the Muse device off the floor, silently showing Emilia. She put a hand to her 

mouth. 

“Oh, Iris….” 

“Yeah,” I replied. “I’m so sorry.” 

* 

Emilia and Beatrice made me promise not to use Muse the next day. I complied, but 

even the sight of the theater and the stage triggered stray thoughts that were not my own. Tony 

waved to me and asked me how I was doing, but my brain went Claudius  and I avoided him for 

the rest of the morning. 



We ran through the ending of the play. I had to use a script for most of it, but sometimes 

lines that I’d never said would pop into my mind. 

The first part of the last scene went smoothly enough. Leo’s acting as Horatio seemed 

better than I’d seen it before. Maybe he was just relieved that I wasn’t using Muse—or perhaps 

Muse had altered my perception of his acting, comparing it to some unattainable concept of the 

“real” Horatio’s behavior… if that made any sense. 

Then I was standing before Emilia again, her hand in mine, reciting lines that now 

seemed so, so real: 

“Give me your pardon, sir: I've done you wrong; what I have done, that might your 

nature, honor and exception roughly awake, I here proclaim was madness.” 

I swallowed. Was I talking to Laertes, or Emilia? Was I Hamlet, or Iris? 

Was there any difference? 

I continued, throat dry. “Was't Hamlet wrong'd Laertes? Never Hamlet: if Hamlet from 

himself be ta'en away, and when he's not himself does wrong Laertes, then Hamlet does it not, 

Hamlet denies it. Who does it, then? His madness: if't be so, Hamlet is of the faction that is 

wrong'd; his madness is poor Hamlet's enemy.” 

I took a deep breath. The blocking prompted me to turn around, address everyone—but 

instead, I kept my gaze fixed on Emilia, pressing closer to her. “Sir, in this audience, let my 

disclaiming from a purposed evil free me so far in your most generous thoughts, that I have shot 

mine arrow o'er the house, and hurt my brother.” 

It was a while before Emilia spoke, her hands still clutching mine. We were wildly off 

blocking now, but I don’t think she cared. “I am satisfied in nature, whose motive, in this case, 

should stir me most to my revenge: but in my terms of honor I stand aloof.”  Her voice was 

shaky; I swear she was about to break into tears. “I do receive your offer'd love like love, and 

will not wrong it.” 

“Halt!” Beatrice’s voice cut through my thoughts. “You two aren’t following the blocking. 

Do you need a minute?” 

“No,” I replied quickly. We’d taken too many pauses for my sake. “Let’s keep going.” 

* 

The rest of the scene work went surprisingly well, for the most part. It was strange to act 

without Muse; it gave me a nagging sensation of pretense, that I wasn’t acting well enough. 

Muse, for all its drawbacks, gave me the sense that I was doing , rather than just pretending to 

do. 



Mr. Thaliard approached me afterwards, his brow furrowed. “I’m glad to see you doing 

better, Iris.” 

The name sounded foreign. I didn’t like the feeling, but nodded anyway. 

He continued. “I’m sure Muse did no lasting damage.” 

I flinched. “Lasting damage??” 

“Here’s the thing.” He sighed. “We have the eight-hour rule in place for a reason. Muse 

works by sending electrical signals into your brain that simulate different neural configurations or 

pathways. The longer these signals travel through your brain, the more they will change it.” 

“Change it?” My heart was suddenly beating very fast. 

“Through no fault of your own, of course,” Mr. Thaliard began, “you happened to be 

using Muse for more than eight hours. You may have noticed some stray Hamlet-like thoughts 

today, even without Muse’s help. These will… likely go away soon. Just be wary.” 

“Alright,” I replied slowly. 

“Meanwhile—if possible, I think it would be good for you to try that scene again, using 

Muse this time.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just tell me not to use Muse?” 

“Not in excess. A single scene shouldn’t be a problem.” 

I looked over to Beatrice, watching our conversation from a distance. She slowly nodded. 

“Yeah, I’d like to see that. It’d be important practice for you.” 

* 

I tried not to hurt Emilia. I really tried. I told myself that she was not Laertes. That she 

didn’t really mean to harm me. That we weren’t really dueling. But as soon as we began the 

bout, some sort of fencing instinct kicked in, and it turned from a carefully choreographed fight 

to an actual match. I landed many touches that were sure to leave bruises later. 

And when it came time for me to die, I felt a horrible, overwhelming sense of loss. Some 

of that profound grief must have creeped into my voice and body, because Leo, holding me in 

his arms, looked close to tears. 

Beatrice came and congratulated us on getting through scene work for the whole play, 

but I barely listened. The thoughts were slipping into my head again, thoughts that were not my 

own. 

Emilia and Tony were standing in a corner, talking in hushed voices. I saw them glance 

at me more than once. As I watched them out of the corner of my eye, I found myself getting 

more and more agitated. What were they talking about? I obviously had something to do with it. 



Were they plotting to kill me? 

It was a passing thought, the kind you don’t really pay attention to, but my mind latched 

onto it instantly. It made surprising sense. Claudius wanted me dead, of course. And Laertes? 

Not as certain, but very likely. After all, I had slapped him in the face the other day. Between 

them, they definitely had the brains and the resources to carry it out— 

“Iris?” 

Was that Horatio? Talking to me? 

“Iris, are you okay?” 

“Fine, Horatio,” I said distractedly, my eyes still fixed on Claudius and Laertes. 

He turned me around to face him, concern apparent in his face. “Iris, I’m Leo. Not 

Horatio. Leo.” 

“Leo,” I echoed. “Yeah. Yeah. That’s right. Sorry.” 

“You should probably deactivate Muse—” 

“Oh yeah.” I fumbled in my pocket for my phone, then stopped, locked eyes with him. 

“Horatio—er, Leo. I think Claudius and Laertes are trying to kill me.” 

He paused, eyebrows slowly raising. “Um… you mean Tony and Emilia—?” 

“Yeah. Whatever. They were looking at me funny—” 

Horatio lowered his voice, a sense of urgency creeping into it. “Iris. Tony and Emilia are 

your friends. They are not trying to harm you in any way. Trust me on this, okay?” 

I nodded absentmindedly. Of course, Horatio didn’t know the whole truth—just the parts 

I’d told him— 

“Iris! Listen to me!” Horatio tore the Muse apparatus off my forehead, staring at me hard. 

I blinked. “Look, I don’t know much about this Muse thing, but it’s messing with your mind. Tell 

me you don’t believe that Emilia would kill you.” 

“I don’t know what I believe, Horatio,” I responded quietly. 

* 

The ride home with Emilia was mostly silent—until I asked, trying to sound as casual as 

possible: “So, what were you talking with Claud—um, Tony—about after the rehearsal?” 

Emilia didn’t answer for a second. Then she replied, “In all honesty, we were talking 

about you.” 

My heart skipped a beat. “Um… what were you saying?” 

“We’re worried about you.” 

“Oh.” 



“Yeah.” 

There was silence once more. I tried to gather my thoughts. Leo was right; Emilia 

obviously couldn’t be trying to kill me. She was my girlfriend, after all. 

But what if? She could be lying. It wasn’t like killing your girlfriend was uncommon. Iago 

did it, for example. And he was a tricksy little bastard who everyone thought to be nice until— 

“Are you sure?” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth. 

“Sure of what?” 

“Sure that’s what you were talking about.” 

“Why are you so fixated on me and Tony’s conversation? We were just saying that we 

want you to be okay. This whole Muse thing is… difficult.” 

“Yeah,” I replied. “I… I’m sorry I hit you, Laertes. Emilia. Sorry.” 

I saw her tense beside me, but she kept her eyes on the road. “It’s okay, Iris. You 

weren’t yourself.” 

* 

The next day, Beatrice sat me and Emilia down in her office and gave us a long stare. 

“How are you feeling, Iris?” she started. 

“I don’t know,” was my honest reply. 

“Like Hamlet…?” 

“I… guess so. Sort of.” 

Beatrice took a deep breath. “Alright. I’m not exactly sure how to say this nicely, but… 

Iris, I suggest that you step down from the production.” 

My heartbeat quickened, a blind panic creeping at the edges of my thoughts. “What—? 

No. I’m Hamlet. I’ve gotta stay.” 

Brow furrowing, Beatrice leaned towards me, giving me a look. “Hear me out, okay? I 

don’t like this any more than you do.” 

I took a breath, nodded slowly. “Okay. Tell me why.” 

“Muse is bad for you. It’s been affecting you negatively. Surely you can see that.” 

“Yes, but—but it’s making me a better actor—you yourself said that—” 

“I did, that’s right. And yes, it does improve your acting a lot. But here’s the thing. You 

know Mnemosyne?” 

“Yes, the company Mr. Thaliard’s from. Who made Muse.” 

“That’s right. They’ve been paying CSC a huge amount to test this technology.” 

It was Emilia’s turn to interrupt. “And you accepted? After what happened to Mitchell?” 



Beatrice sighed. “The extra money has allowed us to make all sorts of upgrades to our 

performances. And besides: when we were doing The Tempest, Muse seemed like a huge 

asset—Mitchell was a very good but very inexperienced actor. So we were quick to accept 

Mnemosyne’s offer. But then….” She paused. “You can imagine that playing Prospero is a very 

empowering role. He is a sorcerer, after all, and the Duke of Milan. So of course Mitchell wanted 

to, well, feel like that all the time.” 

“And he got his wish…” murmured Emilia. 

“At least Mnemosyne is paying his hospital bills.” 

I felt a shiver run through me. “So Mitchell… he got addicted to playing Prospero?” 

“Essentially,” replied Beatrice grimly. “And now he gets to play Prospero all the time. No, 

that’s not right—he believes he is  Prospero. Sound like anyone you know?” 

“I’m not Hamlet,” I said quickly. “I’m not.” 

But how could I be so sure? 

Beatrice shifted her position in the chair. “Look, Iris. Leo told us about what happened 

yesterday.” 

My eyes went to Emilia. Her gaze was questioning. If Beatrice brought it up… Laertes 

would be in on my plot…. 

I stood abruptly. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” 

Emilia jumped up. “Iris. Tell me. What happened yesterday?” 

What could I say? She was my girlfriend. She was Emilia. But she was also Laertes. 

“You know.” I couldn’t keep the scorn out of my voice. “I’m perfectly aware of your plot 

with Claudius.” 

Emilia’s eyes widened; she shared a glance with Beatrice. “What—?” 

“Iris is under the impression,” Beatrice responded, “that you and Tony are plotting to kill 

her.” 

The silence was tangible. Emilia’s eyes went from me, to Beatrice, and back to me. 

“I’m not Laertes,” she whispered, and this time it was more of a question than an 

assertion. 

Beatrice stood as well, slowly, fixing her eyes upon me. “Muse is dangerous for 

everyone; don’t you see? You’re not Hamlet, Iris—and believe me, you don’t want to be.” 

Laertes—Emilia? I couldn’t tell anymore—walked up to me, put her hands on my 

shoulders. “You don’t honestly believe that you’re Hamlet, do you? Please tell me you’re not like 

Mitchell.” 



“I don’t even know anymore,” I whispered. “I don’t know, I don’t know.” 

“That’s why you have to step down.” Beatrice’s voice was soft but demanding. 

“But—but I could be such a good Hamlet—” 

“Is that really more important to you than your own identity?” 

“I don’t even know what my identity is,” I replied. 

Beatrice paused. “Here’s a thought. I know this production is important to you, Iris, but 

it’s compromising your mental health. So I’ll make you a deal. I’ll allow you to stay in the 

production, on one condition—you stop using Muse.” 

I blinked. “But that’s what makes me good at acting—” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Acting  may be doing , Iris, but doing  does not involve literally 

becoming your character. I’m giving you a choice. Stay as Hamlet, without Muse—or quit the 

production altogether.” 

I took a deep breath. “Allright. I’ll stay in the production.” 

Emilia smiled. “We’d be glad to have you—the real you.” 

 

The end. 


