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The deer was long dead before my husband struck it with our car. 
The fur was mottled with blood and fluids, tendons of the neck 

naked to the air while threads of muscle clung to mass of the deer's 
body. Its head stood on high, all nineteen points of its antlers aimed 
toward the heavens, its pulse visible in the exposed veins. I could 
see the forest behind it, the rest of the deserted highway as clear as 
a cleaned windshield threaded with red, palpitating stratum. 

I have its blood on my hands. 
My husband had been occupied by proving his point with tactile 

flare. This was supposed to be our second chance, this trip. Our last 
chance, according to my lawyer. I'd seen the deer a long ways off, 
but couldn't-or wouldn't-find the voice to tell him to just stop. 

Just stop. 
He kept yelling, kept driving, the car swerving over the double-

yellow, tires grinding over the caution strip when he 
overcompensated. A cramp blossomed deep purple in the meat of 
my palm as I gripped the door handle. Admittedly, I was entranced 
by the deer, by the sheer horror of what was clearly a dead animal 
that had the nerve to defy all known laws of nature by standing 
stock-still in the middle of this backwoods highway, its trademark 
stupid gaze marred by streaks of gore running from its coal black 
eyes. 

Once my husband realized I hadn't been listening to his opinion 
on my job loss, he tried to make me. 

The slap of a fist against flesh isn't the stuff of '80s movies, and 
the recovery certainly isn't from any film with a knock-down, drag-out 
fight. My head struck the window hard enough to dizzy me, the pane 
left intact. My eyes rolled shut, the muscles of my neck seizing at the 
point of impact, my head lolling forward. 



His fingers were deep into my afro, nails scraping at my scalp, 
when the front of the car collapsed against the great beast. The car 
stopped as if my husband had slammed on the brakes. His grip 
tightened at impact, wrenching my head toward him, but thankfully, 
the center console snapped his elbow the wrong way and he 
released just in time for me to look up and watch the deer calmly 
clomp away and disappear into the trees. 

* 
We were rudely awakened by a state trooper with smelling salts 
some-odd hours later, late enough that our plans to reach the cabin 
by sunset for a romantic walk along the shore of the lake were ruined 
by the freezing black of night. The moon was three-quarters full and 
halfway through the sky when the EMT showed up. 

I smiled up at the bitten glowing disc and mouthed, "Night sun," a 
shiver of a memory rattling me. I hadn't thought of my mother in 
months, an improvement considering it had been fourteen years 
since her death. But here I was, aching and withering within the grip 
of my abusive husband and thinking of the woman for whose death I 
was responsible. 

The trooper's jaw worked at the mud-brown mass tucked against 
his cheek, watching us suspiciously as the EMT tended to us. The 
EMT was a random townsperson with a medical kit in the back of his 
pickup. A rather extensive kit, granted, but not enough equipment to 
convince me I'd be fine in his care. Still, I allowed him to finger the 
growing grapefruit on the left side of my neck as the tight coils of my 
hair showered around us. He dragged the same finger along my 
temple and I winced, an automatic response to capillaries long burst 
as a shudder ran through me. My husband cleared his throat and the 
EMT moved on. 

"And you say it was a deer?" the trooper asked. He spit a thick 
stream of goop that landed with a meaty slap at the toe of my 
husband's Timberland boot. 



My husband looked from the spit to the trooper's wind-reddened 
face and back again before saying, "If my wife says it was a deer, it 
was a deer. Sir." 

The trooper dug his hands deeper into the pockets of his tan 
Carhartt and straightened his back. "Look, I mean no disrespect-" 

"Then perhaps you should stop displaying it," my husband shot 
back. I pulled the blanket a little tighter around my shoulders with 
one hand, the other still locked within my husband's, my gaze 
volleying between the two white men of differing sizes battling for 
ground. It was this boldness that had attracted me-resentfully- to 
my husband in the first place: a boldness he'd wielded when a drunk 
in our college bar thought I was for sale. It was the same boldness 
that cracked me upside the head six months into our marriage, a 
boldness that now owned me. 

The trooper grunted, jaw twisting beneath taught, naked cheeks. 
"And neither of y'all hit your head?" My husband squeezed my hand 
until a knuckle popped and we both murmured no "Welp, sounds to 
me like y'all don't want a trip to the hospital, so wrap it up, Casi. 
Where were y'all headed?" 

"The cabin at Wolf Lake," I said, my voice strained. I breathed 
deep to reorient myself as the pain from the knot in my neck 
bloomed. The trooper raised an eyebrow at me. 

"Well, all right," he said, still watching me. "S'long as y'all are fine, 
I'll give you a lift. Ain't too far from here. We'll have your car towed to 
the shop, get you a rental of some kind on Monday morning." 

"We have to be gone by Monday morning," my husband snapped. 
"Sure, sir, completely understand that, but it's a Friday night and 

this is a small town. Office opens Monday morning at ten ay em. 
We'll get y'all together then. Until?" He turned and gestured at his 
Chevy pickup, which sat running, full high beams illuminating the 
entire scene. 

Gritting his jaw, my husband stood and shed the blanket a little 
too quickly, his face falling in on itself as he aggravated the damage 
to his arm. 



"You wanna be easy with that arm, sir," Casimiro the EMT said, 
the hint of a Mexican accent gently squeezing the vowels of each 
word. He continued with reasons why, reasons I'm sure my husband 
was set to ignore. 

"Fine," my husband said. He allowed Casimiro to fit him with the 
classic SAM splint and a gauze sling, seemed to listen as Casimiro 
gave some basics for doing it himself. 

And with that, I slid from the tailgate and we trailed the trooper to 
his truck. 

* 
My husband said his goodnight with a head nod as he pulled the last 
of our luggage into the log cabin. I could feel the slight warmth at my 
back as the trooper kept my attention with two discreet fingers on my 
hand. 

"May I help you?" I said gently. I was exhausted from holding my 
head up. 

"I don't wanna make any assumptions, and y'all won't be my 
business come Monday night, but ... being out here, real remote? I 
see some shit. Mostly with drunk husbands and lonely wives. Here." 
He dug into the inside pocket of his jacket and I flinched, stepping 
back. He snorted. "We ain't like that." He proved it by pulling out a 
well-worn leather wallet, more white than green sticking out of it. He 
produced a flimsy card, straightened it against the breast of his coat, 
then handed it to me. "Call me. Anytime. I'm the only one manning 
this place and I'm used to very little sleep." 

I studied the card, rolled over the name with a caged tongue. 
Bruce Hayword. Floodgate Sheriff, Colorado State Trooper. I 
nodded. "Thank you, Sheriff Hayword." 

"It's Bruce, ma'am," he said. "Have a good night and I do hope 
your weekend is nice." 

I gave a tiny nod, tired of talking, tired of this day. 
He dropped off the one-step wooden porch and trudged over the 

gravel, his gait slightly hitched. He stopped right before entering his 



pickup and said, "One more thing: Don't go wandering around after 
dark. We've got some serious beasts out here." 

No shit. I frowned at him, thinking of the deer, of how impossible 
its neck had been, how defiant its very existence was. 

I shoved the memory down, settling my tongue firmly in its cage, 
and waved as Bruce backed out of the drive. I watched the pickup 
until the taillights were two glowing red eyes warming the trees 
beyond. 

* * *  
"What took you so long?" 

"Fuck you, Jonas," I mumbled, heading toward the kitchenette. 
The entire log cabin was barely four hundred square feet, with a 

ten-foot loft for a pallet bed. The small space took no time for the fire 
to warm and within fifteen minutes we were able to start shedding 
layers. Still, an undeniable chill had settled into my bones, so I filled 
a saucepan with bottled water and set it on the gas stove for some 
tea. 

"Whatever," Jonas groaned. "Fuck, man, my arm is killing me." 
"Yeah? So's my fucking scalp, you prick," I said, dragging ass 

toward the couch that sat in front of the fireplace. I plopped down on 
the opposite end from him and took a long, slow breath. I touched 
the left side of my neck with tentative fingers, testing out the lump 
that extended from my thyroid down to the clavicle. I bit back a sigh 
as the memory of Casimiro's touch briefly possessed the path of my 
own examination. 

"C'mere," Jonas said, his voice soft, affectionate. Intrusive. 
"No." I hissed as I pressed a little too hard. 
"Come. Here." He was flirting with me the way he did after every 

fight. Most times it took his blood being shed before we got to this 
point. Maybe the close brush with the law on my side had sobered 
him. 

I rolled my eyes, kicked off my Timberlands, and tucked my toes 
under his thigh, my own version of flirting and acquiescence, mostly 



so he'd shut the fuck up. He took my right foot and laid it in his lap, 
proceeding with a weak, one-handed massage that I melted into. 
This would normally lead to a hard fucking, angry make-up sex that 
would exhaust us to the point of light-headed euphoria, trapping us 
in something like love. But the massage was too weak and our 
bodies were beginning to throb from draining adrenaline. I don't 
know when I fell asleep, but I jolted awake when I felt him poke at 
the knot in my neck-gently, but catastrophically, nonetheless. 
Reflexes kicked in and I flailed, catching his nose hard enough to 
make him stumble back. 

"Fuck, Avery! I just wanted to see if you still wanted tea!" 
I rolled my eyes and snorted a breath. "Don't wake me like that." 
"Do you want it or not?" 
"No. I want to shower and go to bed." 
He chortled. "You see a bathroom around here?" 
I sat up and looked around. He was right; the open floor plan did 

not include a cubby for a shower or even a toilet. 
"Godfuckingdamnit." 

"Yeah, good choice, asshole," he grumbled. "I'm going to bed. 
Make your own fucking tea." 

I watched his retreating back as he awkwardly climbed the ladder 
to the loft. "I said I didn't want tea anymore!" 

But the moment was gone and soon enough his soft snores were 
competing with the crackling fire. 

* 
It isn't sleep because I don't dream, but I can't move and I'm naked 
and cold. 

My neck doesn't hurt. Nothing hurts. But I am cold. 
I am standing at the expansive wall opposite the door, Jonas's 

soft snores hypnotic, angering. 
Something in the cabin stinks. 
In front of me, against the carefully placed bodies of bark and 

pulp: a sculpture, stabs and slivers of ivory clustered tight, layer 



upon layer, expanding in a spiral, pale yellow to hospital white, all 
gleaming. 

And at the center, in the middle of the tightest cluster with the 
tiniest of chips of ivory- like fingernails, yet thicker-inside of all 
this, a tiny speck, off-color, dark. I want to be near it; I want to know 
what it is. 

But then there is a whisper and I return to the couch where I tuck 
myself in tight and let darkness take over. 

I woke up to his lips on mine and the cabin aglow with a fresh fire. 
"Shit," I hissed. He stepped back and I attempted to sit up. Failing 
that, I said, "What time is it?" 

"Six fifteen, Saturday night." 
"Jesus, I slept twenty hours?" 
"Just about. You scared me a little." By the look on his face, it 

was more than a little. Fear was etched in his features, stiffening his 
back and bringing a sheen to his hazel eyes. 

This fucker had the nerve to be crying. 
"You were-ah, kinda moaning in your sleep." He chortled, the 

sound choked and phlegmy. 
I frowned at him, not for his words, but ... his fucking face. In that 

moment, I hated his face so ferociously, I itched to sink my teeth 
deep to the cheekbone and tear away. 

Disfigure the pretty face so opposite to mine. 
"You know I don't dream." 
"Yeah. Y-yeah, I know." He dropped his gaze. Tried again. "You 

okay for some dinner?" 
I nodded and immediately regretted it. I pulled at my turtleneck 

and touched the tender spot to find a pebble-sized lump squarely in 
the middle of the crook of my neck. "I need pain meds." 

Jonas nodded and left my sight. I slowly sat up, then placed my 
socked feet on the rug. I gave the world a chance to right itself 
before standing. 

"Baby, sit, I got it." He walked around the couch with a mug and 
three white pills in his hand. I took the pills first, then gulped the cool 



water. "More?" I gave a short nod. "Your lawyer called several times. 
She won't talk to me, though, so before she calls in a missing person 
report, call her, yeah?" Again, a short nod, though he couldn't see 
me from the sink. He came back a moment later with more water 
and my cell phone, the screen already unlocked. 

"Find anything of interest?" I asked. 
"Don't start," he warned. "And don't think of changing it again. I'll 

always figure you out, Avery." The tightening of his features was no 
longer from fear, and I took the warning by grabbing the phone and 
shuffling toward the door, my stomach swimming thick with rotten 
memory. "Where are you going? It's freezing outside." 

"It's better than in here," I grumbled back, then slammed the door 
behind me. 

* 
The outhouse wasn't as bad as I'd pictured. It was heated and about 
half the size of the cabin, with a full bathtub, a sink with a short 
counter, and an energy-efficient toilet. Something about that seemed 
ironic to me, but my head was too foggy to figure out what. After 
taking the longest piss of my life, I stepped back outside in time to 
appreciate the bright magenta filtering through the trees. I pulled out 
my phone. 

"So how is it?" 
It broke my heart to disappoint her, but I couldn't lie to my sister. 

She'd been sniffing out my fibs since I wore her favorite dress to one 
of my tea parties and stained it to hell. "Shitty. We fought on the way 
here and hit a deer." I stopped myself from going into further detail, 
my imagination running wild with the thrum of the exposed veins' 
pulse. 

"Goddamn it, Avery," she breathed. 
"I'm pretty sure this weekend is it. Get a couple orgasms, sign 

those papers, look for my bachelor pad in the city, and start trolling 
for dudes who own sneaker stores in the heart of Denver." 

"000, movin' on up!" 



"To the mountain side!" 
Our shared laugh petered out into a rigid silence. She cleared her 

throat. "I'm worried about you, sis." 
"Don't, Kaya," I warned. 
"I feel like you're not going to make it home." 
"Stoo. " 
"He's going to kill you, Avery!" 
I rolled my eyes. "More likely we'll kill each other." 
"That's not funny. This isn't funny, Av-" 
"Since when did you start giving a fuck, Kaya?" 
"Since when did you stop?!" 
"When everyone disappeared! When the bruises were louder 

than the fucking lies and I just-" My breath caught and I squeezed 
my eyes shut, willing this moment not to consume me. But it was like 
puking because the spins won't end; once I stuck my fingers in my 
throat, there was no holding back the deluge of years in silence. 
"Because I was fucking drowning and I didn't know how to say it. 
Because no one saw me from behind your shadow, Kaya. Because 
Jonas was there to clean the fucking wounds when y'all slammed 
the door in my fucking face." 

I gulped at the cold air, my mouth thick with tears. "Because I've 
never felt more alone than I have without you and Mom." 

"Fuck, Avery," Kaya breathed after a moment. More silence, tiny 
sniffles my only indicator that she hadn't hung up on me. "Is that why 
you think you killed her? Oh, God, I'm so ... sorry. I'm so sorry. We 
had-we just didn't know what to do. We thought you knew better, 
that this is what you wanted, that whole fight-fuck, hoodrat shit." 

I couldn't help it, I guffawed. "Yeah, cuz Jonas is exemplary of 
hoodrat shit." With wavy, nearly white-blonde hair, thick-for-a-white-
dude lips, and a lithe swimmer's body on a six-four frame, Jonas was 
the picture-perfect American boy, the kind to eternally get away with 
shit because he's just a kid, no matter how many years may 
prematurely age his Nordic face. He was a catch while I was lucky 



and for years, I was grateful to be noticed by him, kissed by him, 
claimed by him. 

"Avery, listen to me: Mom had an aneurysm. You're a pain in the 
ass, but you can't literally make someone pop a vessel." I snort a 
laugh and wipe at my nose. "When you get back, want to do lunch? 
I ... let's come up with a strategy, a way to get you out of this for 
good." 

I held my breath and stopped kicking the rocks of the gravel 
drive. It hadn't been her words or the naked emotion of the last few 
minutes that made me pause, it was the fucking wolf standing at the 
incline of the narrow road leading to the cabin. There was a distinct 
moment of surprise that I'd even noticed it in the shadows of the 
quickly darkening underbrush. I congratulated myself before 
remembering I knew fuck-all concerning wolves and wildlife, yet I 
was certain this wasn't right. The wolf was alone, its muzzle closed, 
amber eyes glowing against the pitch black of its fur. 

And staring dead at me. 
"I'm serious-" 
"I know you are," I whispered, eyes still trained on the wolf, "but I 

need you to-" 
"He's nearly killed you twice-" Soft and charitable Kaya fluttered 

away just as quickly as she'd showed. Back to older-sister-by-
fourteen-minutes Kaya, perfect Kaya. The Kaya who knew how 
pretty she was "for a Black girl," the one who was thinner, taller, 
lighter, the one who tried to teach me how to use the frame Mom 
gave me to disastrous results. 

Because I could never be like Kaya. 
"It was once, and it was two broken ribs-" 
"One punctured your fucking lung-" 
"What do you know about wolves?" 
"And you-wait, what?" 
"There's a fucking wolf staring at me right now. How did you find 

this cabin again?" 
"It's Granpa's." 



"Who?!" Both of our grandfathers had died long before we were 
born. We were the miracle babies for our parents, the ones they'd 
given up trying for naturally. The ones who surprised the fuck out of 
them after a night of spiked hot cocoa and a lucky boner. 

The Wonder Twins: the Black version, at least. 
"Look, it's kind of a long story-" 
"I got time, bitch." 
"The fuck you do, get yourself back in the cabin and post 

something against the door." 
"Wait, wait, Kaya, what the f-?" 
But I choked. The wolf had advanced while I was distracted, and 

now stood within ten feet of me instead of the fifty safe yards at 
which I'd initially seen it. Its mouth hung open, pink tongue wagging, 
yo-yo threads of drool dipping, retracting, dipping, and then pattering 
below as its eyes stayed on mine. 

"Fuck." 
Somewhere in the distance, Kaya was calling my name, but I 

couldn't hear her. I couldn't hear anything, not the birds, not the wind 
rustling through the trees, only the thrum of blood in my ears. 

And the steady breathing of the wolf in front of me. 
"Shut up, Kaya, just shut the fuck up for a second." 
I could feel the heft of her pause in that moment and I knew I'd 

fucked up. "You know what, Avery? I'mma leave you to your new 
canine friend and I hope Jonas keeps fucking you into oblivion so at 
least you'll go out cumming." The line went dead. 

I didn't bother locking the screen. Hell, I didn't even want to move 
the phone from my ear. But habit kicked in and I was sliding it into 
my jeans' back pocket where it met some resistance. Pulling the 
phone back out, I fingered around in the pocket, eyes still on the 
wolf, and pulled out the sheriff's card. I glanced at the number, 
crumpled the card, and dialed. 

The wolf leapt before the line connected. 

* 



I want to see it. I want to go to it. 
But I can't. 

* 
My neck didn't hurt. 

First thought was I'd transitioned to the other side, as my family 
would call it. I thought I'd fucking died. 

But then murmurs of a restrained, heated exchange filtered 
through and all of the pain came crashing in. Parts I hadn't even 
realized I'd hurt were throbbing with an intensity that made me cry 
out. I tried to shift but was met with a resistance I couldn't quite 
place. 

The wolf. 
I couldn't open my eyes. One flutter and I realized they were 

swollen shut. I was lying on the couch, wrapped tight under a sheet 
that was tucked under the cushions. I groaned again and wiggled my 
arms, but the flannel sheet wouldn't budge. I swallowed air, my 
tongue coated in paste, the skin of my lips cracked and reedy. 

The argument grew louder. 
"I'm simply responding to a call that came from this area, sir, and 

I don't know if you noticed, but you ain't got many neighbors around 
here." 

"And I'm telling you that's impossible. My wife went outside to call 
her sister and she must've just ... passed out or something." My 
husband was riled, uncomfortable. I was surprised he let the 
sarcastic address go. 

He's nervous. I can taste it. 
"Passed out butt-nekkid with blood on her neck, so you dragged 

her in here?" 
"What else was I supposed to do?" my husband shouted. 
"Call 9-1-1, maybe?" 
I could feel it, the shift just before the strike. The static current of 

anger that could only be expelled with fists and feet meeting supple, 
tender body parts. The result would be us stranded in this town 



longer than necessary and, unlike me, my husband had a job to 
return to, so I groaned a little louder and wiggled again, setting off 
jabs of pain throughout my entire body so sharp, so livid, I screamed. 

"Avery," my husband breathed. He sounded scared, but it was the 
sheriff who rounded the couch first. 

I smelled him. He was bleeding whisky and sweat. Animal sweat, 
pungent and heavy in the back of my throat. Not entirely unpleasant. 
I stirred as they both neared, the reek off my husband making my lip 
curl. It was hard to place, but it sat square in the middle of my mouth, 
crawling its way up my nostrils. 

Cowardice. Chew it. Let it fuel you. 
I resisted the urge to snort the sensation and odor out within a 

mass of mucus and focused on where I thought the sheriff to be 
situated. 

"You did this?" the sheriff asked, but he didn't wait for an answer. 
He prodded at my neck where the knot had been, the sensation 
dulled. "Can you feel that, ma'am? Does it hurt when I touch you?" 

"No," I wheezed. My throat was dry, shredded as if I'd swallowed 
a cactus whole. I tried again, my eyes allowing a sliver's worth of 
sight. "But everything else does." 

The sheriff watched me, jaw ticking. Without the trucker hat, he 
was not a handsome man, but I could see him landing some 
housewife ass in that wind-burned, Midwestern way. His incisive 
navy blue eyes, obscured by a shock of long, more-salt-than-pepper 
hair, were set a bit too far apart under a thick brow ridge. Judging by 
the smoothness of his skin, the pigment change was premature. 

I felt flayed under his stare, like he was reading for much more 
than a battered damsel in psychological distress. 

"Water," I croaked. Footsteps moved toward the kitchenette and 
the sheriff closed in. 

"Did he do this to you?" he whispered, rushed. 
"No." I swallowed. "Wolf." 
The sheriff's eyes widened and he ticked back, away from me. 

Then the oddest thing: He smirked, slow and relaxed and warm. 



Welcoming. He nodded at me and stood up just as my husband 
appeared over his shoulder with a mug and more pills in the palm of 
his hand. The sheriff said, "Plenty of water, limit the pain medication, 
and plenty of rest." He turned to my husband. "I'll be checking in 
tomorrow evening." 

"That's not necessary, Sheriff, we-" 
"Unless you want to be arrested on suspicion of assault and 

battery, I suggest you think it necessary," Bruce snapped. 
I didn't bother looking at my husband; I knew the hitch in his 

breathing, the pop of that fucked-up knuckle in his middle finger, the 
low strain of his exhale. 

I was in for it once Sheriff Hayword was out of the area. 
"Walk with me, Jonas," he said, taking the water and the pills 

from him. Jonas stood there blinking stupidly at the sheriff until Bruce 
gave a slight head nod. "Go on." 

Jonas jittered a bit before finally stepping away from the couch. 
Bruce crouched again, carefully tipping the mug against my bottom 
lip. I took two small sips. Bruce offered the pills and I nodded. He 
placed them on my outstretched tongue, then tipped the mug again 
until I finished the contents of the mug. 

"Good." He stood up again and rummaged in his pockets, finally 
coming up with a whittled hunk of dark ivory. Intricate carvings 
worked in tandem, dancing around each other until they intersected 
only to separate again. It hardly registered that I could observe this 
much detail through mere slits of my swollen eyelids, especially on 
an object no bigger than four inches across, but I was drawn to it, my 
breathing increasing, eyes aching to focus on it. 

Bruce carefully worked at the sheet until it came away to free my 
right arm. "Here." He pressed the ivory into my palm. It was warm, 
disconcertingly so, and heavier than hell, as if he'd placed a block of 
lead in my hand. "From your grandfather." He stood before I could 
react, his footfalls surprisingly soft as he neared my husband, 
Jonas's breathing heavy and fast for different reasons. 

The men stepped outside. 



I wept softly as the ivory warmed even more in my hand, 
preparing myself for Jonas's return. 

* 
I am here again, my arm outstretched, my fingertip pressing gently 
against the tiniest sliver, the smallest of the teeth, the one most 
stained and-fuck, it's sharp. 

I bring the stain to my face. Smear it under my nose. Suck it from 
the prick. 

It is blood. In the very center of the spiral, at the bottom of the 
staircase, at the back of the basement, at the end of the gravel, 
pavement, loose dirt, grass-

It is blood. And it is fresh. 

* 
It took longer than expected. 

I'd grown tired of sitting with my back straight, so I leaned into the 
couch cushions. By the time the door opened, I was fading into 
another nap. 

"What took you so long?" My voice was stronger, remarkably so 
considering the wrecked state it had been in last time I used it. The 
carved ivory felt lighter in my hand, the grooves becoming familiar 
with the whorls of my palm and fingerprints. 

"What did he say to you?" Jonas asked instead of answering me. 
He stomped around the cabin, no intention other than to make the 
space thick with his anger. I slowly released a breath, not convinced. 

"Nothing that concerns you," I said, testing my eyelids. The 
swelling had gone down; the pain was subsiding. I peeled them back 
with the tips of my fingers and immediately hissed at the brightness. 
"Take off the fucking lights!" 

A moment. A tick, really. But solid enough to poke at the base of 
my belly, followed by the instinct to press my thighs together. 

"The fuck did you just say?" 



And then it was over. My whole body drooped, my breathing 
slowing, my hands at my sides, one open, the other closed in a fist 
around the curve of ivory. I closed my eyes again, electric whispers 
ghosting over my skin, the hairs standing on end. 

He took a step; I took a breath. 
"What did you just say to me, Avery?" 
All bluster, no might. I chuckled. 
Like a wound-up clown, Jonas stomped over to the couch, then 

swung around, body swollen with ego. He leaned forward, grabbing 
my wrists and squeezing. 

"What. Did. You. Say?" 
The pressure increased with each word, the ivory deeply 

embedded within the fat of my palm, still warming, warming, warming 
until it became unbearable. I hissed and I saw him clear as day. I 
saw his smile ... 

And I twisted my left wrist, flesh burning as it rubbed away within 
his grip, my fingers clawing for purchase, beginning to squeeze back 
as one digit, two, three dug deep and hard into the tender, thin thew 
of his own left wrist, nails piercing, growing as I pulled down with all 
my might. Jonas screamed, yanking his left hand away, strips of 
flesh dangling in its wake. The move was so fast, he barely had time 
to bleed before I struck his nose with my forehead. He mewled and 
stumbled back, the hands cradling the center of his face barely 
hiding the shock of the hit. 

I smiled and stood, my eyes still closed. I could feel him in front of 
me, smell the reek of something frail, something grown by fear, 
fostered by anger, delivered by a need for shallow control deep 
within him. I wanted to taste it. I wanted to rip it from his chest and 
show him in his last moments just how ... small he'd become to me, 
the man who'd been my world for fourteen years, the man who'd 
taken my fourteen years. 

But he swung on me, connected a wild throw of a side fist with 
my temple, dazing me, and I swung back and, shit, I didn't mean to, I 
promise, I'm just-I'm a righty and the ivory, the ivory was still in the 



palm of my hand and I'd completely forgotten until that thick whiplash 
of plasmal wet slashes my-

I open my eyes to the taste of blood. 
I lick my lips of the spray and they heal, my mouth no longer dry, 

my eyelids no longer swollen. 
I don't look at him, I can't. So I turn away and head toward the 

door, leaving it open as I step out into the freezing night. 

* 
The headlights have been illuminating my path for the last six miles. 
Pinpricks highlighting the road ahead of me, really, but everything is 
so fucking sensitive, it almost hurts. It does hurt. Like new skin to a 
freezing wind. As if I'd skinned myself alive and left the shell of me 
lying on the floor of my grandfather's cabin. 

Whichever grandfather he may have been. 
Ahead of me, I hear the relaxed clomp of a deer stepping onto 

the asphalt just as the headlights dip below a man-made hill. I hear 
several more and when the headlights finally return, I stop in my 
tracks. 

Five deer, their necks stripped of fur and skin and fat and flesh, 
leaving tendons and palpitating stratum, the thumping, thumping, 
thumping in time with the heaviness in my heart. They stand 
watching me just as I watch them. One snorts, shaking the horror 
that is its head. It is then that I notice the membrane swinging loose 
from the tip of an antler. A new point, bringing it to twenty. All them 
are in this stage, all with twenty points, all still miraculously 
breathing. 

The truck slows, its brakes squealing in protest. The door opens 
and work boots stomp the pavement, but I don't panic. 

"There are more of them, but the antler points are for each of us." 
I feel the itch of wool before the warmth of his arm around my 

shoulders and I realize I'm naked. 
"There's something we have to show you." 



I tear my gaze away from the deer and eye Casimiro carefully. I 
nod. "Okay." 

* 
He doesn't speak and I'm too bewildered, too tired to ask questions. 
We double back to the cabin, pass it, then pull into a short, paved 
driveway some ten miles out. 

"C'mon," he says, then unfolds himself from of the truck. I don't 
move until he opens the door for me. I slide out and shiver and 
Casimiro slips a thick arm around my shoulders. I didn't notice how 
tall he is until now, a full head taller than I am, with thick black hair 
pulled into a loose ponytail at the base of his stocky neck. Long hair 
must be the trend around here. 

I do not fit in. 
I'm studying the curve of his lips as he walks me up the trampled 

path leading to another log cabin. "Yours?" I say, still staring. 
He nods. "We all have one." 
"We." I don't question. 
"Yeah. Just a warning: My dad is here and he's a bit of a pendejo, 

so-" 
I chuckle. "As long as he doesn't try to whoop my ass, I think I 

can handle him." 
Casimiro smirks and I suddenly long to see his full smile. I want 

to see his tiny eyes squint further. I want to hear his laugh from that 
barrel chest or from the solid belly below. But instead he unlocks the 
door and gently tugs me inside. 

* 
His cabin is the same as the one my sister supposedly rented, 
except there's more furniture and all of it is well worn. 

The first thing I notice with sharp interest is on the far wall: a 
spiral of teeth. This one is much smaller than the one I dreamt of, but 
the same principle applies: smallest to largest from the base on, the 
same varying colors of ivory, the same stain on the very tiniest one 



at the center. I've taken all of three steps into the identical cabin 
before I stop, completely mesmerized. 

"We all have them," Casimiro says to my left. He's quiet for such 
a big dude. "Each generation fills in what we've lost, what has been 
taken from us." He looks at me, at the side of my face because I'm 
still staring at the spiral, transfixed not by hypnotism, but by 
something else, something deep in base of my belly. "Some of us 
have lost more than others. But we stick together, no matter what. 
One loss for me is a loss to us all." 

"Mijo, {,que hace una negra en nuestra casa?" 
We both turn to the loft stairs where the voice is coming from, and 

making feeble progress down the ladder is a man who has aged in 
body much more than mind. Something ugly is eating at him, 
gnawing into his bones and festering his lungs. My nose wrinkles. 
Casimiro must have noticed because he says way too close to the 
shell of my ear, "Told you he's an ass." 

"Not the worst, trust me," I mutter back. 
Casimiro moves around me and I breathe deep. "Vuelve a la 

cama, Papa, esto no es tu asunto." I watch Casimiro's shoulders flex 
as he takes hold of his father's withered shoulders. 

"Ella esta en mi casa, es mi asunto!" his father shouts back. 
I watch as Casimiro leans toward his father. I find myself straining 

to hear as Casimiro whispers to the old man and with a pop of a 
balloon, my ears prick at the words, "... dejala en paz." His father 
sags, then lets himself be guided back up the stairs. Casimiro 
returns a moment later and says, "I heard you like tea." 

* 
I'm on my second cup of Earl Grey when I ask, "What in the entire 
fuck is actually going on?" 

Casimiro stops mid-sip of his coffee and stares at me, eyes wider 
than I thought possible with those heavy lids, his lips curling up 
around the lip of the mug. "I'm surprised it took you this long." 



I roll my eyes and study the milky tea. "Yeah, well, been a wild-
ass weekend and it's hardly over. I'm pretty sure my husband 
punched me hard enough for a goddamn embolism, I just saw a 
bunch of deer with no fucking necks, and I'm naked, yet unbothered, 
in front of a very attractive stranger." He clears his throat and I look 
up in time to see Casimiro's cheeks redden. It was like he hadn't 
noticed my nakedness until I mention it in terms outside of rescue, in 
terms of our bodies' proximity and the fact that I find him attractive. 
The apples of his cheeks threaten to burst, so I look away, yet I don't 
feel shame. I clutch the blanket tighter but only out of habitual 
propriety. Part of me feels stifled within the wool, but I'm still a 
married woman. At least I think so. "It's taking a lot for me not to start 
snot-bubble crying in front of you and this is first time I feel like I can 
breathe in... " I smirk, look up from my mug, and lift one shoulder. 
"Fourteen years." I snort. "Fourteen fucking years." 

Casimiro shifts, the wooden chair groaning, and there's 
something like sympathy on his face. "Honestly, there's only so much 
I can tell you. We have to show you." 

"There's that 'we' again." Casimiro doesn't react, doesn't appear 
to even try to respond. "Is this what you're meant to show me?" I say, 
gesturing to the cabin, then the spiral of teeth. 

"No." He clears his throat but says nothing more. 
"Ooookay, let's start with this: Who is Bruce Hayword?" 
At this, Casimiro livens up, his back straightening, his black eyes 

sparking. "To put it plainly, he's the white face who lets us live." I lift 
an eyebrow, intrigued, and sit forward, my chin in the palm of my 
hand. Casimiro points at my mug. "More tea? You're shaking." 

I hesitate, thinking he's buying time, but I sense, no, I smell 
something warmer to the question. "Sure," I say, sliding the chipped 
white mug back to him. He grabs it and stands, heading toward the 
two-burner stove. I watch the twin globes of his impressive ass as 
they take on the solid weight of him. Those jeans were made for him. 

"Story is, his family settled here back in the late eighteen 
hundreds, claiming to be Native." 



"Five-dollar Indian?" 
"Exactly. To add insult to injury, the Haywords were pretending to 

be abolitionists and kidnapping slaves who were making their way to 
Canada. They kept some for their own property, raped others, killed 
a few, and sent plenty back for the monetary reward. They grew 
pretty rich off it until they took the wrong family of slaves." 

He stops fiddling with the kettle and turns to me. "Your family." 
I swallow. This is most I've ever heard about any of our family. 

Mom and Dad always shrugged our questions off, saying we'd find 
out in due time. I briefly wonder if Kaya's time has come already. 
Good 01' Kaya, always ahead of the game. Or at least ahead of me. I 
nod to Casimiro and he turns back to spooning the loose tea into a 
silken pouch. I smile bashfully at the care he's showing for the third 
time in a row-nothing rushed, all delicate. 

"It happened when Bruce turned twenty and was by all rights 
considered a property-owning man. He was getting ready to marry 
when he thought to prove himself to his father by managing a group 
of slaves on his own, your grandfather among them." 

"Wait, when exactly are we talking about?" 
Casimiro lifts a shoulder as he seals the tea container. "Early 

nineteen hundreds?" 
I roll my eyes. "So illegal. Disappointing, yet not surprising. And 

Bruce was twenty?" 
"Yep. He's a whole-ass hundred and thirteen years old." 
It happens before I can help it; I pop a laugh so loud Casimiro's 

father snores himself awake for a moment. We both freeze until the 
muttering stops and his soft breathing is recognized as slumber. 
Casimiro grins and I feel a tingle traipse across my chest. His smile 
is radiant, small teeth tobacco-stained and adorably uneven, the 
crinkle of crow's feet leading to nearly swallowed eyes. I want to kiss 
him. 

I clear my throat nervously and ask, "How was he convinced to 
cover for y'all?" The question doesn't taste right. I try again. "For us. 
How did my grandfather convince him?" 



Casimiro's grin had fallen, but now the corner of his mouth ticks 
back up. "He bit the living shit out of Bruce's hip after killing the 
whole rest of his family." 

"Well, damn." 
"Yeah. Told him his white God doesn't live here and neither will 

he, should he not take this offer." 
"How come he didn't opt for death?" 
"Oh, he tried. But that bite brought him back every time, aging 

him just enough to feel a little worse, you know? You should've 
heard the wailing. The last time, your grandfather told him the truth: 
There ain't shit waiting for him and his people in the afterlife. Plus, 
your grandfather promised protection from the other things going 
bump in the night around here." 

"So there has always been weird shit around here, huh?" 
Casimiro nods as he grabs the kettle before it can scream. "Yeah. 

The Haywords weren't exactly immune to the threats, either. A 
couple of Bruce's older and younger siblings, cousins-those who 
dared to walk at night-had been snatched and never seen again. 
The Haywords had the land blessed by their white God, but the 
forest laughed at them. I think that may have informed Bruce's 
choice as well." 

I snort. "I'd imagine." 
Casimiro returns to the table with my tea perfectly milky and 

sweet and I hide my content smile with a face full of mug. When I 
finish, he covers my fisted hand with his and I melt under the 
calluses, not daring a look at just how large his mitts are, how the 
veins bulge from strength, how teeth-trimmed and small his nail beds 
are. 

I notice nothing but the growing heaviness between my legs. 
But I realize he's waiting for eye contact, waiting for me to be truly 

ready for whatever lies ahead. So, as he runs his thumb over my 
skin, I look up at him. 

He is beautiful. 
"It's time," he says. 



I nod and we stand. 

* * 
The ride is quiet and like a child I want to cry, but Casimiro has my 
other hand in his and I try to revel in that fact alone. It works until he 
stops at the top of a wooded ridge, where Sheriff Bruce Hayword is 
standing ramrod straight with his hands deep in his jacket pockets. 
Casimiro gently lays my hand in my lap and exits the truck. I'm still 
staring at the sheriff when Casimiro comes back into view, making a 
grand gesture of opening the door and guiding me out. 

After he sets me in front of the sheriff, they nod to one another. I 
turn to Casimiro and he lends me a sweet smile. "I'll see you soon. 
Promise." He rubs my shoulder, then gets back into the truck and 
takes off before either one of us speaks. 

"Here comes the rough part," Bruce says, then winks at me. He's 
already walking toward the trees before I can gather my thoughts. 

My belly growls as I hurry to follow his lead. 

* *  
We've been taking the ridge one zigzag after another. My feet are 
getting used to the grit of the disused road, blood trailing behind me 
until it stops, until the dirt clogs my wounds or my soles callus at a 
miraculous rate, I don't know. I just keep walking. And thinking of 
Casimiro's hand in my mine as he delivered me to the sheriff. 

"Awful quiet back there," Bruce says and I flinch, surprising 
myself. I don't know why it seems so wrong to speak with such 
beautiful moonlight casting everything in a mercurial glow, but it feels 
like a violation. 

Night sun. 
I shudder at the sound of my mother's voice at the shell of my 

right ear. I can hear her smile, feel her arms wrapped around me 
from behind as she rocked me toward something like sleep. I was 
always stubborn-or nosy, if you were to believe my mom. Sleep is a 
luxury I could never afford, no matter how rich with time I am. 



"Five-dollar Indian." 
Bruce's voice snatches my attention. "I'm sorry?" I say. 
He chuckles. "I'm sure Casimiro told you." 
I clear my throat. "Oh, right, yeah, he did." 
"Hmph. Good. Shit is embarrassing enough." 
It's then that I notice the hitch in his left leg has worsened. He's 

limping at this point, and I can smell the grimace on his face. I smirk. 
Good. 

I shrug. "Gatta say, you're certainly aging better than most of your 
brethren." 

"Ha! Kaya did tell me you're a smart-ass." Before I can ask, he 
winks at me, then turns toward an even steeper pathway. "C'mon, 
not that much farther to go." 

* 
The lake is smaller than I thought it would be, the water still, deep, 
clear. The moonlight shines right to the bottom, the rocks littered on 
shore matching those of the lake's belly. It smells crisp, nearly 
seductive in its soft scent after the stab of cold. 

The larger rocks dig into my feet, but I'm no longer being cut and 
I don't feel as cold, though I'd dropped the blanket some hundred 
feet back, so the sheriff's got my attention for now. 

But not for long. 
I smell something familiar in the distance. A stench, strong and 

distasteful. It was the rot back in the cabin, the licorice linger of pride 
at the back of my tongue. I hear the tickle of footsteps over the dirt, 
then over pebbles, but there is also dragging, heavy and ungainly, 
the sting of copper accenting the air every few steps or so. I sniff 
deeply at those spikes of flavor, find more than a few notes 
disgusting, and snort them out, threads of mucus slapping my lips 
and chin. I wipe at my mouth with the back of my hand, then lick it. 

It's automatic and I think nothing of it until I feel the string of a hair 
in my teeth. I look down to see the same silvery glow of the moon is 
irradiating my skin, but not my flesh exactly, my hair. It's not 



immediately visible, it's almost like cilia, floating, swaying in the light 
breeze, pulsing with the moon's heat, beating with my own veins, 
with the thrum of the forest beyond-

I look up. 
The deer. More of them. Surrounding the lake. With people on 

their backs. 
One after another, they slide from the smooth hides of their deer 

and step forward into the night sun's face, naked as I am. I recognize 
Casimiro, the same odd glow breathing from his skin. My eyes skip 
around, but I don't recognize most of the people here. 

Except my sister. 
"Kaya?!" I holler. She smiles back, her smile benevolent, patient, 

yet tinged with regret. 
"I'm sorry," she whispers to me. 
I want to go to her, but I can't; I'm rooted to the spot, my belly 

growling ferociously, and there's this pain in my side ... 
The copper smell gets stronger and I look up, distracted from the 

growing discomfort in my bones to see a man, a white man being 
dragged by his hair by a Black woman so beautiful, I nearly weep at 
the sight of her. It is not because she is attractive. In fact, most would 
say she was a hard woman, aggressive in the angles of her face, the 
pucker of big lips, the ebony of her skin. 

Most would say I look just like her. 
I've inherited her hips, her protruding belly, her southward, 

quarter-size areolas and jellybean nipples. She is glowing and she is 
smiling directly at me as if she's missed me, as if she loves me. 

As if she's forgiven me. 
The man in her grasp finds his fight and starts kicking fruitlessly 

at the gravel. "No! Get off of me, you crazy bitch!" 
I gasp at the sound of his voice, though I should've known him by 

smell alone. 
"Let me go! People know I'm out here! They'll look for me! You 

won't get away with this!"  



Still, Mom keeps walking forward, his head in her palm like ripe 
grapefruit, his legs losing strength. And my gaze is stuck with her. I 
don't care that my husband is in her grasp. I don't care that he's 
scared for his life. I don't care that he's pissed himself until his 
bladder's wrung dry. I don't care about anything but my mother. 

She stops in front of me and it's like looking into a mirror. Kaya 
was the softer of the two of us, taking on Daddy's slight frame, high 
butt, and perfect sun-toasted skin, while Mom and I charmed folks 
with our wit, with an attraction they couldn't quite explain. 

"I'm-" I rush, but her long fingers pressing against my mouth 
hush me, stopping the tears building in the back of my throat. 

"You didn't kill me." Her voice is exactly the same as I choose to 
remember it: light and airy and patient. "I'm here in front of you. I've 
always been in front of you. You just needed to find me." 

She cups my cheek and I nestle deep within the warmth of her 
hand. Again, I want to cry, but something stops me, something much 
more important at hand. 

"I know you're hungry," she whispers, stroking my other cheek. I 
nod against her and my back breaks in half. I fall hard to my knees, 
but before I can cry out, my pelvis shifts and my clavicle separates. 
Agony wheezes past the a of my mouth and I feel every single one 
of my fingers and toes fracture, then snap, then dig. My back dips at 
my cervix, my shoulders curving. I yowl in pain, the sound raspy, 
deep, nearly pathetic. 

Mom stoops down to me after dropping my husband and pulls me 
up by my armpits. "Hand me the ivory, Avery, and stand. I taught you 
how to stand, now stand." 

Pain flees as anger engulfs me. "You left me to fall." 
"And it was your job to find a way, but you settled instead. And 

maybe," she stresses, seeing me ready to pounce, "maybe I was 
wrong for that. Maybe I didn't prepare you the way I should have, the 
way my mother should've taught me. But don't worry, you'll have 
your chance to teach your own." 



I hold my breath in an attempt to stave off the pain and hand her 
the intricate ivory piece. She steps back, hands at her sides, as 
Casimiro and a young woman of color-maybe Native?- step 
forward with a writhing Jonas in their grip. Casimiro tosses me a 
wink and the pain subsides, if only for a moment. 

"Shit, Avery!" Jonas gasps, interrupting that moment. My lip curls 
in disgust as the young woman pulls his head back. His nose is 
gore-streaked with black blood, his left eye swollen, a short yet deep 
mocking smile of gash right above his cheekbone, just missing his 
eye. 

So I didn't kill him. 
"Avery, baby, let's get out of here, okay? Let's start over. We don't 

even have to go home! We can just ... drive, just go wherever you 
want! Please, please, baby, just-" 

My mother rends his shoulder open with the ivory, shutting him 
up. The pale yellow fat swells forward, puckering toward the growl of 
my stomach. I lick my lips as the wound weeps. 

"Shh," I coo, pressing an elongated pointer finger against his 
whimpering mouth. The tip of a serrated nail kisses his eyelashes, a 
nail with intricate whorls decorating it. I smile, my gums aching, my 
jaws crowding then stretching, and something clicks, something 
deep within me, something that I thought had been missing since my 
mother died. I feel restored. I feel whole. 

"We're right here, Avery, and this time, family ain't goin' 
anywhere." 

It's like a jolt to my chest, those words, the words I'd been 
yearning to hear for so, so long. 

I smile. I step forward. 
I am so, so hungry. And my husband sounds so, so pathetic. 
He can no longer form complete words, shock shutting down his 

system, his adrenaline long abated. 
I look at him good. Close. I ghost a kiss over those trembling lips 

and I can deny my hunger no longer. 



I throw my head back, lower mandible cracking, jutting forward, 
incisors slicing against their distant twins. The pain is an engulfing 
madness, as sharp as it is wide as it is deep, so vociferous I scream 
for it, for me, for my mother, for us. 

It is only when I hear the chorus of the Night Sun surrounding me 
that I face my husband one more time. 

I take his head into my hands. "Figure me now. See me now." 
One tear falls and it is all the seasoning I need. 
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In the heat and darkness of a small room a woman lies deep in her 
dreaming. She rolls to her side, something mumbled on her lips. In 
the next moment her eyes open, alert, wide, and curious. She sits, 
letting her covers slide, and smiles. Sodium street lighting fingers in 
beneath the curtains to paint orange rectangles across the rear wall. 

The woman's hands explore her face then stroke down across 
belly. She looks surprised, patting around as if she has lost 
something. The hunt moves to the edge of the bed, where she 
discovers first a small table, then a lamp, then the switch. The light 
goes on and Tanisha Williams swings her legs to set both feet to the 
floor. She gazes wonderingly at the bedroom, its crowding units, 
drawers disgorging crumpled tops, balled up leggings. The curtains 
are heavy, bright with a crude flower print, and several inches too 
short. 

Tanisha creeps, light-footed to the door. It's a cheap thing and 
someone has kicked a dent in its hardboard skin. It creaks as she 
opens it and she winces at the unexpected noise. She stands in the 
shabby corridor, staring as if it too were a wonder to her, as worthy of 
study as the great nave of Notre Dame. When she turns the handle, 
the door across from hers opens without a whisper, and Tanisha 
peers in. She's astonished and delighted. There is a baby in a crib, a 
sweaty mass of dark, tousled hair, fat cheeks, fast in his slumbers, 
and across from him a small bed with a pink Barbie duvet where a 
young girl sleeps with an arm and a leg hanging over the edge as if 
she might at any moment be carried to the floor. 



Tanisha is just about to step into the room when she cocks her 
head as if hearing some distant sound. She frowns in concentration, 
biting her lip. A moment later her face becomes a vacancy, waiting to 
be filled. She stumbles, nearly crashing into the doorframe. She 
blinks, staring around wildly. 

'What? Where ... ' 
The girl slips from her bed, and still confused her mother 

stumbles sleepily over to help her back. 

* * *  
Adao Adobaia knows he's in trouble. The boys on the path ahead 
run with the Rulahs. Adao had left the youth club on Saville Road 
with every intention of heading straight home to his mother's flat, but 
Devin had been insistent, there'd be girls at the gig down on Briar 
Lane. Adao wasn't interested in the acts. None of them sounded that 
good live. Better to stream them once the studio had worked its 
magic. And though he'd never admit it, he'd rather listen to Beyonce 
than grime and drill rappers shouting about money and guns. But 
girls, he liked those live - better than anything from the internet. 
Devin had said Lucy Mills would be there, and Rukia. They weren't, 
but the promise had got him down there, kept him weathering the din 
until way too late. 

Adao wouldn't have cut across the park so late, except it was so 
late. His mother would wake when he got in, however quiet he was, 
and the exact time of entry would be the sole topic of conversation 
for all of the next day. She was desperate to stop him running with 
the gangs. Which was ironic because he never had, and his 
repeated refusals to do so were a good part of the reason why 
seeing three of the Rulahs barring his way past the playground was 
such bad news. 

'Alright?' The boy in the middle, the largest of the three, shows 
his teeth in an approximation of a smile. They'd been lounging on the 
swings, smoking. This one was the only one to have his knife out, 
held carelessly at his side, the edge cutting a glimmer from the dark. 



'Hey,' Adao mumbles. 'Gotta hurry.' He glances behind him, back 
to the park gates. Another boy is leaning against one of the pillars. 
Adao knows that the fact the gates were even open should have 
warned him. 

'What you got?' the boy with the knife asks. Adao knows him by 
sight. They're all several years younger than he is, fifteen maybe 
sixteen. A dangerous age. All of them thinking they're immortal, 
immune to blades, to bullets, to the police, to all and any 
consequences in general. All of them thinking the world is going to 
open its legs for them. Wetting their blades is part and parcel of 
establishing their rep. If they were just going to rob him he'd hand 
over his phone and the few notes in his pocket and be done. But 
these boys are going to cut him. He can see it in their eyes, see it in 
the thin line of their smiles. And Adao Adobaia has never been so 
scared. 

Adao calls her and she comes. Adao didn't want her to see him 
like this but fear has washed away his pride. He surrenders the 
driving seat as she arrives. 

The tension that has curled Adao's body like a spring leaves him 
in an eye blink. He straightens and a smile replaces his grimace. Not 
a narrow predatory smile but something warm and friendly. He looks 
around at the three youths before spotting the playground. 

'Do they have a roundabout?' They do. Adao starts eagerly 
towards it. 

'Hey!' the knife boy shouts, standing his ground while the others 
back hastily away. 'I said what you got, fool?' 

Adao brushes past him, eyes on the playground. 'I'm not sure.' 
He reaches the roundabout and closes a hand around the cool 

metal riding bar. He starts to push. He looks back at the others. 
'Come on!' 

'Swear-down, I will gut you where you stand!' The boy with the 
knife stalks after Adao, scowling. 

'Do it!' another boy shouts. 
'Dip him, Eddie!' His friend mimes the stabbing motion. 



Eddie comes up behind Adao as he is getting the roundabout to 
speed. He hesitates. His arm's drawn back for the blow, the kitchen 
knife is nine inches of stainless steel. It's one thing to talk, another to 
stick a blade into flesh. 

Adao is carried away on the turn, leaving Eddie standing foolish 
in his wake. It's his friends' laughter that makes his rage burn bright 
enough. He turns, roaring something wordless, and drives his knife 
at Adao as the roundabout carries him back, his grin as innocent as 
any child's. 

Somewhere behind the Visitor's delight at riding the roundabout 
Adao cries out in shock, but his scream never reaches the air. 

Eddie's knife hits with the full force of his arm and shoulder 
behind it, joining with the speed at which Adao spins toward him. 
Eddie has been imagining this moment for months, ever since he 
first started carrying. He's talked it over with K and Deeman, both as 
ignorant as him, and with Jax, who's dipped his blade into half a 
dozen others and has scars of his own to show. 'You won't believe 
how easy it goes in.' That was Jax's wisdom on the subject. 'Feels 
like you're hittin' a curtain, man.' 

All that Eddie has stabbed to date has been those poles that 
carry the electricity wires to houses along the street. Old, weathered 
wood, cracked by winters and near black with whatever carcinogenic 
tar keeps the bugs from chewing it down. You hit one of those things, 
and no matter how sharp your blade, no matter how strong your arm, 
a quarter inch is as far in as you'll get. Sometimes not even far 
enough to let go of the knife and leave it standing. 

Stabbing Adao Adobaia is just like stabbing one of those old 
poles. The force of the blow, and Adao's relentless advance as he 
swings around, drives the hilt through Eddie's grip. The steel edge 
cuts a hot line across his fingers as his hand hits Adao's side. 

Yelping in pain, Eddie leaps back. The knife falls to the 
rubberised tarmac. On the next rotation Adao steps from the 
roundabout, unsteady on his feet. Where Eddie stabbed him there is 
a small red spot marring the whiteness of his shirt. 



'Did you hurt yourself?' Adao sways, still dizzy from the ride. His 
smile replaced by concern. 

Eddie clutches his clenched hand to his chest, blood leaking 
between his fingers. It looks black in the glow of distant streetlights. 
'You fucking cut me!' 

Deeman and K are coming up behind him out of the shadows, 
they have his back. 

Adao sees the knife gleaming on the ground between them. He 
bends to pick it up, puzzled. Deeman raises his own blade, some 
sort of zombie killer bought off the internet. Jax called it a toy that 
would likely break first time he used it. K hunts for his own, unable to 
find it in his panic. 

Adao frowns at the knife he's picked up. 'These are dangerous!' 
He takes the blade in his hand and snaps it off. 

'Shit!' K turns and runs. 
With a frown of concentration, ignoring Deeman's wavering knife, 

Adao twists the steel blade into a tight ball, squeezing it into a 
compact mass with a grunt of effort. When the Visitor comes, the 
fraction of her power she brings depends on the strength of her 
connection. That in turn depends on a mysterious combination of 
factors that seems to boil down to how much she likes the person 
she's visiting. She likes Adao quite a lot, though they have only met 
the once and visited three times. She told her friends he was 
'boyfriend' material. That made them laugh. Some kindly, some 
sadly, others both. 

'You need to go to hospital,' Adao says, looking at Eddie's hand. 
'I know a good one. It's where they took Betty... ' Adao bites his lip as 
though pained by some memory. The red spot on his side has grown 
to the size of a penny piece but seems to have stopped now. 

'You're fuckin' crazy.' Eddie spits the words and sets off running 
after Deeman, who has already lost himself in the darkness beyond 
the climbing frame. 

Adao looks longingly at the swings. 'I suppose you need to get 
home,' he sighs, to the empty playground. 'And I haven't got much 



time ... Say hello to your mum for me.' 
His face goes blank. A moment later he flinches, cries out and 

drags up his shirt to reveal the smoothness of his belly and the hint 
of abs. On his side, just below the ribs, his fingers find a small smear 
of blood and a tiny wound. It's sore. 

With a wondering shake of his head he pulls the shirt down and 
sets off for home, running as fast as he can. 

* 
Miles Harman wakes amid the luxury of his emperor-sized bed 
beneath a stuccoed ceiling. The Visitor has received no invitation but 
she means no harm and she doesn't have much time left. She wants 
to see where a man who can give the Royal London Hospital a 
million pounds lives. She would have visited his wife but she had 
seemed very tired at the ceremony and looked as if she needed a 
restful night. 

Miles slips from his bed. Susan is not beside him. Perhaps when 
you have a big enough house you don't need to share a bedroom, 
the Visitor thinks. Miles wears silk pyjamas. The Visitor enjoys the 
way the silk slides over skin. Miles is still asleep and won't ever know 
she visited. Unlike Adao who called her and watched. The Visitor is 
still confused about why Adao and his friends were at the park so 
late or why he wanted her there so urgently. She should have talked 
to him again about playing with knives. Everyone knows that's a silly 
thing to do. She should have said goodbye too. She wouldn't be 
visiting again. 

Miles lives in a house that seems to go on forever. He wanders 
through the rooms marvelling at the thickness of the carpets, picking 
up vases and ornaments. He finds a statue in the foyer that makes 
no sense. It's all curves and voids. He runs his hands over the cool 
smoothness of the stone. 

In the basement there is a swimming pool larger than any the 
Visitor has seen except for that one time at the hotel where the 
reporter stayed. It's lit from below with blue lights and the ripples 



paint the ceiling. For a long time Miles sits in a recliner and watches 
the lightshow in awe. 

A mild sense of discomfort stirs the Visitor into action once more. 
A tickling at the back of her mind. One of her people is scared, but 
it's distant and weak. She can't tell who or how much. Maybe it's one 
she hasn't visited before. Everyone who touches her becomes one 
of her people, too many now for her to keep track of. Really she 
should only visit the ones who invite her. Betty wouldn't approve of 
tonight. But she doesn't have long now and there's so much she 
wants to see before she goes. 

The Visitor finds one of the back doors open, a circular hole large 
enough to put an arm through has been cut in one of the glass 
panels. She thinks that must be cold in winter. She runs Miles's 
finger around the edge, feeling its sharpness. When his finger comes 
away there is a thin cut across the pad. Her connection with Miles is 
not very strong and his weakness crowds out her strength. 

Miles ambles off, sucking his finger. He follows a long corridor 
and finds himself in a library. He trails a hand across the backs of 
leather-bound books lined in ordered neglect. He cranes his neck to 
stare up at the shelves, stretching up beyond the reach of the tallest 
man. The Visitor is amazed. She wants to know every story behind 
those regal spines. So many tales to be discovered. The books with 
their closed covers and untold stories remind her of all the people 
she will never get to visit. She sighs with Miles's lungs. 

The Visitor had hoped to find Hannah - Miles and Susan's 
daughter - but there are so many rooms. The sense of unease 
returns suddenly. It's sharper now, more urgent. She sees a white 
line. A burning white line. And she follows it. 

* 
The British press called Ruby Johnson 'The Dragon'. An 
unimaginative name and one that was as unwelcome as the spotlight 
of publicity that it swung her way. The wild card virus had struck her 
down in her mid-twenties. A full-blown case of XTA. She'd nearly 



died. For weeks as the fever burned through her, setting every nerve 
on fire, she'd wished it would kill her. She'd known that, even if she 
were among the one in ten to survive such infection, nine out of ten 
of those lucky survivors were horribly altered by the alien germs. 
Some people will cling to life at any cost. Many will say that they 
wouldn't, will say that they'd rather die than X, where X might be 
anything from developing acne to going blind to being left horribly 
mutated by XTA. Ruby had really meant it though. Had someone 
given her a gun during anyone of the first three weeks she would 
have happily blown her brains out. 

That's when the Witch had come to her. In one of those rare 
moments when Kyle left her side. In the papers they always showed 
the Witch as a silhouette, a black piece cut out of the day. In person 
she was exactly the same, too dark to show any surface. A sucking 
darkness that begged you to touch it, to discover if there really was 
anything there. 

The Witch had offered to ease Ruby's pain. In return Ruby would 
later accept a job. The Witch always struck a bargain. Her reputation 
was such that nobody in their right mind would accept any of them. 
Ruby hesitated all of ten seconds grunting her agreement past pain-
gritted teeth. By that time the Witch had already reached the door. 

Five years later the fever still burned at her core, and she still 
hurt, but the agony had been dialled down to the point where the 
hypothetical gun was more likely to be used on anyone who irritated 
her rather than as a permanent cure for her condition. 

The Witch had done nothing but touch her. Despite its 
impenetrable blackness, a void encompassed by an ever-changing 
outline, the Witch's hand had felt like any other, a little cool and dry. 
She left something behind though. Something that had passed 
between them. A small piece of darkness remained. Lodged behind 
Ruby's eyes now. A constant presence. A filter between her and the 
world. 

Ruby had taken the job. 

* 



'Keep the kid quiet, and watch the perimeter.' Ruby downed the rest 
of a cold black coffee with a wince and stood. 

'Where'll you be?' The mercenary called himself Tex though he 
sounded Liverpudlian. Maybe he watched a lot of westerns... 

'I'll be observing the enemy.' 
Tex snorted. 'You think Harman's hard core? He's just some 

merchant banker.' 
'He's a lot more than that. And nobody gets that rich without 

getting their hands dirty.' Ruby looked at her own hands, turning the 
palms up. She let out enough heat to ripple the air above them. It 
eased the ache in her bones. 'Money is hard core, "Tex". Period. 
Harman will be sending pros after us. He'll call them before he calls 
the police.' 

Tex shrugged and leaned back in his chair. A bank of monitors 
before him showed CCTV from a dozen external cameras gazing out 
over the mansion's well-lit lawns. Two showed movement. Just his 
outer team patrolling in pairs. 'I'll keep the kid quiet, and watch the 
perimeters.' He patted the handgun at his hip. 

Ruby shook her head meaningfully. Firearms were a last resort 
as gunfire would bring in police from all over. An actual gunfight 
would be national news, with MI5 all over it and talk of terrorism. If 
Ruby were to unleash her powers in a recognisable way, that would 
be even worse. If an ace's involvement was suspected the Silver 
Helix could be drawn in, and their agents were seven kinds of bad 
news. 'No guns.' 

Tex scowled and reached for the combat knife on the desk before 
him. 'What'll you be doing?' 

'I'll be supporting the team watching Harman. If he's not going to 
fold then we may have to up the stakes.' 

'He'll see things our way,' Tex said. 'We got him by the balls. I'll 
do the girl myself if need be.' 

Ruby shrugged. 'Some men love their children. Others just think 
they do, but when it comes to the crunch, to get what you want you 



actually have to take them by the balls.' She cupped her hand and 
her palm began to glow red as if it were steel fresh from the furnace. 

Tex pursed his lips. 'Ted'lI be here soon. He'll give her the Ted 
talk. Daddy Harman will be falling over himself to give us whatever it 
is we want soon enough.' 

Ruby left the mansion, a place her employers had been renting at 
an eye-watering weekly rate for several years now in a well-heeled 
corner of Hampton, a place where most of the properties were 
investments by Russian oligarchs and others seeking to launder 
money which, while a touch cleaner than cartel cash, still carried all 
kinds of stink. It was a corner of London where curtains rarely 
twitched and even if they did there was little to see save the 
neighbours' high walls. 

She drove down the gravelled path to the main gates, her rental 
car sleek, black, and anonymous. When she'd emerged from the 
inferno of pain into her power and discovered what the wild card 
virus had wrought of her, she had thought she might own a place like 
the mansion retreating behind her. She'd thought that wealth and 
fame were hers for the taking. Who could stand against a woman 
who could melt steel in her hands and throw a grown man into the air 
as if he were a baby? 

The reality had proved itself rather different. Her strengths made 
her an asset the powerful wished to acquire rather than a threat they 
feared. She was still just one person and the rich had many people 
at their disposal. She needed to sleep, and whichever way she 
turned, her back still faced half the world. She might be tough but a 
bullet to the head or poison in her morning juice would be the end of 
her. 

Then there was the kiss. 
Her ability to generate heat had made her mildly famous in a 

world where there were other more powerful, more flamboyant aces. 
The kiss though, that had made her infamous. 

Kyle had stayed at her bedside throughout the whole battle with 
XTA, despite the fear of infection, despite her screaming, her toxic 



desperation. He'd held her hand until it blistered him. When they 
moved her to the special facility at Holborn, Kyle came too. She fell 
into a coma for a week and he'd sat behind a heat shield even as her 
sheets smouldered. And when her fever miraculously broke on the 
twenty-third day he was there. A day after the Witch's visit Ruby had 
risen from the carbonised remains of her bed, marvelling that the 
delirium had cleared from her head so swiftly and so totally, battle 
smoke swept away by a fresh wind. She'd found herself in a 
blackened room, windowless and refractory tiled. Beyond the single 
heavy ceramic door a battery of tests awaited, a host of councillors, 
contracts, lawyers quoting regulations, invitations, scientists. 

At the end of it all, relegated to the street, sat Kyle, waiting on a 
bench with the first of spring's blossom speckling the trees to either 
side and the last of the daffodils nodding at the margins of the small 
triangle of green behind him. 

The tests had been thorough. They knew she could will her 
hands to a white heat. They knew that anger could turn her breath to 
fire. The press already had hold of that one. She was 'The Dragon' in 
the nationals before she even regained consciousness. They had 
sequenced her DNA to the last of a trillion base pairs, measured and 
quantified her, blood to bone. But somehow the fact that her kiss 
would light a man up had escaped them. Kyle had burned like a 
torch in her arms and nothing had been right since that day. Some 
wag at the Daily Mirror had christened it 'The Kiss of the Dragon' in 
reference to a film she'd never heard of. It caught on, became a 
meme, haunted the internet. She'd never hated humanity before. 
Been irritated by them, despairing, sure, but never hated. But when, 
en masse, the planet took her tragedy, having the only man she'd 
ever loved, the only man who'd ever loved her, die before her in the 
most horrible way, and having it be her fault ... when they had taken 
that and made a joke of it ... the Witch's dark seed had grown. A 
coldness had tempered Ruby's heat, and every day the world 
seemed further away. 



Ruby took a hard right, tyres squealing. Harman's place wasn't 
far now. Her team were in place. He would fold. He'd get his brat of a 
daughter back. Ruby would get paid. She didn't even know what the 
dispute was about. Corporate take-over probably. Her employer was 
big pharma. She wasn't supposed to know that. The CEO of the 
company involved probably didn't know it either. But a conglomerate 
of the biggest shareholders collectively financed her sort of covert 
operations, just to ensure the dividends kept flowing, a hedge 
against the unexpected. 

Ruby didn't care about the money. It was good, not mansion 
good, but she had few opportunities to spend it. Since she went off-
radar she'd had to get used to a changing succession of wigs, 
prosthetics, identities, and addresses. The carrot they dangled 
before her was a modified retrovirus they claimed would soon be 
able to provide temporary respite from the effects of XTA. Why she 
believed they might succeed where Doctor Tachyon had failed after 
four decades of effort she couldn't say. Hope is a cruel thing. 

The alien doctor had left Earth before Ruby was born, leaving the 
virus behind him. His other legacy was the Blythe van Renssaeler 
Memorial Clinic, the centre of endless conspiracy theories. One of 
the more popular ones, to which Ruby gave considerable credence, 
was that far from seeking to continue Tachyon's work in helping the 
victims of the wild card virus, the clinic in fact continued his work in 
testing and further developing the infection. Her employers claimed 
that their retroviral cure, so tantalisingly close now, had as its 
foundation work stolen by their agents from the alien's clinic. 

Ruby pulled into the drive of another of her employer's rentals. A 
shadow moved in the grounds. One of her team, watchful, ready. 
The others would have eyes on Harman, and ears. When they took 
down his security they left their own in its place. 

'Boss.' Kirsta greeted Ruby without looking up from the monitors 
as she entered the ops room. 

'All square?' 



Krista shrugged her broad shoulders. Unusual. Certainty was the 
woman's defining characteristic 'He's walking around. Been doing it 
a while. Saw the point of entry a few minutes ago and just carried on 
wandering.' 

'He can't have seen it,' Ruby said. 
'Ran his fucking finger round the hole. Just kept going, like he 

was lost in his own house. No reaction.' 
'Weird.' Ruby considered herself to have written the book on 

weird. 'Must be a sleepwalker.' 
'No sign of it during the week.' Krista shook her head. 'Cut hisself 

on the fucking glass too. Leaves an edge, a hole like that. Surprised 
he ain't sliced it right open. Should of woke him up though.' 

Ruby's turn to shrug. 'Show me him now.' 
Krista pointed to the relevant monitor, bringing the image onto the 

big central screen. In the half-light an image-intensified Miles 
Harman ambled barefooted through his library. He had pyjamas on, 
silk by the way they hung. He walked without purpose, touching the 
books and gazing at the height of the shelves in wonder. He looked 
away. Ruby squinted, trying to force meaning from the grainy image. 
Impossible to say for sure but she could swear he suddenly looked 
sad. 

A moment later he stumbled then jerked upright. He spun in 
confusion then walked with outstretched arms, patting the walls until 
he hit a light switch. The monitor pulsed as it compensated for the 
replacement of the ambient city glow and exterior security lights with 
the glare of hundred-watt LEOs blazing within the diamonded guts of 
an antique chandelier. 

Ruby and Krista watched while Harman made his way 
purposefully back to his bedroom, shaking his head as he mounted 
the grand staircase. 

Ruby's phone, the phone to which almost nobody had access, 
buzzed. The pattern told her who it was. 'Tex?' 

'Riley here.' The man sounded unsettled. 'We got trouble.' 

* 



Hannah Harman came to her senses from a confused dream where 
she'd found herself being carried through her own house by gorillas. 
The room in which she woke distinguished itself by its lack of 
furnishing and by rotating slowly around her in a manner that left her 
nauseated and hardly able to lift her face from the rug on which she 
was lying. 

The rotation slowed then stopped, a double image of the room 
fusing reluctantly into a singular version. Hannah found that she had 
been drooling and that strings of saliva still joined her to the wet 
patch on the rug where her head had been resting. Her arms 
trembled with effort as she levered herself into a sitting position. She 
was wearing the blue nightie she'd gone to bed in. 

The room was bare, lit by a naked bulb, but by no means squalid. 
White, well-plastered walls, a plain linoleum floor, a thick, shaggy rug 
in the corner she occupied. Confused, she tried to stand, reaching 
for the wall for support. She noticed for the first time that on her left 
wrist she was wearing what looked like half a handcuff. The chain, 
rather thicker than traditional and much longer, stretched from the 
cuff to a solid bracket bolted to the wall. 

Almost without thinking she began to tug at the chain, trying to 
yank it free. Her hands had time to become sore before the chemical 
fog lifted from her mind sufficiently to consider the puzzle more 
broadly. Terror arrived belatedly but in full force. She'd been 
abducted. Fuzzy memories returned to her. Black-clad men in gorilla 
masks carrying her from her house. Jeffry should have been on 
guard. Not to mention the two Dobermans, Maximillian and 
Alphonso. But all she remembered was leaving. Watching over 
someone's shoulder as the house retreated into the distance. They 
must have taken her over the rear wall but she couldn't remember 
that part. 

All of her trembled now, a hot terror infecting every thought. 
There had been several of them. Three at least. Hannah hugged 
herself, willing her limbs to stillness. She didn't think murderers and 



rapists came in trios. She wasn't going to be tortured and buried 
under the floorboards. Her father was a rich man. This was about 
money. It had to be. She clenched her chattering teeth, trying to 
reclaim the confidence she'd owned all her life. This was about 
money and her father would get her out of here. 

She made a less panicked survey of the room. She hadn't missed 
much, but there in the top right corner of the room a small black 
camera sat on a small black bracket. It lacked the tell-tale red light of 
most active cameras but something told Hannah that its dark eye 
was drinking in every detail. 

Hannah sat back against the wall. There was no point shouting to 
be freed. They were hardly likely to come in, say, 'So sorry. Our 
mistake,' and let her go. No point speaking at all until she needed 
something. Pitting her strength against the chain was wasted effort. 
Instead she tried to concentrate, shaking away the last of whatever 
drug they'd used to knock her out. 

This had to be time critical. She was at university most of the 
year. They could have taken her from her shared house far more 
easily than stealing her from under her father's nose during the 
summer vacation. It couldn't just be money they wanted. It had to be 
something to do with her father's current business dealings. He'd 
said the new report on Bioxin would upset the markets. When the 
antibiotic was released for prescription, a range of chronic conditions 
that required regular palliative drugs would become curable. A 
month's course of Bioxin and done. Her father had anticipated 
aggressive market takeovers, shareholder buyouts, legal challenges, 
and good old fake news. He was threatening the revenue streams of 
major drug companies. It was the very reason none of them 
researched antibiotics anymore - to do so would harm their major 
sources of income. Ultimately drug companies are not in the 
business of curing disease, they're in the business of managing 
disease. 

It seemed that Hannah's father had underestimated how violently 
the vested interests would oppose him. 



*  
The door opened unexpectedly, startling Hannah out of her 
contemplations. A man walked in, the light from the bare bulb 
gleaming on his bald head. A black T-shirt strained to encompass his 
chest. His arms were those of a bodybuilder, the muscle heaped up 
to an unhealthy steroid-driven excess. He had bad skin, deep-set 
eyes, and a curiously thoughtful expression. In one hand he carried 
a three-foot cane and in the other a smartphone. 

'I'm Ted.' His voice was higher pitched than she expected, not the 
rumble such a chest should issue. 'You and I are going to make a 
video. All you have to do is scream and cry and beg for your daddy 
to save you.' He tilted his head on a thick neck, as if sizing her up for 
the part. 'This' - he swung the cane, making the air hiss - 'is to help 
you be convincing.' 

Ted hit her without warning. She didn't even see the blow coming. 
A white agony erupted in her arm, filling it from shoulder to fingertips. 
She fell back with a scream, clutching at her triceps. The cane had 
left a livid crimson line, maybe six inches long. With her eyes 
screwed tight the line was still there, burning white across the back 
of her eyelids. The air had left her lungs but somehow the pain 
wouldn't let her draw breath. All she could do was huddle, clenched 
against the hurt, hissing out whatever dregs remained in her chest. 
Black dots danced before her vision. 

'That was just to warm you up.' The man jabbed at his phone with 
thick fingers. 'We'll get the rest on camera.' 

You're awake. A young woman's voice sounds in Hannah's head. 
It has a child-like quality to it. But there's nobody else in the room. 
You're hurting. 

Hannah at last sucks in a shuddering breath and looks around in 
amazement. The man peers at her over his phone and frowns. When 
he hurts people he is the centre of their world. They look at him or 
they close their eyes. They don't take a sudden interest in their 
surroundings. 



'Where are you?' Hannah manages to gasp. 
I can help you. But you have to invite me. 
'I don't understand!' Hannah cries to the room. 
Ted's frown deepens but whatever is wrong with the girl doesn't 

matter. All she needs to do is scream. The phone is filming now. He 
steps in closer, raising the cane. 'Hannah! Look at me, Hannah.' He 
has to start with a good close up. The girl glances at him then looks 
to her side as if hunting something lost. The fear's unhinged her. 
He's seen it before but never this early on. 

Invite me. I can help. The Visitor sees what Hannah sees. We've 
met before. You were kind to me. 

'I invite you! I invite you!' Hannah curls foetal before the 
descending blow. 

The cane lands squarely across her back. The nightie makes no 
difference. Ted only uncovers them to show the welts. They could 
wear a woolly jumper and the cane would still leave them 
crisscrossed and screaming. Ted knows all that stuff with thumb 
screws and racks is for show. He's never met anyone, from hard 
man to little girl, who can hang on to their pride past the first few 
strokes of his cane. Doesn't take more than a few minutes and all 
you've got is a blubbering, screaming, pleading mess, all snot and 
blood. 

Ted draws back for the next swing before he realises there wasn't 
a scream that time, not even a gasp. 

Hannah Harman looks up at him with dark, tear-filled eyes. 
'You're a horrible man,' she says. 
He's so surprised that he forgets to hit her as she stands. She 

turns away from him as if he were of no account, looking at the door. 
His next blow takes her across the small of the back but lacks 
strength. She walks away from him towards the door. 

'Bitch!' Ted surprises himself. He's not given to cursing. He 
swings with all his strength and the cane explodes across the girl's 
back, breaking in two. Again the girl doesn't seem to notice. 



Into the silence that stretches between them comes the sound of 
feet descending the stairs beyond the door. Tex will have seen 
what's going on. 

Hannah sets her hand to the door handle and looks in surprise at 
the broken chain trailing from her wrist. 'There are other men 
outside?' she asks. 'You're keeping her prisoner?' 

Ted doesn't understand the question but he nods anyway. 
The door handle breaks off in Hannah's hand. 'I'm only doing this 

because I don't want to hurt them,' she says. 'But I will if they make 
me.' She pauses. 'Also, I'm in a hurry.' 

With that she hurls herself at the opposite wall, using the door to 
launch herself towards it. There's a deafening crash. Ted watches 
open-mouthed, phone forgotten, as masonry dust swallows the 
room. 

* 
'What do you mean, "she escaped"?' The scrambler flattened the 
words but couldn't blunt the tone of outrage. 

Ruby had asked the same question herself in the same tone 
when Riley's call came in. 

'She's an ace. I should have been told.' Criticising your 
paymaster is not considered professional, even among those in 
Ruby's line of business, but her temper has never been well 
controlled, at least not since the infection. 'She went through two 
walls and came out of the basement through steel shutters. I've seen 
what's left of them. Ted and the grounds teams tried to stop her. She 
threw three of them over a fence.' 

Silence at the end of the line. 'If she's an ace why would she let 
herself be taken? Why wait so long? Why go when she did?' 

'I don't know.' Ruby growled the words. It hurt her to say them. 
'I'm ready to move against Harman.' 

'No.' The man's voice came sharp, commanding. 'We need to 
understand this better.' A pause. 'I'm sending Jane.' 

Ruby killed the call. 'Fuck.' 



Ruby stood slowly. A cold knot formed in the hot pit of her 
stomach and darkness pulsed behind her eyes. She left the small, 
copper-lined room where she'd taken the call and strode back into 
the operations centre where Krista still watched the monitors. 

'Fuck.' 
'More problems?' Krista looked up, her blunt face inscrutable. 
'They're sending the Witch.' 
'Fuck.' Nature hadn't shaped Krista's features for fear but she 

managed to look frightened even so. 'Here?' 
The doorbell sounded. It shouldn't be possible to reach the front 

door without being intercepted and without silent alarms turning the 
control board in front of Krista into a Christmas tree. 

The main lights went out. 
'She's here.' 

* 
The Witch's reputation didn't come from killing. As far as Ruby knew 
the Witch had never killed anyone. The fear she invoked was more 
associated with the sense of wrongness that hung about her, and 
with her methods. 

Hannah Harman had arrived at her family home half an hour ago 
and lights shone from every window. Police and contract security 
had begun to arrive already. The former with blues and twos to wake 
the neighbours, the latter in black vans, carrying heavy bags. 

The Witch had taken over the main reception room in the 
company's observation house. She'd allowed the lights to struggle 
back into life but shadows still hung the room, invading spaces 
where they shouldn't be. 

She had requested a number of items. Everything the Witch 
asked for was a demand, no matter how it was phrased. Things the 
girl had touched. Hairs from the girl, left by her in the holding room. 
Finding those amid the ruin had been near impossible. Ruby hoped 
the team hadn't cheated. The Witch would know. And her last 



request: pieces of the two men who had got closest to her, namely 
Ted and Tex. Fingers ideally, though tongue or eyeball would serve. 

'They're not dead,' Ruby had said, confused. 'Sorry if there was a 
misunderstanding. Tex is going to need some bones splinted, but 
Ted's not even hurt.' 

The Witch had remained motionless and said nothing else. After 
a long pause Ruby went to issue instructions. 

The requests arrived by motorbike courier. The Witch added them 
to a collection of items seemingly taken at random from a drawer in 
an antique oak sideboard by the bay windows. As she picked them, 
a board marker here, a Bic Biro there, a cheap plastic ruler, she 
named each for an actor in the current debacle. Ruby was the ruler, 
Miles Harman the Biro, Ted was Ted's finger, and so on. 

She gathered the components into the void of her hands and 
whispered to them, weaving strands of shadow about their length. 
The temperature in the room began to plummet and Ruby shivered 
despite the fires banked within her. She imagined that behind the 
curtains frost was spreading ghostly tendrils across the window 
glass. 

The Witch threw her collection to the floor. They fell as any loose 
assembly of such junk might, but somehow the pattern held Ruby's 
eye. The Witch bent over it, tracing her silhouette hand across each 
part. 

'There's a ghost in the machine.' Little more than a murmur. 'A 
haunting. A web, connecting our players. There's no point going after 
the pieces. She'll just jump from one to the next. The Harman 
parents are as dangerous as their daughter until you deal with this 
little visitor.' 

Ruby felt a cold malice that didn't seem to be her own seeping 
into her mind from the piece of darkness that had long ago been 
lodged behind her eyes. 'Point me at her.' 

The Witch studied the pattern, touched her own black finger to 
first one severed digit then the other. 'The hospital. They met her at 
the hospital. That's where you'll find her.' 



*  
Ruby was still shivering as she emerged from her car in the street 
outside the Royal London. Krista drove it away. Finding parking at 
the hospital would be a nightmare. She stood on the pavement 
staring up at the lighted windows, hundreds of them. The night hung 
on her, hot and dirty as the traffic growled past in a slow snarl. Her 
hands trembled. She balled her fists, made as much heat as she 
could get away with without starting to glow, and the shivering 
eased. 

The Witch had offered Ruby one of the fingers 'to point the way' 
and when she had balked at the proffered digit, the Witch had 
touched her instead. The same cool, dry touch she remembered 
from the tiled room they'd kept her in. 'Now you'll know the way.' 

And she did. Horribly, Ruby knew her path through the hospital as 
well as she knew the way to her own bed. It meant that something 
new had stayed with her when the Witch withdrew her hand. 

'Won't she just take me over too?' Ruby had asked. 'And send 
me back at the company?' The idea of being someone else's puppet 
stirred a deep revulsion in her, while at the same time a small voice 
told her that she already was one. Money pulled her strings, but 
something had changed to let that happen. The Witch had made that 
change as part of the bargain that dialled her pain down to 
manageable levels. 

'If she tries she'll get a nasty surprise,' the Witch had said. Ruby 
didn't want to know what was considered 'nasty' by someone who 
thought fingers were a reasonable donation to the cause. 

Passing down the long green corridors and climbing flight after 
flight of stairs, Ruby wondered who she would find at the centre of 
this puzzle. An ace who'd been working on Harman's medical project 
no doubt. Some gifted healer who'd been given the wild card. It 
made sense. Harman was hardly going to take on such vested 
interests without a powerful backer. The world doesn't make heroes 



and villains, just winners and losers. Harman's drug wasn't an act of 
benevolence, it was a power play. 

Ruby found herself at the swing doors to the respiratory ward. 
She buzzed to be let in. No point forcing the issue before she 
needed to. 

'Yes?' on the intercom. 
'I think they brought my mother here. Mrs Smith.' 
A click and the door opened as she pushed. 
'I think she's down this way.' Ruby strode past reception. The 

woman on duty frowned and turned to her records, perhaps 
wondering if they even had a Smith on the ward. 

Ruby knew her way. Not as clearly as if she had been following 
one of those primary coloured lines leading down the corridor to 
A&E, but well enough to find the door she needed. It just stood out in 
sharper focus than the others. 

She opened the door and went in, ignoring the 'ISOLATION' sign. 
The room beyond was dimly lit, the gloom filled with the whir and 
pulse of a ventilator and an array of monitors where the patient's vital 
signs trailed jagged lines in glowing green and glowing purple. 

A young doctor looked up from adjusting the patient's breathing 
mask. She wore olive scrubs, latex gloves, and a cloth mask that 
covered the lower half of her face. Ruby closed the door behind her. 

'Can I help you?' The eyes above the mask held the question too. 
The doctor was tallish, slim, possibly athletic, blonde hair tied 

back in a serious ponytail. Ruby wondered what other talents she'd 
been dealt over and above possessing people at a distance. She 
was strong. They knew that much. 'Can 1-' 

'I don't think so.' Ruby pulled her sleeves back as if preparing for 
an old fashioned punch up. 

'Then you really need to leave. This patient is infectious and very 
ill.' 

'What's wrong with them?' Ruby hadn't had so much as a sniffle 
since XTA had its way with her. Bugs couldn't tolerate her body 
temperature. She had no interest in what was wrong with the twisted 



figure beneath the sheets, it was just a distraction as she closed the 
distance to the bed. 

'That's patient confidential.' The doctor's tone grew exasperated. 
'Will you please-' 

Ruby grabbed the doctor's neck. She could crush all the bones in 
a man's hand just by squeezing. She hesitated though. She'd killed 
before, but not like this, part of her at least needed her victim to fight 
back first. 

'Double pneumonia!' the doctor gasped in shock. 'We're putting 
her in a drug induced coma. But it's difficult. We're having to do it 
orally-' 

'I don't care.' Ruby cut off the woman's gabbling. Why wasn't she 
fighting back? 

Ruby squeezed a little and lifted the doctor from the floor. 
Immediately the woman began to choke and purple. 'This isn't 
personal.' A moment later the woman's struggles stopped and she 
just hung there, face vacant. 

Ruby lowered her, amazed. Had she died? Fainted? She had 
expected more. She drew her free hand back for the coup de grace. 
Heat rippled as she made a fist, her skin already a dull red. 

'No.' The doctor's head snapped upright, eyes wide, bloodshot, 
and watery, but with a determination in them that had been wholly 
absent before. 

Ruby grinned. This was what she'd come for. This was ok. The 
ace might have been playing the mouse until now but those eyes 
revealed her true nature. She threw her punch, flames trailing behind 
it. 

The force of the blow tore the doctor from the grasp of Ruby's 
other hand and threw her against the wall, cratering it. 

The doctor stepped away from the ruined wall, shrugging broken 
plaster from her shoulders and rubbing her jaw. A small trickle of 
blood escaped the corner of her mouth. She tilted her head and gave 
Ruby a look that was more curious than angry. 'You're very strong.' 



Ruby lifted both hands, fingers spread, white hot now, buckling 
the ceiling tiles a yard above her. 'And you're interfering with things 
that don't concern you.' 

'This is a hospital. They help people here. Why are you smashing 
it up?' The doctor sounded outraged, hurt. She sounded like a child, 
or if not a child then naive. It wasn't a world view that survived 
contact with hard realities. 

Without any particular joy in it Ruby advanced swiftly for the kill. 
The doctor seemed to have no experience of hand-to-hand combat -
she just stood there, not even adopting a fighting stance. Ruby 
reached to take the doctor's head in her blazing grasp. At the last 
moment the doctor's hands caught her wrists. 

They struggled and to her shock Ruby discovered that the 
woman was stronger than her. She even weathered a series of 
knees to the ribs as she kept Ruby's hands from her face. 

Beneath the white heat of her hands Ruby's wrists glowed a dull 
red, and a faint stink of burning rose from where the doctor's fingers 
encircled them, but she seemed in no hurry to let go. 

The fire started where it always started, right at the bottom of 
Ruby's stomach. A rolling inferno rising through her. It felt as though 
she would be utterly consumed, as though all that would remain was 
a carbonised statue that would crumble away. It was always like that. 
The flames roared from her open mouth, setting fire to the air, 
engulfing the doctor. She screamed and released her hold on Ruby, 
who stepped back from the swirling firestorm. A cruel end for a 
worthy opponent. 

Ruby hadn't wanted to. Even trapped and outclassed she hadn't 
wanted to. Every time the fire got away from her like this, every time 
someone died burning in front of her, she saw Kyle, heard his 
screams not theirs. 

Smoke billowed, alarms sounded, the sprinklers began to jet. 
The doctor staggered forward. No longer burning. Clothed in 

soot, her hair gone. Even with the sprinklers in full flood she should 
still have been burning. The others all had, like awful human 



candles. Even with the fire out she should have been in unbearable 
agony. Instead she just stared with wide blue eyes. 'Doctor Reece is 
the nicest, kindest woman in the world, and you've burned her 
clothes off!' She shouted the words like someone unused to 
shouting. 'She only tries to help! It's not her fault she can't get her 
needles into me. She's doing her BEST!' 

And with that the doctor lunged forward, shoving Ruby in the 
chest with two flat hands. The attack sent Ruby flying. She slammed 
into the hospital bed, knocking the heavy steel frame onto its side 
and spilling Ruby and the patient to the floor. They both crashed 
down together. 

Ruby was on her feet in a moment, reaching for the gun 
concealed in her jacket. But the doctor was already falling, crumpling 
gracelessly into a blackened heap. Her last words finally sunk in. 
The doctor wasn't the source, just another puppet. Ruby whirled 
around wildly, pointing her gun. 'Show yourself.' 

A nurse opened the door and poked her head in, horrified. 
'Fuck off.' Ruby sent a bullet over her head and the woman 

vanished screaming. 
Realisation dawned slowly. She lowered her gaze. On the floor, 

half shrouded in a torn, wet sheet a blonde girl lay twisted into an 
unnatural pose as if every muscle were at war with every other. She 
was painfully thin, her arms drawn up against her body, wrists bent 
at impossible angles. Blue eyes stared into the distance above an 
oxygen mask. Ruby had seen this before, cerebral palsy, spastic 
quadriplegia, one of her cousins had been born that way. Died of 
pneumonia aged twelve, a twisted thing, incapable of speech or 
movement. 

'You?' 
Ruby stepped back. The Witch had said this ace needed to touch 

you, to have touched you. Did they touch? Ruby couldn't remember, 
not in the tumbling fall when the doctor had thrown her at the bed. 

She understood now. If the dying girl on the floor was as 
invulnerable as she made those she inhabited become, then how 



would they treat her? Intravenous antibiotics might save her but what 
kind of needle would they need? Ruby didn't know how to kill the girl, 
but the bubbling wheeze of her breathing said just walking away and 
waiting twenty-four hours would do it. She didn't have much time. 

Ruby put the gun away. Part of her said this should mean more. 
She should feel more. She had loved her cousin, played nurse with 
him, cried when he died. And now ... nothing ...just a coldness and a 
darkness behind her eyes. 

'I'm sorry.' Ruby turned to go. 
I'm sorry too. The voice spoke in her mind. I should be invited. 
As the visitor moved into her Ruby found she knew the girl's 

name: Angela. She tried to fight off the invasion, tried to marshal her 
thoughts and cling to her body, but instead a dark something 
unfolded itself within her skull. Ruby's last thought as she was 
thrown clear was that the Visitor seemed as surprised as she was. 

A moment later Ruby found herself on the floor, her limbs twisted 
and unresponsive, her lungs sloshing with corruption as she tried to 
breathe. And worse, much worse, a level of pain that threw the worst 
of her fever agonies into the shade, a pain that let her understand 
how Angela had managed to function despite the agony of the 
doctor's burns. The girl had lived with worse from the moment she'd 
been born. 

* 
The thing waiting for her is not the woman that Angela expected. 
That woman had been a confusing mixture, cold and detached on 
the surface, angry and hurt underneath. On the rare occasions 
Angela has battled someone for their body it has been a raw, 
emotional struggle, with the person clinging to bones they've owned 
their whole life. 

But the fiery woman has gone and in her place is a blackness, 
spider-like, cold rather than cruel. But all the more frightening 
because of it. 



Angela launches herself at the darkness, heart first, she's lived all 
her life like this. The only thing that has ever truly scared her is 
losing the people who love her. Until the wild card dealt her a new 
hand there were so few of those. Her condition had put a wall 
between her and the world, a thick one that few had the sight and 
endurance to scale. But some had, some had seen her, truly seen 
her, and loved her. Betty, who died in this same hospital, was one 
such. 

The dark thing tears at her with clinical detachment, hitting her 
weaknesses, hamstringing her, deflecting her strength. It's a battle of 
minds, of intelligence, a chess game. And Angela is losing. Ruby's 
eyes grow black, darkness bleeding from pupil to iris and into the 
whites. Angela is hemmed in, torn down, bound tight until she 
occupies only a corner of the shell they're fighting within. 

The Witch doesn't speak to her, doesn't relish her destruction, or 
even care. The Witch is an emptiness, a cancer, the space left when 
the virus killed a woman years ago. 

Angela's body is dying on the floor with Ruby trapped inside. 
Smoke escapes her nostrils, the mask on her face is melting, but she 
can't do more than twitch. Angela's mind is dying inside Ruby, 
poisoned by the Witch's impersonal malice. 

Angela does what she has done for nineteen years. She endures. 
She holds on. She looks at the gifts she has been given and makes 
the most of them. Her resurgence isn't swift. It is relentless though. 
It's the green pressure of the spring that forces new shoots through 
tarmac, that swells that tree trunk and cracks stone. It's the advance 
of glaciers, of tectonic plates. And the Witch has never known its 
like. 

By the time the first fireman is through the doors the Witch has 
retreated to a black knot buried at the back of Ruby's brain. Angela 
pushes her out. Something ugly bleeds from the back of Ruby's 
skull. It takes on the form of a nightmarish spider no larger than a 
hand, and scurries away, out into the corridor. It will find the Witch 
and reunite with her. 



Angela falls back into her own body and Ruby in turn is drawn to 
hers. 

Leave and don't come back. Don't ever hurt any of my people. 
Angela's voice is sad rather than scolding, as if she just wished Ruby 
could be a better person. Don't hurt anyone. 

Ruby lets the emergency crew carry her out. She's too deep in 
thought to struggle to her feet. And in any event her body feels like 
the ground on which some great battle has been fought, churned to 
mud, strewn with deep trenches and craters. The pain that the Witch 
took away as part of their bargain has returned. It still burns. It's still 
bad. But after what she felt in Angela's body. After knowing for a few 
minutes what the girl must have lived with all her life, Ruby thinks 
she can live with her own measure. 

Ruby knows the girl is foolish, naive, a child given powers nobody 
should be trusted with. Angela hasn't lived the life Ruby has, she 
never had the chance, she's not been faced with impossible choices, 
compromises that leave you dirty, each one a cumulative pollution of 
the soul. But now that the Witch's touch has left her ... Angela's 
innocence tears at Ruby, makes her want to cry, makes her want that 
purity of vison for herself. Ruby isn't suddenly a good person but 
suddenly, for the first time since the Witch touched her, she doesn't 
want to be a bad one. 

Doctor Reece has first degree burns over fifty percent of her body 
but she will make a good recovery. The investigators looking at the 
damage wrought by the fireball are unsure how she isn't ... toast. 

Angela has a new bed in a new room. Angela hasn't been 
assigned a new doctor. She is past their help. She will not be here 
long. They are coming to take her away. 

Angela's death could have been averted if Miles Harman's new 
antibiotic Bioxin had been rushed to market. And if some way of 
feeding it through her obdurate flesh into her veins could have been 
devised. 

But in the end it was Ruby Johnson who saved her. The bacteria 
crowding Angela's lungs were resistant to six forms of antibiotics. 



They had certainly found the measure of Angela's immune system 
and overwhelmed it. But when Ruby Johnson moved in, it quickly 
transpired that the bacteria were not immune to the fire that filled 
Angela's lungs. 

Angela is as well as she is ever going to get. Her carers come 
and take her back to the residential home. 

* *  
A week later a man waits at a desk. He's in a secure basement three 
levels below a ten story office block in Paris's 12th arrondissement. 
A dozen heavily armed mercenaries guard the access points. He 
controls a powerful organisation and is in turn controlled by it. If you 
were to shoot him he would be replaced. He is a cell in the body of a 
beast whose blood is money. And the beast wants Miles Harman 
dead. It wants his drug discredited. It wants its interests protected. 

This is the beast that so scared Ruby. It can't be fought. It's a 
hydra with a hundred heads. It is a multitude, immune to 
governments and their agents, immune to aces and their powers. 

Even the Witch who steps from the elevator cannot challenge the 
organisation. The man before her, yes she could make a ruin of him, 
but he is an interchangeable piece of the machine. 

'Are we covered?' the man asks her. 
'We are. All agents withdrawn or terminated. Our footprint has 

been erased. There's nothing that can be traced back to us.' The 
Witch is a disconcerting silhouette. She speaks without emotion. As 
if she were hardly there at all. 

'And the ace?' 
'Angela Carter, lives at Carstons Residential home. We're 

developing a plan to isolate her and then drown her. She needs to 
breathe. It's the easiest of her vulnerabilities to exploit. Though a 
prolonged fire or powerful explosion would also work.' 

'Drowning,' says the man. 'Nothing flamboyant.' He hesitates. 
'And we're safe from her here?' 



The Witch inclines her head. 'She doesn't know where we are. 
She can't move. And she needs to touch someone before she can 
possess them.' 

The man nods. 'Give it a week or two then make an end of her.' 
The Witch makes no reply. She makes no move to leave. She's 

silent and very still. Then at last she speaks. 'I've come to visit.' 
When she lifts her head there is something changed about her. 

How he knows this the man can't say. She is, after all, an inscrutable 
hole cut into the brightly lit space before him. 

'You're a very bad man,' the Witch says. From anyone else it 
might be funny but nothing from the void they call the Witch sounds 
funny. 

'What?' 
'She didn't go to the hospital,' says the Witch, 'but she did touch 

me. A piece of her touched me.' 
The man stands rapidly and backs away. 'I don't-' 
'My friend Ruby says this will take a while,' says the Witch. She 

stands and the temperature falls. The lights flicker and dim, the 
computer banks shudder, uneasy in their metal skins. 'But that's ok. I 
have lots of time now. And she says she's going to help me.' 

'Shoot her!' 
Bullets whine through the air as the Witch advances. Where the 

bullets that hit her go is unclear, none emerge from the other side or 
bounce off, but what is clear is that they are no inconvenience to her. 
Cameras watch her progress. All those who might replace this man 
are seeing his fate. 

'Ruby says there are too many of you and that we'll never be 
safe.' The Witch looks at the cameras, finding each with unerring 
accuracy. 'But I told her that nobody is ever safe. And that although 
you lot might be many ... I'm more.' 
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Shu walked his dog five times a day and this demanded his full 
attention. An overweight bulldog crossbreed, she spent much of her 
time splayed sluglike on a small leopard-print pillow, breathing in and 
out in shallow, gulping snorts. Always he needed to be careful not to 
overexert her when he lifted her onto the wheeled prosthesis that 
supported her back legs. 

Her name was Lucy. 
There was no need to keep her leashed as she squeaked up and 

down the cracked sidewalk, though Shu kept a vigilant watch for the 
black dogs that roamed his street, aggressive strays that worked in 
packs and barked with intelligent diction. They stood in the grass of 
vacant lots between boarded buildings, in the shadowed awnings of 
long-shuttered storefronts. They followed Lucy with their eyes and 
muzzles as she worked her way to a place that suited her refined 
olfactory palate-never the same place twice-where she relieved 
herself, at length, and with difficulty. 

Shu had to make sure that the door closed securely. Sometimes 
it hung open, and Shu didn't feel safe knowing anyone-or even the 
dogs-could walk right in. 

Not only a picky walker, Lucy was also a picky eater. Her tastes 
narrowed when her age hit double digits and most of her teeth fell 
out. She never lost weight, even when she refused to eat for days at 
a time. She only reliably ate ground beef that Shu bought in five-
pound packs at escalating prices from the last remaining 
supermarket in a five-mile radius. He chopped it with a wooden 
spatula in a badly dented pan. Lucy watched from her pillow, eyes 
and nose wet with tears and mucus, slimy as something dredged 
from an ocean trench. 

The beef gave off no odor; instead the kitchen smelled 
perpetually of the wax that he used to make candles in case the 



power went out. 
Bhu lived on the first floor of a now mostly-empty co-op. The last 

thing the super told him, before she went on an indefinite sabbatical, 
was that Bhu could take any apartment that he wanted, if it was 
empty. Eventually he relocated to a place on the first floor because 
he got sick of carrying Lucy up and down the stairs. No one else 
lived on the first floor. All the shuffling old ladies who took great care 
to avoid him went up and down the stairs without complaint. 

Most of the lights in the hall had burned out. Every time Bhu 
changed one, another would go dark the next day. 

Bhu's cough worsened. Five-foot-two and always wiry, his cheeks 
hollowed and his hair fell out in tufts. Bhu often ran his fingers along 
a patchy goatee which was the only place that his facial hair grew at 
all, reduced to the essentials, much like his life. Work, sustenance, 
personal hygiene. The care and comfort of Lucy, above all. He spoke 
to her at length about his days, his thoughts, the things he saw in 
this festering city. He did often not think about what he would do 
when she died. It hurt too much. He liked to think, given the state of 
things, that the world would end long before she did. 

* 
Famous Signoretti's Italian Bistro had operated without a single day 
off for seventy-five years. No catastrophe of any scale had ever kept 
its shutters from opening, and this slow-looming cultural decay that 
Bhu felt in his marrow didn't seem likely to be the first. Customers 
still trickled in throughout each day and filled the tables during the 
dinner rush. 

It was not unusual for a cough or sneeze to slip out unexpectedly, 
drenching a plate as it went out to a customer, or even a whole pie 
that Bhu pulled steaming out of the wood-fire oven. Bhu found ways 
not to care, ways to justify his lack of caring, but one reason won out 
easily over the rest: Bhu wasn't going to get anyone sick, because 
everyone was already sick. He saw the symptoms everywhere. In 
the customers' heavy, bloodshot eyes, in their puffy lips and cheeks, 



the swelling in their necks and fingers, the sweat that coated their 
hands and the damp bills that they passed to him when he worked 
the register. He wore blue gloves for when he handled the bills, and 
at the end of his shift the fingers were stained and corroded, the 
latex pocked with small blisters. He told this to Phan, his boss, who 
took the gloves in his own hands, touched them, sniffed them, and 
told Bhu that there was nothing to worry about. People got sick 
because of bad energy, Phan said. Phan had never been sick a day 
in his life. As he said this he coughed and raised a bent cigarette to 
his lips. Phan's eyes bulged anxiously. The thick crescent lines of his 
fingernails were stained a nicotine yellow. 

Bhu researched contagion and sanitation. Temperatures higher 
than 140 degrees slow or stop bacterial growth. He stood near the 
oven and bathed in its purifying heat. Phan noticed this pattern of 
behavior and took this to be an intellectual interest in its workings. 
He spoke to Bhu about it at length. The mystical aspects of its form 
and structure, the temple shape of the dome, the holy vortex of the 
internal flame. An engineer by trade, if not philosophy, Phan married 
into an Italian restaurant family. When his wife inherited it, he took it 
over, replacing the smaller and more efficient gas oven with the 
bulky and inconvenient wood-fire oven. He did this largely on his 
own, using simple tools and materials, what he called the methods of 
the ancients. 

Phan talked about energy and sickness in his slurred Chicago 
growl. He had designed the oven to be a generator of positive, 
healing energies. On the wood-fired bricks that he shaped and 
baked with his own hands he had inscribed a lexicon of powerful 
signs and sigils: harvest prayers from ancient Slavic carvings, 
healing passages from Babylonian tablets, Greek hexes that 
predated Homer by three thousand years. Buddhist prayers in a 
dozen languages, Chinese ideograms, his favorite mathematical 
figures, the names of all the players on the 2016 World Series-
winning Chicago Cubs. 



"It's a universal lexicon," he said one day. "You take the sides of 
all those bricks, you unfold them like so"-he demonstrated with his 
hands, turning them back and forth-"and it all fits together. I 
planned it for years, the placement of every mark in perfect, 
universal harmony. I thought it might help. I thought that this oven 
might change things for the better. Refocus the world's energy, just a 
little bit." 

As Phan spoke a customer doubled over in a fit of violent coughs 
on the other side of the fiberglass panel that separated the checkout 
line from the kitchen. Bhu and Phan turned to watch. The coughing 
man fell to the ground and spat up a mouthful of blood and bile. 
Phan shook his head. 

"And now, look." 
Made confident by Phan's attention, Bhu worked his lips in a 

silent question, then repeated it out loud. He asked if Phan had any 
raw meat that he might be willing to sell cheaply. Bhu thought that 
Phan didn't hear him because the spry old man rushed away, 
vaulting clean over the register to attend to the sick customer, who 
now held his hands to his throat, choking. 

But Phan heard, and he didn't forget. He called Bhu over at the 
end of his shift and asked what his question was. Bhu had to think 
for a moment, to center himself, before answering. 

Bhu wanted meat. Raw meat, as fresh as possible, the cost of 
which would be taken out of his wages, whatever the cost may be. 

Phan's face shifted, softening into something wounded and pitiful. 
"You know, real meat's hard to come by. Us, we use the synthetic 
stuff. They send it here in big loaves wrapped in foil. Some kind of 
foam full of fake blood, but it tastes real enough." 

Was that true? Bhu didn't think so. There was something different 
about what came out of Signoretti's kitchen. In the middle of a city 
drowning in malaise people swarmed to this spot, a global culinary 
migration, fresh foreign currency taped to the walls daily, crinkly 
fresh bills from all the countries that still had paper money. It was 



why the locals still dragged themselves here, half-dead and dripping 
with caustic sweat. 

Phan turned away, slowly nodding. "What kind of dog you got?" 

* 
Phan liked bulldogs. Royal animals, he said. Protectors, like the 
ancient lion dogs, the shih tzus and Lhasa apsos and chows and 
mastiffs who guarded palaces and holy places throughout Asia. 
European breeds like bulldogs weren't related, but they were bred 
for similar traits, physical characteristics which Phan thought 
represented a Platonic canine ideal. He talked to Bhu about this at 
length as he led him to a reinforced and padlocked door near his 
office. It opened into a dark stairway that Phan descended without 
turning on a light. Bhu waited at the top of the stairs while Phan 
continued to speak, describing astral figures, the holy names of 
various household pets, until he passed out of view and his voice 
faded to inaudibility. After a moment, a reddish rim of light glowed 
along the steeply slanted ceiling over the stairs. 

The sounds Bhu heard made him sweat: There was a sound of 
something large and meaty, hacked at with a heavy blade. Shrill 
metallic sighs and squeaks. A wet squelch, a spraying release of 
pressure. A vague murmur of melody. 

Bhu smelled something hard and metallic, and an acrid animal 
musk that wafted up the steps and made him gag. 

The crinkle of plastic, the rip of tape. 
Phan appeared at the base of the stairs, stopping briefly to 

scrape the bottoms of his shoes against the first step. A lit cigarette 
danced in his lips as he stomped up the stairs, continuing a thought 
begun long before. "-But none of that would have mattered if the 
US hadn't subsidized oil production for so long and artificially inflated 
demand. Let me know what your pooch thinks of this." He handed 
Bhu something wrapped in black plastic and many layers of tape. It 
weighed ten pounds, at least, and it was very warm. Bhu's fingers 
sank into something tender and wet through the plastic. 



Bhu stood silent for a moment. 
"No charge." Phan squinted, taking deep breaths through his 

flaring cigarette. "I just hope she likes it." Then he turned, and closed 
and locked the basement door. Bhu said thank you and left. Phan 
followed him out to the street. The shutters came rattling down, and 
Bhu looked back to see Phan at the edge of the sidewalk, smoking 
and staring. Bhu looked down at the black plastic in his hands. His 
shadow circled him as he passed from one streetlight to the next. 

* * *  
Bhu unwrapped the parcel on the counter of his cramped kitchen. He 
stepped back to stare at it. Phan had given him what looked like a 
pristine pork loin: a cleanly sliced, pink and juicy hunk of meat. The 
smell made his mouth water. A shuffling sound drew his attention to 
Lucy's pillow. She had heaved herself over its edge with her front 
paws, and now she raised her nose high into the air. Her nostrils 
flared and contracted. 

It was the most that Bhu had seen her move in three days. 
Using a dull knife, he cut into the flank of the tender meat with 

almost no resistance. He seared it in his skillet with a splash of oil 
and it filled the air with a buttery sweetness. 

Lucy tried to drag herself along the floor, back legs splayed 
behind her. Instead Bhu moved her pillow so that it was next to the 
counter. He diced the cooked meat and dropped it into her dish, and 
then set the dish on the floor. She ate until nothing was left, and then 
she licked the bowl clean. 

That night Bhu cooked five servings for Lucy, almost half of what 
Phan had given him. She would have eaten more, but Bhu wanted 
the meat to last. He was also afraid that if she ate too much she'd 
just throw everything up. 

Both Bhu and Lucy slept soundly, and in the morning her poops 
were firm and healthy. 

* *  



Bhu made Phan's meaty parcel last until the end of the month. The 
final meal, scarfed up by Lucy with snorting gusto, seemed to trigger 
a seasonal shift. That night there came a sudden, drenching 
downpour, a thick coagulate rain. The next day a black cloud 
descended on the city from the East. It swirled in the air, spreading 
over the sky like an ink spill, and then it fell, a plague of small, black, 
biting flies that settled, thick and ravenous, over the city's nests and 
hollows. On her walks Lucy performed her usual nonchalance, 
oblivious to the flies as she was to nearly everything. Bhu, with his 
face and hands covered, swatted at the spiny bugs that flew into his 
eyes and bit at every spot of exposed skin. The stray dogs nipped 
them out of the air and ate them by the mouthful, or they lay down 
and endured the masses of biting insects that settled on them like a 
second coat of black fur. 

Already Lucy was stronger. When Bhu pressed his fingers to the 
muscles in her back legs he felt firm fibrous tissue, taut under her 
scruffy fur and loose skin. When he pulled back her lips, he found 
her tongue and gums pink and healthy, her remaining teeth strong 
and white. 

She walked unaided for the first time in two years. 

* 
Signoretti's opened every day, as they had for seventy-five years. 
Bhu walked to work through the fog of biting flies. 

"You look like chewed gum," said Phan, when he saw him. "Bad 
energy, I'm telling you. These animals, they're like bacteria. If you're 
susceptible, they know. The ancient Greeks, they called it sperma. 
The seeds of disease. Cum simene, in Latin. They thought it was 
inherited." 

Phan went on smoke breaks in a t-shirt and shorts. The flies 
ignored him completely. 

"The Chinese," he said, "call sperm j?ng z? The element of 
essence. Qigong masters teach you not to masturbate. Drains your 
life energy." 



Shu told him how much happier Lucy was, how she ate well and 
she was more alert and energetic. She looked healthier every day. 
Phan smiled at this, and he continued to give Shu the taped parcels 
of raw meat at no charge. "I never met this dog," he said, "but I like 
her." His gaze wandered over the candlelit space of the restaurant, 
the windows that were dark with the clouds of flies. "Sometimes I 
wonder if there's anything left that's pure. Then I think about that 
dog, how she must look at you when you feed her." His eyes flicked 
over a mulling crowd of evening patrons. "Not like these animals. No 
matter how much they eat, they just waste away. There's no love in 
their lives." 

Shu came home and Lucy ran up to greet him. He held her and 
cooed at her as she licked his face and panted happily. He felt soft 
new fur growing where she'd had bald patches on her legs from 
licking. She was taller. It wasn't just that her legs were strong again. 
She was, implausibly, taller. 

Something thumped against the wall hard enough to make 
glassware tingle. Lucy shot out of Shu's lap and cowered under a 
flimsy wood table, where she growled and barked. Shu stared at the 
wall, unaware that anyone had moved in next door. He heard the low 
murmur of voices, and then laughter. 

Lucy barked louder, faster. 
On the other side of the wall, a deep, bellowing voice barked 

back. 
Lucy cocked her head. Soon other voices joined the first, a whole 

pack of voices, woofing and growling and howling through the wall, 
growing in volume and ferocity. Lucy barked louder herself, even 
though Shu took her in his arms and shushed and petted her, trying 
desperately to quiet her down. 

Only when Shu prepared her dinner did she grow silent and 
attentive. Her appetite had improved, and she had been going 
through each parcel more quickly than the last. Shu tossed the last 
large steak from the fridge into the pan. Their new neighbors 
continued to shout, now at each other. Someone stumbled and fell 



with a crash, and after the silence that followed Shu felt grateful to 
hear laughter again, although it was a harsh laughter, bitter and 
shrieking. 

He turned the stove off and left the meat in the pan to cool. He 
bent to pick up Lucy's dish. Seeing her beside it, sitting, panting, he 
bent to scratch at the bunched rolls of skin around her neck, which 
were always itchy. 

Someone knocked on his door. 
Shu stared at the door, then at the wall, trying to remember when 

he had last heard any sound from the neighboring apartment. 
The knock came again, harder, rattling the chain of the door 

guard. Shu heard muffled voices, stifled laughter. 
He went to open it, leaving the chain attached. In the darkness of 

the hall stood a man not much taller than Shu himself. Hard-edged 
features and deep-set eyes peered at Shu under a hairless, pitted 
scalp. He looked like something handmade, carved with sharp 
instruments that worked with great precision, except for the tip of his 
nose, where they must have slipped; it was split almost vertically by 
a recent wound, now scabbed over. 

"Hey neighbor," he said, and his head fell, casting his face in 
shadow. "Hey. I just want to-" His mind seemed to wander, and he 
looked off down the hall. "I just want to apologize about all the noise. 
My friends and I, we're in the place next door. Still settling in, and by 
the way, that's a cute dog you got. Good guard dog." He laughed, 
and Shu heard a woman laugh also, somewhere out of view. The 
man leaned in and inhaled the aroma of Lucy's dinner. His eyes met 
Shu's; one iris drifted slightly askew. "What are you cooking in here?" 

Shu explained that he was cooking dinner for his dog. He was 
met, again, with laughter. 

The woman spoke from the hall. "For his dog? Is he for real?" 
The man laughed again. 
"I just haven't smelled anything that good in a long time," he said. 

"Fact is we haven't eaten since yesterday. We just found this place, 
you know, came in here because of the flies and the dogs and shit, 



and we didn't even know yet if there was anyone else on this floor. 
So here we are sitting right there in the next room wondering where 
we're gonna get our next meal, and then the whole place smells like 
a steakhouse because our new neighbor is making dinner for his 
pooch." 

"It smells really good," said the woman, who leaned into the light 
and smiled. Dark curls hung down over her eyes. Her lips were 
chapped and red with sores. "You a cook or something?" 

Shu stumbled over his words as the man looked on with his ugly 
condescension. Something must have slipped out about working at 
Signoretti's because the man nodded, saying, "The place down the 
street? My grandparents ate there every Sunday after church. Good 
church-going folk. Not many of them left, these days." He grew 
solemn, briefly thoughtful. "This whole building, you know, it's so 
quiet. Might be everyone's gone. It's just you and us in here, and 
your yappy dog." The gloved hand scratched at his nose again, then 
reached out and plucked at the taught chain connecting door and 
jamb. "And this little chain here is just ... not very welcoming, you 
know what I'm saying?" 

Shu could get more meat. From Phan, in the morning. With an 
apologetic glance at Lucy, he wrapped up the meat in the pan, and 
squeezed it through the gap, then closed and deadbolted the door. 

The woman shouted thanks from the hallway, and the man said 
nothing at all. 

* 
In the morning Lucy stayed on her pillow, bleary-eyed and lethargic. 
Her breath came in quick, shallow snorts. Shu took her in his arms 
and carried her outside. The air was clear of flies and the sky was a 
deep cerulean blue. The plague had passed, but in its wake the 
sidewalks, the streets, the cars still parked sloppily on the street, 
everything was coated in a dark grey ash, as thick and heavy as 
snow. It crunched underfoot and left behind a sticky, rotten residue. 
Shu sifted through a pile of it with the toe of his boot and groaned. It 



was composed of the tiny bodies of dead flies. He wondered if there 
would be more. 

The strays chased each other through the streets, mouths wide, 
tongues lolling. They rolled joyously in the insect ash. They stood 
and shook themselves, coated with black grime that clung to them 
like sap. 

Lucy took notice of them, a rare fascination. She barked at them, 
and howled weakly. The dogs stopped and stared, ears vertical, tails 
flat. Shu set Lucy down, and she tottered a few shaky steps to the 
edge of the sidewalk. She knelt to pee and could not stand again. 

Shu swept her up and carried her back inside. 
Lucy trembled and huffed gently in his arms, her eyes moving 

rapidly under closed lids. Her skin hung on her like a heavy coat. He 
wrapped her in blankets and left her snoring on her bed. 

Shu went to wash his hands and wept quietly into the sink. 
There was nothing for her to eat. 
Outside, the dogs began to howl. 

* *  
Phan stood on the sidewalk clearing the crusted fly shells with a 
leafblower, throwing up billowing clouds of crushed wings and 
shattered chitin. Shu watched him from across the street. The sticky 
residue remained on the sidewalk and Phan stared at the streaks 
and gobs contemplatively. He knelt down and scooped some of it up 
in his palm. "You ask me? Mana from heaven, that's what this is." He 
brought it to his nose and sniffed it. He pinched some of it in his 
fingers and tasted it. 

Shu walked past him, his gorge rising. Shu started to ask about 
getting more of the meat but Phan rewed the leafblower and walked 
toward the empty parking lot. 

Shu waited for a good time to ask but Phan stayed by the oven, 
perpetually busy. A new recipe, he said. With a large pizza peel he 
deftly scooped up a large pie and held it out, steaming. "It gets to the 
point where you think, maybe all the good I can do is one thing, done 



right." Phan brought the pizza close, his hands flexing around the 
handle of the peel. His nose wrinkled into a sneer. "Could be better," 
he said. He turned and laid it on the counter: a large, round, thin-
crust thing, topped by a white and wispy cobweb pattern, and greasy 
round discs of meat. Bhu suspected that the green sauce was made 
of ichor from the fallen flies, but still-the smell was extraordinary, 
and his stomach knotted with hunger. 

When Phan put the pie out, customers fought over the few slices 
that were available. They sweated, spat, and screamed. In the 
commotion Bhu snuck away and went to the door by Phan's office. 
He turned up the padlock and inspected it. He searched Phan's 
office and found a silver key in the top drawer of the desk under a 
stack of old Hustler magazines. He returned to the door. The key slid 
in easily. The padlock clicked. Through the open door the acrid smell 
of metal and musk made him gag, but he descended anyway, down 
the stairwell and into the dark. 

The dirt floor writhed under the soles of his shoes. Things moved 
in the dark, sounds like animals in cages, things rustling in beds of 
heavy leaves. In what little light there was Bhu found a work table 
and flicked on a small work lamp. 

In the harsh light Bhu's eyes struggled to fall on anyone thing in 
the maelstrom of form and motion that surrounded him, anything that 
he could structure, concretely, into an object. So many shapes and 
forms and hues battled for attention, denied comprehension. His 
mind grasped for any larger, unifying pattern. By a wall of the large 
cellar, taking up perhaps half of the available space, there sprouted a 
huge and bulblike plant. Its enormous petals curled open like a 
strange orchid. A profusion of fronds and tendrils spread out from its 
base, entwining around each other, wrapping and undulating around 
a broad, central stalk. From the tendrils sprouted blood-red leaves 
and other, less plantlike forms. Puckered sphincters spat long 
cobwebbed veils that spread in a wide radius, clinging tentlike to the 
floor. Meaty limbs ending in undeveloped claws, hoofs, and fingers 



that strained against restricting vines. Mouths full of small, square 
teeth opened and closed and moaned wordless exhalations. 

Shu turned at the sound of footsteps on the stairs and turned just 
as Phan stepped into the light. Phan's hand brushed the table and 
he drew a broad-bladed cleaver. Shu staggered back, then tripped 
and fell onto a carpet of wriggling life. 

Phan walked past Shu, toward the bulb. Fronds and tendrils 
moved to intercept him. He grabbed them by the handful and hacked 
at them until they fell away. 

"You know what's up there?" Phan jutted his chin upward. "Right 
above us. The oven." He chopped at the central stalk. Thick red 
ichor oozed from the gashes. "I told you, didn't I? About the signs 
that I put in the bricks. It must have worked, somehow. These things, 
they started to come up through the floor." With one hand he pulled 
loose hunks of raw, bleeding meat loose from the trembling stalks 
and hairy flanks, and he returned to set the hunks down on a plastic 
mat on the table. "I gotta trim it back because it grows so fast." He 
paused, then spoke to Shu without turning. "I would have shown 
you," he said. "If you asked. I'm not really hiding it. It's just-it's hard 
to explain." 

Shu felt the floor squirm underneath him. Small tendrils twitched 
and coiled on the ground, and small white maggots wriggled 
between them. Shu sat up and retched. 

Phan looked down at him. His eyes narrowed. "What are you 
doing down here?" 

Shu stared at the giant bulbous thing, his jaw working 
soundlessly, unable to speak. 

Phan sighed, shrugged. "Look, I didn't-I thought it would help. I 
think about ousia and energeia, essence and energy. In Eastern 
Orthodox theology, they say that we can't comprehend the essence, 
but we can know the essence by its energies. The ways that it acts 
on us, on our bodies, on our world. We follow the traces back to the 
source, but what can we really know about the source?" 

Lucy, Shu said. What about Lucy? 



Phan shook his head. "Like I said, energy and essence. This is 
the energy. Whatever happens to your pup, that's energy. But I don't 
know what's going to happen because I can't tell you a thing about 
the essence. I'm sure that it comes from someplace deep and holy. 
The Godhead." He stepped back and hefted the chunks of matter 
that had collected on the mat. "You might ask yourself, because I ask 
myself, what I might be doing by feeding this to people, whether I'm 
the one who's making them sick. But the world was sick long before I 
started any of this." 

Bhu stood and frantically brushed off the worms and tubers that 
clung to him. He had not finished when a loud thump and a series of 
shouts drew his attention to the ceiling. Shattered glass crunched on 
the floor above them. Phan rushed upstairs. Bhu followed, eager to 
leave the bleeding, moaning plant behind. 

The crowd from the dining area overflowed. They broke through 
the fiberglass counter and trampled each other to vault to the other 
side. Phan screamed at them to calm down. He tried to hold them 
back, but they ignored him. They filled their mouths with handfuls of 
pizza, garlic knots, breads, cheeses and calzones, even the raw 
dough that sat untended on the counter. 

They did not hurt Phan, in fact they treated him with great care, a 
kind of reverence. When Bhu last saw him, he was alive and smiling. 

Smoke poured from the oven, and its mouth belched swirling 
gouts of flame. 

* 
Home. Bhu wanted to go home to Lucy. All belief in a rational 
universe had fled from his afflicted mind, but he knew that his dog 
loved him, and that he should never have left her. Bhu rushed 
through empty streets while a yawning red welt opened in the sky 
above. 

If he looked back, he would have seen the bulbs of strange plants 
sprouting and blooming in his footsteps. 



The door to Shu's apartment was open. Inside stood the split-
nosed squatter, the woman with blistered lips, a tall man in a loose 
down coat, and others. Shu's belongings lay smashed and scattered 
on the floor. The squatters faced the bedroom door, which was 
closed and barricaded with toppled shelves. Something on the other 
side scratched and banged on the flimsy wood. 

Shu called Lucy's name. The woman with blistered lips turned 
and lunged at him, swinging something that looked like a table leg. It 
must have connected. Shu fell to the floor, tasting blood. 

"What the fuck did you feed us?" asked the split-nosed squatter. 
"What the fuck did you feed your dog?" 

Shu asked where Lucy was, and the woman replied. 
"You killed her. You killed her." 
Shu coughed. 
"We only found her skin. Did you feed her to the other dog? Is 

that the kind of person you are?" She raised a hand toward the 
bedroom. Something heavy thumped against the door and growled, 
a growl that Shu felt in his hands, his palms flat against the floor. 

Other dog? Shu understood nothing. Only that Lucy was gone. 
He couldn't believe it, at the same time-he felt, somehow, that he 
would have known. 

"We gotta get outta here," one of the squatters said. "That thing is 
going to get out, and it's going to be pissed." 

The thing in the bedroom howled. The strays answered-in the 
street, in the alley, and in the hall. 

For some reason Shu smiled. He had forgotten to close the door. 
With a rapid clicking of claws the dogs came running into the 

apartment, skidding on the tile floor, black with insect soot, white 
teeth bared and ravenous. They hurled themselves at the squatters, 
who beat them back with pipes, pans, pieces of furniture. 

The bedroom door split open down the middle, and whatever was 
on the other side slipped through. It leapt at the split-nosed squatter, 
pitching him backward over a table. Shu saw the creature briefly: a 
strange, muscular, simian thing, with grasping, clawed fingers, and a 



long, coiled tail. When it was done with the man, and all the 
squatters had gone, it came to where Shu lay and licked his face 
with a tongue like a tenderloin. It searched his face with bulging 
saucer eyes that Shu found very beautiful. 

For a while, it stayed with him. 

* 
Winter came, and the days grew short and brutal. A windy chill was 
the only constant, oscillating between white snowfall and grey dust, 
still rich with the carcasses of flies. Only the strong remained, and 
the blessed. They came to Signoretti's still, clustering around the 
burned ruins like the site of a holy pilgrimage. Only the oven 
remained standing, with its perpetual flame. The pilgrims were a 
strange-looking sort, but Shu was never the type to judge. 

Others moved in the fringes, huddled together in the cold, 
scooping the fly carcasses into large buckets. They spread the 
residue on good soil, in basements and greenhouses, and survived 
on the strange bulbs that sprouted from the plots overnight. 

Shu went for walks on grey streets buried in dunes of ash and 
snow and the bodies of the flies and other things that swarmed. They 
ignored Shu completely, sometimes circling around him with 
deference. 

He followed the howling of the dogs. They still haunted the same 
vacant lots and boarded spaces, somehow hearty through the long 
winter, warm in thick coats of jet-black fur. He searched for their 
leader, and sometimes he found her. Some days he could track her 
by the sound of her labored breathing. She dwarfed the others in 
size and splendor, with a shining silver mane, high sloped shoulders 
with short, stunted wings, three curled tails, eight loping legs. Her 
face was concaved, her mouth a wide and toothy indentation in a 
face as wide as a compact car. 

No part of her matched the other half. Shu theorized that the 
Godhead did not favor symmetry. Long teats sagged from her 
bloated belly-seven, the number of divinity-and she suckled an 



endless number of flat-faced, muscular young. Shu fed them morsels 
from his kitchen, and they yapped a strange semblance of speech. 
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Meigan built her Little Free Library from a kit, because she wanted to 
make it into art. She sanded the wood and painted it with primer, 
then glued on the rocks she'd picked up from the Lake Superior 
shore over the summer and used acrylics to paint indigo swirls 
around them. When she mounted it on the post outside her St. Paul 
house, she decided to paint the post, too, and painted a fuchsia 
road, winding around the post to the box at the top, and outlined the 
road in smaller pebbles. There was a little bit of glitter in the fuchsia 
craft paint, and she decided that the book cabinet should have some 
of that, as well. Finally she screwed on the sign that said "Little Free 
Library" with the instructions: take a book, return a book. 

Meigan had never seen a Little Free Library before she'd moved 
to St. Paul, but here, they were everywhere. Each Little Free Library 
was basically just a box of free books, sheltered from the weather. 
You could register them on a website. Sometimes people specialized 
in one type of books, or used the second shelf for a seed exchange. 
She was figuring she'd start by unloading the books she'd enjoyed 
but knew she'd never read again-she'd moved them up with her, 
but she didn't have enough space and anyway, they were mostly just 
gathering dust. Passed along to someone else, they could be read 
and enjoyed and used. 

She could see the Little Free Library from her living room window, 
and watched the first day as some of the neighborhood kids stopped 
to peer in. When she checked that afternoon, she noticed that 
Ender's Game, Dragonsinger, and Danny Dunn and the Homework 
Machine had all been taken. The next day, someone had left a copy 



of The Oa Vinci Code, which made her grimace, but hey, there were 
people who adored that book, so why not. She put in her extra copy 
of Fellowship of the Ring along with two Terry Pratchett books. 

When she got up on Tuesday morning, the Little Free Library was 
empty. They did warn you on the website that sometimes people just 
cleaned it out, and she'd taken the time to stamp her own books 
"Always a Gift, Never for Sale" to hopefully discourage anyone from 
thinking they could re-sell them to a used bookstore. She heaved a 
frustrated sigh, re-stocked it with more books from the box she'd set 
aside, and after thinking about it, hand-wrote a note that people 
would see when they opened the library: 

To whomever took all the books,  
In the future, please take just one or two at a time, or consider leaving a  
book for others to enjoy. For noV1/, I hope you enjoy reading the books you  
took! Please share them with others when you are done reading!  

When she got home from work on Tuesday afternoon, someone 
had taken the copy of Pawn of Prophecy and on the top shelf of the 
Little Free Library, where Pawn of Prophecy had been, they had left 
behind a sanded piece of wood that on closer inspection she 
realized was a hand-carved whistle made from a twig. She took that 
inside and set it on her mantelpiece, and then put out Queen of 
Sorcery 

The next day, Queen of Sorcery was gone and someone had left 
behind a little metal figurine of a snake. It was very heavy, and 
reminded her of the antique lead soldiers that had been made as 
children's toys but her parents stored on a high shelf as decorative 
objects, since lead is a terrible material for a child's toy. She took it 
inside and put it next to the whistle, then set out the next book from 
The Belgariad. 

For the next two weeks, the mystery borrower left things behind 
each day, some of it very strange: a small dark green bird's feather 
that looked like it had been shed by a blackbird except for the color; 
a tiny clay vessel with a cork held in place with rust-colored wax; a 



carved stone animal too abstract to identify; a circlet of thin carved 
stone that was too big to be a ring and too small to be a bracelet; a 
hand-hammered safety pin. 

These gifts were unnecessary but delightful. Meigan took pictures 
of them and sent the pictures in e-mail to her friends back home, two 
of whom ordered Little Free Libraries of their own to give away their 
own spare books. They reported back that these boxes turned out to 
be a great way to meet their neighbors and everyone thought they 
were very cool, but they had not been the recipient of feathers or 
carvings. 

Then one day, on a page of brittle yellow paper that looked like it 
had been cut from one of the blank pages of an older paperback: 

To the Librarian, 
Is there a sequel to The Fellowship of the Ring? I would very much like to 
read it. I will leave behind anything I have for the other books, if you will give 
them to me. Also, I am sorry about the day I took everything. I promise I will 
never do this again. What would you like in trade for the next book about 
Frodo, ifthere is one? 

It was written in ink, slightly blotchy, like the writer had used a dip 
pen but didn't know quite how to write with it. 

Right. 
St. Paul had no shortage of artists and eccentrics. Maybe this 

could lead to a friendship with someone close by. Grinning to herself, 
Meigan pulled out The Two Towers from her box of books and 
slipped in a note. To the person who requested the next book about 
Frodo: leave me some art you have created and we'll call it a good 
trade. -THE LIBRARIAN 

There was no gift the next day, but the day after, a piece of paper 
(again, cut from the back of a paperback book, judging from the size) 
was left behind, rolled up and tied with a red thread. Meigan slipped 
off the thread and unrolled the paper. Done in the same slightly 
brownish ink as the letter, it was a line drawing of a cat. 



This was really getting fun. Meigan wondered which of her 
neighbors this was. Another request should be coming soon: no one 
finishes The Two Towers and doesn't want to read The Return of the 
King. In the meantime, she left out the next book from The Belgariad, 
a Valdemar novel, and a picture book about a small fire-breathing 
dragon's trip to the dentist. 

Sure enough, another note was left the next day: To the Librarian, 
Surely there is another book about Frodo? I have drawn you another 
picture but if you would prefer something else I can provide it. The 
person had drawn a picture of a leaf underneath the note. It looked 
like a maple leaf, with five lobes, but with additional hooks and 
spikes on the edges so it looked almost fractal. 

To my correspondent, she wrote, please leave me a leaf like the 
one you drew. 

She was expecting something cut out, maybe from paper, but it 
was a real leaf that got left in the place of Return of the King, green 
and fresh from the tree. It looked almost like a maple leaf, but ... not. 
For extra weirdness, it was February; there weren't any green, 
blooming trees in her neighborhood: it was gray and frigid and 
everything was blanketed with snow. But maybe ... maybe they'd put 
a leaf in the freezer, or something. Or maybe the leaf had dropped 
off some sort of potted tree they kept in their house. Or maybe they'd 
picked it illicitly while visiting the St. Paul conservatory, which was 
filled with tropical trees ... 

She took a picture of the leaf and sent it to her friend back home 
with the botany hobby, to see if she could identify it. Her friend sent 
her back a slightly baffled message. It did look sort of like a maple, 
but not a variety of maple she was familiar with. She suggested that 
Meigan try the extension service at the U. 

Instead, Meigan stashed it on top of her refrigerator and tried not 
to think about it. A fun correspondence with an artist playing a game 
was really all she wanted to imagine herself doing. But a day later, 
when she went outside to restock it ... she left behind a copy of 
Defending Your Castle, which she'd bought because it looked 



hilarious but only ever skimmed through since she had no real 
intention of digging a moat around her house or installing ballistae. 

That book was gone the next day. 
And a day later, a tiny, glinting gold coin was left behind, with 

another letter. 

To the librarian,  
I do not know what I did to deserve the favor of the Gods, but I am grateful,  
so grateful, for your kindness to me. I believed our cause to be lost; I  
believed that I would never have the opportunity to avenge what was done  
to my family; noV1/, suddenly, I have been gifted with a way forward.  
Blessings on you.  
It you can bring me more such books, I will leave you every scrap of gold I  
can find.  

The gold coin was a tiny disk, the size of a dime but thinner. 
There was an image of a bird with spread wings stamped into one 
side; the other showed either a candelabra or a rib cage, Meigan 
wasn't sure. Meigan's kitchen scale thought the coin weighed four 
grams, which-if it was actually gold-was over $100 worth of gold. 
Of course, most gold-colored metal items weren't actually gold, 
but ... it was noticeably heavy for its tiny size, and when she tried a 
magnet, it was most definitely not magnetic. In theory she could 
have bitten it, but she didn't want to mess up the pictures stamped 
in. 

For the first time, she felt a pang of uncertainty. 
What is really going on here? Who am I giving books to? 
An artist, she told herself firmly. A storyteller. A neighbor. This is 

probably bronze or brass or some other yellow metal, and they 
hammer it themselves as a hobby just like they carve whistles and all 
the rest. 

She tucked in a coloring book about Roman aqueducts and left a 
note: Who are you? She also left behind a note pad, since the 
thought of someone cutting blank pages out of books to write on 
made her feel odd. A few minutes later she went back out and added 
a pen. 



I am a servant to the rightful Queen and heir, displaced by her 
uncle; at his orders, she took vows to join an order of lay sisters, 
where she's lived ever since. But all my prayers were answered the 
day I found your Library, and I will forever be YOUR servant, 
Librarian of the Books of the Tree. 

We have begun constructing a ballista, in secret. Please send me 
more books. 

Meigan bought a copy of The Knowledge: How to Rebuild 
Civilization to put in the box. Then a book on military history; then 
Weapons by the Diagram Group; then an Army tactical manual. 
Each book was rewarded with coins, all of them stamped with 
candelabra-or skeleton-and bird, all of them gold (or gold colored, 
at least). 

She was finding it increasingly hard to concentrate on anything 
other than her library-on new books to leave, on who, exactly, 
might be coming, on whether she really still believed that this was an 
artist and neighbor playing an interesting game with her. Twice, she 
tried to watch the box from her living room overnight, but both times 
she fell asleep. 

Finally one day she found a note: 
We are ready Many thanks for all your help. Pray for our victory. 
And the notes stopped. Someone did take her copy of Greek 

Fire, Poison Arrows, and Scorpion Bombs but did not leave a coin or 
a letter. 

After a few days of nothing, she gathered up the coins and took 
them to a jeweler, who told her that yes, they were real gold, and he 
could give her $1 ,245 for the lot if she wanted to sell them. 

No one spends over a thousand dollars on a joke. 
She didn't want to sell them. If she'd been about to lose her 

house she'd definitely have done it, but the thought of parting with 
this tangible evidence of ... of whatever had happened ... no. She 
told the jeweler she'd think about it and took them home again. 

Back at her house, she went looking for the leaf she'd left on top 
of her refrigerator, but it had dried up and crumbled away. She 



looked through the gifts again, the ones that had been left before the 
coins started. She could take them to someone, maybe, see what 
they thought, if they wouldn't think she was crazy. If they didn't think 
this stuff was stolen. It occurred to her that it might in fact be stolen, 
that maybe someone was playing a game with her and that person 
blithely gave away $1,200 worth of gold because it didn't actually 
belong to them. But she looked through pictures of ancient coins and 
found nothing that looked like what she had. The hand-forged safety 
pin was a fibula, though, and she found some pictures that were 
similar. Some were from ancient Greece and ancient Rome; some 
were from modern artists selling their wares on Etsy. 

One warm night (spring had arrived, finally) she set up a chair in 
her yard, and tried again to sit watch. She dozed, despite herself, 
and startled awake at some odd hour of the very late night, and 
looked: the box was gone. Missing. She stared at its spot, and then 
saw it. It was back-or it had never actually gone-she was left 
frustratingly uncertain. 

It felt like she'd read a book, only to find the last page missing. 
Then one Monday morning, she opened the Little Free Library 

and found another note, along with a box that looked like it had been 
hand-carved from a block of wood. 

All is lost, the note said. Our superior weaponry could not match 
their advantage of numbers. Our last hope is to send my lady's child 
forth into your keeping before they are upon us. As you keep books, 
so may you keep her child. 

Child? Meigan thought with alarm. She opened the box. 
Nestled inside the wood was a straw lining-and an egg. 
It was large-not enormous like an ostrich egg but it filled the 

palm of her hand. It was silvery green in color, with markings that 
looked almost like scales. 

What do you do with eggs? 
Well, you keep them warm ... 
She took it inside. 



Note: Little Free Libraries are real. http://littlefreelibrary.org/ I know 
several people who have them, though alas, none of theirs are 
portals to another world. 
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The old warehouse stood at the edge of the water like a sentinel 
watching the lake. A darkhouse instead of a lighthouse, its purpose 
not to guide ships in safely but to warn them away on penalty of 
death, destruction, and even worse fates. 

The car pulling onto the property heeded no such warning. The 
people inside were used to ignoring cautions of this type. It was, in 
fact, their job. 

Charles was behind the wheel, while Sally sat next to him in the 
shotgun seat. Toby sat in the back, slumped down, tapping his hands 
against the back of Charles's seat to a rhythm only he could hear. 
Charles was about to tell him to put his hands down or he was going 
to lose them, but it was pointless now. They had arrived. 

The security guard who had pulled the gate open for them was 
now dragging it back into place as they swung around and parked in 
the large lot, empty except for the guard's SUV. 

In its heyday, the North Water fish processing plant had employed 
five hundred people. The building and the parking lot together 
occupied some of the most prime waterfront real estate in the city. It 
was a mystery to local developers why the land hadn't been sold for 
condos or some lakeside attraction. But the current owners of the 
property had no interest in such things. They were in the business of 
mysteries. 

Charles, Sally, and Toby got out of the car and went over to meet 
the guard. It was a dismal gray day with a heavy fog hanging in the 
air. The city looked like a smoker's dirty lung. 

"You guys with the insurance company?" the guard said. 



Charles thought he sounded nervous-a perfectly normal 
reaction when speaking with someone from an insurance company. 
He imagined how much more unsettled the man would be if he knew 
exactly what kind of insurance company he was dealing with. Not 
that the man needed another reason for his current state, 
considering what he had been through. And what he had found. 

"My name is Charles Courtney," he said. "I'm an insurance 
investigator with the Mereville Group. These are my associates, 
Sally Wakefield and Toby Klein." 

Charles gestured at his companions. Sally gave a demure nod 
while Toby waggled his fingers. Charles groaned inwardly and 
pictured himself breaking those fingers one by one. 

He knew they made an odd trio. Charles was in his late forties, 
while Sally and Toby were in their early twenties. Charles was 
dressed in a charcoal suit with a fine chalk stripe, a white oxford 
shirt, and a gold-and-silver tie. Sally was also wearing a suit, a black 
Donna Karan, with a pair of matching pumps. While Toby, a recent 
addition to the Mereville Group, was wearing a brown corduroy 
jacket, jeans, a raglan baseball shirt, and a pair of scruffy Converse 
sneakers that looked like they'd been stolen off a hobo. 

"I already spoke to the cops," said the guard, whose nametag 
said VOORMAN. "I don't know what else... " 

"We'd like to go over the details of the incident with you," Charles 
said. 

"I don't know..." Voorman glanced over his shoulder at the 
warehouse. "Maybe I should talk to my boss ... or my union rep." 

"As the employer of your employer, I can assure you that 
anything you divulge will remain among us." 

Charles looked to his companions to back him up. Sally gave 
another small nod, along with an equally small and conspiratorial 
grin, while Toby pantomimed running a zipper across his mouth. 
Again, Charles imagined performing painful tortures on his 
nettlesome colleague. 



Voorman let out a sigh that seemed to deflate his entire body. He 
was a short, round-shouldered man with receding hair, jowly cheeks, 
and a nest of chins that appeared to be propping his head up. He 
wore a navy bomber jacket with the name of his firm, Eveready 
Security, in small block letters over the left breast. His white button-
down was so transparent from too many trips through the washing 
machine that his undershirt was visible through the material. A clip-
on tie hung crookedly from his collar, and part of his shirt was 
untucked from his polyester slacks. A black leather belt was holding 
up his belly the way his chins were holding up his head. Attached to 
it were a long-barrelled Maglite and an empty holster that once held 
a radio. 

Charles knew why the radio was missing. It was for Voorman to 
keep in contact with his partner, which was no longer necessary. His 
partner was dead. 

"You're here because of Frank, right?" Voorman said. "Frank 
Budden?" 

"He was your partner?" Charles said. He already knew this to be 
true, but found it useful when speaking to a witness to start with the 
easy questions and then work his way up to the hard ones. 

Voorman nodded, his chins folding inward like a fleshy accordion. 
"Were you friends?" 
Voorman considered the question, then shrugged. "We didn't 

hang out or anything outside of work, but yeah, I guess you could 
say we were friends. You get pretty close to a guy when your entire 
job is standing around keeping watch on a place, just the two of 
you." 

"How long have you been working at this location?" 
"About four months. The company usually puts us on a six-month 

rotation for a site like this, where there's not much to do except make 
sure no one breaks in. Not that anyone would break into this place. 
It's empty." 

"How do you know that?" Charles said. 



The words came out a bit more bluntly than he intended, and 
Voorman recoiled as if Charles had snapped a punch at him. 

"I, uh, went inside when I was looking for Frank. I was ... I was 
the one who found him." 

"And he was deceased?" 
Voorman nodded again, rapidly this time, sending his chins 

bouncing. "Oh yeah. He was big time dead. Real bad dead." 
That's one way of putting it, Charles thought. Another would be to 

say the man had been ripped to bloody pieces. 
"Please don't take this the wrong way, Mr. Voorman, but it was 

my understanding that the orders for this location were that no one, 
not even the on-site security, was to enter the warehouse." 

The colour drained from Voorman's face. It was like watching a 
pitcher of Kool-Aid being made in reverse. His lips began to tremble. 

"Yes, sir, that's correct, sir. We never went into the warehouse 
before. I swear it on my mother's name." 

"That won't be necessary," Charles said. "Just tell me what 
happened." 

"It was a shift like any other," Voorman said. "Frank and me was 
on nights-midnight to eight o'clock. What usually happens is we sit 
in one of our cars, shooting the shit, drinking coffee, and take turns 
walking the perimeter, every hour on the hour. That's the way we're 
supposed to do it, by the book." He held up his hand, palm outward. 

Charles motioned for him to continue. 
"At three in the morning it was Frank's turn to walk the block-

that's what we call it-but he never came back. It usually takes about 
fifteen, twenty minutes to do our rounds, 'cause we're supposed to 
do more than just walk around the site; we're also supposed to 
check to make sure no one's cut holes in the fence or busted any 
windows in the warehouse, even though most of them have already 
been smashed out." 

Charles twirled his finger: Keep going. 
"So I waited and I waited and Frank was still a no-show. I thought 

he'd stopped at the Porta-John to take a leak, or maybe a dump." 



Voorman flushed and smiled apologetically at Sally, who stared back 
at him blank-faced. "After he'd been gone about forty minutes or so, I 
went out looking for him. I checked the whole site-including the 
Porta-john-but I couldn't find any sign of him. His car was still in 
the parking lot, locked up tight. I knew he hadn't left the site because 
it's fenced all the way around. I mean, except for the lakeside, but I 
didn't think Frank had gone swimming." He gave a nervous chuckle. 
"I did check just in case he had fallen in-it's dark out here at night 
and we'd joked before about accidentally walking off the edge while 
on patrol-but I couldn't see nothing in the water. I started to get 
scared and went around the building again, shining my flashlight all 
over the place, thinking maybe Frank had a heart attack and was 
lying on the ground somewhere. That's when I noticed one of the 
doors to the warehouse was open." 

"Open," Charles said, like the word was alien to him. "Standing 
open? Or do you mean it was unlocked?" 

"Unlocked and standing open," Voorman said. 
"And you went inside?" Charles said. 
Voorman stared at him like he wasn't sure what kind of answer 

Charles wanted. "Yes," he said meekly. "There was nothing else I 
could do." 

Charles could think of at least one thing Voorman could have 
done-should have done-but he kept it to himself. Instead he made 
the twirling gesture with his finger again. 

"So I went inside and started waving my flashlight around. I 
couldn't believe how big the place was. I mean, I'd seen it from the 
outside every time I came to work, but it seemed, I dunno, bigger on 
the inside. Does that make sense?" 

It didn't, Charles thought, but that didn't mean it wasn't true. 
"Anyway, I was wandering around in there, calling out for Frank, 

and I could hear this low swishing sound. It creeped me right out. It 
sounded like a bunch of people shushing me at the same time, like 
they was telling me to stop shouting. There was a breeze in there 
and it was chilling the sweat on my body. I shined my light where the 



swishing sound was coming from, and I saw the three big doors that 
open onto the lake. They were for the boats to come right into the 
building and offload their catch. The swishing sound was water 
coming into the channels under the doors, where the boats would sit. 
I saw something over there, on the floor in front of one of the 
channels, and went to check it out. I didn't quite make it because I 
tripped over something on the way." He licked his dry lips. "It was 
Frank. Or ... it was part of him. I shined the light over the floor and 
there were pieces of Frank all over the place." 

"He'd been dismembered?" Charles said. 
Voorman gawped at him. "Dis-what?" 
"Chopped up?" Toby said, and made a two-handed hacking 

gesture with an imaginary axe. 
"Yeah," Voorman said, then he shook his head. "No. No, it weren't 

like that. It was ... messier. More like Frank had been mangled by 
some big machine." 

"Then what happened?" Sally asked. 
"I got the hell outta there," Voorman replied. "I called the cops and 

they came and got Frank's body. They asked me a bunch of 
questions, then told me to stick around. Said some people from an 
insurance company were coming by to talk to me. That's you?" 

"That's us," Charles said. 
"The cops didn't stay very long." Voorman looked over at the 

warehouse. "I was kinda surprised, actually. They didn't put up any 
yellow tape or nothing. It wasn't like on TV where they spend hours 
working a crime scene. It was more like they couldn't get outta here 
fast enough. Strange, huh?" 

"Strange," Charles agreed. 
"And no press. That part seems even stranger. You'da thunk this 

place would be crawling with reporters, but it's almost like it didn't 
even happen." 

Charles said nothing. None of what the man told them surprised 
him. For the Mereville Group, it was standard operating procedure 
for an incident of this type. The Group had a number of clients, and 



the City of Toronto was one of them. As such, they had an 
arrangement with the metropolitan police. Especially when it came to 
certain properties. 

The truth was, Charles was already aware of the details of the 
incident involving Frank Budden. He'd been briefed by his superiors 
before he'd arrived. Having Voorman retell the story was more for 
the benefit of Sally and Toby, and also because Charles knew it was 
always better to hear the story straight from the horse's mouth. He 
often learned things that couldn't be found in any report. 

"I thought I heard one of the cops say Frank had been killed by 
some sort of animal." 

Charles perked up. "An animal? Here in the city? You shouldn't 
listen to rumours, Mr. Voorman. They'll keep you up nights." 

"I think I already got that problem. For plenty of nights to come." 
"Go home," Charles told him. "You have the rest of the week off-

with pay. Your employer will be in touch with you." 
Voorman looked stricken. "Am I being fired?" 
"No," Charles said. "But this is the last you'll see of this place." 
"That's fine by me." 
Voorman jammed his hands in his jacket pockets and walked 

slump-shouldered to his SUV. 
Toby opened the gate for him, then closed it again after he drove 

through. He came back to join the others, and Charles rubbed his 
hands together. 

"Okay, folks. Let's get to work." 



II  

Charles walked around the perimeter of the building with his two 
colleagues trailing behind him. They did this in deference to his 
seniority-both in age and his position within the Mereville Group-
but also because they knew Charles expected it when he was about 
to hold forth on some subject or another. Even Toby, who'd only 
been with the Group a few months, had already developed an almost 
instinctual reaction to Charles's idiosyncrasies. 

"What do you notice about this property?" he asked them in a 
light, passing-the-time sort of way. 

Sally sighed inwardly. So this was how it was going to be. 
Charles was going to quiz them first. Toby she could understand. He 
was new and seemed kind of ... well, dumb. But her? Seriously? 
She'd been working with Charles for the past three years and he still 
felt the need to educate her. As much as it irritated her-partly 
because she usually did end up learning something-she supposed 
it could've been worse. Charles could've gone full Sherlock Holmes 
and worn a deerstalker and smoked a clay pipe. The thought of 
being seen in public with someone like that was almost as scary as 
what had happened to Frank Budden. 

"Speak up," Charles prompted them. "Come on. What's the first 
thing you notice about this place?" 

"It's a dump," Toby said. 
Charles stopped walking and turned to face them. "Anyone with 

eyes can see that, Toby. What else?" 
Toby sighed and made an effort to look around. Sally didn't know 

what to make of their new colleague. He was a scruffy-looking guy, 



with his unshaven cheeks and too-long hair, but she felt it was less a 
sign of physical neglect than a look he was trying to affect. The blase 
rebel, perhaps, or the grizzled badass. 

"Okay," Toby said. "Using my keen investigative abilities, I've 
reached the conclusion that this place isn't a dump. It's a complete 
and utter shithole." 

Sally rolled her eyes. "The fence." 
Charles and Toby looked at her. 
"This place is a shithole," she said. "The parking lot is cracked in 

a thousand places and the warehouse looks like it could fall down if 
someone breathed on it. But the fence is practically brand-new." 

The trio turned in unison to the cyclone fence surrounding the 
property. It was twelve feet tall and topped with concertina wire, 
solidly built with nary a tilt or a sag. The type of barrier popular with 
correctional institutions, but less often used to prevent ingress to 
empty, dilapidated buildings. 

"Correct," Charles said. "And can you tell me: What is the 
inherent problem with a security measure of this type?" 

Toby made a show of looking at the fence with a critical eye-
from the diamond-shaped links of metal that started at the bottom to 
the coils of razor wire strung across the top. 

"Rust?" he answered. 
Sally let out a deep sigh, but to her surprise, Charles gave a 

small golfer's clap of approval. 
"Very good," he said. "I assume you were pointing out the lack of 

rust on the fence. While the erstwhile North Water fish processing 
plant has continued to fall into decrepitude 10 these many years, the 
fence itself looks fairly new. In point of fact, it was installed only last 
year. Or rather, it replaced the previous fence, which had been in 
place for the past ten years. This is the time frame the Group 
decided was appropriate for replacing the fence, barring any other 
damage or disturbances." He held up an imperious finger. "But! 
There's another problem I was referring to, and I won't take up any 
more of our valuable time by asking you to figure out what it is." 



Toby grumbled under his breath, and Sally shot him a look. 
"The problem," Charles continued, "with a security fence around a 

property such as this-namely one that doesn't appear to 
necessitate such a measure-is it sometimes has the opposite 
effect. Instead of dissuading potential trespassers, it ends up 
attracting them. You may have noticed there are even signs to this 
effect on the fence itself." 

Sally had seen them when they first drove up. They were the 
standard red-on-white metal signs-PRIvATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING 
-spaced out every thirty feet or so. 

"The Group could've electrified the fence to further dissuade 
trespassers, but they didn't for the exact same reason. Doing so 
would've been counterproductive and only ended up drawing more 
attention to the site. As for the decedent, Mr. Budden... " He let out a 
tired sigh. "While the coroner may come up with a more specific 
cause of death, the truth of the matter is the man killed himself." 

"Suicide?" Toby said. For the first time since they arrived, the 
smug look had been wiped from his face. "The guy was ripped to 
pieces. He couldn't have done that to himself." 

"I didn't say it was suicide," Charles said. "I said he killed himself." 
He turned to face the warehouse in all its derelict glory. "The guards 
stationed here had strict orders prohibiting any entry both to this 
property and to the building which stands upon it. This prohibition 
included themselves. Earlier this morning, one of those guards 
disregarded that order and paid for it with his life." 

Charles spread his arms. 
"This place is no more an ordinary warehouse than the Mereville 

Group is an ordinary insurance company. This is one of the Eight. 
Buildings so paranormally polluted they have been deemed unfit for 
human habitation." 

Sally felt her entire body break out in a cold sweat. Even though 
she'd known the truth about the warehouse before they arrived, 
hearing the words from Charles's mouth gave the place a reality she 
couldn't deny, as much as she might want to. To deny it would be like 



denying the existence of ghosts, when she knew for a fact that they 
were real. She had acquired this knowledge through the most 
effective possible means-personal experience. 

This was not her first time in the presence of the Eight. Two years 
ago, she and Charles had been assigned to investigate a double 
murder in a house on Ashley Avenue, in Rosedale. A house that 
should never have been placed on the market, much less sold and 
occupied. The couple who purchased the home were found dead 
less than twenty-four hours after they moved in, and before their 
investigation was complete, it almost claimed the lives of Charles 
and Sally, as well. 

The fact that these properties existed was enough to keep Sally 
up nights, but it made her angry, too. The Mereville Group were the 
owners and caretakers of the Eight, and sometimes she wondered 
why they didn't take a wrecking ball to each and every one of them. 
But she knew the answer to that, too. It was another truth she 
couldn't deny. 

The structures comprising the Eight weren't only dwellings for 
dangerous paranormal forces. They were also containers. Prisons. 
As much as she feared these places, Sally was even more afraid of 
what would happen if they no longer existed to hold and contain 
these deadly entities. 

"The problem," Sally said to Charles, "if we're going to talk about 
issues with the security of buildings such as these, is that we know 
the inherent danger of the Eight. The security guards do not. So it's 
not fair to expect the same level of vigilance from those who don't 
have all the information." She narrowed her eyes at him. 
"Forewarned is forearmed, Charles. You taught me that." 

Charles looked taken aback for a moment-the closest he ever 
got to looking wounded, Sally thought-then he pursed his lips and 
gave a solemn nod. 

"You're not wrong, but I think you know me well enough by now to 
know I'm not an insensitive person. I'm sympathetic to the dead 



man's plight, and I can assure you his family will be suitably 
compensated for their loss." 

Sally crossed her arms. "What you're saying is the Mereville 
Group will pay them off." 

"Yes," Charles said. "That's something the Group will do-the 
only thing they can do in this situation to give Mr. Budden's family the 
sense of closure they both need and deserve. Telling them the truth 
of what happened here would mean telling them the truth of this 
place, and they wouldn't benefit from such knowledge. There are 
some problems the Group can fix by simply throwing money at 
them." 

He turned to regard the warehouse. 
"For the rest, there's us." 



III  

Charles retrieved his briefcase from the car and took out a case file. 
Sally and Toby gathered around him as he spread the contents out 
on the hood. "Okay, kids. Time for a history lesson." 

Toby groaned and Sally elbowed him in the ribs. 
"Shut up and you might learn something." 
Toby shook his head. "Go ahead, Chuck. It's your show." 
Charles stared at the young man for a moment, then licked his 

lips and began. 
"In 1952, the land we're presently standing on was sold to North 

Water Fisheries. The processing plant was built the following year. It 
was a regular one-stop shop. The boats caught their fish in the lake, 
then came right into the building via the channels described by our 
friend, Mr. Voorman. They off-loaded their catch directly to the 
workers on the factory floor, where the fish were cleaned and 
processed, then packed in ice and loaded into refrigerated trucks 
that pulled up to the loading zone right over there." 

Charles pointed to a line of bay doors on the east side of the 
building. 

"Then, on April 12, 1957, tragedy struck." 
Charles slapped down a series of 8x10 black-and-white photos, 

fanning them out across the hood of the car. Sally and Toby leaned 
in close. 

At first glance, it was hard to figure out what they were looking at. 
There were arms and legs, hands and feet, and heads-lots of 
heads-but they all seemed strangely out of context. Familiar and 
yet oddly unnatural. It didn't take the two investigators long to figure 



out why, and when they did they were glad the photos weren't in 
colour. 

The body parts looked strange because they were no longer 
attached to their respective bodies. 

The lack of colour may have dampened the grisly nature of the 
photos, but it ended up giving them an unsettling, abstract quality. 
Dismembered limbs, severed heads, mangled organs, torn pieces of 
flesh-all of them splashed and splayed about in pools of blood that 
were as dark as chocolate syrup in the pictures. 

Sally picked up one of the photos. "How many..." 
"Twenty-five workers," Charles said. "The entire night shift." 
"Jesus." 
Charles nodded. "Any questions so far?" 
Toby raised his hand. "Why does a fish processing plant have a 

night shift?" 
"Any real questions?" 
Toby frowned. He picked up a paper clip from the file and started 

fiddling with it. 
Charles continued, "DNA profiling didn't exist at the time, and all 

that could be determined was that not all of the victims' body parts 
were present at the scene. This in turn led investigators to believe 
that one or more of the workers could have been responsible for the 
deaths. They theorized that this individual, or individuals, had gone 
berserk-possibly from exposure to mercury in the fish-and 
slaughtered his or her co-workers with the knives used for cutting up 
the fish. It's actually not a bad theory-as long as you can get behind 
the idea of one or two people killing twenty or so others all by 
themselves with no one escaping. Either way, it didn't matter. No 
perpetrators were ever caught, much less convicted of the crime. It 
was the worst mass murder in Canadian history." He hesitated. "At 
least until a few months later, when the same thing happened again." 

Charles spread out another series of photos. Sally and Toby 
made no effort to look at them. 



"Forty-two people were murdered in the second incident. There 
were survivors this time-three of them-but they ended up being of 
no use to the police." 

"Shock?" Sally said. 
"Catatonic," Charles said. "Blessedly so, probably. Considering 

what they had seen." 
He picked up an old police report, the pages yellow and faded. 
"The police were at a loss to explain what happened. North Water 

closed the plant for a time, then tried to reopen it again the following 
year without success." He smiled grimly. "They couldn't find anyone 
willing to work there." 

"I wonder why," Toby muttered. 
"And life went on, as it always does," Charles said. "The story of 

the fish plant murders of '57 was relegated to the newspaper 
archives, the history books, and documentaries about unsolved 
crimes. North Water went bankrupt in 1961, the fish plant was put up 
for sale, and the Mereville Group scooped it up for a song." 

"Of course they did," Sally said. 
Charles smiled at her, then glanced over at Toby. He had stopped 

fiddling with the paper clip, but it continued to move around in his 
hand, twisting across his palm like a worm made of steel wire. Toby 
noticed him looking and winked. 

"Did the Group know what this place was when they bought it?" 
Sally asked. 

Charles reached into his briefcase and extracted another file-a 
red one. 

"They knew something." 



IV  

On June 7, 1970, four Mereville Group operatives died while 
investigating the former North Water fish processing plant. This was 
in a time before computers, and since there were no other records in 
the Group's archives about the plant, it was generally believed the 
property had remained empty and unexplored in the nine years since 
the Group had acquired it. 

According to Charles, the report wasn't very detailed-mostly 
because there were no survivors. The investigators arrived in the 
early hours of June 7 to begin their preliminary assessment of the 
property. The team was composed of four members-two field 
operatives and two psychics. 

"What kind of psychics?" Sally asked. 
Charles scanned the file with his finger. "They were twin brothers, 

David and Radovan Petrovic. Born in 1947 to Serbian parents who 
had immigrated to Canada the year before. Popped up on the 
Group's radar in '64 when they were eighteen. Immediately entered 
into the Group's psi-training academy and working in the field by 
March of '65." 

"Get them while they're young, huh?" Toby said. 
Sally and Charles glared at him. 
"What kind of psi-abilities did they have?" Sally asked. 
Charles kept reading. "David was a mental dominant. Radovan 

was a telepath and a sensitive." He raised his eyes from the report 
and looked at Sally. "Just like you." 

"What happened to them?" 
"I'm guessing they got turned into Hamburger Helper," Toby said. 



"No one knows exactly what happened to them," Charles said. 
"But yes, they were slaughtered, like the fish plant workers in '57." 
He closed the file. "Only this one didn't make it into the history 
books. The Group covered it up-even in 1970 they were good at 
that. The building was sealed, the first in a series of fences was 
erected, and security guards were posted to keep people out. Things 
have been quiet ever since." 

"Until this morning," Sally said. 
"Until this morning," Charles agreed. "Which brings us to the case 

of poor, unfortunate Mr. Budden." 
He reached back into his briefcase and brought out another file, 

this one a buff-coloured folder that wasn't nearly as flashy as the top-
secret Mereville Group file. 

"Forensic science has come a long way in the past sixty years. 
And so has technology. This is the preliminary report on the autopsy 
of Mr. Budden performed by the Mereville Group's resident 
pathologist just a few hours ago. Toxicology and DNA testing aren't 
available yet, but the report states Mr. Budden died as a result of 
massive tissue loss. Wounds on the body are described as bite 
marks with wide teeth on the upper jaw and smaller, pointier teeth on 
the lower jaw. The predator with the closest match to these 
characteristics is a shark-specifically, a bull shark." 

"A bull shark," Toby said. 
"Yes," Charles said. "A big one, apparently." 
"I think that autopsy report is a bunch of bull shark." Toby turned 

to Sally. "Are you buying this crap?" 
Sally frowned. "Wasn't the body found inside the warehouse? On 

land?" 
"Yes," Charles said, "but. .." 
"I hate to state the obvious," Toby said, cutting him off, "but even 

if this guy was attacked by something in the water and somehow 
managed to crawl back onto land, Lake Ontario is a freshwater lake. 
There have never been any sharks in there." 

"No," Charles agreed. "Not recently." 



Sally and Toby took a moment to let that sink in. Then Toby said, 
"What are you saying, he was killed by the ghost of a shark?" 

"A ghost shark?" Sally said. "Like that terrible movie?" 
Toby glanced over at her. "I kinda liked it." 
"I'm not talking about a stupid movie," Charles said. "And I'm not 

talking about the ghost of a prehistoric shark. I'm talking about a 
creature that existed long before there even were sharks. Millions of 
years ago this whole area was underwater, and it was home to all 
manner of creatures, some of them so strange and horrifying they 
would've made H. P. Lovecraft shit his pants." 

"I know about that stuff," Toby said. "Continental divide, glacial 
drift, all that jazz. I read the dinosaur books. I watched those BBC 
documentaries." 

Charles said, "We can at least agree that whatever killed Mr. 
Budden, and the many victims before him, it was very big and very 
vicious." 

"Okay," Toby said. "So the ghost of some prehistoric predator is 
munching on anyone who goes into this crappy warehouse. I get it. 
But why now? This place has been locked up tight for almost fifty 
years. If this thing has been here the whole time, then how come no 
one has seen it? And why hasn't it killed anyone since 1970? I 
mean, before it gobbled up the security guard this morning." 

"I believe the entity has been manifesting over the years," 
Charles said. "Maybe not often, but it's been here. I also believe the 
entity's ability to manifest is directly connected to the 'meals' it 
ingests-not so much the people themselves but their lifeforce 
energy, which is almost certainly the thing from which it takes actual 
nourishment. 

"I don't think it was Mr. Budden's fault he went into the 
warehouse. Not entirely. I believe he was merely one factor in a 
confluence of events that led to his untimely death. Maybe the lock 
on that particular door finally failed after doing its job for so many 
years. Or maybe the wood in the doorframe had rotted to the point 
that the lock became superfluous, and a random gust of wind blew 



the door open. The point is, we will probably never know the 
circumstances that led Frank Budden to enter the warehouse. 
Maybe he'd been inside before. Maybe he went in there some nights 
to get out of the cold, or to take a break from his loquacious partner, 
Mr. Voorman. It doesn't really matter. What it boils down to is Mr. 
Budden was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He entered the 
warehouse in the early hours of this morning when the entity 
happened to manifest on this plane of existence ... and things 
happened accordingly." 

"Okay," Toby said. "But what are we supposed to do about it? The 
man is dead and we can't change that. Why don't we lock the place 
up again and leave it alone? The legend of the Eight lives on and so 
do we. What do you say?" He looked back and forth between 
Charles and Sally. 

"We can't just leave," Sally said. "Whatever started here this 
morning, it's not over yet. The energy the entity absorbed from the 
guard wasn't enough to sate its appetite. It'll come back, hungrier 
and more powerful than before." 

"How do you know that?" Toby demanded. He turned to Charles. 
"How does she know that?" 

"I just do," Sally said. "And so do you." She paused. "Because 
we're psychic." 

Toby frowned at her, then looked over at Charles, who was 
smiling at him. 

"I am not psychic," Charles said, "but I knew she was going to say 
that." 

"It's the pattern of the deaths," Sally said. "The two incidents in 
1957 were separated by a few months. Like a small meal followed by 
a big meal." 

Toby said, "You call twenty-five people a small meal?" 
"A smaller meal, then," Sally said. "An appetizer followed by a 

main course. Then the entity was dormant for a while. For years. As 
though it was recharging between meals." 

"Or digesting," Toby said. 



"Exactly." 
"But there was no pattern in the 1970 deaths. It was only those 

four Mereville Group guys. How come there weren't more deaths 
after that?" 

"Think about it, Toby. Two of those investigators were psychics. 
An entity like this will feed on the lifeforce of any living being, but a 
psychic is probably like foie gras to this thing." 

"So you're saying those two brothers ended up super-sizing the 
monster's meal?" 

"Uh, sure." 
"Okay, fine." Toby turned to Charles. "So how do we exorcise the 

ghost of a fish?" 
"The psychokinetic energy the entity absorbed from the security 

guard won't be enough to satisfy its appetite. Like Sally said, it will 
be back. We could lock up the warehouse again and hope for the 
best, or we could do something about it ourselves, right now." 

"Do what?" Toby said, although he already had a pretty good 
idea. 

"The energy allowing the entity to manifest in our realm must be 
dissipated. In order to do that we have to draw it out. And in order to 
do that we need to lure the entity with bait-psychic bait." 

Toby looked over at the warehouse. "So one of us has to go in 
there." 

Sally turned to Charles. "Couldn't I stay out here and project my 
mind inside?" 

"That won't work," Charles said. "You were right about psychic 
energy being the kind of food this entity likes best. But it also wants 
meat. This thing may be a ghost, but it still remembers what it was 
like to be alive. It remembers hunger." 

Sally shook her head. "I can't do it, Charles. I can't go in there 
alone." 

"You won't be alone," Charles said. "We're all going in." 



v  

While Charles scooped up his files and returned them to his 
briefcase, Sally and Toby went over to stare at the building they 
would be entering in the all-too-near future. 

"We'll be fine," Toby assured her. "The Group wouldn't have 
assigned us this job if they didn't think we could do it." He held out 
his hand. "Here." 

For a moment, Sally thought he was offering his hand to hold, but 
then she saw something small lying on his palm. It was the paper 
clip he'd taken from one of Charles's files, the one he'd been 
manipulating with his telekinesis. Toby had transformed it into a 
curved triangular shape. 

Sally took it out of his hand and looked at it. "What's it supposed 
to be?" she asked. "A tooth?" 

"It's a shark fin," Toby said. He took her hand gently in his own 
and started moving it back and forth through the air while humming 
the Jaws theme. 

Sally laughed in spite of herself. "Thanks, Toby. I'll cherish it 
forever." 

"You should. That's a valuable psychic artifact. It'll end up in the 
Mereville Group's private collection one of these days." 

Charles came over. He pointed at Sally. "You're the bait." He 
pointed at Toby. "You're the fishing rod. You'll be stationed in the 
doorway. Your job is to reel Sally in at the first sign of trouble." 

"Where will you be?" Toby asked. 
"I'll be in there, too, also as bait, but I've got a feeling Sally is 

going to present a much more tantalizing meal." 



Charles handed Sally a flashlight and took one for himself. Toby 
didn't get one. He needed to keep his hands free. 

They walked around the far side of the warehouse to the door 
Frank Budden had used to get inside. 

Charles went in first, turning his flashlight on, followed by Sally, 
while Toby remained in the doorway, as ordered. It was the first order 
he'd been given that he was actually happy to carry out. 

There was no electricity in the building-the power had been off 
since 1961-and it was dark inside. But not as dark as it could've 
been. Even without their flashlights, there were banks of windows on 
the east and west sides of the building-several of them smashed, 
as Voorman had told them-letting in a dim, milky light. 

Sally shined her flashlight around, but there wasn't much to see. 
The building appeared to be completely empty. Her beam passed 
over a stain on the concrete floor, and she brought the light back to 
look at it more closely. It looked like an oil stain, only it was still wet. 
She peered closer, realized it was blood from where part of Frank 
Budden's dismembered body had lain, and snapped the beam up 
toward the rafters. 

Her breathing quickened and she tried to slow it down by 
focusing her attention on the view overhead. There were a few holes 
in the corrugated steel roof, but for the most part it was holding up 
pretty well for its age. Breathe in, breathe out. She brought the 
flashlight back down and walked around the stain on the floor, 
pretending it wasn't there. 

On the far side of the warehouse, Charles was looking up at one 
of the three massive doors that opened onto the lake. The doors 
were closed, but the water lapped rhythmically within the channels 
extending into the building. Some fog had drifted in with the water 
and gave the channels the appearance of three rectangular, bubbling 
cauldrons. 

"Careful you don't fall in," Sally called over to him. 
Charles waved at her with his flashlight. 



Sally resumed wandering the floor, panning her flashlight around 
-being sure to move it quickly away whenever it landed on a 
questionable stain-and in general avoiding the thing she knew she 
was supposed to be doing. 

At one point she stopped and pointed the light at her left hand. 
Faint white lines ran across three of the fingers. On her right hand 
there was a crescent-shaped mark in the webbing between the 
thumb and index finger. Souvenirs from her one and only visit to the 
house on Ashley Avenue, courtesy of an entity composed of a 
broken mirror. A looking-glass creature like something out of 
Wonderland. Which, she supposed, made her Alice. Only most days 
she wasn't sure which world she was living in. 

She was scared, but she knew there was no shame in that. 
Charles said only show-offs and shitheads laugh in the face of death. 
There was nothing wrong with fearing death, he said. It was natural. 
Death was the great unknown. In much the same way, the 
supernatural was largely unknown. It was okay to fear it, too, Charles 
said, as long as you didn't let it paralyze you. The Mereville Group 
had learned a great deal about the supernatural, and they were 
learning more every day. They did it by confronting their fears, by 
walking boldly into the darkness with their eyes wide open. 

So that's what Sally did. She turned off her flashlight and closed 
her eyes. 

Then opened the ones inside her mind. 



VI  

There was nothing in the warehouse. Sally was almost disappointed. 
Almost. 

When she projected her astral self, she had expected to see the 
empty factory floor transformed into some spectral realm of dark 
delights. But it just looked like the same old crappy warehouse. 

The whole astral projection bit was relatively new to her. It was an 
extension of her telepathic abilities, and when properly developed, 
she was supposed to be able to travel to other dimensions and 
planes of existence. To date she'd managed to successfully project 
herself into two locations-the cafeteria of the Mereville Group's 
Toronto field office, and the bathroom in her condo. 

She wasn't exactly the Neil Armstrong of astral projection, but so 
what? Practice made perfect, right? And she didn't need to be 
perfect today. She only needed to be bait. 

Charles had walked along the edge of one of the concrete 
channels and was now examining the motorized pulley assembly 
that controlled the large bay door. 

Sally's astral body drifted over to him, swimming through the air. 
Even though the action required no actual movement of her ethereal 
form, she found herself stroking through the air with her astral arms 
and legs anyway. She propelled herself toward the ceiling, then spun 
herself around so she was looking down at the top of Charles's 
head. 

His hair is thinning, Sally thought. Poor Charles. 
She swung back and did a slow circle of the warehouse, her 

astral body passing through the rust-pocked rafters. She glanced out 



one of the intact upper windows. Fog pressed against the glass, but 
with her astral eyes she could see through it to the city beyond. 
There was so much energy out there, so many people packed tightly 
together-she was glad the warehouse was isolated out here on the 
lakeshore. She probably wouldn't have been able to do what she 
needed to do if they were any closer to the city. 

She was about to bank around and do another circuit when she 
happened to glance down and saw Toby waving at her from the open 
doorway. Waving not at her body, which stood motionless on the 
factory floor, but at her astral form floating fifty feet overhead. 

The shock of being seen in her present state was enough to 
break her concentration, and Sally felt her consciousness snap back 
into her body with enough psychic momentum that she actually 
stumbled a few steps and almost fell on her ass. 

"What do you call that?" Toby said. "Psychically chumming the 
waters? It wasn't bad, but you could use some work on your astral 
backstroke." 

"You could see me?" Sally said. She felt a strange compulsion to 
cover her body, as if she'd been seen naked. Which, in a way, she 
supposed she had. 

Toby shrugged. "It was a surprise to me, too. Mostly I move stuff 
around with my mind. I've never seen anything on the astral plane 
before." He looked around the interior of the warehouse. "Maybe it's 
this place." 

"Maybe," Sally said. 
"Did you pick up anything?" 
"Not yet." 
"You got plans later?" 
The question was so unexpected it threw her off balance for a 

moment. "What?" she said. "You mean if we're still alive?" 
"Yeah," Toby said. "If we're not all horribly massacred by the 

ghost of a prehistoric sea creature, I was wondering if you wanted to 
check out Northern Lights with me." 



"The northern lights?" Sally said. "You mean the aurora borealis? 
I don't think you can see them in Toronto." 

"No," Toby said. "Northern Lights. It's a vape bar in the Annex." 
Sally looked at him. "You vape?" 
"Oh sure." Toby reached into his jacket and took out something 

that looked like a flute with a case of the mumps. "It's a pungi. 
Instrument used by snake charmers in Nepal. Converted for vaping, 
of course." 

He put it in his mouth and swayed from side to side in an enticing 
manner. 

Sally shook her head. "I'm afraid the only snake you'll be 
charming tonight will be your own." With a grin, she added: "And if 
you keep this up, I'm gonna file a sexual harassment complaint 
against you." 

Toby slapped a hand over his heart, looking wounded. "You 
would do that to me?" He called over to Charles. "Hey Chuck, does 
the Mereville Group have a human resources department?" 

"Of sorts," Charles said. "But they're not exactly human. And if 
you keep calling me Chuck, I promise you'll find out all about them." 



VII  

An hour went by and nothing happened. A second hour passed and 
still nothing. The sun had started going down, and the fog outside 
the windows turned from a tarnished silver to a dirty, dusky gray. The 
anxiety and excitement they'd felt upon entering the warehouse had 
drained off, leaving the trio feeling emotionally hungover and more 
than a little bored. 

Toby was still stationed in the doorway, sucking occasionally on 
his pungi, and turning his head to blow clouds of fragrant vapour out 
into the early-evening air. Charles paced slowly across the 
warehouse, back and forth, the soles of his Italian loafers slapping 
against the dusty concrete floor. 

Sally was the only one doing any actual work-although it wasn't 
visible to the human eye. It would not have been inaccurate to say 
she was, in that moment, in two places at the same time. 

Her body was standing in the middle of the warehouse floor, while 
her astral form was back exploring the dark corners of the spirit 
realm. 

Unfortunately she was having the same results as last time-
which was to say, no results. 

Although her astral vision could perceive much more than her 
physical eyes, she wasn't seeing anything particularly noteworthy. 
The crumbling architecture of the warehouse was visible to her in 
stark relief, as if she were seeing a highly detailed MRI of the entire 
building, but there was nothing useful there. 

She propelled her astral self down to ground level and hovered 
over the middle channel. As she pretended to walk across the 



surface of the water, she saw something she hadn't noticed before. 
Or rather, it was something she couldn't see. 

It was the water in the three channels that came in under the bay 
doors. It appeared as dark to her now as it had to her regular eyes. It 
was, in fact, the only thing in the warehouse she couldn't see in 
preternatural detail. 

She swivelled around and called out to Charles, but of course he 
couldn't hear her while she was in her present state. She waved at 
Toby, but he was leaning against the doorframe with his back to the 
room. 

Sally frowned and spun back around. She hesitated for a second, 
then lowered herself into the water. It was less like slipping into a 
pool than riding an elevator down into the dark murk. She kept going 
until the water closed over her head and she was in complete 
darkness. 

She couldn't see or feel anything-which came as a shock. The 
astral plane was alive with impressions and stimuli much more 
complex than those processed by the senses of her physical body. 
To see and feel nothing at all was a new experience, and an 
unsettling one. 

Since she had no awareness of her surroundings, she wondered 
if she was still drifting through the water. What if she got turned 
around and couldn't figure out which way was up? This in turn 
caused Sally to consider an even more important question: What if 
she couldn't get back to her body? 

If it were possible for an astral body to hyperventilate, Sally 
would've been doing so at that moment. Even though her breathing 
exercises were useless here, she went through them anyway. 
Breathing in through her astral nose, and out through her astral 
mouth. 

She opened her mind and sent out telepathic feelers in the hope 
of finding her way back to the light. Charles had told her it was 
dangerous to expose herself in this way, but she didn't have a 



choice. She had a horrible vision of her astral self drifting through 
this darkness forever. 

She could even picture it-a tiny glint of light set against an 
endless black backdrop. A blackdrop, Sally thought, and giggled. It 
felt good to laugh. It helped push back the dark. 

The glint of light was still there, and Sally realized she wasn't 
seeing it with her mind. It was really there, in the darkness, and it 
was getting bigger. 

She started to drift toward it. Maybe it was her body sending up a 
psychic flare so she could find her way back home. She had never 
travelled this far on the astral plane before. Surely this was 
something her mind was designed to do to keep her from getting lost 
forever. A built-in safety feature, like telepathic GPS. 

At some point-it was hard to gauge time-Sally became aware 
of two things. The first was that she was no longer in Lake Ontario. 
She had felt her astral body moving through the dark water, and then 
she passed through into another place even darker and deeper. A 
fathomless abyss that made her feel smaller and more insignificant 
than when she first became lost. 

The second thing was that the light she was moving toward was 
not her body. 

She didn't know what it was, but it was getting closer. And bigger. 
She tried to push away from it, but it was as if she were caught in an 
undertow, pulling her toward the thing. 

As they were drawn closer and closer together, she finally saw it 
for what it was. All of her psychic senses were attuned, so when the 
thing from the abyss appeared before her, she saw it in all its 
terrifying glory. 

And when she felUsaw/sensed it was opening its mouth to 
swallow her whole, Sally did the only thing she could. 

She opened her mind and screamed. 



VIII  

Toby screamed, too, and dropped his pungi. He might have also 
peed himself a little. 

He spun around in the doorway and looked over at Sally. She 
hadn't screamed, although he could have sworn he'd heard her. She 
was standing in the middle of the warehouse, motionless, like she 
had been for the last twenty minutes or so. 

But something was different. 
He couldn't see it, but he could feel it. It was a new experience for 

him, much like the way he'd been able to see Sally's astral form 
doing a Peter Pan impression around the ceiling. He figured she 
must still be on the astral plane; only if she was, he couldn't see her. 

Focusing with his mind instead of his eyes, he was able to make 
out something he at first thought was the beam from Sally's 
flashlight. But her flashlight was off, hanging by her side in one limp 
hand. 

This light was thinner and brighter, a focused beam of the purist 
white emanating from the middle of her forehead, in the spot where 
one's mystical third eye was supposed to be. 

The beam extended across the length of the warehouse on a 
downward sloping angle, terminating in the water of the middle 
channel. 

As Toby watched, the narrow cord of light trembled like a plucked 
spiderweb. The luminescence stuttered as if a switch was being 
rapidly turned off and on. 

Even though he was not a sensitive, Toby was a psychic in his 
own right, and thus receptive to such forces. The vibe he was picking 



up from Sally was one of intense fear and panic. The beam of light, 
which must've been some sort of tether to her astral body, was 
stretching and straining so much he worried it might snap. He didn't 
know what effect it would have on Sally if that happened. Would her 
body simply drop dead like a puppet with its strings cut? Would her 
spirit be left to wander the astral plane forever? 

Toby looked over at Charles, who was leaning against the far wall 
checking messages on his phone. 

"Chuck ... Charles, I think something's wrong with Sally." 
Charles looked up from his phone, then pocketed it and came 

trotting over. He waved a hand in front of Sally's face, but her eyes 
remained glazed and unfocused. He reached out to shake her 
shoulder and Toby said, "Don't!" 

"What's wrong?" Charles said. "What's happening to her?" 
Toby looked from Charles to Sally ... and then to the dark water 

of the channel. 
"I think she's in the lake." 
((What?" 
"I think she's in trouble." 
Charles took out his phone, then seemed to realize anyone he 

might call for help wouldn't arrive in time. He jammed it back into his 
pocket and said: "Can you do anything?" 

Toby shook his head. "I don't know." 
Charles gripped his shoulder firmly. "Try." 
He nodded and turned back to Sally. 
Toby was a telekinetic; he could move and manipulate objects 

with his mind. Physical objects. He'd never used his powers on 
something-or someone-incorporeal. He didn't even know if it 
could be done. But like Charles said, he had to try. 

He took a deep breath and tried to focus his thoughts. Then, 
when he was ready-or as ready as he was going to be-he 
reached out with his mind and grasped Sally's astral tether. 

It was like touching a live wire with about fifty thousand volts 
running through it. It galvanized him, and should've killed him, but his 



mental defences were as strong as they were instinctive, and he was 
able to raise a psychic shield that blocked the majority of the surge. 
Still, it was powerful enough to light up every neuron in his brain. 

Had it been an actual attack against him, he doubted there was 
anything he could have done to protect himself. But this wasn't an 
attack. It was a cry for help. A psychic SOS transmitted along the 
astral tether and delivered directly into his mind. 

In that moment, he experienced a vertiginous moment of 
bilocation. Not only could he see Sally at the far end of the tether-
her distant form looking small and helpless as it struggled like a 
worm on a hook-he could also feel himself inside Sally, 
experiencing her fear and panic firsthand. It was so overwhelming, 
this hurricane of emotions that weren't his own, that he almost lost 
his mental hold on the tether. 

Pulling back from Sally and the darkness in which she dwelt-
The abyss! I'm trapped in the abyss!-Toby was able to reassert 
both his will and his grip on the psychic cord. Then, after performing 
the mental equivalent of spitting in his hands, he began to reel her in. 



IX  

Sally was wondering if it was possible to die a violent, bloody death 
while on the astral plane. Because it looked like that was about to 
happen. She had fought and she had struggled, but the entity in the 
darkness was too strong, too relentless. Too hungry. 

When she felt the presence enter her mind, she thought this was 
how it would begin. The entity would start by invading her mind ... 
and then devouring it. 

But she recognized the presence. It was Toby. And for a split 
second she felt relief, not in the hope of escape-there was no 
escape from the abyss-but from the much smaller mercy that at 
least she wouldn't die here alone. 

She reached out to Toby, pleading with him to help her ... then 
felt him pulling away, as quickly as he had arrived. 

She was so shocked by his sudden retreat that it took her a 
moment to realize she was being pulled, as well. She didn't know 
what was happening. Then she heard Toby in her mind, his voice 
speaking two words: 

"Hold on." 



x  

Toby was reeling her in, and things seemed to be going okay, until 
he realized something was wrong. 

Sally was coming in fast-too fast. Part of it was the strength of 
Toby's own telekinetic pull, and part of it was Sally's own frantic 
efforts to return to her body. But there was something else. 

When he first reached Sally in the darkness of the lake-the 
abyss-he had felt another force pulling her deeper into the depths. 
Whatever it was, it was much stronger than he was, but with Sally's 
help he had been able to gradually draw her toward him. It was a 
slow, arduous process, with Toby constantly worried that the force on 
the other end would dig in its psychic heels and pull her all the way 
back. 

That hadn't happened. 
There had been some resistance at first, a few sharp tugs on the 

astral tether, then nothing. Now he couldn't feel the other force at all, 
and it worried him. 

He told himself it didn't matter. Sally was almost back. He could 
see her coming, her spectral form shooting toward him like a circus 
performer fired out of a cannon. He glanced over at Charles, and 
saw that he was standing almost directly behind Sally's motionless 
body. 

"Out of the way, Chuck!" Toby shouted. "Incoming!" 
Charles frowned in confusion, then realized at the last second 

what was about to happen, and leaped out of the way. 
Sally's astral body connected with the flesh, blood, and bone she 

normally called home with all the force of a hundred-mile-per-hour 



fastball socking into a catcher's mitt. 
This time she didn't just stumble a few steps. She was knocked 

off her feet and went flying backward like she'd been hit by an 
invisible battering ram. She landed on her rump and slid across the 
dusty concrete floor. 

Toby and Charles rushed over, but she batted away their helping 
hands and their questions of concern. 

"It's my fault," she said. "I think it was sleeping and I woke it up. It 
was so dark in there I couldn't see a thing, not even with my... " She 
tried to indicate her astral eyes. "I started to panic and I screamed." 
She grabbed Charles by the arm. "I woke it up." 

"It's okay," Charles assured her. "You're back and it's gone. We'll 
return another day and... " 

"It's not gone," Sally said. 
Toby snapped his head around and looked at the dark water in 

the middle channel. He suddenly understood why he hadn't felt any 
resistance on the other end of the tether. 

"It's coming." 



XI  

Charles and Toby had managed to get Sally back on her feet when 
they heard an ancient motor cough and sputter into reluctant life. 
The trio turned and watched as the bay door of the middle channel 
started to rise. 

There was no earthly reason why the door should have been 
moving. The building hadn't had power in more than fifty years. 
Charles looked over at Toby and said, "Is that you?" 

Toby shook his head without taking his eyes off the rising door. 
When it reached the top of the track, there was a moment of fragile 
silence in which any number of things might have happened. 

Sally said, "Maybe we should-" 
And then the world exploded. 
It was a wet explosion. A tidal wave of cold lake water that rose 

high enough to touch the ceiling of the warehouse before it came 
crashing down to the floor. 

Although Charles, Sally, and Toby were far enough back to avoid 
the initial blast-the force of which could have caused them serious 
injury and possibly death-they were close enough to get completely 
doused in the secondary splash. 

The water spread to all points of the warehouse, as though trying 
to flee the scene. Charles understood the feeling. In the last fledgling 
light of the day, helped in large part by the open bay door, he could 
see that the middle channel was a flurry of activity, the water 
churning and splashing. 

Before he could voice a warning, an enormous shape began to 
rise out of the channel, filling the space like some nightmarish 



submarine. 
"Holy fuck!" Toby shouted. "It is a ghost shark!" 
It was and it wasn't. 
The thing that emerged from the water wasn't like any sea 

creature they'd ever seen before. It did look something like a shark-
the head was conical, the eyes were cold black marbles, and it had a 
mouth full of serrated, triangular teeth-only instead of a single 
dorsal fin on its back, this creature had two, angled to either side like 
the rabbit-ear antenna on an old television. It had the scythed tail of 
a shark, and the same grayish-blue skin, but that was where the 
similarities ended. 

It was fifty feet long-larger even than the prehistoric megalodon 
-and as the creature butted against the sides of the channel, like it 
was stuck, they could see something on its underside, an armoured 
node resembling the fingers of a bony hand clenched into a tight fist. 

As the creature continued to twist and struggle in the tight 
confines, they quickly realized it wasn't stuck. It was trying to get out 
of the water. 

As they watched, the node on the creature's belly opened and 
eight chitinous legs extended outward. They anchored themselves to 
the sides of the channel, and the creature began to rise slowly out of 
the water. 

Charles stared at the creature, frozen with fear. He found it 
impossible to believe that something so monstrous, something so 
alien, could have ever walked the earth or swum in the seas. But as 
he watched the creature clamber onto dry land, he supposed it had 
probably done both of those things. 

He noticed something else, as well. A small detail that almost 
certainly hadn't been part of the creature's already unusual 
physiology when it was alive. 

Even though most of the water displaced when the creature 
surfaced was either glistening or sliding across its thick hide, some 
of it appeared to be dripping through its enormous body. As if it 
wasn't entirely solid. 



Although at that moment it seemed solid enough as it came 
scuttling toward them. 

Toby reacted instinctively, pushing out with his TK. The creature 
came to an abrupt stop, as if it had suddenly become stuck in an 
invisible tar pit. Then, with a frantic shake of its massive head, it just 
as quickly became unstuck and continued to advance. 

When Sally saw that Toby couldn't hold the creature back, she 
realized it was up to her. Reaching out with her mind, she tried to 
scan the creature's thoughts. If Toby couldn't stop its movements, 
then maybe she could halt them at the source. Even if she couldn't 
stop the creature indefinitely, it might buy them enough time to get 
out of the warehouse. 

For Sally, reading people with her telepathy was both routine and 
unpredictable. Even though every mind was different, the human 
brain was familiar territory for her. 

Touching the mind of the creature, though, was like sticking her 
hand into a mystery box, one that might contain tissues or tarantulas. 
It was scary at first, like trying to read the mind of any animal-a 
flurry of lightning-quick responses, not so much thoughts as 
instinctual reactions to stimuli. In this case: the water, the 
warehouse, and the three humans that probably looked to the 
creature like Happy Meals on legs. 

Sally tried to get a grip on these quicksilver signals, but they 
darted through her mental fingers like a school of minnows. One 
thing was clear: the creature didn't like her probing its mind. She was 
aware she had slowed its approach, though she hadn't stopped it 
outright. The creature scuttled off to the side, as if being led away by 
the nose. Then it snapped its head to the side and course-corrected 
back the other way, its crab-like legs tapping a frantic tattoo on the 
concrete floor. 

Sally could feel the creature pushing her out of its mind. It had 
almost succeeded when she became aware of another presence, 
another set of mental hands joining her own. 

Toby. 



Working together, they infiltrated the creature's mind, Toby laying 
down telekinetic anchors while Sally wove a telepathic web to 
ensnare its thoughts. The creature reacted even more strongly than 
before, struggling with all its mental will to evict these uninvited 
visitors, but they were dug in as tightly as ticks. 

Charles couldn't see any of this with his ordinary eyes. What he 
did see was the creature, no longer charging toward them. It now 
stood frozen in its bi-corporeal tracks about twenty feet away, 
whipping its head from side to side, mouth snapping open and 
closed. 

"I think we've got it," Sally said. 
"Yeah," Toby said, straining. "But what are we supposed to do 

with it?" 
"Can you kill it?" Charles said. 
Toby gritted his teeth. "It's already dead, Charles." 
"I mean, can you neutralize it? Can you send it back?" 
"We can try," Sally said, but she sounded unsure. 
The two psychics exchanged a look made up of equal parts 

determination and uncertainty. They didn't have to say anything to 
each other about what they were about to do next. The conversation 
occurred in their minds. 

Using their combined abilities, they tightened the psychic net 
around the creature. It reacted as they expected-by struggling even 
more frantically. When it was alive, it wouldn't have had a lot of 
natural enemies, and now that it was dead (or undead) it had fewer 
still. It had probably never been challenged like this before, certainly 
not by the lesser beings it had previously only known as food. 

Sally and Toby were banking on the idea that attacking the 
creature in this manner would cause it to lose interest in them, and 
become more concerned with getting the hell out of Dodge. To 
choose flight instead of fight. 

To their mutual surprise, it seemed to work. 
When they released their hold-just a little bit-they felt the 

creature start to move away ... back toward the lake. 



The psychics experienced a moment of relief that was 
immediately cut short when they felt themselves suddenly jerked off 
their feet-psychically and physically. 

Charles watched in awe as the creature retreated toward the 
concrete channel. As it began to clamber back into the water, Sally 
and Toby suddenly snapped forward like they'd both been shoved 
hard from behind. They landed on the ground and began to slide 
across the floor toward the creature. 

Apparently the psychic net worked both ways. Even as Sally and 
Toby had loosened their grip on the creature, it had responded by 
digging in some mental hooks of its own, and now it was pulling 
them in after it. No matter how much they struggled, none of them 
could break free. 

The creature began to sink back into the channel, then surfaced 
again and rose completely out of the water, propping itself up so it 
hung in middle of the open doorway like a giant sea spider. 

Charles wondered what it was doing-then the creature's mouth 
dropped open and he didn't have to wonder anymore. 

The creature wasn't dragging Sally and Toby back into the lake. It 
was going to reel them right into its mouth. One last meal to-go 
before it returned to the abyss. 

Charles looked around for something he could use as a weapon, 
and spotted a pile of old rusty rebar lying in a pile against the near 
wall. He picked one up and went running along the concrete path 
next to the channel. He slowed his pace as he approached the 
creature, but as he suspected, all its attention was focused on Sally 
and Toby, who continued to slide rapidly across the floor toward the 
channel. 

As Charles reached the edge of the doorway where the creature 
was suspended, he thought back to the water droplets he'd seen 
dripping through its body. The psychic net seemed to have an 
additional effect, one he was now close enough to see. 

It had made the creature take on a completely solid form. 



Charles raised the rebar over his head, then swung it down and 
smashed it against the motor that controlled the door. 

Although the juice powering it was paranormal rather than 
electrical, it was still a machine, and it didn't like being bashed in with 
a piece of rusty metal. The motor made a tortured screeching sound 
and coughed out a spray of sparks. Then smoke. A lot of smoke. 

The door let out a small creak-almost like a warning-then 
came flying down the track. It crashed into the creature, slamming 
into it like a giant guillotine. 

Even though the channel wasn't deep, the creature might have 
survived if the door had simply knocked it back into the water. But in 
its panic to escape, the creature tried to move out of the way and the 
door struck it amidships, driving it sideways into the mouth of the 
channel. The creature was too big to fit that way, and its head and 
tail were snapped upward with a loud crack of breaking cartilage. 

It was dead, Charles thought-or dead again. He watched the 
carcass slide into the channel, losing corporeal form as it sank into 
the dark water. 

He looked over at where Sally and Toby lay together in a heap. 
Toby grinned as he sat up with Sally squirming in his arms. "My 

catch of the day!" he said triumphantly. 
Sally struggled out of his grasp and stood up. "More like the one 

that got away," she said, slapping the dust off her suit. She gave 
Charles a weary look. "I'll be in the car." 

Toby stared after her as she walked out of the warehouse. "So 
much for intense experiences bringing people closer together." He 
looked at Charles. "I thought we were made for each other. Birds of 
the same psychic feather." 

Charles went over and helped Toby to his feet. He tried to think of 
something supportive to say. 

"Plenty of fish in the sea." 
Toby stared at him. "Are you being funny?" 
Charles shrugged. "It's been known to happen." 



He clapped Toby on the shoulder and they walked back to the 
car. 
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The blunt-nosed vessel-called Cradle of Destiny, then Sacrifice's 
Wake and, lastly, Ship-cut three long passages across the dark 
sea. 

The captain who'd launched the vessel had a showman's flair. 
The next captain had been more realistic. The third, less comforted 
by metaphor, loved mission-words: bow and hull, sanctuary and 
shore, ship. 

When Ship's hull finally ground rock into dirt, bow and stern 
shrieking, then collapsing with a hiss, the third captain emerged from 
between the craft's sharp edges to kiss the ground. With great 
ceremony and a connoisseur's care, they sampled the dirt on their 
lips and tasted the air. They found both life-sustaining, within 
expected parameters. But their ears twitched and their eyes, bright 
as the lights of the dark sea and purpose-sharp, widened at a 
grinding noise, one a motor might make, and a pale glow just over 
the horizon. "Shit." 

At the captain's curse, the navigator-the third to serve as such-
unfolded from the ship. "What alarms you?" 

The ship compressed its remains into the shoreline's shadows. 
The patches its crew had made to the hull creased and creaked in 
nonstandard ways. 

"Three generations sailed the dark to reach this shore," the 
captain said. The words of their landing speech came quickly to their 
lips and altered there. "With each jump, captain replaced captain. 
Each navigator trained the next. All with one goal: landfall. 
Passengers sleep, trusting us to carry them to safety. Our ancestors 
trusted us to complete the journey, and their ancestors too-those 
who first saw the spectra of pure air and crisp water beckoning-who 



never boarded the ship. No signals warned us away, no signs of 
settlement. Now this." They lifted a long-fingered hand to gesture at 
the distant glow. 

"When the first navigator selected our course of jumps and stops, 
we had no such signs, it's true. It is also true things change," the last 
navigator replied. They thought of the waves' impact on a shoreline 
over generations, of tiny alterations a vessel makes on its journey 
over a dark sea. Of the course set for them long ago and its single 
purpose: begin again, here. 

They hadn't deviated. 
"Changes or no, a captain is still such outside a ship," the captain 

said. "Your task is accomplished, mine only half begun. We have no 
fuel for a return, we can't go on. We'll make this place safe for us." 
The captain began to unfurl the ship's guns. 

The navigator held up a hand. The shoreline breeze caught the 
fine fabric of their sleeve and lifted it to reveal to the moonlight their 
smooth, speckled skin. "Safe for us may be safe for no one else. 
Give me time to survey the world, to find its maps. I'll learn what its 
people know, and what they don't. I'll discover spaces that fit us and 
will be hidden to them." 

A course shift, but only a small one. 
After pacing the shore until the stones ceased to crunch beneath 

their feet, the captain agreed. They folded into Ship's shadow to 
await the navigator's return. The navigator walked away, long legs 
growing shorter, shining clothes shading to the dull colors of the 
region's dusty hills. When the navigator looked back, Ship seemed 
just another rock on the shore of the landing site, and the dark sea 
they'd crossed was spangled with stars. 

Purpose and destiny; deviation and change. They'd known only 
one task: get there. Now there had become here. And here belonged 
to others. The navigator chose a direction, but no set course. 

They opened a journal entry and prepared to chart the 
boundaries of here. 



The Shadow Maps 
In the region closest to the dark sea, there is a forest, and in that 
forest there are people who wait among the trees on moonlit nights 
until shadows grow long and dark. Using bags, steel nets, and the 
light of torches, they drive these shadows into traps and so gather 
them in quantity. Over the next waning moon, they distill the 
shadows into the darkest of inks. Those inks are most prized by the 
region's mapmakers, who spend lifetimes studying previous maps, 
and planning how to draw their own. When the moon fades to a 
sliver, and enough ink has been gathered, and a skilled mapmaker is 
on their deathbed (this last has been known to be rushed), brush and 
ink are placed in the mapmaker's unsteady hands and they are 
taken to the region's tallest tower. Their attendants make them as 
comfortable as possible in the tower and leave the room for ten 
days. When they return, the mapmaker is gone, but in their death 
throes, they've etched a new shadow map across the walls and floor 
and ceiling of the tower. 

None of the existing shadow maps distinguish hill or river, city or 
town. Each tells the region where it will find its darkest hours and 
brightest moments. They are carefully studied until they begin to 
fade, sometimes years after they were created. 

A Map of Braids 
Beyond the shadowed woods lies a city where each morning, men 
and women braid their lovers' hair, and their lovers do the same for 
them. The braids spell out hopes and dreams, whispered plans, 
unforgivable betrayals-a map of one soul trying to relate to another. 
The bearers of these maps cannot see their paths and twists, but 
they know the tugs and pulls of their making. They attempt to live 
according to the wishes of those who braided their hair, until that 
moment when they unbraid the tresses and fall asleep. 



The Salt Maps and the Blood Maps 
The salt maps of the people who live by the brackish river are carved 
into the cliff walls, a history of people who hunger for the taste of the 
long-forgotten sea. Each layer of the map digs the river's 
embankment deeper. The river, which once ran smoothly from the 
mountains to the sea, now crashes and falls from a great height and 
runs along the map's edge until it disappears underground. 

At one layer, less than a third of the way down, the salt maps run 
pink. There, a people to the east of the brackish river had ventured 
near and carved their own maps on the skins of their neighbors. But 
they'd found the water sour and left, and those few who had hidden 
within the carved salt walls of their history began to emerge again, 
and dig the river deeper, and wider still. 

A Flock Map 
The citizens of the wide prairie beyond the river follow bird maps, 
scattering and turning when the wind is right, and pacing in one long 
thin line when it isn't. They are a lean people, and carry with them 
only what they need, including long spyglasses with which to spot 
birds they could not otherwise see, and grain to plant behind them, 
on the paths of the birds, for the generations that will come later. 

Each generation walks the prairie, which is bounded on the other 
side by a mountain too steep for following the birds. When the birds 
return, the next generation walks back the way their parents came, 
with a few deviations. The prairie is criss-crossed with their 
migrations. 

* * 
The navigator returned to the rock-shaped vessel and waited. When 
the captain unfolded themselves from the shadows, the navigator 
gave their report. 



"These maps show how people live, not where they don't," the 
captain complained, angry at having been woken. "We have a 
singular mission, one path. This knowledge does not help us. You 
must look deeper." 

"I will return again with more," the navigator agreed. Their 
clothing was torn and they looked as lean as the people they'd 
observed crossing the valley. 

For a long time, the navigator did not speak with anyone. Their 
voice began to rust. They swallowed nutrients, but no sound passed 
their lips or their ears. For a long time, the navigator thought only of 
their search for a space in which to hide, between the maps of the 
world. 

The Thief's Map 
At one end of a valley rose a wall and within the wall, two gates, and 
beyond the gates lay a city. 

The walls spoke. A somber voice chronicled the city's gossip 
night and day: who had-the navigator discerned after listening for 
some time-become wealthy; who had lost everything. "To M. Santi, 
a gain of a thousand chits, while M. Farbo has lost all but ten chits." 

After the navigator had listened for a time, a child appeared at the 
gate. The child was disheveled and plain, but possessed a degree of 
flair. "I beseech you." The child grasped the navigator's shirt and 
begged for chits. 

"I have nothing to give." The navigator signaled regret as best 
they could with their hands, which had grown dark with travel. 

Straightening, the child said, "Then I shall give you one of mine," 
and pulled a pale metal square with a maze etched on it from a 
pocket. "But do not tell anyone else, as they'll steal it from you. That 
is our main recreation and industry, both." 

The wall chimed and the somber voice began a new broadcast, 
this time listing the location of each safe in the city, with a careful 



description of contents. 
"How do you live this way?" the navigator asked, looking at the 

slim piece of metal in their palm. 
"We were once afraid of our treasures being stolen," the child 

said proudly. "Now we are no longer afraid, as we help make it 
happen. If you are afraid of losing that chit, I will gladly take it back 
from you." The child held up the metal so that it gleamed in the sun, 
and the navigator discovered their hands held only air. 

The Sand Maps 
Beyond the valley and the thieves' city existed a village of young 
travelers and old artists. The travelers went forth in the morning and 
walked in all directions. By noon they returned, and whispered what 
they'd seen to the older artisans, and the artisans depicted the lands 
everyone had discovered in their walking, a map of images arranged 
like a wheel around the village. The navigator took careful notes of 
the places they had been and those they had not yet seen. Then the 
evening wind blew it all away. 

The navigator watched the artists and travelers repeat this for 
days, and found that no two sandscapes ever recurred. Finally they 
approached one of the artists. "Why a new map of the same place 
each day?" 

"Because it is a different day," the artist replied. 

* 
The navigator returned to the shoreline and woke the captain. 

"These are maps of sand and sky, city and plains throughout the 
land. Maps of sound and earth, light and shadow," the captain 
complained. 

The navigator took a deep breath, tasted salt on the air. "I found 
no empty places to conceal ourselves, save on the shoreline before 
the dark sea. And we are here already." 



"Then we'll wait," the captain said. "For maps fade and alter with 
time. Sleep. When we wake, this place will be different still." 

But the navigator stepped back, comfortable in their stronger legs 
and dusty clothes. "I wish to observe these changes as they happen, 
rather than walking the traces they leave behind." 

Another small deviation. Perhaps larger than the first. 
"Very well," the captain said, but shook their head. "You will be 

different too when we wake. Perhaps unknowable." 
The navigator did not reply, for there was nothing to argue. With 

the captain inside, Ship folded itself to the size of a rock. The kind a 
small child might find and skip three times into the sea. 

* 
The captain tended Ship's sleeping passengers. Settled in for the 
long wait. Dreamed of fair winds, clean beginnings. Purpose and 
destiny. Mused on alternate fuels, with no success. 

The navigator walked the landscape and watched cities change 
around them. They removed captain and Ship from their thoughts so 
they might better see what was before them. They kept walking. 

The Map of Kisses Down the Curve of One's Neck 
Now the navigator called themselves historian, though they still 
made maps to help them understand. They became he or she when 
it suited; they remained they. The historian learned local patterns of 
conversation to better be part of those moments when things 
changed. Sometimes that went right, sometimes very wrong. 
Sometimes they made unexpected connections, wordless ones. 

The historian found themselves in the back of a coat closet in the 
walled city of thieves, having everything unbuttoned too fast. They 
discovered themselves unfolding around and climbing over and 
being too honest with colorful symbols at awkward moments. This 
was more than uncomfortable. 



This was a gross deviation. The captain wouldn't have borne it for 
a moment. 

The historian learned where the people of this land lived, in 
between the spaces that they occupied. They learned how fragile 
people were, in those spaces. 

They drew lines between the places where they'd broken, or had 
been broken, they showed these to anyone who came close. See: 
this is a map of my mistakes. 

These lines were good defense for generations. 
In the city of thieves; on the wide prairie of birds that had become 

a launching place for gliders, then loud winged planes, then rockets 
that had frightened the birds away; in the salt and blood caverns by 
the river; the historian paged through people and held up the map of 
errors when some drew too close. The historian watched the 
changes and wrote them down. 

Until, over supper in the city of sand and images, you studied the 
map of errors and folded it into angles that fit into your hand, then 
pitched it away one-two-three skips into a well. And you traced a 
new set of lines with your lips down the historian's neck, tasting the 
metal there, and the salt, the sand, and the memories. 

The Map of High-Pitched Laughter and Low 
Whispers 
You were not, when the navigator first landed on the ship that folded 
up into shadow. 

You weren't when the navigator chose to stay. 
It took lifetimes for your laughter to make a pattern on the 

historian's cheeks. 
And only days more for your whispered stories to form legends 

that bound them and pulled them along behind you. 

* 



The historian's journal settled deep and unused in a pocket in a 
jacket at the back of a coat closet. The part of the historian that was 
still a navigator felt the tug of duty. They wanted to report to 
someone, to have orders clarified. But the historian looked to the 
future, as the cities of plain, shore, light, and water inched closer 
together. 

* *  
Through their dreams, the captain heard sharp sounds that faded. 
Inspection revealed several berths rusted and broken. "Shit." They 
struggled to contain the ship's passengers, before a few tumbled 
free. Knocked the captain aside. A passenger's shadow receded into 
the landscape. Others wandered. 

"They won't last," the captain hoped. They breathed slowly, 
conserving their energy. "The navigator will return," they thought. 
"We'll stay here, safe," they whispered. But no one heard the pulse 
of their words on the shore. 

The historian had forgotten their past, that one dark rock on the 
shore, the shadows it threw. 

A Map of Shouting 
Things the historian did not have a map for: The ways in which 
lovers could know each other so deeply, they could sense where to 
step, and where not to. The ways that silence felt comfortable, a 
wide sunlit street, until you turned onto a path of forgotten things, or 
an alley of what one wished to hear that was never said. 

Sometimes there was shouting, which, on a map, would blotch 
well-known roads red and orange with hazards marked "you" and 
"always" and "never" and finally blot out whole blocks of quiet 
moments with a hot white glow that was hard to look at the next day. 



Two Maps That Both Want the Same Thing 
A map of errors, laid over another map that also contained errors, 
could, in the right light, reveal truths and a way forward. You showed 
the historian this. The historian showed you the map of braids, and 
the city that it once encompassed. Showed you, too, the other maps. 
You didn't want to see those. Said you knew your path, the 
historian's too. You measured and cut so all the maps fit together. 
You laughed and forgot, and teased and remembered, and you grew 
so big you defined the entire world. 

* 
A third deviation. 

The historian forgot to want instructions, forgot the ship, the 
captain. They forgot everything about themselves except what it felt 
like to walk with you down a street and look at the winter maps the 
trees made against the sky. 

A Map of Impossible 
This map you made together, this impossible map, did not fold in any 
of the right ways. It screamed and cried and shat and ate and the 
only ways the historian knew it was a map were the veins and cells 
that connected the three of you. 

"It's not possible," the historian said. "We're from different 
shores." They recalled the rock on the shore for the first moment in a 
long time and shivered. 

You held up the map of the possible. "Maybe not so different after 
all." 

* 
The historian walked the widening path of a single moment, 
immersed in you while history rushed past. The historian took no 
notes. 



And then, and then because loss and gain ebb and flow through 
all histories, the future pushed in, like a meteor pushes on the 
atmosphere and does not break apart. Pushed past the moment, into 
coat closets and sitting rooms, and swept the historian and you up 
with it. 

What darkness blotted, what shouts rang the night, you saw, you 
heard. 

No longer historian, they ran when you did, they feared what you 
feared. They ached when you ached. They sought refuge in villages 
and valleys, among abandoned towers. 

Among the frightened people, the historian saw familiar faces 
from their journeys. "We are lost, we cannot last." 

No one was different now: all shared the same hunger for safety 
and a place to hide. 

They wandered lost together until one day they remembered who 
they were, where they'd come from. "I know a place to go," they said. 
"I will share it with you." 

Once more navigator, they set out, neither leading nor following. 

A Map of Small Empty Spaces 
Villagers walked with the navigator through smoke-filled valleys and 
dry riverbeds. A few had been taller once, their clothes shone still. 
Few spoke. They wove carefully between the small fires, the riots. A 
dotted line of escape. The navigator grew taller, with clothes less 
dusty and worn. It became easy to follow them at night or through 
smoke. Through the sharp, crowded, loud places where lights once 
mapped a city, through valleys of salt and blood. 

Shadows attacked. The navigator ran instead of fighting, for who 
could fight the future. Found small spaces empty of noise and 
danger. Their village's passage made a map of havens and shelters, 
then swept those up behind them and left no trace. 



The Plague Map 
The dark shore still too far, and the navigator unceasing carried 
those that could be carried while others made a map of the fallen. 
The moving village contracted. Marked waypoints with speedily built 
cairns. There was a place for you on the map. The navigator walked 
away from it, carrying your child, their child, and the rest of the 
village. The village carried the navigator too, when the navigator 
stumbled. The village grew big enough to carry everyone remaining 
through the shadows and away. 

A Momentary Lack of Maps 
Sounds of unseeing passage through sorrow, through change. 

A Map of Edges and Loss 
Beyond the city whose towers filled with shadow maps and no living 
mapmakers, the dirt whispered dry curses while the navigator ran. 
Their arms filled, their feet struck heavy on the baked soil. The 
navigator felt themselves slowing, finally, after many cities and many 
histories, winding down, while the child grew slow and sure. 

When they stumbled, the child helped steady them. 
They tried not to think of where they were going, where they'd 

been. They drew maps as stories for the future to read. They put one 
foot in front of the other and sang quietly to the impossible child at 
their side, which was not a map, but a choice, a chance, a charge 
and a shift. 

At the dark shore's edge, the navigator stopped, remembering long-
ago instructions. "We've returned," they said. Ship did not unfold 



from beneath pieces of fallen space. The navigator found the 
captain, lying in the waves, eyes staring back to where they'd sailed. 

"We can't leave." The captain breathed two long, painful 
passages and one short. Then three more. "We should not have 
come, shouldn't linger; our ancestors thought. .." 

"We made many small mistakes along the way. And some large 
ones," the navigator said. 

"A new course," the captain whispered. Their breathing stopped. 
Their destiny ran out. 

The navigator marked the captain's place. Then stood and looked 
at their child, and at the already settled land. They thought of you. 
Missed you. They were alone, and no longer alone; the dirt and salt 
traced patterns on their cheeks. They touched those places where 
the ground creased their skin. 

"A map of beginnings." 
They waited while the child grew taller and tossed stones by the 

dark shore. 
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"To the dungeon." Those were the last words she said to me, and the 
reasons for them should be what I ponder. Instead all I can think 
about is the way her mouth curved, the tip of her tongue between her 
parted lips as she spoke. 

The Red Queen controls everything. Such is the power of money, 
of influence, of her lovely, lying lips. 

"It's not my fault," I protest, even as I step outside the palace into 
the dusk. 

My escort, one lone guard, glances at me curiously. 
"It's not my fault," I repeat. 
He shoves me, hand between my shoulder blades. "Keep 

moving." 
"I'm not guilty." 
He doesn't answer. I could kill him if I had a mind to, but I don't. 

He's just doing his job. It's not personal. I'm accused of ... well, 
honestly, I don't know the list of charges this time. All I know is that I 
was in the Red Queen's chambers, and now I'm in custody. 

"I'm not innocent, but neither am I guilty," I explain, more to 
myself than him. 

He's no one. His opinion means less than nothing. 
He keeps silent as I follow him through the garden. My shoes are 

gone, and the road we follow is anything but soft. Knowing her, I 
wouldn't be shocked if she had extra rocks or shards of glass carted 
in to cover the path. She's always quick to remind me she's in 
charge. 

I lift my gaze from the path at a soft chuff of laughter to my left. 
The guard doesn't notice the sound, but he's not paid enough to 
notice. Or maybe he's simply one of the rare Wonderland-born 
people. They never find the oddities worth noting, not the way those 
of us who came from the Original World do. 



I stare into the wild foliage. There, nestled among rose blossoms 
as big as a child's head, is Tom. With his dark skin, the garden, and 
the flowers, all I see is his eerily wide smile. No one else has such a 
grin, though, so there's no mistaking him. 

"Who goes there?" he calls out, official-like, as if he has the 
authority to question my transportation. Perhaps he might. Politics 
are a peculiar thing in any world, including this one. 

The guard halts and peers into the greenery. "Guard 39, sir." 
Tom steps out with a bit of a pounce. He always gives the 

impression of something feral, grinning as he does, popping out of 
unexpected shadows more often than not. 

If I were to like a man, I suspect it would be him. 
"Ahhh, you have Rose." Tom looks me up and down. 
"Beatrice," the guard corrects. 
"But a rose by any other name is ... If you are not a rose, what 

does that make you?" 
The guard scrunches up his face in a most unflattering way. "This 

is Beatrice, the Red Queen's maid." 
"Today." Tom's grin vanishes. "There are tomorrows and 

yesterdays, though. Are any of us both who were then and now?" 
The guard nods as if this makes sense. I suppose, in a manner of 

speaking, it does. Once, a very long while ago, my name was not 
Beatrice. Before that, in the Original World, it was something else 
entirely. 

Tom sidles up next to the guard and takes the keys from where 
they hang at the guard's hip. The guard watches him, as do I. Who 
can resist such a being? Tom moves the way the loveliest music 
comes into being, as if it's suddenly woven from nothing into 
something remarkable. Tom is like that-except he knows things in a 
way that makes me suspect he's sometimes here when he's not. 

"I shall take Rose," he pronounces. 
Guard 39 looks perplexed at this. "Did the queen change the 

orders?"  



Tom's wide grin flashes back into being, and we all three 
undoubtedly know that whatever comes next is not the whole truth. 

"Ah, does she ever not change them?" Tom asks. 
The guard hands me over with no more than a cursory glance at 

the castle. Tom, for all his deceits, is trusted as few beings ever are 
in Wonderland. He is not in her employ, but he is not her enemy. 
Truthfully, I think he's as much in charge as she is. 

As the guard leaves, I feel Tom beside me, nearly vibrating with 
the difficulty of stillness. We stand there, watching Guard 39 return 
along the path we've traveled. I'm not sure if he's going to the castle 
to ask for clarity or simply resuming whatever task he should've been 
attending if not for my sudden arrest. 

Once the guard turns a bend in the garden path, Tom extends an 
elbow to me. "Come, my dear Rose. We shall walk a while." 

He doesn't unshackle me, so linking my arm with his is not 
possible. I rattle my restraints slightly in answer. 

"I see." 
Instead of removing the manacles, he twines his arm around 

mine, and we perambulate through the jungle-like growth. Tendrils 
seemingly reach out, snagging my hair and skirt. There's a wildness 
here that suits me. 

After several quiet moments, I tell him, "I never lied to her. I need 
you to believe me. I need someone to trust me." 

Tom's toothy grin flashes in the dark. "Shall I admit I don't care, 
dear Rose?" 

"Why did you stop him from taking me to the dungeon, then?" 
"That, my dear one, is a fine question." He pats my arm as if I 

have earned a point in a game I didn't realize we'd begun. Unlike 
me, unlike Alice, Tom is a native of this peculiar world. In the best of 
moods, he seems to consider if you're worth toying with for a while 
or if you're beneath his notice. Neither seems particularly pleasant. 

"Do you believe me?" I ask. 
He laughs, mouth stretching wider than human mouths ought to 

stretch. 



"Alice would not like it if I believed you," he says, bluntly getting to 
the lone truth of things. "Of course, she would not like it if I doubted 
you either." 

"I serve her best interests," I tell him. "Whatever name you call 
me, or she calls me, I serve Alice." 

This is the truth that has left me here, chained in the garden, 
plucked from her room. It is also, apparently, the answer Tom 
sought. He peers at me, and then he reaches out. I don't flinch-
although any man reaching toward me is cause for discomfort. The 
side of his hand grazes my face as he plucks a dripping rose from a 
wild tangle of vines and thorns. A good third of the petals rain over 
me as he frees the blossom and weaves it into my hair. 

"I serve Wonderland, Rose. Not this Red Queen. Not the last. Not 
the one before her ... or the one who will follow Alice some day." 

"She trusts you." It's all I can say as we follow the sinuous path 
toward the dungeon-where, apparently, I am still going. 

"More's the pity," he says. 
We drift to silence then, broken only when he opens my cell door. 

The clank of it seems welcoming. Tom's company has become 
oppressive. 

I pull it closed. The keys clatter as he locks the cell and then 
reaches in to unshackle my wrists and attach the manacle to my 
ankle. 

"Never unchain a killer unless you must," he says cheerily. 
"I serve the queen," I repeat. 
"No one with a bit of sense doubts that. They might not admit 

they realize it, and you will likely still lose your pretty head, Rose, but 
those of us who pay attention have always known where your loyalty 
belongs." He pats my cheek and grins as he backs away, white teeth 
gleaming out of the shadows. 

And then he's gone. 

* 



The first time I stood before the queen, I knew she was why I'd fallen 
into Wonderland. She is my reason. I was meant for her. 

I'd been here for four months, not entirely sure where here was or 
if being here was to last forever. Nothing made sense some days, 
but I'd been keeping my head down and had taken a position as a 
maid. It wasn't much, but it kept me in tea and jam. 

The day that changed my life was a Wednesday. Admittedly, most 
days here are Wednesday, but still, I noted it. Details matter when 
the queen is rumored to be a litigious sort. 

"You, there." A guard stood over me, close enough that I briefly 
considered mopping his shiny black boots. "Stand up." 

That part was easy enough-welcome, even. Being on my knees 
wasn't a natural position, especially not before a man. Don't mistake 
me: I'm not a misandrist. I dislike most people, men and women 
both. I maybe just dislike men a touch more. 

"The queen needs you to clean the throne room," he ordered. 
"Now?" 
He stared at me as if I were daft. "Of course, now. Everything she 

orders is now." 
Months later, I'd understand, but I hadn't yet learned that the Red 

Queen had made it a habit to lack patience. It was part of the illusion 
she crafted. No one thought her capable of the ruses she set into 
motion because her carefully constructed persona was that of an 
impatient, slightly mad, entirely indulgent woman. 

But I digress. 
The Red Queen had summoned me, and so I went to the throne 

room. It was a marvel of black and white tile, an elaborate game 
board where pawns maneuvered for power. She sat like a goddess 
on high, watching the courtiers seeking her attention and pointedly 
refusing them. The king, for all that he existed, was a shell of a man. 
He nodded and spoke as if she crafted lines for him at night and 
glancing at her with such hunger and fear that I pitied him almost as 
much as I envied him. 



(I know now that this was the moment of my demise. She knew 
somehow, before I realized it, before I could hide. She knew I was 
hers to use and discard.) 

When she turned to look at me, my fate was sealed. Golden 
ringlets framed a face that sculptors have carved and painters have 
captured. Her lips tilted into the smile that Helen once used to launch 
a war. I knew then that Lucifer fell for the same reason Adam did-
because she willed it. 

So, when she crooked her finger, I did what any sane woman 
would do: I turned and walked out of the room. 

That was the first time she had me tossed in the dungeon. I 
wonder if today will be the last. 

* 
It's midnight when she visits me. I know she's here before the guard 
slips out of the small side door into a courtyard. Like I said, everyone 
knows she's deadly, but no one else is mad enough to cross her. 

It's an honor I don't have to share. 
"Hello, Ally," I murmur as she approaches out of the shadows. 

She's an angel deigning to walk into the muck, illuminated by the 
candle she holds just so. It casts light onto her perfect face and bare 
throat. 

"You never learn." 
I shrug. She's not wrong. I'm not any more likely to change than 

she is. I was what I am when I arrived in Wonderland, formed into 
the raw stuff that landed me here in her domain. No one knows 
exactly why some people fall into this fantastic world, but we all know 
there are only two ways to get here-be born to it or fall into it. 
Those born here cannot leave. The rest of us must constantly worry 
that we'll break the wrong rule and wake up in the Original World. 

"Treason," my queen adds, "is a very serious crime." 
"I wondered what the charge was this time," I admit. "One never 

knows with you." 



She presses her lips together, and I see that they're glossy with 
fresh lip-stain. I'm fool enough to be glad she still finds me worthy of 
painting those dangerous lips. The words that slide through them 
can condemn me to death; in fact, I suspect they have already done 
so if I'm charged with treason. I'd still sell a small country or two to 
have the Red Queen's lips touch mine again. 

"I must protect the crown," she says, as if I don't understand. 
"He was a blight, Ally. Killing him was a gift." 
She tilts her head, looking at me curiously, and very softly says, 

"Well, of course, it was. You know that, and I know that." 
The Red Queen lifts a hand, summoning the constantly 

accessible ladies-in-waiting. Then she glances at the ground behind 
her. A chair-ivory with beautiful carved legs-materializes out of the 
shadows. Hands are all I see. The light of the queen's candle doesn't 
extend to the servants. Another woman reaches out of the shadows 
and places a matching footstool in front of the chair. Hands settle her 
skirts. 

Alice sits without looking. 
The chair, the stool, the dress, it will all be consigned to the fire 

by morning. The proof that she was here in the filth will be burned up 
like so many other things. My beloved is clever and cautious, despite 
what the people think. 

I glance at Alice's shoes. When she became queen, Alice 
adopted a madness that seems to be bound to her role in this world, 
as if being queen meant some level of madness was inevitable. She 
is her office in ways, but in the heart of the madness, Alice still 
exists. The last Red Queen had no such shoes, but Alice wears 
strange, lovely ones that defy logic. Today's have a cut-out heel 
featuring teeth. 

"Tell me." 
"Why?" 
"Tell me," she repeats. 
I sigh. I want to resist her, but I can't. Maybe in the Original 

World, maybe if we were both back there, I could resist her charm. 



Here? Everything in me wants to resist, but I still give in. 
"I love you," I begin. 
"And?" 
"There is nothing I would deny you, Alice. Nothing." I settle into 

the hard bunk of my dungeon cell. Briefly, I attempt to cross my legs, 
but am stopped by the clank of shackles. I stare at her through the 
bars and profess, "You are my world." 

"And?" Her voice is different now. Softer. Hopeful. 
"So, I killed him. For you, Ally. I murdered him because you 

wanted him to die." 
The Red Queen smiles at me in a way that makes me forget the 

filthy cell where I live now. I know then that I'd do it all again-and so 
much more-for the joy in her expression. She knows it, too. I 
suspect she knew before I did. She picked me. She groomed me to 
be the red hands of the queen. 

"I never wanted the king to die, Beatrice," she lies. "He was my 
husband, ordained so by Wonderland." 

And in her lie is the crux of the problem. The truth is that Alice 
wanted the crown. She won it from the last Red Queen, and so she 
became heir. She was the new queen, taking the throne, the power, 
the crown jewels-and the king. It was one almost perfect package. 

The king, unfortunately, adored the Red Queen. Not Alice. Not 
the last queen. Not the one before her. He adored the queen-
whichever one she was. 

My time at the Red Castle was illuminating in ways I couldn't explain. 
I went from nameless maid, ordered about by every guard and 
courtier in the palace, to her maid. She chose me. 

That was the result of my first foray into the dungeon: She 
released me, renamed me, and I was New. I was hired as the 
Queen's Personal Maid as if I were new to the castle. The head of 



the maids gave me a tour-including the very same rooms I'd 
cleaned the past four months. 

My new name was Beatrice. I cannot recall the old name. It no 
longer matters. 

As Beatrice I would wear a dress befitting the Queen's Personal 
Maid. I hate dresses, but the pay was great. I signed my new name 
on the form presented to me, and so it was to be. 

On my second day as Beatrice I arrived to work, and I prepared 
to clean her royal chambers. I assumed that would require tidying 
her sitting room, possibly waiting to fetch her tea or her beloved tiny 
cakes. The queen, for all of her airs and etiquette, was fond of the 
hallucinogenic bakery-so much so that she'd burned it down and 
offered the bakers positions in the palace as Royal Bakers. 

I was wrong, of course. I arrived to find my employer naked and 
pacing. The room itself would take half a day to clean. Dresses, 
stockings, and jewelry were strewn everywhere as if she had thrown 
them in frustration. 

"How am I to dress without my maid?" She stomped her foot, 
frowned at it as if it ought to make a noise even though she wore no 
shoe and stood on thick carpet. She picked up a book and tossed it 
at the wall as she stomped again. When the book made an 
apparently satisfying noise, she smiled at her foot. 

My mouth gaped open in confusion. 
"We're all a little mad here, Beatrice," she explained 

conspiratorially. 
I nodded. What else was I to do? 
"I need cleaning and dressing." Alice gestured with her left hand. 
Women appeared from behind curtains. They all stared at her 

feet as they glided forward. Each woman was laden down with some 
sort of bathing supply: buckets, sponges, soaps, and towels. Several 
slid a large tub toward the windows. None spoke. 

They left after depositing the mound of supplies alongside the 
tub. Once they'd gone, the queen stared at me expectantly. She 



looked at the tub. She looked back at me. Surely, she didn't require 
aid to climb into a tub. 

"Your Highness?" 
The Red Queen looked at me, as if my speaking was a shock. 
"Shall I come back or clean now?" I gestured around the room. 

The clothing and jewelry that were everywhere-except in the path 
the tub had traveled-should have been my task as a maid. 

"Beatrice, truly?" She laughed as if I were ludicrous. "I need 
cleaning and dressing. Are you or are you not my maid?" 

Even then, I was not so unaware of her reputation. The queen's 
madness was legendary. Her temper, however, was more so. I 
wasn't about to risk my life if I misunderstood the way she was 
watching me. 

"Will I be sent back to the dungeon for touching you?" I asked. 
"Not today." 
"For not touching you?" 
"No." She offered me a rare, almost honest moment. "I would like 

you to please me, Beatrice. I selected you to do so, but there are 
plenty willing to look after my needs if you're not so inclined." 

She glanced toward the curtains behind which her ladies-in-
waiting stood or sat expectantly. "I have people who exist to take 
care of everything I seek. All volunteers. I don't see the point in 
bedding the unwilling." 

I didn't ask questions. Not about them. Not about the king. Not 
about anything. I simply set about doing as the queen desired. I 
bathed her, and I dried her. I knelt in awe as she stretched out before 
me on the floor. There-amidst satins and silks, diamonds and 
rubies, dresses and crowns-the Red Queen asked, "Love me?" 

And so, I did. 
Afterward, she asked, "Would you do anything I wanted?" 
"No," I lied. 
She smiled, and I felt my soul shudder in fear. 
"That will change," she warned me. 
I said nothing. 



"You may never leave me, Beatrice." The Red Queen gripped my 
hands in hers. "Even when I tell you to go, you must not leave me." 

And then she sent me to wait with the other ladies-in-waiting and 
summoned the king. 

* 
"I didn't hate him," the Red Queen says. 

I'm not sure if she's lying. I suspect this is one of the strange, 
precious moments of honesty that can too often be overlooked in the 
maze of lies and madness that make up my beloved Alice. 

It doesn't matter, though. 
"Will I be finishing my days in your dungeon or meeting the 

executioner?" I ask. 
"Must you be difficult, Beatrice?" 
I smile. She only wants me because I am difficult. The hardest 

task in my life is finding ways to be so. If I am complacent, if she 
knows I'd sell my soul at her whim, she'd be bored. Alice never 
meant to be a queen. She chose it over expulsion from Wonderland. 
In essence, she chose madness over death. 

The power, on the other hand, she enjoys far too much to 
surrender. 

"Were you after my crown?" She touches her head. Today's 
crown is blood ruby and onyx. Like the rest of her crowns, it's a small 
circlet, so simple it could be mistaken for a headband. 

No mere citizen of Wonderland may wear a crown. A "crown" is 
any metal or jeweled ornament that rests atop one's head. It's one of 
the gentlest rules enacted by Her Mad Majesty. 

"I do not want your crown, Alice." I keep my voice soft as we talk. 
The darkness makes it hard to be loud. "Nor the weight of it." 

"I see." 
"If I wanted your crown, I'd have killed you, not the king," I point 

out. 



"True," she muses. "But a queen must have a king. That is a 
rule." 

To this, I have no answer. Wonderland is still a mystery to me. 
We strangers arrive here with no clue as to what it means, why us, 
why any of it. 

"If I break the rules, I have to go back," Alice whispers. "I can't go 
back, Beatrice. I can't. I remember enough to know that I would 
rather die here than return to the Original World." 

I want to hold her. When Alice is like this, lost and more 
frightened than mad, I want to be the knight who rescues her, the 
person who saves her. I killed the king. I'd do far worse for love of 
her. 

* 
"I hate him," the queen told me as we were having the required 
afternoon tea. "I eat the little cakes and smoke the flowers to bear it." 

I brushed her hair as she spoke. It was an excuse, not the task of 
a maid. No one really could overrule her, though-except him. I often 
thought she hated him simply for that. 

"He smells." She paused and folded her hands. "He goes off to 
do who knows what, and I am in charge. I make all the choices. I 
rule. He ... I'm not sure what a Red King does, but it certainly isn't 
helpful." 

"Do you need help?" 
I watched in the looking glass as the queen pouted. Her reflection 

did so sooner than the queen herself, who was sitting between my 
legs on the floor in a very un-royal way. Even now, however, I knew 
there was a level of dishonesty in her. My beloved Alice was rarely 
truthful unless we were both naked. Without her royal clothes, 
without the Red Queen's crown, she was nearly sane. She was even 
honest in the way of regular folks sometimes. 

"I don't need help with anything," Alice lied. "I can do it all myself." 



We were interrupted by the arrival of Lord Hare, which was what 
the pale, red-eyed man called himself these days. One of the myriad 
guards that roamed the Red Castle stood beyond the curtains and 
announced, loudly, that Lord Hare had arrived. 

Alice stood and shoved her feet into today's absurd red shoes. 
Through some magic or machination, this pair had long-lashed eyes 
that stared and fluttered as if someone were trapped within the 
shoes. Maybe they were. 

"I hate him," Alice muttered. 
I didn't ask which him. She was the Red Queen, and back in her 

royal garb, her answers were as likely to be true as to be utter 
gibberish. The magic of the place changed reality. It changed her. If I 
pondered the matter, I knew I'd realize it had changed me-but why 
would I dwell on it? I chose Wonderland, and my choice had led me 
to her. The rest was immaterial. 

I would never leave her. 
"My dress," she prompted me, dropping her robe to the floor. Her 

voice was imperious, and the gesture matched. Her eyes, however, 
told me otherwise. My poor, delicate Alice. She was trapped in ways 
I could only try to fathom. 

I picked up the dress for the day. Pale blue. White sprigs. It 
reminded her subjects that she was once just a girl, facing an 
irrational queen. No matter that she'd become just as mad. No 
matter that she was as likely to behead a teapot as her once-trusted 
allies. 

I buttoned it up the back, fingertips lingering long enough to 
remind her that I was here, that I was hers, but not so long that she'd 
need to reprimand me. I straightened her full, heavy skirt by reaching 
under it with the excuse of a twisted fold of cloth. 

Alice stood mute as my hands touched her softly. 
"That won't do," she grumbled. "I have meetings. Lord Hare 

waits." 
As I made to remove my hand, she added, "Beatrice, really? 

Dispense with the posture of gentility." 



"Of course, my queen." 
Alice wasn't born and bred to be a queen. She was once an 

impulsive girl who ignored the rules. Such traits make for a 
temperamental queen-and exactly the sort of lover I cherished. 

I dispensed with everything gentle until the mad queen was calm 
again. 

When the Red Queen descended to attend her courtiers and 
disloyal subjects, I followed with the flock of ladies-in-waiting. I was 
never quite sure what they did now that she claimed that I was the 
only woman in her bed, but I wasn't about to ask. My queen would 
lie, and I would accept it. 

"Alice, my dear!" Lord Hare greeted her far too familiarly, and 
then he turned away from the Red King-who was in attendance 
suddenly, too-with a meek, "Sire." 

The Red King had no concerns, no worry over Lord Hare's 
manner. The king was too interested in the latest rifle he was being 
presented. If not hunting, the man was off racing. If not racing, he 
was with his own ladies-in-waiting. The Red King served no purpose. 
He existed to create the next heir, to procreate. I had no idea if he'd 
ever achieved such a thing with the other Red Queens. 

All I knew for sure was that when Alice was fertile, the Red King 
felt pulled by a mighty urge to rut with her. My queen initially had 
endured it. Over time, however, the king's drink was spiked so he 
could not inconvenience her. 

Briefly, the king smiled in her direction, but his hands were on the 
hunting rifle. 

Lord Hare, however, reached for the queen as if to hug her. 
"Bunny," Alice murmured in seemingly fond greeting, but I knew it 

was a rebuke for greeting her by name instead of her title. 
The pale man flushed red and bowed deeply. "Your Highness. I 

meant no offense. None." 
He had concerns that he needed to discuss, and to be honest, I 

had no interest in hearing them. I watched instead as the king waved 
off drink after drink. I knew there was trouble ahead. I wasn't sure 



what was coming, but life in Wonderland taught me to listen to my 
paranoia and star charts the way I had once watched the news. 

My queen was oblivious to the threat, and I was left with a choice. 
"Take this to His Highness," I told a passing maid. I pulled a vial 

of sleeping medicine from my pocket. I didn't use it myself, but I had 
brought over from the Original World a bit of this and that. 
Admittedly, a few times I had stirred it into Alice's tea when I had 
things to do, but I had to protect her-even from herself. 

Anyone would've done the same in my place. 

* 
"Do you remember before?" the queen asks me suddenly. Her voice 
and the candle are the only lights in the dungeon. 

"Before?" 
"Before here, Beatrice." Her voice is urgent now, and I want to fix 

it. Fix all of it. Anything. Nothing. Whatever will make her happy. "Do 
you remember before Wonderland?" 

I shrug. I suspect I could recall it if I wanted to try. There was a 
life there, a place I'd existed. People. Pain. Pills. There were things 
in my mind best left ignored, though, and I was certain that this was 
one of them. 

"Who were you?" 
"No one," I lie. 
We both know I'm lying, though. I'm not good at it here. Before 

Wonderland I was an excellent liar. My entire world was balanced on 
the edge of lies, and I felt the end closing in. That's why I took the 
chance, why I came here. 

"You are the only person I send to the dungeon repeatedly," Alice 
confesses. "I have to, you know. It's a rule. I must send you. I must 
punish you." 

"A rule?" 
"Who were you, Beatrice?" she asks again. 



Images clamber to be given voice. A man dead at my feet. A man 
bleeding. A man with a knife blade in his belly. 

"My hand held the knife," I say quietly. 
The Red Queen lacks context, does not see the men-for there 

are many, not one-whose faces I see. She hears enough, though, 
to nod. 

"Deserving?" she asks. 
Alice is, after all, a woman who has shrieked to have the heads of 

her enemies severed for offenses various and sundry. Spilling blood 
does not bother her. 

I close my eyes and let the stories flow into my mind. Once I was 
not Beatrice, once I was not in Wonderland-I was a volunteer. 
Shelters. Hotlines. Hospitals. I watched for men who were not 
stopped by the law, and I stopped them. No guardian angel. I did it 
because I wanted to kill, and I had too much religion to kill without 
cause. Still a murderer. Still a serial killer, if I were to use the words 
of the Original World. 

Without opening my eyes, I nod and declare, "The dead deserved 
to die." 

Another face looms in my memories, one I shove back. I still hear 
my father's voice, telling me how and where to press the tip of the 
knife while my mother prays on her knees next to the man sprawled 
out in the leaves. I open my eyes to erase that particular memory. 
His death is one of the reasons I must be sent to dungeons now. 

"All deserving," I say in a drier voice. 
The ones in my childhood don't count. They never counted 

because if I hadn't done it, they'd still have died. They could not 
count, and so I choose to forget them. 

The Red Queen stands and steps closer to the bars of my cell. 
She reaches out and places both hands on the metal cage. So 
quietly that no one else-even the ladies-in-waiting-would hear, 
she tells me, "The Red King deserved it, too." 

* *  



"Beatrice!" 
"Beatrice !" 
"Beatrice, Beatrice, Beatrice!" 
I wake to the strange in-tandem voices that seem to be caught in 

a call-and-response loop. While it is my name they call, they are not 
currently interested in my reply. I'm not sure what to do. I could 
interrupt, but it's dreadfully dull in the dungeon. The only other 
alternative is to wait until they notice that I am awake. I sit in my cell 
and watch. 

"We'll miss teatime," Mark Hare says as he stares into his teacup. 
"Hush, dear. It's always a grand time to have tea!" His 

companion, oddly, is a stranger to me-or at least I think he is. A 
ridiculous hat, oversized and garish, perches on his head and 
obscures his face. In the dim light of the dungeon, I would venture to 
say that the hat is puce, but I suppose it might be eggplant. I'm 
certain it's not brown. Nothing quite so ordinary as brown will do for 
any of the natives of Wonderland. 

Mark, whom I only know because he is a lesser cousin of Lord 
Hare and has been lingering around the palace far too often, leans 
on the wall beside my cell and tosses his teacup over his shoulder. 
"Clean cup, if you please." 

From the shadows a pale, shaking hand reaches out with a cup 
of tea in a saucer. Tea sloshes over the sides of the cup. 

"Without any biscuits?" his hatted companion asks in a tone that 
can only be called scandalized. "You barbarian! You ... you ... 
animal." 

Mark flashes teeth in the sort of smile that is more feral than not 
and says, "Hop, hop." 

The hatted man tsks at him-and then at me. "Eavesdropping. 
Quite the worst sort of behavior, you know." 

"Worse than lacking biscuits?" I ask. 
The men both hum and mutter, lost easily in a curious sort of 

riddling that the Wonderlandians are prone to. Mark taps a finger on 
the teacup, sloshing the liquid over the edges in a rhythmic way. The 



hatted man paces and has a little chat with himself. Suddenly, as if 
responding to signal that I missed, they both say in unison, "Quite 
so!" 

I nod. Really, what else could I do? For all the ways that being 
here changes a woman, at the heart of it all, I am still me. I see no 
need to engage more nonsense or nuisance than necessary. Mark 
and the hatted man are not rational; few of the inhabitants of this 
place are. In truth, I rather like it. A bit of madness makes the things 
that one must do seem sane sometimes. 

At least that's my theory. 
Mark watches me as he holds out a hand and demands, "Biscuit!" 
The same pale, quivering hand as before extends. This time it 

holds a biscuit. A key-shaped biscuit is placed gently onto his open 
palm. 

Mark extends the key-biscuit to me almost the moment it touches 
his palm. "Will you have tea with us, Beatrice?" 

"Indeed," I murmur with as much enthusiasm as I can. 
He hands me the key-biscuit and ... waits. No instructions. No 

anything. 
"What do I do with a biscuit?" 
"Marvelous riddle!" the hatted man exclaims with a clap. He claps 

several more times, muttering a series of queries that my question 
has sparked as he begins to pace. "A biscuit ... What does a biscuit 
do? What is a biscuit?" 

"Does it signify?" Mark asks. 
"A biscuit?" 
"A biscuit," Mark confirms with a nod. 
As they pace and ponder, I decide that there are-as happens 

regularly in this weird world-only a few choices. One, I eat the 
biscuit. Two, I see if the biscuit is a key. Three, I do nothing. I'm not 
great at nothing, and I have been starving since I was left to rot in 
Alice's dungeon. On the other hand, if it failed as a key, I could eat 
the rest. 

"Key it is." 



I reach between the bars of my cell with the biscuit key, shove it 
in the lock as carefully as one can with a biscuit, and try to turn it. 
Baked brown pastry flakes to the ground. Inside the key-biscuit is an 
actual key, solid, metal, and effectively granting my freedom. The 
lock turns. 

"She said you'd know!" the hatted man exclaims. "She said it 
true." 

Mark looks at me, shrugs, and smiles. 
I shove the door open with a squeak and screech-not the door's 

sounds, mind you. Mark Hare and his awkward hat-wearing 
companion provide sound effects as the door opens. 

The dilemma, unfortunately, is what to do next. Leaving the cell 
or-- No, there is no dilemma. I love Alice, cherish her in a way that a 
fish loves water or an oyster hides a pearl or any number of 
explanations. The point is that she is both essential and my treasure. 

But I do not want to die. I've held on to my head despite 
everything. This time, perhaps, I will not evade the executioner 
unless I leave. Then I might literally evade him. It is my best hope. 

* 
The king is a pig. Some days I thought he might become so in form. 
He is a bore, a vulgar, rutting thing, voracious in appetite. In so many 
ways, the Red King is porcine. Yet Alice titters and laughs when he 
makes crude jokes. She pats his cheeks. She ruffles his hair. 

I hate him. 
"I don't want a brat," Alice exclaims as I rub oil into her skin. "If he 

continues as he does, I'll be fat and mad." 
"Plenty of women-" 
"What if I get sent back?" Alice asks softly. She is prone under 

me, belly down on her bed, naked but for another pair of absurd 
shoes and a jagged crown crookedly affixed atop her head. "What if I 
have a child, a native of this place, and I get sent home?" 



I cannot tell her she won't. None of us who've fallen into this 
world know when our time will suddenly end. In full truth, I wonder 
sometimes if we are all in a shared coma, or if we are dead, or highly 
medicated. There have been times in my life when injury, death, and 
medication were all likely. 

"I don't want him to touch me," Alice admits. "Even if I wanted a 
squalling infant, I wouldn't want him to touch me." 

"He's the king. Shouldn't you ... want him, or whatever?" I'm not 
completely clear on how the Wonderland things work, but if he wants 
the queen-every queen regardless of the woman under the crown 
-shouldn't she want him, too? 

"I've tried," Alice says, almost calmly. 
Then, she screams. Once. Twice. Several more times. She's still 

on her stomach, naked under me. 
Guards come. A knight, tall and polished and far more dignified 

than most of the people here, enters the room. 
"Are you in danger, m'lady?" 
"Every day," Alice says. "Bring me something to please me. Plan 

a ball. Find me a new dress. Burn it all down." 
"Your Majesty?" the knight asks. 
The Red Queen stands, spilling me to the floor in her fit of 

temper. Two ladies-in-waiting begin to dress her. No one is surprised 
by her fits or moods. She stares at them all, gaze fixated on the 
knight. 

"You. Come at midnight." 
He says nothing, simply bows and leaves. 
I wonder at the plan she has in mind, but Alice answers me 

before I ask: "Perhaps if I watch him rut with you-" 
"No." 
"I cannot stand the king's touch," she says. "If I am aroused-" 
"No, Ally." 
"What am I to do?" She looks lost, the confused girl who 

sometimes peers out of the mad queen's eyes stares at me. 



"I'll fix it." I know before the next heartbeat that my plan is deadly, 
that there are no answers here that will not result in disaster. 
However, for my queen, there are no lines I cannot step beyond. She 
is my life. 

I have killed for far less rational reasons. 
"Tonight?" Alice looks as if she's holding her breath. 
I nod and think of my options. I have a king to kill, and there are 

no guns in Wonderland. It's messier without the slick, simple finality 
of a bullet. Simple maids have no need of sharp knives or swords, 
but there was a knight here moments ago. 

"At midnight, you will seduce him," I order my queen. 
"The knight?" 
"It's treason to touch the queen," Alice reminds me. "My maid 

might do so, but a knight. .." 
"I did not say to fuck him." I shake my head. She's not so daft as 

this. "Seduce him and have him sent to your lovely dungeon. I will 
collect the weapons he leaves behind." 

"To keep me safe," she adds. 
We do not discuss what we both know I'll do once I have his 

weapon. That is too direct. That is, in its truest terms, treason. 

* 
When I leave the cell and the dungeon, both Mark and the hatted 
man take off. Whatever plot they agreed to did not include staying in 
the company of the woman who murdered the king. 

"Regicide makes a girl a bit of an outcast," I announce, knowing 
Tom's there. I'm sure of it before his teeth appear in the dark. Tom, 
for all that he claims not to be the puppet master of this world, is 
nearby. 

In the Original World, in the Crescent City that was my last home, 
I would have thought that Tom was a tour guide dressed up as Baron 
Samedi. If ever there was sexier man, I'm not sure where or when he 
was. Tom, unfortunately, is also the single most terrifying man in the 



whole of Wonderland. Like the finest bluesman in all of New Orleans 
or the pirate at the helm of a cutthroat crew, Tom is a force unto 
himself. 

"The queen must have a king," he announces. "There is a 
necessary order." 

"And? Will I be calling you the Red King soon?" 
Tom laughs, and I am reminded of my father when he was luring 

victims to his traps. He was the spider, entrapping fly after ladybug 
after lesser spider. They all died because he willed it so. Those who 
lived, who avoided his lair, did so at his whim. Tom is more like that 
man who raised me than anyone I've ever met. 

"I am not interested in surrendering my power, Rose." He extends 
his arm, and we begin to walk. 

A woman is dragged toward the dungeon as we continue down 
the flower-lined path. "My name is not Beatrice!" 

"Shame about the queen's maid." Tom glances at her. "Treason is 
such an ugly thing." 

I miss a step. My feet tangle. "What?" 
"She'll be beheaded at dawn." He shrugs. "We must protect the 

throne, Rose." 
"She'll die?" I glance in her direction. "That woman will die?" 
"Indeed." Tom gestures for me to go ahead of him. "Someone 

must." 
And I know that this is one of those moments, a test of my 

character. Do I let another woman die so that I might live? I can't say 
that I want to die. I can't even say that I haven't taken lives. None of 
them were truly innocent, though. No one is innocent. 

"Would it help if you knew she wasn't, either?" He smiles, 
seeming genuine for a change, even trustworthy. "Innocent, I mean." 

I stare. "How did you know I... " 
"You are as readable as a book in a language I almost know, 

Rose." Tom's voice is light. "You ought to be grateful I'm not 
scandalized by your salacious thoughts in my direction." He leans in, 
kisses the tip of my nose, and adds, "And that I don't tell Alice." 



"I love her," I say. "You wouldn't be the first man I was willing to 
kill to make her smile." 

And there, in the dark garden, Tom laughs. "You'll make a 
fabulous consort." 

"A what?" 
"A king, dear Rose. The role is unfilled, and the queen is useless 

since she has lost you." Tom shook his head. "We have options. You 
could become queen, but then I'd still need a king to fill the vacancy 
you created. I could let Alice descend in madness and bring in a new 
queen to oust her, as Alice herself did with the last regent. Or. .." 

He looks down at me, and I realize I've slid to the ground. 
"You become the king. Adore Alice and keep her in check, or if 

you prefer, I could make you a knight. Move a knight into the king's 
position." 

There are words. Millions of words I know. Most of them aren't 
available in this instant. 

"I'd kill him," I whisper. 
"Kill the knight, too?" Tom sounds aghast. He puts his hand to his 

chest in faux shock. "You truly are bloodthirsty enough to be queen, 
Rose. That was my plan, you know. Alice seemed so promising, but 
she became mad. They all do-such is the nature of queens." 

"And Wonderland," I add with more bite than I ought. 
He laughs again. "I simply want a world as beautiful as can be, 

and it gets so dreadfully boring if it's only Wonderlandians here." 
Suddenly, I realize with strange certainty that this world is his. We 

are all Tom's puppets. Me, Alice, Lord Hare, Mark, the nameless 
knight, all of us. Maybe it should bother me, but we are puppets with 
lives and opinions. 

"If Alice is to be queen, she needs a king," Tom says. 
"Yes." My answer is neither enough nor too much. It is all that is 

left to say when the question is Alice. I will serve her. Not Tom. Not 
his world. I exist for Alice. 

* *  



The coronation is a lavish affair. In true Wonderland fashion, there 
are as many impossibilities as can be. The band plays late into the 
night, and Lord Hare decides to replace the water for the teapots 
with white liquor. Tall, leggy women in pink dresses walk with the 
exaggerated elegance of drunken flamingoes, and an assortment of 
men who look like bloated, sullen toads sit at most every table. 

"They wish they were you," Tom whispers as he escorts me to the 
rose-covered archway where the king's crown rests on a pink velvet 
cushion. 

"I'd kill them," I whisper back. I glance to my side and clarify: 
"Each and every one until there were no men left to bother her." 

Tom gives me another toothy smile. 
At the front of the crowded gathering, we stop. Beside Alice is the 

knight who was almost chosen to be king. He gazes at Alice in awe, 
and she smiles briefly in his direction. 

I kneel before her and make a mental note to kill the knight after 
all. 

She extends her left hand and takes his sword. 
When my beloved lifts the blade into the air, I see bloodlust in her 

eyes. My Alice is mad. She debates my death. It is neither the first 
nor the last time. 

Then, steadily, she lowers the blade and pronounces, "I knight 
thee, Lord Rose. Stand and be recognized." 

I stand, face the assembled crowd of both Wonderlandians and 
imports from the Original World. None of them matter. They are 
background at my union with the perfect woman. 

I take Alice's hand. "My love. My queen. There is nothing I won't 
do for you. No life I won't end. No obstacle I won't conquer." 

"Such is the nature of the Red King," Alice murmurs. 
She's not wrong. 
"I'll be better, though," I swear. I stare into her perfect face. "For 

you, my love. I'll be better." 
Tom steps up to my other side. 
"Bow and be named," he says. 



I can't look away from Alice, but I bow my head as directed. The 
crown feels heavy, a part of me now as if silver thorns are slipping 
from the beautiful circlet and driving into my skull. 

"I present to you Lord Rose, Red King of Wonderland," Tom 
pronounces. 

As our subjects cheer, I lead Alice to the dance floor and take my 
bride, my queen, into my arms. 

"No children," I swear to her. "No ignoring you for this or that lord 
or hobby." 

Alice looks at me in hope. 
"And if Lord Hare or any of the rest offend you, my beloved, I 

shall serve you their heads on jeweled platters." 
The Red Queen laughs gleefully, and behind us, under the rose-

bedecked arbor, I see Tom tip his head to me. 
Ours is a mad, mad world, and I am grateful to serve my queen. 
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My first memory of my centipedes emerging: I'm four years old and 
my neighbor Jonathan is chasing after me in the park. Wildflowers 
scent the air rushing past my face. I'm laughing, thinking this is just 
another game of tag. 

Then he tackles me to the grass and plants a kiss right on my 
lips. It's like having fat caterpillars sucking at me. I wince and squirm, 
trying to get away from him, but he only kisses me harder. 

Something starts wriggling inside me. Startled, I let go. 
A centipede bursts forth from my lips to latch on to Jonathan's 

face. 
He screams. 
Our mothers rush over, their skirts fluttering in the breeze. 

Jonathan's mother fusses over him, checks to see if my centipede 
has bitten him; my mother tugs me up to my feet and takes me to the 
side to scold me in Mandarin. 

"That's very rude of you. You're not to throw your-" Her voice 
lowers to a hush. "-your things like that." 

"But he-" 
"You have to learn how to control yourself. Girls and ladies have 

to be discreet about our reactions: you have to hide that a disgusting 
creature even came out of you. Do you understand?" 

I nod. 
"Now be a good girl and say sorry to Jonathan." 
"Sorry," I say, my dress grass-stained, my hair rumpled. Jonathan 

sniffles, face red with fear. 
From then on, I learn from my mother by watching how she 

controls her own outbursts: whenever my father kisses her on the 
cheek, a moth emerges from her sleeve and she catches it and 



crushes it before my father can even open his eyes. By the time he 
pulls away, the moth has vanished, and my mother is all smiles: the 
picture of a doting wife. 

The next time a boy teases me, pretending his fingers on my 
thigh are a spider, I try to hide my centipedes. The wriggling starts, 
signaling that one's about to appear. It's like something's crawling 
through my intestines, burrowing under my skin, making every hair 
on my body stand straight like a wick about to be set alight. I gag 
with the intensity of the feeling, but I focus, pinpointing the epicenter 
of the sensation so I can redirect it. The centipede comes out from 
the crook of my elbow instead of the spot on my thigh where he's 
touching me. It doesn't latch on to him, only circles around my arm, 
its legs long and languid. 

I'm not fast enough to make it disappear. The boy sees it and 
laughs. 

For the first time, I feel ashamed. 

* 
Everyone has a different creature inside of them that appears at an 
uncomfortable or unwelcome touch. The creatures are only ever 
insects, arachnids, or-I looked this word up myself when I was eight 
-myriapods: centipedes and millipedes. 

Despite the fact that we all have them, no one really talks about 
them or the way they emerge. It'd be awkward to, like talking about 
going to the bathroom. So, in polite company, we pretend that they 
don't exist. I can maintain the illusion with clever misdirection, just 
like I learned from my mother. 

When I'm in private, though, the illusion dissolves. I'm fourteen 
when I discover adult websites for the first time. Sex in those videos 
is flawless and creatureless, just bodies moving together, slick and 
rhythmic. But when I run my hands over my own body to explore the 
myriad sensations, some pleasurable, some not, I learn soon 
enough that real life isn't like that. When I'm squirming with 
discomfort, my fingers a too-harsh ache inside me, or when a 



sensation is just gross, my own touch can cause my centipedes to 
pour out. 

Yet I still feel like I should be creatureless, especially during sex. 
That it'd be embarrassing if a centipede-or more than one!-pops 
out during my first time with someone. So instead of letting my 
centipedes emerge discreetly, then hiding them and thereby risking 
discovery, I teach myself how to swallow my centipedes so that they 
vanish before they can even be seen. 

I'm eighteen when I first have sex. He's gorgeous, lanky but 
toned. We're both virgins, and we're not entirely sure what we're 
doing. We try one position. An ache knifes through me, and then a 
squirming sensation fills me, but I'm quicker with how I control my 
emergences now. I move that squirming feeling into my mouth, onto 
my tongue, swallow the centipede that appears. Its legs scratch their 
way down my throat, leave me raw and tasting iron, but soon it's 
writhing in the pit of my stomach instead of on the surface of my 
skin. 

"How does it feel?" he asks, oblivious to what I've just done. 
"Good," I say, and after a while, it almost does feel good. I trail my 

hands over him as we rock together, leaving traces of heat on his 
skin. I cling to him, rest myself against him, and for a moment I think 
I might even be feeling pleasure. My hands clutch his back a little too 
hard. A wasp buzzes, its legs brushing my fingertips as it emerges 
past me. 

"Sorry," he murmurs, an embarrassed flush rising to his cheeks, 
but I smile. 

"It's my fault," I say. 
I like being the center of his attention, watching as his eyes roam 

over me, as he appreciates the curves of my breasts, the dip of my 
waist. Something about the way he looks at me makes me feel more 
electric than anything he's doing to my body. I draw that energy into 
me, relish in the way he grins when I let out a moan, delight in the 
way he gasps when I arch my back. 



But it's all a performance. The actual body-to-body contact feels 
gross, like he's a dog humping a leg. I tell myself that all first times 
are awkward, and that pleasure doesn't just have to be physical. 

All throughout, my body is squirming, and my throat fills with 
centipedes. 

I swallow them all down. 

* *  
For all her propriety, when it's just me and my mom, she's frank 
about discussing sex. After I got my college acceptance letter-
UCLA, my top choice-my mom started talking to me about my 
social life, about the people I'd meet in college. 

"There are a couple types of girls," she says to me, in English this 
time. "There are girls who decide to settle down with one person and 
explore with that one person, and then there are girls who sleep 
around to see what they like, and pick from there." 

After a pause, she adds, "I think you're the second type." 
I don't know what she means by that. She said it nonchalantly, 

but some sort of shame still unfurls in me, and I think, I suppose I 
am. 

* 
I share a dorm with my best friend from high school: Delilah Yang. 
We couldn't be more opposite. Their black hair is in a pixie cut that 
perfectly frames their face; I wear my hair long, in styled, blonde 
waves that drape over my shoulders. Their personality is yielding; 
mine is more stubborn. They're studying socio-something, something 
about people and their emergences, while I could spend the rest of 
my life not seeing another centipede emerge and be content. But 
maybe the differences between us are why we get along so well. 

Delilah doesn't really understand my fascination with sex, my 
need for it-they're asexual, neutral about the act. But neither of us 
tries to convince the other about our opinions. I get that it's just not 
something they're into. They get that it's something I need. We both 



agree that, whenever one of us needs the room to ourselves, we'll 
stick a rainbow magnet on the whiteboard we hung up on the door to 
our room. It's a little classier than a sock, or a tie, or whatever else 
other people use when they sexile their roommates. Well, I say 
"sexile," but it doesn't have to be sex: sometimes you just need 
some time to yourself. 

Today, I'm out on a date with some guy I met online. He's bland, 
that kind of amorphous and unrecognizable plainness, and his 
conversation doesn't inspire much, either. But the way he looks at 
me, like he's drinking in his good fortune, like he can't believe he's 
out with me in public-I smile. It's nice to be appreciated. 

"My dorm's not too far from here," I say. "We could watch a movie 
or something." 

"Sure," he replies. 
Watch a movie, or something: it usually goes the way of the latter. 

Get college kids together and the easiest way for us to fondle is in 
front of a screen. Part of me wonders if maybe we can actually watch 
something this time, if I didn't have to go down that route, but 
another part of me is craving attention and worship. 

Once we get back to my room and I've moved the magnet onto 
the door, I'm not shy about my intentions. A few minutes into the 
movie, we're making out, touching, our bodies pressed against each 
other. He reeks of too much Axe body spray and his hands are 
clammy. I struggle to swallow down centipede after centipede and 
maintain my cool, collected image: the pinup girl, perfectly sexy. I try 
to focus on him instead, but nothing about him inspires arousal in 
me. Smoke lingers on his tongue from the cigarette he had earlier, 
filling my mouth with the taste of tar. I catch the thick tang of body 
odor and know it's not mine. Still, I pretend to like him. I compliment 
him. His face lights up: amazing what kind of power I can have over 
another person. 

He gets on top of me. Flesh sliding over flesh, the weight of him 
pressing down on me, and good thing he's got his face buried in my 
neck, because then he can't see the expressions I'm making. A 



centipede leg claws past my lips, then disappears as I suck the thing 
back into my mouth, back down into my stomach. God, sometimes I 
remember how gross sex is, how it's all just meat and ooze slapping 
against one another, but the things he's murmuring in my ear, the 
way he's so excited about me-oh. That in itself is enough. 

After he leaves, my stomach squirms. Bit by bit, the world settles 
back down around me, and the reality of what I've done hits me. It's 
like I've come down from a high, and I'm crashing and seeing 
everything as it is: I'm recalling every hair on his body, every 
fumbling finger, every disgusting sound. I can still taste his sweat 
mixed with mine, the odor of him sticking to me. I retch. Clothed in 
just a shirt and panties, I run to the bathroom attached to our suite, 
crouch over the toilet, and the centipedes I thought I'd hidden so well 
come up, forcing their way out of my mouth. I'm heaving up a 
hundred thousand legs. 

"Hey. Are you okay in there?" 
Fuck. Delilah's voice. Weakly, I say, "I'm fine." 
"Sylvia?" 
I turn, and then I realize that I hadn't closed the stall door behind 

me. A centipede trails from my lips, then crawls up my cheek and 
into my hair. I'm still clutching the toilet seat. Whatever centipedes 
have managed to avoid the water are scuttling up the sides of the 
bowl, brushing over my hands in their haste to escape. Bile churns 
with venom and stains the air sour. 

Delilah has a look of horror on their face, but still they take a step 
forward, and then another. 

"Are you-are those your-" 
"Yeah," I say, blushing. "Sorry-sorry you had to see this." 
Delilah shakes their head. "No, you don't need to apologize. I'm 

just worried." 
I wave them off. "I'm fine. Seriously." 
"I saw the magnet. Did he ... did you want to... ?" 
I look up. It takes me a moment to realize what Delilah's asking, 

and then I almost laugh in my shock. 



"Oh no, it's fine. I started it and all. He just wasn't that attractive 
and it ended up being kind of awkward and gross." 

Delilah frowns. 
"You know you don't have to do that, right?" 
"What do you mean?" 
"You don't have to sleep with men you don't like." 
This time, I do laugh. 
"I know, Delilah." 
Delilah gives me a hard look, and I feel like I'm shrinking. I'm so 

aware of the brushing of the centipedes' feet against the toilet bowl, 
the way the centipede that's gotten into my hair is getting tangled in 
it. Anger flares in my chest, anger and another emotion: I know it's 
shame, but I'm not going to admit it, least of all in front of Delilah. 

"You just don't understand," I say. The words come out more 
venomous than I expected. Delilah raises their eyebrows, taken 
aback. 

"Because I'm ace?" 
"I didn't say that." 
"Okay," Delilah says, tone flat. "Whatever. You should probably 

get cleaned up." 
Delilah turns and goes out of the bathroom. I feel like shit, but 

then I'm retching up centipedes again, and I can't stop to think about 
why. 

* 
Things are tense between me and Delilah after that. They try to talk 
to me a couple times, but I end up brushing them off-I know I 
probably said something wrong, but, more than that, I'm angry at 
Delilah for challenging me. For suggesting that I shouldn't be doing 
what I'm doing. 

We'd been talking about going somewhere for spring break, but 
those plans seem to be shot. Besides, I've met another guy: Connor. 
He's older, charming, thoughtful, and great in bed. I swear the entire 
time I'm with him, not a single centipede emerges, and I love that 



he's into exploring different things, that he tells me how great I am for 
wanting to explore things with him. 

He invites me down to San Diego for spring break-he and his 
friends have a tradition where they party all week there. How could I 
say no to that? Hanging out with upperclassmen, going down to the 
beach ... I can't resist. 

I pack my things. When Delilah comes in, they take in my 
suitcase, the pile of skimpy clothes I'm folding, and break the 
silence. 

"You're going somewhere? I thought we were going to hang out 
in Big Bear." 

I look up. "Oh. I didn't realize you still wanted to do that." 
"I was just about to talk to you about it." 
I shrug. "Well, Connor invited me down to San Diego. So I guess 

I can't go." 
Delilah frowns. 
"Stay safe," they say, and the comment rankles me. Delilah keeps 

thinking like they know better than me, and it's seriously getting on 
my nerves. I've just turned nineteen. I'm not some kind of child 
anymore. Who are they to nag at me like this? 

"Thanks," I say, the word bitter, and I catch a look on Delilah's 
face that seems like pity. Something wrenches in my gut. Part of me 
tells me that Delilah's just looking out for me, that, whenever we 
argue, they're usually right-but then the rest of me is irritated that 
Delilah's always right. Right about what this time, I don't know. In my 
frustration over my jumbled feelings, I slam my suitcase shut, 
relishing how Delilah flinches. 

I go outside. Connor's already parked on the street waiting for 
me. I throw my suitcase into the trunk, then slide into the passenger 
seat. 

"Hey," I say, cupping his face and giving him a kiss. The subtle 
scent of his expensive cologne, the softness of his shirt against my 
bare collarbones ... His stubble brushes against my cheek as I pull 
away, sending a shiver down my spine. 



"Hey yourself," Connor says, giving me that dazzling grin of his. I 
blush. I'm like a schoolgirl around him. He places a hand on my 
thigh, splaying his fingers out to claim the breadth of my flesh, and I 
swear to God I'm actually giggling. "You ready to get going?" 

"Yeah." 
When we pull away, I glance back at my dorm. Delilah's looking 

out the window, and for a second, I feel an odd pang of regret. 

* 
All I can think about during the ride down to San Diego is how stuffy 
the car is, how I'm weirdly nervous to be meeting a bunch of 
Connor's friends who I don't know. I try to reassure myself by holding 
Connor's free hand, but my palms are sweating for some reason. 
When my moist skin touches the perfect dryness of his, a scorpion 
emerges and scuttles up his arm. 

He makes a sound of disgust, and I take my hand away. 
"Sorry," I say. I clasp my hands together in my lap and look out 

the window. 
At least the drive to San Diego is relatively short, just a couple 

hours. It's a beautiful city, brighter and airier than Los Angeles, a 
different kind of Southern California. Away from anyone who knows 
me, who could judge me, I feel freer-open to try anything. 

Connor introduces me to his friends: Matthew. Andy. Joe. Quickly, 
I realize I'm the odd one out. They're all twenty-one-year-old white 
guys who know each other well, but I'm the only girl, the only Asian, 
and I only know Connor. 

Connor's friends aren't exactly rude, but they're not welcoming, 
either. I guess that's what happens when a newcomer intrudes on an 
established tradition. Except, as it turns out, "partying" isn't so much 
going out clubbing at night, which I do enjoy-especially when I'm 
out with Delilah-but getting drunk. All the time. 

I remind myself that this is also what college is about: 
experimenting, whether that's with sex and relationships, or with 
alcohol. We're on the rooftop of the beachside hotel tonight, the 



sound of the waves audible even from here, a few stars twinkling 
through the clouds and the city glow. Romantic. I'm sitting beside 
Connor, my bare legs crossed, my shorts hitching up my thighs. 
Matthew and Andy are eyeing me. I grin, shift my position so that my 
clothes reveal just a bit more, and revel in the heat that unfurls in me 
as I see a bulge, a blush. 

"Shots?" Connor says, raising a fifth like he's toasting. Joe 
whoops, and I cheer along with the others. 

It's cheap vodka, and the shots go down like gasoline. I'm 
flushing, but I don't want to be left out. I take shot after shot with the 
others, and I can't help but feel giddy as Connor's friends now 
welcome me in, how they're friendlier to me. Delilah and I have had 
our fair share of dorm parties, much to our RA's chagrin, but this is 
the drunkest I've ever been in my life. I'm flopping like a ragdoll, and 
soon I can't tell whose hands are on me anymore, whether they're 
Connor's or one of his friends'. 

"Hey," someone-Joe, maybe?-says, "let's go back inside. It's 
getting chilly." 

It feels fine to me. I'm warm, sweating even, but I get up and take 
swaying steps with the others, take the stairs down to the suite that 
all of us are piled into. Soon it's me and Connor and Andy on the 
bed, the two of them touching me, Connor guiding Andy's hands: 
"No, not like that. She likes it like this." 

It feels odd, me lying on my back in a haze, Andy's hands on me. 
His touch is different from Connor's: rougher, like he's handling 
machinery. Closing my eyes and trying to conjure pleasure, I feel like 
a mannequin being experimented with. That thought sparks a 
familiar squirming inside me. I can still suppress it though. A hundred 
legs tickle my throat. My esophagus constricts. My mouth fills with 
the aftertaste of vodka and something briny, raw. I smile 
encouragingly at Andy, delight in the relief on his face, the way he 
seems so grateful to even be touching a woman like this. 

I fake an orgasm for him, just to see him instantly get hard. 
Connor's smirking like he owns me, like he's proud of Andy, and now 



it's Connor's lips on mine, his kiss making me ecstatic. 
He pulls me into the tiny bedroom attached to the suite, closes 

the door so it's just us. I'm grinning up at him, but for a half-second 
my grin fades: Andy's fingers leave the ghost of a touch that my 
body now registers as violating, as something I wouldn't have 
accepted before. I almost start choking on the centipedes that clog 
my throat, but I take a breath through my nose and use my tongue to 
shove them all down. I pretend it's a half-retch from the alcohol, but 
even so, Connor doesn't notice a thing. 

He tugs the last of my clothes off, leaves my top and lacy bra in a 
heap on the floor, undresses himself. I flop onto the bed-a different 
kind of nausea rises in me now, and I realize that I'm sobering up a 
tiny bit. But Connor's brought a fifth in with him. He takes a glance at 
me, then pours two more sparkling shots. 

"To us," he says. I take the libation, swallow back the alcohol, wait 
for my body to relax again-but it doesn't seem to, not in the same 
way. 

Hesitation steals over me. But Connor's already getting into 
position on top of me, already slicking his touch and stroking me, 
tugging moans from me. Mixed in with that gorgeous tingling is a 
squirming that doesn't stop, a writhing that cuts under the pleasure. 
I'm not sure if I'm okay with this, but my vodka-hazed mind thinks 
sure, why not? and even the parts that aren't vodka-hazed are 
longing for the way he looks at me, longing for his praises and his 
kisses. 

He works himself into me. It doesn't go as easily as usual, maybe 
because of the alcohol, and it hurts. I wince, but Connor only smiles. 

"I'll go slow," he says, and I nod. It's less like the comfortable 
fullness I love and more like he's pulling me taut, my whole body 
vibrating with the tenseness of it. It hurts, it hurts, and I gasp as tears 
prick at the corners of my eyes. 

"Slower, then," he says. He plants a kiss behind my ear, and I 
take in another sharp breath, this time with pleasure-pleasure 



mixed in with pain, pleasure that confuses me. "Good girl. Take me 
all in." 

But where his words would normally comfort me, this time, there's 
something vile about them. My world goes in and out of focus, the 
pain sharpening and dulling my senses, and then I can't take it and I 
say, 

"Connor ... it hurts." 
"Shh," he says, stroking my cheek. "You'll be okay." 
"But it hurts." 
"I know," he says. Shock rifles through my body. "Take all of me." 
My whole body is squirming, shuddering, writhing with the 

stabbing-dragging-hurt of it all, and suddenly I can't hide them 
anymore. I can't swallow the centipedes down. They erupt from me, 
from every pore on my skin, and I'm crying and the tears wash away 
some of the centipedes, but more of them erupt in their wake. I'm 
whimpering that it hurts, and only then does he stop and jump away 
from me. There are centipedes crawling all over my face, dipping 
into my navel, onto my limbs. I'm sobbing, I'm sobbing and I can't 
stop, my whole body on fire with the pain and the centipedes' venom 
as they bite me over and over again. 

"Hey," he says, "hey, it's all right." 
But there's revulsion on his face. The realization that my whole 

body has erupted-that I'm naked and open, that he's seeing this-
sends me down a spiral of shame. My face flushes. Every part of me 
flushes. Centipedes bite me and sting me, leaving welts in their 
wake. Connor's talking to me from across the room, telling me about 
how he's my friend, how he'd never hurt me, and all the while I feel 
centipedes on my tongue, centipedes inside me, centipedes 
everywhere he's been. 

I can't form words. I can't even parse my thoughts. I want to 
throw centipedes at Connor, call him a liar, but my whole body is still 
burning with shame, my breaths too quick to speak, my flesh so 
buried in centipedes that I can't do anything but sit on the bed and 
cry. 



Connor bolts, slamming the door shut behind him, leaving me to 
deal with my centipedes alone. 

* 
The rest of the vacation passes by in a blur. I only remember bits 
and pieces: Connor and his friends being obnoxious at a high-end 
restaurant while I feel so embarrassed to even be seen with them. 
Joe and Matthew drunk in public, littering the streets as brown paper 
bags with beer bottles in them drop from their hands, cascading 
broken glass onto the concrete. Children run past and I think, This is 
a family vacation spot. Why can't I just enjoy myself and be happy? 
Vodka, everyone's breath stinking with it, our hotel suite dense with 
body odor and five kinds of cologne overlapping with lingering 
centipede venom. 

But most of all, what I remember is shame. Shame at breaking 
down, shame at revealing myself in such an awful way. I'm four 
years old again, struggling to remember how to redirect my 
centipedes, struggling to reclaim that effortless way I'd swallowed 
them before, but now, if Connor so much as bumps me, a centipede 
emerges-even in public. 

We leave three days later. 
I spend the ride home in silence. 

* 
Delilah's not there when I return to the dorm. 

They left a note on my desk, though, and I find tears 
unexpectedly blurring my vision as I take in their familiar round 
handwriting, the smiley faces that have peppered their notes ever 
since we started exchanging them in ninth grade: 

Hey Sylvia! 
Ended up going to Big Bear with a couple of socio folks. Hope you had a 
good time in San Diego! Q I should be home Sunday evening. Let's grab 

dinner together and catch up, yeah? Q 



Much love,  
Delilah  

I hug the note to my chest as I sink into my bed. It's only 
Saturday afternoon. I don't know what I'm going to do until Delilah 
gets back. A wall of loneliness overwhelms me-I don't have many 
friends here other than them. I sure as hell can't call any of the men 
I've dated friends. I need someone to talk to, yet I'm scared that 
beneath Delilah's smiley faces is an undercurrent of anger-what if 
Delilah's mad at me? I was a dick to them, after all. 

But there's no one else for me to turn to, no one else I might feel 
safe with. I take out my phone and scroll to Delilah's number, hover 
over it for a moment, then press call. It goes straight to voicemail. 
Only then do I remember that the signal in the mountains must be 
terrible. 

I spend the rest of the weekend huddled in my room, my mind 
flashing back to every moment in San Diego. I hug my knees, but 
even contact with my own body reminds me so vividly of how Connor 
touched me. Centipedes emerge one after another. Alone in my 
room, wrapped up in blankets and tasting nothing but hunger in my 
mouth, I let the centipedes swarm me, let myself drown in my own 
memories. 

Before I realize, it's Sunday evening, and someone's unlocking 
our door. I don't have a chance to get cleaned up. I squash as many 
centipedes as I can, try to hide them from view, but when the door 
opens and Delilah walks in, there are still dozens crawling on my 
sheets. 

"Sylvia," Delilah says, letting their duffel bag fall with a thump, 
shocked. "Sylvia, what's wrong?" 

I shake my head. Delilah closes the door behind them and sits 
down on the papasan we bought together, pats the space beside 
them, inviting me in. 

I can't take it anymore. I'm crying again, my shame mixing with 
my guilt over how self-centered I was, how I got angry at Delilah 



when really they just had my best interests at heart. And now 
Delilah's acting like I never acted like an asshole. They're being too 
kind to me. 

I don't want to get up, but my centipedes are disgusting me, and 
the papasan is clean, at least. I sink in beside Delilah, and they rub 
my back. 

"It's okay," they say. 
The touch is familiar, but then I'm remembering Andy's hands, 

Connor's hands. Centipedes emerge all over again from where 
Delilah's patting me. I'm frustrated at myself, and I feel another pang 
of shame when Delilah draws back. But they stay on the papasan 
instead of running away like Connor. Delilah remains near me while 
giving me space, all the while not chastising me for my indiscretion. 
They only ever smile, the curve of it so gentle on their face. 

"I'm sorry," I say, the words bursting from me. "I'm sorry 
canceled on you. I ... I never should have gone with Connor." 

Delilah looks at me, alarmed. 
"You don't need to apologize," they say. Their voice isn't stern, 

only patient. 
"But I was a jerk-and I canceled on you-and then-" I take a 

deep, shuddering breath. "I'm sorry." 
"I never wanted anything bad to happen to you," Delilah murmurs. 

"I was never even mad at you. I just wished you'd talked to me." 
"I'm so sorry," I whisper, half for Delilah, half for myself. Why 

couldn't I have just spent time with them instead of going out with 
Connor? Why couldn't I have just stayed in LA instead of going to a 
city I'd never been to, a city hundreds of miles from anywhere I could 
call home, with no way to get back to somewhere I could consider 
safe? 

"You don't need to apologize," Delilah says again. They look like 
they're about to say more, but they leave it at that. 

A moment passes between us as I sit with the intensity of my 
emotions, my head resting on Delilah's shoulder, their hand rubbing 
soothing circles on my back, their gaze directed at the same point a 



thousand miles away on the opposite wall. My crying quiets down. I 
realize that a centipede I'd let out earlier is still crawling on my chest. 
I pick it off of me with a sound of disgust and toss it to the ground. 

"Sorry," I say again, "that you've had to see my centipedes twice 
now." 

"Hey," Delilah says, "that's totally fine. I know people say we have 
to hide them, but around me, you don't have to. Hell, around your 
lovers, around anyone, you shouldn't have to, you know? Men can 
let theirs show whenever. Why can't we?" 

That's the first time I've realized that-that I've always comforted 
my lovers when I've accidentally caused their creature to emerge, 
but that none of them have ever comforted me. I think about how 
Connor had jumped away, how he'd talked to me from across the 
room like I was some kind of diseased animal, making me feel like 
something less than human. Anger twists away inside of me, anger 
and a dozen other emotions. I can't breathe. 

"It hurts," I whisper, the words bringing me back to what I said in 
San Diego. I can't stop crying. "It hurts." 

"I know," Delilah says. "I know." 
I start sobbing again, the sound of it pathetic to my ears, but 

Delilah doesn't say a thing. Instead, they take my centipedes into 
their hands, toy with them, start petting them and treating them with 
the same kind of tenderness they'd treated me with. 

"You're so weird for wanting to become a socio-socio-
whatever you do," I say finally through choked breaths. But watching 
Delilah calm my centipedes has calmed me down, too. 

Delilah laughs. 
"Whatever. Like polisci is any better." 
They reach a hand toward me. One of my centipedes is curled up 

around their delicate fingers, relaxed, almost like it's sleeping. 
reach out a trembling hand and take the centipede back, let it scurry 
up my arm to perch on my shoulder. 

"You're not alone," Delilah says. They close their eyes, and a 
grimace flits across their face. They pinch themself, and a long, 

I 



black millipede appears. They hold the millipede out to me. I take the 
centipede back down from my shoulder, my breaths still halting, but 
my heart calmer as I hold it up to Delilah's millipede. The two 
creatures interact, touching each other in a familiar way. 

"You're never alone," Delilah says. It's only then that I notice the 
tears brimming their eyes, the way the smile on their face trembles. 
My throat tightens and my stomach turns. I try to smile too, but only 
sobs emerge when I realize what they're telling me. 

"I'm sorry," I say. The phrase becomes a compulsion, a prayer, a 
warding talisman. I repeat it over and over, I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm 
sorry. I apologize for the shame we've been forced to bear, the 
shame of other people's cruelty. Our creatures curl up together as 
my heart gets heavier and heavier. 

My voice descends to a whisper. 
I'm sorry I'm sorry. I'm sorry 
Then, when nothing else can get past my lips but my shaking 

breaths, all we have left is silence. 

* *  
For resources on coping with sexual violence and information on 
how to support survivors, visit End Rape On Campus (EROC). 
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