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hooK aNd mirror

By NathaN Batchelor
The beetle king’s soldiers arrived a few weeks after I killed Proem, my husband. After finding the 

body in our bed, they came outside where I tended my cattle, made some clicking sounds to each 
other, then indicated to me by pointing and nudging me with their claws that I was to follow them or 
be brought along against my will. Knowing the physical capabilities of beetles as well as their general 
indifference for human life and spirit, I went willingly, unsure of my destination. Would I be lugged 
off to a prison where they kept war criminals and derelicts? Or were they taking me to a dining hovel 
where my sternum would be cracked open and my heart feasted upon? I prayed the stories were not 
true.

At the castle of the beetle king, a translator, a dashing beardless man, Colón, told me I was to have 
an audience with the beetle king. When I told Colón he was quite handsome and that he reminded me 
of my late husband, he quickly disappeared into a dim hallway.

The scent of the castle, being made entirely of dung, was vile and overwhelming. Large pillars 
inscribed with scenes of the royal history of the king’s lineage rose to a high vaulted ceiling. Windows 
of paper-thin ruby- and emerald-colored chitin allowed sun shafts in, which gave the interior of the 
castle the illusion of existing inside of a child’s storybook—though one that smelled of ungulate shit.

In the grand chamber, the king squatted atop his throne. His shell glowed a brilliant green. Guards 
with hook-sharp, battle-worn horns jutting from their heads flanked him on either side. His eyes—
ruby—regarded me as my cows had, with a kind of boredom. The translator stood by his side, a small 
insignificant thing compared to the beetle king.

Without provocation, I spoke.
“My king, I’ve been loyal to you for the greater part of my life. I am simply a farmer. Why have you 

brought me here when your cattle need my attention?”
The translator, Colón, listened to the king’s clacking—a more refined clacking than that of the 

soldiers—and then turned his beautiful face toward mine.
“You are here because the king’s former translator is dead, and as the previous translator is dead 

and was found in your house,” the translator paused, “the king’s court had to train the apprentice 
translator—myself—to take his place. This has caused much stress within the beetle kingdom.

“Because of what you have done, you are to be sent on a—” Colón paused again. I found his eyes 
strikingly green, nearly the same color as that of the shell of the beetle king. “A quest to the kingdom 
of the worm.”

“Am I being accused of the murder of my husband?” I asked.
“You know what it is that you have done,” Colón said.
“I see,” I said. 
There was, I knew, no escape from traveling to the kingdom of the worm. My thoughts turned 

elsewhere.
“What compensation will I receive for this dangerous undertaking?” I asked.
Colón stared at me, his small mouth pursed in surprise. 
“Go ahead,” I said. “Tell the king what I have asked.”
After translating my response and receiving the king’s, Colón waited a long time before speaking. 
“The king wishes to know what it is you desire,” Colón said.
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I smiled. It was an easy decision. There was only one thing I wanted in the entire world: a new 
husband.

I was given a room in the castle to sleep in for the night. It was undecorated except for a chair, a 
cot, and a candle. A beetle soldier squatted guard outside my room in front of the barred door. For 
supper, I was brought a platter of fleshy wet things that writhed like grubs and a chitin glass filled with 
blackened water that stunk of dung.

“Worms? Are you feeding me worms?” I asked the human who delivered the food to me. 
She said nothing, refusing to meet my gaze.
Tiny flies darted around me, landing on the food’s glistening pale flesh faster than I could swat them 

away. Still, I ate furiously, and when a fly happened into my mouth, I did not expel it, nor did I seek out 
its death with my tongue or teeth. I simply ate. I was too hungry to care. 

In the light, I caught my reflection in the platter. How skeletal I had become. It was only the 
second or third time I had eaten since Proem’s death. The stench of his rot and festering juices had 
overwhelmed and sickened me. His absence affected me in ways I have difficulty translating into 
words. It was as if some worm had taken up place inside my brain, robbing my hunger for both life 
and food, eating me from the inside out. 

Following a series of misunderstandings, I convinced the beetle guard to allow me to roam the 
castle. With the guards posted at every exit, it was not as though I could escape. He need not fear me 
leaving, I assured him. He seemed to buy this, and after leaving my room, I quickly found a woman in 
one of the many halls and asked her where Colón’s room was. By her blood- and dung-stained apron 
and her scent of cooking oil and sweat, I knew her to work in the castle kitchens.

“Like some kind of insect, Colón is most active at night,” the woman said. “He goes for walks.” She 
wiped her hands on her apron incessantly, habitually, as if she were trying to remove a stain from her 
skin.

“Can you tell me when he’ll be back?” I asked.
“I shouldn’t,” she said. “There is the matter of his privacy.”
After some convincing, she admitted to me that Colón often returned when the moon hung directly 

overhead. I did not ask what he did on those nights when there was no moon. I went to the castle 
entrance, found an unsoiled part of the earthen floor to sit on, and waited for my love to return.

I did not have to wait long. Colón smelled of grass and seemed even more beautiful by the kiss of 
the sliver of moonlight. His eyes grew wide at my presence. 

“They allowed you to leave your cell,” he said. 
I was unsure if he was asking a question or making a statement. Why wouldn’t they? I wondered. 

And why did he refer to my room as a cell?
“You are very beautiful,” I said.
“Beautiful. But trapped,” he said. “Like a fly in the web of a spider.”
“What do you mean by that?” I said.
“What do you mean, ‘what do I mean?’ What if I don’t want to marry you? What if I had a lover?” 

Colón said. “What if I preferred women rather than men?”
“Well, what would you answer to those questions?” I asked.
To answer, he did something quite unexpected. He untied and lowered his pants and showed me 

his genitals, or rather his lack of genitals. The flesh between his legs was as smooth as a beetle’s 
polished shell. There were no scars, no signs of trauma. This was, I realized, the way he always had 
been.

“I prefer neither men nor women.” he said. “I prefer nothing.”
I wanted to say, “Such things do not matter to me,” to which Colón would have replied, “of course, 

you are kinder than I first thought,” but he was gone before I had a chance to speak.
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When I returned to my room, there were items laid out on a cow’s tanned hide—perhaps a cow that 
I had raised myself. The beetle soldier passed me a note, written so recently the ink still shone with 
wetness.

Here is the equipment you will need for your sentence journey. Kthax will instruct you on how to 
operate your tools. 

Why was the word sentence marked out? I wondered. I supposed Kthax was the name of the beetle 
soldier who guarded my room. 

There were four items.
The first item was a hook, not unlike one upon which beef is hung. Kthax demonstrated its use by 

piercing an apple, leaving a small circular hole in the apple’s flesh. Then he cleaved the apple in two 
with his own blade, showing that the hook had, effectively and mysteriously, removed a large portion 
of the inside.

The second item was a vial, which, through the body language of the beetle—rolling over on his back, 
such that I had to help him upright—and the skull drawn crudely on the vial, I supposed to be poison. 
The beetle unstopped the vial and feigned pouring it inside the apple. He nodded to me. And I nodded 
back. I understood what I was to do.

“The kingdom of the worm possesses apples your kind wish to poison?” I asked.
The beetle shook his head. He pointed to the third item.
It was a mechanical device, the likes of which I had never seen. It was a cube, adorned with 

marvelous insectoid inscriptions on every side but one. On that uninscribed side there was a circle of 
glass filled with darkness. The beetle manipulated the device by pushing a button hidden on one of 
the inscribed sides. Through the glass, the dimmest dot of white on a sea of black appeared. 

The beetle made a piercing howl, a sound that approximated a chorus of knives being drawn across 
glass. At first, I believed him happy for figuring out what seemed to me to be a puzzle. Then, from 
somewhere in the castle, I heard another beetle sound a similar heinous call. Kthax looked at me with 
self-satisfaction. He then indicated that I should observe the device. 

I heard the rustling of a beetle coming down the hall. As the noise of the beetle’s approach grew 
louder, the white object within the glass grew larger and larger. Then upon the beetle entering the 
room, the white object filled the glass entirely, such that no black remained.

“This is some sort of,” I tried to find the correct word, “magnet for objects?”
Kthax nodded. 
“But it detects other beetles or specifically this beetle?” I asked. “What use is that?”
Then the second beetle revealed an item from behind him which I had seen in the hall of the king, 

though I had given it little notice. It was roughly the size and dimension of a human head but covered 
in small bulbous ridges. It was an egg of a worm, preserved by some beetle alchemy. 

“I understand,” I said. “This box detects the presence of an egg, and I am to find such an egg and 
pour the contents of the vial inside.” 

Kthax patted me on the back awkwardly. The other beetle nodded in approval. 
The fourth item was a mirror. No explanation was needed for the use of a mirror, that of gazing at 

one’s own appearance.

The following day I embarked on my quest to the kingdom of the worm. I walked for hours before 
the first speck of a farmhouse appeared on the horizon. By the sight of the abode, I knew I neared 
the threshold of the kingdom of the worm. The sky had turned a milky pale color. The grass had gone 
from a vibrant green to a dull gray. The path beneath my feet hardened. It was as if the land itself was 
sick, infected by the rule of the worms.

Bloated white humans glanced at me over their rakes and hoes, through dirty windows and from 
darkened doorways. I met their glances with a smile, tipping my hat, calling out wishes of good will. 
No smile or tiding was returned.

I was surprised by the size and depth of the city of the worm. Whereas the castle of the beetle was a 
hymn dedicated to dung and chitin, the city of the worm celebrated flesh and bone and teeth. The city 
itself was circumscribed by a wall of intricately carved and fitted bone. Yet the interior side of the wall 
was pulsating flesh, black branching veins running below the surface of the wall. The geometries of 
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each shop and house within the city were sharp, angular things, constructed of bone and teeth. At the 
far end of the city was the cave of the worm. It reminded me, oddly, of an enormous woman with her 
legs spread. The walls of the town, her legs; the cave, her dark entrance. 

The alien city was exhausting to take in. My eyes were as heavy as anchors of some great ship. I 
searched up and down the mazelike streets of the town until I found a man who directed me to an 
inn.

The innkeeper had the flesh of a corpse drained of blood and wore a dress that seemed constructed 
of whale blubber. He smelled of brine.

“You looking for work?” he said. “You have the scent of the road on you.”
“I am merely a traveler,” I said, “looking for a place to rest my eyes.”
“Too bad, we’re always looking for people for work,” he said, indicating with his hand his own work. 
There was a whale’s head taking up nearly the entire room. He scurried over to the head, removed 

bloodied pliers from his dress pocket, and with both hands and a wheezing war cry, jerked a tooth free 
from the whale’s mouth. 

“There’s never enough blood and guts for the worms,” he said. “Always growing, always multiplying.” 
He paused for a moment. “Or maybe you are soft and like to care for things. Worms need care too. 
Especially their eggs.”

I slept restlessly at the inn that night, turning on a cold floor of bone, attempting to ease myself with 
thoughts of my future husband, Colón his skin the warm color of dark wood. 

I woke in the night, sweating, sure someone had been in my room, but when I called out, there was 
no answer. I panicked and by the light of a small candle pulled the mirror from my pack and gazed 
into it. Comforted by the reflection I saw there, I again lay down, vowing that I would not sleep the rest 
of the night. But my eyes grew heavy, and I succumbed to slumber.

Before I left the inn the next morning, the innkeeper bade me farewell. It was then that I noticed the 
pale white thing in his eye. I said nothing. Instead, I approached him with the hook and dug it deep 
into his neck, blood first spurting, then pouring down his pleading, dying body. It was over quickly. I 
cleaned the hook and went on my way.

The entrance to the cave of the worm was unguarded. The cave loomed and stretched upward, 
perhaps high enough to touch the clouds themselves. I stayed close to the wall, keeping a hand on the 
slimy surface. The sensory experience was sickening. I forgot momentarily what my quest entailed. 
By the time I remembered, I had walked far enough into the cave that I was in complete darkness. I 
fumbled in my pack for the device that detected royal eggs. For a moment, fear seized me. I could not 
find the device. Was it still there? Had someone, an agent of the worm, entered my room during the 
night and taken the device? But after a moment, I found it, raised it to my face, barely able to see it in 
the near pitch-black darkness, and depressed the button. Nothing happened.  

Did it work? Perhaps I had not traveled far enough into the cave to detect any eggs. I left the device 
in my hand, occasionally glancing down as I moved forward into the blackness.

It wasn’t long until I encountered a worm. At first, as strange as it sounds, I believed I had come 
upon a tree. I had never seen a worm, outside of drawn images. It was as thick around as one of my 
cattle, the color of a sick man’s piss. It possessed no eyes, limbs, or features to speak off beyond 
its segments, each as long as a cow from nose to tail. The worm possessed some dozen segments 
between where it emerged from the ground and its mouth. Those top segments dangled from its 
length like a wilting flower. Its mouth hung above my face, row upon row of teeth encircled the 
opening, each tooth looked as sharp and awful and stained with blood as my own hook. The mouth 
seemed a device itself, a clock or grinder whose purpose was destruction of flesh, as much as my 
hook. Curiously, I noticed then the similarities between my hook and the teeth of the worm, as if my 
hook was a tooth of the worm, though one much larger than the one currently before me. I looked 
directly into the mouth, unsure if the worm possessed speech or reason.

“I’m looking for the eggs,” I said. “I was hired by the innkeeper to tend them.”
Then I waited. There must have been some way for the worms to communicate and exert their 

influence. Else, how could they have their own kingdom?
“Who are you?” the worm grunted. “You feel new.”
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I didn’t know how he could feel me. Perhaps he sensed me through 
the hand that I kept on the wall. Looking down at my feet, I saw that I 

stood not on earth, but flesh. It was if the cave itself was a creature, as if it was 
a large worm that only vaguely resembled a cave.

“I come from out of town. You may call me Proem,” I said. “The eggs. They need attending.”
By this time, I was white knuckling the hook behind my back, coiled to strike, perhaps looking 

forward to the confrontation to come. 
But the worm responded genially and pointed out to me a recess in the wall, and after thanking him, 

then lopping off his head, I ducked into a small vibrating section of the recess. I walked for some time 
before a white spot appeared on my device. I was headed in the right direction, and soon my steps 
took me to a room filled with eggs just like the one I had seen in the castle of the beetle. There were 
dozens of eggs, but it was undoubtable which one was to be poisoned. It stood atop a podium of bone 
and glistened with a sort of nectar that I ventured was a mark of importance.

My work was done quickly, and I hurried away, afraid that perhaps the worms communicated in a 
manner like in the storybook kingdom of the ants: by a kind of invisible message passed through the 
air. I feared the signal had already gone out, a call to arms for those creatures with terrible mouths.

Entering the main cavern, I found no army waiting for me, only the corpse of the worm I had 
previously slaughtered. I moved out of the cavern, out of the town. A man waved at me from the 
shadows of a farmhouse. I hailed him, approached him, then asked him where I could find a place to 
sleep. Before he answered, I slit his throat. I went into his house and sat at his dinner table. I stayed 
there for a long while, feeling the strangeness of a house that still had love in it. No one knew the 
man—was he a husband, a father?—was dead, yet love remained in the house. I checked my reflection 
in the mirror. Perfect, I thought. Though now, I believe I missed something.

I was confused when, standing before the king, he said he knew I had performed well. 
“How does he know?” I asked Colón, my future husband.
“To ask would be an offense to the king’s power,” Colón said.
“I’m asking you,” I said. “Not him.”
Colón said something to the king, a long string of noises. In the dusky light, he reminded me of 

Proem. Colón and the king then entered a dialogue that seemed unending. I began to think about 
other things, namely Proem, and what state I would find his body in when I returned. Had enough 
time passed that what remained of him had become a skeleton, or had crawling and festering things 
grown and multiplied and made our bedroom a cavity of rot? Perhaps my entire home had become a 
strange amalgam of decayed body and baked clay and thatch, a living breathing thing, much like the 
cave in which the worms lived. 

I was snapped from my daydream when Colón said:
“The beetle king has spies everywhere, just as the worm kingdom does. Your success has been 

documented.”
“That’s all he said?” I asked.  “All that time that you spoke?” 
“He said you will have your reward,” Colón said, “but I will need time to prepare.”
Finally, I thought.
When I arrived at home, a day in advance of Colón, the bed was made clean, and my home showed 

no signs of Proem having been there, at least not his corpse. I checked the entirety of my farm, 
walking up and down the pasture, looking for any sign of a burial or an animal having dragged his 
body away. Perhaps, I thought, the beetles had done something with the body. The guards came back 
and took him, I reasoned. Proem now existed in a dung ball and would be eaten by the beetles or 
become a piece of furniture for the castle. 

But if that were the case, why was the bed set in the way Proem always made it? The pillows were 
stacked horizontally, the sheet tucked beneath his side of the mattress but untucked on my side. The 
extra animal skin pitched on my side, folded in a star pattern. I was the one who was always cold. 
Who else could fold a skin in such a way? Proem’s grandmother had taught him, a secret passed 
down from the ways of old. 
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I eventually gave up the search for his body. I sat on the edge of the 
bed, lost in my racing mind, crying, hot, a blubbering idiot. As much as I 
looked, I could not find Proem, and worse, I could not find my mirror.

The first days were difficult, of course. There was fear on Colón’s part, but I assured him I had no 
reason to kill him, that the matter with Proem was a special case, that it was nothing at all for him to 
worry about. I slept in the living room by the fireplace, allowing Colón to sleep in the bed alone. 

I slept poorly that night. As I had every night since visiting the town of the worm, I could not find 
comfort. I grew hot, then cold, then hot again. I removed all my clothes, and then fell into nightmares, 
dreams of terrible writhing shapes coming up from the floor, forcing their way inside of my flesh until 
my skin stretched and bled and ripped, hundreds of the creatures pouring, breaking, birthing from my 
flesh. I woke nauseous. I had soiled myself. I felt as though I were teetering on the edge of madness. 

I dug through my pack and found the items I was looking for. I went into the toilette room and 
examined myself in the mirror by candlelight. What I saw there alarmed me, but at least I understood 
what was happening. Though I wasn’t sure when or how it had happened. Not exactly.

Colón woke some time after I had started watching him sleep. He was sweating, although not nearly 
as much as I was. Through the window, I saw that it was a moonless night, the sky nothing but a hole 
above us. Colón’s covers were kicked off, exposing his nude body, the nothing of him splayed out in 
the dark.

He only stared at me. The sight of my body, naked and whale-bone white, must have startled him.
“Are you going to kill me?” he asked.
“No. Why would you think that?” I said.
“You are holding a hook, and you look unwell.”
“Yes,” I said. “It does seem that I am both holding a hook and look unwell.”
“Well,” he said.
“Well,” I repeated. “I need you to do something for me.”
I moved to sit on the edge of the bed. He panicked, moving away, almost falling off the bed in his 

scramble.
“Calm down,” I said.
Neither one of us spoke for a long time, me sitting there on the edge of the bed, him wrapped in the 

thin animal skin. Finally, he spoke:
“Why did you kill him? Your lover, I mean?” 
I had known at one time, perhaps even earlier in the day, but the sickness had clouded my mind 

such that I couldn’t remember exactly what it was that had made me kill Proem. Had I murdered 
Proem? I wondered. Or just his body?

“I cannot say,” I said. “I cannot remember. That’s part of the reason why I need your help.”
This clearly displeased him. He huffed and looked out the window. What was he looking for? I don’t 

know.
He said, “What do you want?”
I had momentarily forgotten. Then I looked to my hand where the hook lay, then to my other hand 

where the mirror was. 
I handed him the hook. “I need you to look into my eyes.”

After Colón had done what I asked, I told him to leave. Now, I sit and reflect on the things that have 
come before. Sometimes, the events are clear. Sometimes, they lack all meaning, as if the facts were 
pieces of a broken sculpture and a child had reconstructed the sculpture into a monstrous thing.

I do know, however, two things. 
One: my sickness robs memory, but also seems to grant it. In those first hours after I dismissed 

Colón, I was able to recall precisely why I had done away with Proem. Because that night, as we sat 
in the living room, by the warmth and sound of the crackling fire, him with his book laid out on his 
lap, and me watching the shape of the fire become one thing then another, he turned to me and said 
something in a language I did not understand.



7

“What?” I asked him. “What did you say?”
But he only repeated his nonsense. I stared at him. And there in the flicker of the fire, I 

saw something in his eye. The same thing that I saw in the eye of the man who ran the inn and carved 
up the whale in the town of the worm.

That night, I confronted him in much the same way as I later confronted Colón, standing over him 
with a hook and a mirror. He had kicked off the covers. His body and the sheets were soaked with 
sweat.

“I need you to look into your eye,” I said.
“Why?” Proem asked.
“You need to see what is in there,” I said, taking him by the shoulder.“I think you’ve,” I struggled to 

find the correct word, “changed.”
He batted away my hand, punched me in the stomach with one hand, scraped his nails across my 

face with the other. He is not at all himself, I thought. 
“Stop,” I shouted, “You need to see what you’ve become.”
In the struggle his throat was cut, and in my panic, as I tried to compress the wound, I looked into 

his dying eye to confirm what I had seen, but I could see nothing, and the taste of regret was already 
on my tongue as I tried to staunch the bleeding, his body turning white.

After Proem was dead, I left him there except for his eye, which I excised and studied intently. But 
there I found nothing. There was no sign of the small white mark I had seen before. As much as I 
hated that eye and what it represented, I couldn’t bring myself to destroy it. So I put it back in its 
proper place, covered his body with a sheet, and tried to rid my memory of the incident. 

Two: later, the night I confronted Colón with the mirror and the hook, I had seen in my own reflection 
that same white object in my eye, a spec of it, there in the corner. Only for a moment, and then 
gone, but certainly there. Though I searched my reflection for a long while, squatting there in the half 
darkness, I saw nothing more. But the damage had been done. I developed my plan. 

After I handed Colón the mirror and he looked into my eye by the candlelight, he said, “Yes, of 
course. It is there. It is unmistakable.”

Now, I sit at the table in the kitchen, looking into the mirror, bringing the hook close to my eye, then 
taking it away, debating whether I should remove the source of the problem, or if I should allow my 
hand to slip down to my neck, and let the blade do to me what it did to Proem. Whatever the case, my 
future holds only terrible things.
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A shout for help tears through
The hums of waves and howls of winds
And the silence of the empty beach.
At once, the lifeguard walking on the shore
Springs into action, years upon years of
Training and experience
Driving his muscles forward
Toward the singular silhouette
Rising and sinking and shrieking
Amid the splattering silver foam,
Her voice at times drowned out
By the violent surge of water.
 
The lifeguard makes haste.
Within minutes, he’s reached the woman,
Who wraps her shaking limbs around him:
Two at first, then two more, 
Then more, and more, and more, and more,
Each one viciously clinging to his flesh, 
Seizing his body in a cruel grip
Until his bones crack and snap.
Before another scream could leave his lips,
He’s already yanked beneath the surface,
His cries lost in the floating bubbles that burst
Into nothingness.
 
One of those ruthless limbs tightens
Into a noose around his neck.
In the few seconds of wakefulness left,
He glimpses at the lower half of the woman,
From which a line protrudes and
Connects her to a pulsating mass below.
Black spots invade his vision
As the tentacles pull him closer
To the spiraling rows of tusk-like teeth
Surrounding the gaping 
And abyssal maw,
Into which the helpless prey is dragged
And by darkness consumed.

BeNeath the surface

Ngô BìNh aNh Khoa
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hydra mali

By layNe VaN reNsBurg
My Darling Jake,
We’ve discovered something. We call it the apple hydra or hydra mali. Whether they’re 
true hydra or not is unclear; we’re waiting on the sequencing results. The semi-translucent 
whatever-they-are’s have six arms protruding from a central mouth which span a diameter 
of less than a centimetre. Said mouth has a distinctive yellow tinge. With their arms as 
petals, central body as a stem, and little iron teeth as anthers, they look like a flower in 
bloom. 
They’re strange and wonderful. Please see the attached picture of the one we named Daisy.
As with most great discoveries, we found them while looking for something else. It was 
so hot that day I couldn’t think, let alone work. Justine came in with some freshly picked 
apples. She said she wanted to make juice. We’d just finished coring the apples when a 
movement caught my eye. Careful examination with a magnifying glass revealed the first 
apple hydra. And then the next hundred.
How had we not noticed them? They seemed to take shape out of nothing, but soon the 
chopping board was wriggling with them. 
Exciting stuff. I feel so energized. I want to learn everything about these little guys. 
How are you? Is Jamie adjusting to Year 10 well?

At lunch time, Jamie Mayweather-Green sneaks off to eat alone in the physics classroom. 
His father would always pack a banana in his lunch box but he doesn’t have the eye for them 

like Jamie does. So sometimes, like today, Jamie finds a banana that is just a little bit too yellow. 
Still, he appreciates his father’s efforts. He is very busy, especially when his mother is away on her 
expeditions. She left a week ago again.

Jamie dutifully peels the skin away, takes a deep breath, and bites down on the top. 
It doesn’t taste right. Even for a too-yellow banana. It tastes oddly sour. Jamie spits. The banana 

looks normal, doesn’t it? The bit Jamie had spat out—not even chewed—is covered in a layer of saliva. 
Leaning in close, he sees a bubble form and burst. 

No. His eyes adjust. It is not a bubble. It flicks a little tentacle from side to side, like its tasting the 
air. With a little yelp, Jamie leaps back, and jerks his arm. This launches the half-peeled banana he 
held into the window. He kneels to inspect the fallen piece. He doesn’t see the little tentacle. But he 
knows it was there.

He takes the ruler out of his pencil case and scrapes his tongue until it is sore. Better safe than 
sorry. Only after he discards the banana tip and turns to clean up the streak on the window, does he 
notice a squad of his peers jeering at him, mouthing what-the-fuck at each other. How long had they 
been looking? 

Jamie grabs his bag and runs out of the classroom and into all eighty kilograms of Isaac. 
Isaac peers down and laughs at Jamie on the floor.  “You alright, mate?” he asks, extending a hand 

to help him up. 
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“Ah, yeah.” Jamie stands up and dusts himself off. He smiles at his friend. “Thought you weren’t 
coming in today.” Not that he can’t handle being alone at school, of course.

“Well, I wasn’t, but my dad got discharged from the hospital early and he insisted on driving me so 
here I am.” Isaac shrugs, the bell rings, and the friends leave for English class. 

There’s a weird pattern in our data. I can’t explain it. We thought there was nothing at 
first—and there isn’t, really, in the macroscale—but there is something interesting about the 
individual trees. Either they are fully infected, or fully uninfected. How do you explain that? 
Ultra-local transmission? But the bugs (for lack of a better word) seem to live entirely within 
the apples. No entry or exit marks. Almost like they grew from within the fruit itself. If it 
weren’t the only explanation I wouldn’t believe it, but I can’t think of anything else. We’ve 
started testing the seeds, but results won’t be in for a while.
The sequencing results came through yesterday. They’re not much help either. They 
seem to suggest the hydra mali evolved after primates but are only distantly related to 
invertebrates. In other words, nonsense. We expect that there’s been some contamination. 
The local guenons are very fond of the apples. Perhaps one got at them while we weren’t 
looking? It seems unlikely but the other possibilities are much weirder.
How are you and Jamie? Send over some pictures! I miss you both.

His usual distraction—real time strategy games—does not hold his attention the way it should. Jamie 
can’t stop thinking about the bugs.  He puts the controller down and hurries down to the kitchen, to 
the fruit bowl, where he reaches out for a banana. He stops, thinks better of it, and instead uses a 
paper kitchen towel. He slices the banana on the paper towel and watches. 

He feels bad for wasting a banana until he sees what he feared on the knife itself. He’d sliced one of 
them in half, and now there was an arm oozing blue blood and crawling up the along the side of the 
knife. Are they all infected? Jamie has to know.

One by one, he slices open the fruits.
The pile of bisected oranges, bananas, and apples are alive with the bugs. He can see them crawl 

away from the pile, over the counter. He can’t let them spread. He grabs the coffee pot and crushes 
every one he can see, pulverizing each into a blue stain. But there are so many more than he thought; 
and what’s worse, he notices their colour darkening to match the counter as they escape. 

His breathing speeds up. How long have they been waiting in the fruits? Is everything contaminated? 
They could be anywhere, even crawling over his skin right now. But he’d feel that wouldn’t he? His 
arms itch, and he swipes at them. He doesn’t know if that’s just his mind playing tricks on him. 

As Jamie backs away, he hears the door open. His dad calls out, “Hello!”
“D- dad?” Jamie squeaks out. 
His dad comes into the kitchen. He chuckles. “What? Did the fruit basket have a battle royal?”
“There are bugs. They’re in everything,” Jamie explains. He doesn’t look at his dad, only stares at the 

fruits.
Dr. Mayweather-Green’s smile drops. He approaches the mess and now he can see them too. 

Thank you for the pictures. Jamie looks handsome in his new uniform. I wish I could 
have attended the parents’ evening too but I’m glad to hear Jamie is doing so well. 
Congratulations on the paper acceptance! Let’s celebrate when I’m back.
We captured one of the monkeys. Please, don’t share this with anyone. I know you wouldn’t 
approve, and nor would the ethics committee. It was for good reason. 
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The monkey is infected. It seems healthy except for the fact that its droppings are filled with 
hydra mali. They are parasites with a life cycle involving both primate and apple tree hosts. 
This explains the sequencing results. I believe that horizontal gene transfer has occurred, 
possibly induced by the hydra mali to evade the host immune system. I have no idea how 
they could do this but it’s concerning, to say the least. 
The gene transfer appears to go both ways. The seeds that we analysed contain sequences 
that we thought were unique to the hydra mali. I’m not sure what the implications of this 
are. It may be an epiphenomenon, a consequence of whatever the organisms use to induce 
gene transfer in the primate hosts. 
This is why I need to find out how these things work soon. They can perfectly evade the 
immune system, and it may only be a matter of time before zoonosis occurs. 

Jamie’s dad is on the phone. Kelly from reception is asking where Jamie was, why he isn’t at school. 
His dad says, “Jamie’s got a fever. Hopefully it’ll clear up soon, we just don’t want to send him in and 
infect the other kids.” Jamie does not have a fever and is, despite the circumstances, somewhat 
relieved to be at the family holiday home rather than at school.

 Even if there was no wifi, and his phone was confiscated, Jamie at least has his laptop with him, 
and the real time strategy games it contains. Jamie wants to text Isaac to let him know he is okay—he 
wouldn’t give anything away, but his dad is very cautious. 

“Things will go back to normal soon,” his father assures. Then he goes upstairs and forbids Jamie 
from following him. Jamie plays his games and listens to the creaks and thuds that come from above. 
Even when his father isn’t upstairs, he can hear such noises. Jamie doesn’t want to find out what is 
being kept up there.

The vision in Jamie’s left eye blurs. He lifts his hand to rub it away but stops. It moves. He notices 
the tinge of yellow. With a calmness that surprises him, Jamie gets up from his laptop, head tilted 
down in hopes that gravity will dislodge the thing, and walks towards his bedroom mirror. There he 
dares to look up—slowly because he can already see the blur shifting downwards, trying to retreat into 
his lower eyelid.

It goes still again when Jamie does. His eyeball is getting dry now due to the lack of blinking, some 
tears welling up near the bottom. Jamie takes his finger to his eye, hoping the thing will latch on and 
let itself be removed. The hydra mali notices the finger and crawls away. Jamie blinks rapidly, and 
each blink moves it closer and closer to his tear duct. Eventually he blinks it just outside his eye and 
pinches it between his fingers before it has a chance to escape.

He crushes it between his thumb and forefinger. It feels good for just a moment until he feels the 
rest of them. 

They resettle themselves under his eyelids. 
They gather at the back of his throat, a wriggling lump that makes Jamie cough.
They congest his sinuses, pushing through the narrow passages and tickling his nostrils with their 

tendrils. 
Jamie sneezes onto the mirror. A dozen splat onto the surface. A few more hangs on a thread 

of mucus that droops over Jamie’s upper lip. He wipes them away. There’s no point killing them 
anymore.

Yes, I’m well. I’ve been sleeping, eating, and exercising. I’ve been wearing sunscreen too. 
Don’t worry about me. You realise how important this is, don’t you? This is an era-defining 
breakthrough.
The monkey is not as well as we thought. We’ve dissected it. Its insides are filled with the 
parasites. They don’t make their home in a specific organ—they’ve infected every organ 
we’ve looked at so far, including the small and large intestines, the heart, and the lungs. 
It’s hard to identify some of the organs since their morphology has been so altered by the 
infection. Curiously, even through the mask, I could smell an overpowering scent of rotting 
apples. I’m surprised the host was able to survive at all, nevermind seem healthy. 
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The parasite can edit the monkey’s genes so exactly. CRISPR technology pales in 
comparison. If we could learn how the hydra mali do it, a whole world would open up to 
us; we might be able to cure conditions such as progeria, downs syndrome, early onset 
Alzheimer’s, and most cancers. It won’t be soon, but this little creature might birth a new 
age of medicine. What worries me is that the danger they pose will obscure the opportunity 
they present. We need to make sure they are contained and will not spread. 
Fortunately, we may have just the way to do this. There’s a flower here—it is rare and we 
don’t think it’s been previously discovered either—that produces a compound that is highly 
toxic to the hydra mali. Once we find the active ingredient, we’ll be able to eliminate them 
efficiently. Nothing is ever so straightforward but hopefully there won’t be much trouble.
We only have a few more days here. We won’t be able to start answering these questions. 
I will send my findings to Oleg. He’ll be interested for sure. Maybe he can secure some 
funding for us to return soon and finish up.
All that said, I’m tired, darling, held together by threads of fear, hope, and excitement. I 
can’t wait to see you and Jamie again. Have a drink ready for me, okay?

Jamie gurgles salt water. This is what his dad told him to do when Jamie revealed that he was 
infected. Jamie doesn’t think it’s helping at all, but his dad has been upstairs for the past three days 
and won’t answer him.

There is no spot of the house where Jamie doesn’t find them if he looks hard enough. They’re hiding 
inside the linings of the couch, underneath the fridge, crawling through the holes in the bread. He 
knows they come from his own body. 

He’s not gotten used to their presence yet but it’s not quite as awful as it was when he noticed it 
at first. What really bothers Jamie is the way his stomach feels shifted. His lungs too. Whenever he 
breathes, he is surprised by the way the air flows, not straight down but to the right. 

After almost an hour of contorting himself on the couch, his father calls him in a nasally voice. 
Jamie hesitates but peels himself out of his comfortable position and makes his way to the bottom 
of the stairs. The door at the top is open, and his father beckons him. “Jamie? I’ve got to tell you 
something,” he says.

Jamie ascends the steps. He didn’t want to know what was in the room, but he must know. It might 
fix whatever’s going wrong with him. His dad invites him into the room and closes the door. It smells 
too sweet, like apples, and the smell is coming from the shiny bedsheets.

“Hi, Jayjay,” his mother calls out from beneath the sheets. “I’m so sorry. Could you come closer?”
Jamie walks forward. The scent is stronger and Jamie shivers upon seeing the dead and living hydra 

mali scattered over the bedsheet.
“Say something, Jajay.”
“What’s happening?” Jamie manages to say, the words catching in his throat not just because of the 

parasites lodged there.
“I brought something back with me. I’m sorry, it’s already got you both.” The bedsheets wriggle and 

Jamie almost doesn’t want them to come down. But they do and his mother is there gaunt and pale, 
but it is still her.

“Can’t you cure it? You’re scientists.” Jamie can’t stop staring. 
Jamie’s mother coughs out a couple of phlegm-coated bugs. She wipes them away with a tissue 

and places it in the bin beside her bed. “I don’t know how to tell you this but there’s nothing we can 
do. There is no cure. You can read my emails to your father. I’ve printed them off.” She gestures to 
the few sheets of paper on the bedside cabinet. “It won’t explain everything but maybe it will help you 
understand.”

Jamie can’t tell if his mother is crying or if there are hydras in her tear ducts. He takes the papers 
and sits down beside the bed.

“It’s good to see you again, Jajay,” his mother says.
“You too.”
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Thank you for that. I needed to smile. Things are going wrong 
here, and all at the last moment. Typical.

At first, we thought they had eaten the organs that were kept in the jars, 
but when we saw the heart, we knew that the hydra mali had become the organs. 

They were just reverting to their natural form once separated from the body. It’s an 
ingenious defence. Not only do they evade the immune system, they also prevent external 
interventions; killing the parasite will also kill the host. It almost seems like it was made to 
prevent humans from curing it.
It’s not promising. I feel like I should have said nothing at all to Oleg. He’s predictably 
excited and the news that infection is incurable has not dissuaded him in the least. In fact, 
he’s asking me to hide this for now. Speaking with Justine, she agrees that we shouldn’t 
proceed until we have adequate containment procedures. 
We’re out of time now. I can’t wait to see you. Maybe you’ll have some ideas, but I mainly 
just want to cuddle up to you.

Jamie smells the gas after he finishes reading the last email. He knows exactly what his parents 
are planning, and why they are taking such drastic action. But he can’t go through with it; he wants to 
live, even if he is ridden with parasites. He waits until his father and mother are holding each under 
the blankets. He’s had enough time to realise he should take the wallet from his father’s coat. No-one 
tries to stop him. Maybe they can’t bring themselves to do it.

It’s a long, dark walk away from the vacation house into town. He hears the explosion before he’s a 
quarter of the way there. He has to look back. He can’t believe the little smoking orange light on the 
side of the valley is the vacation home he’s spent so many summers in. He hopes his parents died 
quickly, but that doesn’t seem real either. 

Somehow, the rest of the walk goes quicker. Before he knows it, he’s in a cab going to the train 
station, then he’s on a train back home, then it’s morning and he’s exhausted and curled up on the 
couch, crying.

I’m infected. I’m sorry for bringing this into our home. I hope with all my heart it isn’t too 
late for both of you. I’m going to do my best to fix this, but I honestly don’t know what to do. 
I’m going away for now, before it’s too late. Please keep me updated. I love you, my darling. 
I love you, Jajay.
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callipygiaN

aNastasia Jill
A forensics textbook sits on Heidi’s desk. She reads about weapons and crime scenes. There are 

many ways to make a weapon – the citric acid from candy liquified and poured into the eyes, an 
ambitious spoon lodged into the jugular, an overly sharpened pencil up the nose. 

The standard fare is left unspoken; gun, kitchen knife, worst of all, the human hand. The nucleus of 
injury, passion, and art. After all, it’s hard to kill if someone is all thumbs.

Heidi takes off her headphones for a moment. It’s quiet without Jarrett. His voice once filled the 
room and gnawed down the walls, spitting out furniture and drywall bones. First she couldn’t sleep 
without his snoring, now she can’t focus without his raging. Instead, she plays music. It takes the 
place of his voice. She has a hard time with background noise being passive. 

A page turns. Electro-swing. Indie pop. Funko jazz. Not her first choice in music, but she can make 
those choices now. She turns the volume up high as it will go. Her foot thumps under the table, a 
liberating beat of her own. She took a sip of water in her brand new Hydroflask. All things that weren’t 
allowed around Lord, God, King Jarrett. 

He’d sit at the table, stout eyebrows knit together as he stared at nothing. Nothing; the only thing 
he gave the world, besides grief. He read, watched, thought absolutely nothing. She would watch him 
bent over the filthy coffee table, drinking juice out of a cup that read “Warmest Greetings” between 
two ass cheeks. Heidi would think, “God, I hate this motherfucker” but say nothing. She chose to focus 
on her forensics studies instead of him.

He mocked her for this. She had barely finished high school, and now she thought she was going to 
be a crime scene investigator? 

And he was right, in this regard. Her gas tank is empty. The fridge nurses congealed milk and the 
laundry had not been washed in a fortnight. Garrett hasn’t touched her in days but she still bears 
the bruises, a few cuts on the underside of her pointed chin. She looks to the closet doors, the stairs 
dimming under her glaze, embarrassed for the years of blame they’ve been forced to take. It would be 
stupid, she reasons, to apologize to partitions.  

Jarrett wasn’t always bad. He could be quite good and soft, laying roses on the parts of her raised 
like pillaged graves. When they first got together, he bought her a bracelet that he filled with charms 
each time he royally messed up. The chain was a weak silver and the charms fell off their dented 
clasps. After two years, all that was left was a roller skate and a ceramic heart. That day’s addition 
was a snowflake leftover from Christmas. The tag indicated a mega-clearance at the local Claire’s. 90 
percent off. 

“I gave that to you.”
“I don’t want it anymore.”
He grabbed her wrist and smashed it on. “The hell you don’t.”
His hand left a mark more permanent than the gold that slowly turned her slender finger green. He 

would later claim, “I barely touched you,” but the mark lingered far beneath her skin. Her skin, the 
color of cedar he chipped away like a squirrel does mulch. What he didn’t know? Her skin could keep 
a secret. Her skin remembered every time he touched her.

She touches the charm now. It hangs strong to her wrist, shedding cell-shaped pieces of skin and 
hair. 
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No one understands. The friends who consoled her didn’t grasp she could take a hit, it was his words 
that hurt more than his actions. How could they know the fear she held of a quiet cup of coffee, or an 
angrily thrust water bottle, how callous insults hid in her scars like soldiers in the trenches. 

She had countless stretch marks on her hips; he highlighted them, and verily. She had hair, so much 
hair; on her head, eyebrows, arms, navel, even on her rear. And she was fat–feeder fat, so he claimed, 
grabbing her hip dips. They could skin someone and stretch them head to toe in the space between 
her flavorless eyes. He worked with models every day–hairless, blonde, pretty, thin. Why would he 
want her, when he had so much more at his disposal? 

He made a rule: be modest. Cover up “that ugly ass, because nobody wants to see all of that 
anyways.”

Heidi closes her book, places her chin in her palm and tucks the chewed up pencil behind her ear. 
She sat there, realizing he would have killed her one day. Her presence was expendable, though he 
threatened suicide each time she tried to leave in the past. What he meant was: not on her own 
terms. 

A letter opener. Of all the tools, she chose a letter opener. She could be in textbooks, like the one on 
her desk. Heidi DeWitt could be a verb on the Crime Scene Network. Or an SVU episode with an off-
brand Heidi and Jarrett–Brandy and Jared. These are their stories, the narrator would say. 

Her forensic tech degree is still hot from the printer, but she’s studied enough to know what to do 
with him. 

There is a closet in her room hidden by a small door that sits behind their queen sized bed. She 
stuffed him in there after clobbering him over the head multiple times with his stupid, ass-shaped 
coffee mug. She smashed the back of his skull, continuing to strike him between the eyes. The mug 
did not chip, but his face gave way to blood. Heidi did not stop until his breathing became shallow.

She shoves the bed aside and unlocks the little door. Jarrett’s eyes flicker from the impact of light.
Heidi squints and says, “How are you still alive?” 
He does not answer. Linguistic usage is gone, as is his tongue, several fingers, and every single 

toenail. She admits she was careless, but had fun in her explorations of the flesh. It was much more 
fun working on him than some lifeless cadaver that had been a mother, or friend, or father or some 
upstanding member of society that Jarrett was not, nor would he ever be.

Heidi smiles. 
She is doing his future next girlfriend a favor.
Her textbook has no guide for skinning a whole human, but Heidi wants to see what lurks beneath 

the hide of this yeti-like man. She’s done the same to frogs, lab rats, even human cadavers. At first, 
she takes the fetal pig approach with him. 

A fitting end for a greedy man.
Ventral side up, she examines him head to toe. She wants to cut skin and muscle without damaging 

any organs. The scalpel and dissecting scissors seem so dull against human tissue. Fingers are 
her only forceps, but there’s satisfaction in the peeling; exploration of his layers like a lasagna, a 
beautiful, monstrous, mysterious lasagna with meat and muscle cheese, veins tremor and twitch in 
cold air. There’s blood everywhere. A strangled scream comes from what’s left of Jarrett’s throat and 
lips.

“Quiet,” Heidi says. “I was quiet enough for you.” 
Jarrett was a sculptor. But he had a fixation with buttocks. “Callipygian” was the word he used, a 

technical term referring to a well shaped behind.  She flips him over, ignoring the mess. 
In his honor, she starts by slicing open his ass. 
The skin parts like hotdog buns, revealing mounds of shapeless red meat. Hardly shapely, not 

artistic. Just a fleshy, juicy, useless ass. She follows her cut marks from his gluteus to his coccyx, his 
screams muffled by aphonicism and the riff of a guitar. 

He fades along with the music as she cuts slots on the base of his spine. She finds no bone, just 
residual fat all the way up from his ass. 
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I came for dinner with my smoking knife and fork,
to slice you into a thousand pieces,
to gouge out your eyes with its sharp edge
and pick the veins of your heart into my famished mouth.
I come with the sharp, pointed edge of a scalpel
which with force and cruel thrusts
will gouge out the arteries of your eyes and breasts,
leaving behind a gory, thirsty and gaping gash
dripping with your hot blood into my vials.
I have come to chew your soft bones
having scraped out the oiled layers of your skin
with my whitened, sharpened teeth.
I shall tear every muscle with my eyes
and plunge your body into an uproar
of how brutal and battering love could be.
If you want to plead with me to repent
and allow rain to drain my rampage,
prepare to stop the intoxicating fragrance
spewing from your dinner table, a perfect body,
cicada flesh, with pieces of temptation.
I am a moth lured by the waft of jasmine,
oozing from the array of dishes on your skin,
to play without regret on its rising smoke
until all the hosts of angels start to smell
on my raw, delicious love for you.

i WaNt to eat you raW

JoNathaN chiBuiKe uKah
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BlueBeard

yah yah scholfield
Even though Zelda was a sensible girl who didn’t hold with ghosts and was more than happy to write 

off her past experiences as merely nightmares, the skinless thing returned to her bedside as faithfully 
as a sheepdog.

The ghost was persistent. It cramped the bedroom with its abattoir stink, the carpet sprouting red 
and mold beneath its feet. Gender and race, all other identifying features, had been peeled away. It 
had to have been a steady hand that undressed it, slow and careful, so as to get every inch of skin 
off all in one winding, twisting strip. Unblemished save for the jagged slit at its throat, the red thing 
reminded Zelda of anatomy pictures she’d seen in textbooks, all meat and muscle and tendon. 

It was not a chatty ghost, and indeed, Zelda didn’t expect much conversation out of it, what with the 
bloody necklace it wore. The same hand that peeled it must’ve bled it, but the bleeding wasn’t nearly 
as gentle as the peeling. The ghost’s head hung at an angle, the neck nearly sawed through. 

Easier lookin’ at it at night, thought Zelda, and it was true. The first time she saw the thing was a 
month ago. It had been late afternoon, sun-warmed concrete at her feet and the smell of gardenias in 
her nose. She had a few hours left before Fred was home, and she was making the most of it, soaking 
up the look of the gray-blue sky, the wall of trees coated with ivy. Zelda must’ve blinked once, twice, 
and then the thing was there, an oozing red wound against the green.

The next thing she remembered she was sprawled out on the sofa, Fred looking down at her with 
worried eyes. Zelda didn’t dare tell him what she saw, nor did she try to sleep that night. She was sure 
the image of the red thing was tattooed into the skin of her eyelids, seared into her retinas like a sun 
grenade.

Calmer now, the worst of it dulled by shadows and moonlight, Zelda rose in bed and looked the 
ghost over. As nervous as it made her, it wasn’t a very interactive ghost. Zelda wondered what its 
appearance might mean and what the thing intended, scaring her like it had. An uncomplicated 
woman, uninterested in metaphors and symbols, Zelda liked the world plain and plainspoken. 
Others might tie themselves into knots with visions, psychic thoughts, and deep readings of even the 
smallest things, but not Zelda. Dreams were just dreams, and that Sigmund fellow was just a pervert 
too involved in the private bits of others.

Even so, there was a thing oozing by her bed. Zelda watched the thing breathe and twitch until the 
shock wore off. If the thing wanted to ooze and groan all night long, so be it. Zelda was tired, her 
hands and back sore from washing, wringing, lugging.

“If you don’t mind,” said Zelda. She tucked her cheek against her flattened pillow. “If you don’t mind, 
I think I’ll go back to sleep.”

She got a gurgling moan in response. Zelda gave the ghost her back and promptly fell asleep. 
Her dream was a funny one, the kind where you’re awake and asleep at the same time, caught in a 
middle world where everything’s soft serve smooth and light in some ways but real enough to hurt in 
others. Zelda came out of it slowly, blinking her eyes to the darkness of the bedroom. She felt the itch 
of the sheets and her well-worn nightshirt against her skin. She smelled the soap she used on herself 
and the detergent she used on the linens. Clean, fresh.

Zelda yawned, rolled over, and rolled right into the skinless thing. It was next to her, next to her, in 
the bed where Fred should’ve been, splayed out all red and slick and close. Zelda shrieked and threw 
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out both hands to push the thing 
away from herself, but before she made 

contact, the ghost grabbed hold of Zelda’s wrists, holding her 
in place. Its grip was firm, searing, burning like a hot iron against skin. Zelda 

whimpered, mouth poised to scream again, but the ghost cut her short, slapping its other hand 
against her mouth and nose. Raw meat, spoiled meat. Bile rose up Zelda’s throat.

For a moment they merely looked at one another, Zelda and the ghost. Zelda’s eyes darted across 
the thing’s face. It was so inhuman, so animal, and yet Zelda supposed, it was the most human thing 
of all. Beneath her own skin, hidden by her epidermis, was a creature quite like the ghost that held 
her, something red and raw and oozing, a collection of sloshing organs held tenuously by a bag of 
skin.

After a while, the ghost released her wrists. Gesturing with its finger, it pointed to the wall above the 
bed, and Zelda followed the path with her eyes. She watched as the thing stretched its arm out and, 
using the bleeding tip of its finger, began to write in scratchy, block letters.

D-E-N-I-S-E
The ghost pointed to the wall, and then to itself. Zelda flicked her eyes to the wall, then the ghost, 

then to the wall again. 
Voice wavering, she said, “D-Denise? Your name is Denise?”
The ghost stretched its mouth, let out a long clicking groan. Zelda flinched from the noise and from 

the smell, and then a thought came to her, clear as a bell and not in her own voice. 
It said, Find me.

In the morning, there was a reddened band around Zelda’s wrist, sensitive and smooth like a burn. 
She dabbed it with Vaseline and donned a long sleeve shirt, pointedly ignoring Fred’s sorry eyes when 
he looked at her.

“You’ll be alright then?” Fred asked before leaving for work.
“Always am,” said Zelda.

Of course, Zelda didn’t know she was moving into a haunted house. In fact, she didn’t know anything 
about the house, except for the fact that it was Fred’s and that it used to belong to his father. The first 
time she saw it was after the wedding (courthouse, Fred in a suit he’d borrowed from his dad and 
Zelda in cheap altered dress from Goodwill), and then, she was too giddy with the joy of having just 
been married to pay much mind to any of its flaws. Fred carried her over the threshold, apologizing 
all the while for the state of things, the rotted wood and the sloped roof, the windows smudged with 
fingerprints.

Zelda went into the house and into the marriage with nothing but her wedding band, a suitcase and 
a sewing machine. The house was as squalid on the inside as it was on the outside, but Zelda was 
optimistic. Everywhere she turned, she saw potential. Just a little elbow grease, thought Zelda. Just a 
little hard work and love, and I can make a home out of this. Out of him.

It took three days for Zelda to get the house up to her standards. Armed with bleach and rubber 
gloves, she dusted and shone, washed and waxed. She took a bit of the money she’d saved and 
bought a new set of sheets, a comforter, and pretty lace to make curtains with. She mucked out the 
bathroom (just one, and Fred was generous enough to clear a space on the vanity for her soap and 
lotion), and scrubbed the tiny blue kitchen until it shone.

Most of her trouble came from the living room and cellar. Fred was something of a hoarder. The 
rooms were packed with laundry, newspapers, loose papers, books, food gone off, food in cans, 
magazines (some benign and some shockingly lewd), tape recorders, disemboweled VCRs and 
cassette tapes, and CDs scratched beyond use. In the basement, Zelda discovered what looked to be 
a good decade’s worth of preserves, jams and jellies. A good many of them were labeled, but the faint 
pen scratchings were too faded to read. Zelda dipped a pinky into one of the jars of thick, red jam and 
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tasted it. It was sweet, cloyingly so, with a little metallic taste at the 
back end. She decided to let the preserves be and threw everything 

else out.
When she’d finished, the house was spotless. Zelda presented it to Fred when he’d 

returned from work on the final day, beaming proudly at her handiwork.
Expressionless, he looked around himself and said, “You got rid of my stuff?”
Zelda’s face fell. She twisted her wedding band on her finger. “Well, not everything. I tidied up is all–

Was that wrong?”
“Not wrong, just–” Fred pulled his face into a grimace, stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Next time, 

ask before you start tidying things.”
“I’m sorry. I just thought–well, I thought you’d like to come home to a clean house.”
“Wasn’t nothing wrong with it the way it was before.”
Zelda huffed a laugh. “You could hardly walk through the living room to the kitchen, Freddie. Not the 

mention the state of the cellar–”
“The cellar?” Fred’s face purple with blood. He grabbed Zelda by the shoulders, fingers digging into 

the meat, and shook her hard. “You went down into the cellar?”
“Yes, I–” His grip on her was punishing, branding. Zelda looked into Fred’s face and found nothing 

she could recognize. There was a drip of snot coming down from his nose, and his eyes were bulging 
out of his head as he squeezed her tighter. “Fred, please, you’re hurting me!”

“Don’t you ever go down there again! You hear me? Never?”
Fred was screaming in her face, spittle flying off his lips and landing onto hers. It was the angriest 

Zelda had ever seen him. She wanted to cry, to wrench herself away from him, but as suddenly as 
his anger came was as suddenly as it was gone again. Fred’s face cooled, smoothed over flat, and he 
pulled Zelda into a crushing bed, chin on shoulder, a big hand carding through her hair.

“Aw, Zel, I didn’t mean to get so mad,” said Fred. “I swear I didn’t. You’re not too mad with me, are 
you? Say you aren’t, Zelda, please?”

Zelda shook her head, mouthed a ‘no’ into his chest.
“Good, good. It’s just, the things in the basement are important to me. I wouldn’t want you to mess 

with them, not even accidentally. You can understand that, can’t you?”
She nodded. Satisfied, Fred let her go, sighed, and then pulled off his coat and boots. He dropped 

both to the floor, boots splattering mud onto her freshly cleaned rug.
Zelda learned quickly that the house was not their home so much as it was his. Fred wasn’t 

good at sharing; he was selfish, possessive. So many things in the house were his solely, things 
that Zelda couldn’t even look at, never mind touch. Just as she was forbidden from going down 
into the basement, she couldn’t go into town without permission or into Fred’s tool shed. Fred set 
the parameters of her world, built the walls and fences that hemmed her in, and Zelda, anxious of 
enraging him and ruining the peace she’d made for herself, didn’t dare test them.

Zelda waited until she saw Fred’s truck disappear into the horizon before she started snooping. Her 
wrist ached with Denise’s message. Find me. Zelda wasn’t sure what the ghost intended for her to 
find. Her skin? Her bones? Or maybe something with her name on it, proof that she had existed in the 
house. 

And what did Zelda intend, looking around in places she was forbidden to look? Fred’s wrath was 
nothing to tamper with, and if he found out she was looking just where he told her not to–Zelda 
shuddered. Down in the cellar, throat coated in dust, hemmed in by the tall shelves of preserves, 
Zelda creeped slowly. Fred was gone for the day, she saw him leave, but still some part of her went 
oily and fearful at the thought of him jumping out from behind a shelf and grabbing her. It wouldn’t 
be just a shake then, would it? Maybe he’d hit her this time, break her the way he broke glasses and 
furniture and walls. Maybe he’d even–

Even what? Kill her? Zelda forced herself to laugh at her fear, but the laughter rang false between 
the jams and jellies, wet things floating in their own gelatinous juices.

On her way back up the cellar stairs, a red hand print slapped itself onto the wall just ahead of her 
and then again on the floor. Print after print appeared winding up the steps, out of the cellar, through 
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the living room, up the stairs to the second floor. Zelda followed the 
bloody hand prints to the bedroom. 

The bedroom was an explosion of red prints, the walls and floor and furniture 
awash with hands. Zelda checked every place that was marked, feeling under the dresser, 
the armchair and nightstands, moving the lamps. She eyed the huge four poster bed. A handprint 
smeared across the wooden frame.

Zelda groaned and got to it. The bed was heavy and awkward, and she strained against it, pushing 
with all her might and puffing out her cheeks. When it finally budged, it made a long, ugly scraping 
sound against the hardwood. Zelda fell onto her butt, put her back against the bed, and tried pushing 
it like that. She pushed once, twice, and then, finally, a long, red pair of arms and hands joined at her 
side, slowly inching the bed to the left of the room.

Breathless, on hands and knees, Zelda crawled on the exposed floor, prodding at the wood for any 
weak spots. All of the boards were nailed flat save for one; just a little lifted edge, barely enough for 
her to get her fingers under. In the hole, there was a long lock of black hair, a thin silver band, and a 
small and glittery blue notebook. It looked like it had a lock on it once, but it’d been busted open, all 
of its secrets revealed. Zelda flipped it open. 

On the first page, written in blocky, scratchy letters, Property of Denise Mills.

Here was what Zelda knew about Denise:
She had just turned twenty-one when she met Fred and twenty-two when she married him. He 

wasn’t the handsomest man or the richest, but he was capable and strong, and that’s all she thought 
she wanted. His hands were callused and discolored from years working alongside his father as a 
tanner, and his gruffness excited Denise. She liked his toothless smile, the way he mumbled his words 
when embarrassed.

Fred moved her in, and she started dreaming of blue curtains for the living room, blankets for the 
bed. Denise wanted roses in the front yard, and gardenias, lovely sprays of bluebell and daisies come 
summer, and Fred let her have them. He’d give her the world if she were good, and she was good. The 
perfect wife, she cooked and cleaned, and dutifully visited Fred’s father, who was, at the time, alive 
but terminally ill. 

The shine came off the marriage slowly, brutish hands wearing down the glossy patina. Fred 
became distant, quiet, quicker to anger and slower to forgive small mistakes. He didn’t meet her eyes 
any more, speaking all his demands to the space just over her head. Soon after the quiet came the 
rages, torrential and random. Just about anything could set Fred off—the wrong beer, the remote not 
being where he left it, speaking too softly, speaking at all. He broke walls and windows, then wrists 
and arms. Unable to fit Denise with diamonds and pearls, Fred gave her bracelets of black and blue, 
chokers and drops of ruby all along her back and legs.

Denise was changing. Gone was that happy-go-lucky girl who swooned at the sound of Fred’s gruff 
voice. In her place was a wild, skittish animal, scared of her shadow. Her entries became erratic, 
paranoid. She thought there were people in the preserves, blood clots in the canned goods, and 
long strands of honey-blonde hair in the pillows. In one entry, she described ripping open the couch 
cushions and finding great, stinking clumps of red hair, brown hair, black hair, all tangled together like 
one, enormous animal. 

She feared death; she feared Fred. Denise said that there were other victims, the women whose 
hair she discovered, and much, much more. Denise said she went into Fred’s work shed and found 
the bloodless skins of three women. They were hung up on meat hooks, empty shells swaying ever so 
slightly in the hot summer air. 

In her final entry, she wrote, I think about the other woman he’s had, if they were all his wives or 
girlfriends or lovers, or just women he snatched up for the thrill of it. I think of him going into town, 
even now, and watching the streets for his next kill. I think I’m Bluebeard’s wife, looking into the 
keyhole and seeing nothing but red.

The empty pages that followed were raucous. Zelda didn’t need to check the shed to know that 
Denise’s skin would be there, to know that the skinless woman who haunted her bedside and the 
dreamy wife who dotted her “i’s” with hearts were one and the same.
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Calmly, wordlessly but trembling, Zelda replaced the diary, the floorboard and 
the furniture. By the time Fred returned, everything was back in place, including herself, 

smiling and waiting for him on the porch.

Denise came to her that evening in a dream. Zelda knew what she wanted, but she wasn’t sure she 
had the strength for it. Fred was massive. His hands alone could crush the life out of her.

Zelda shook her head and whispered, “I can’t do it. He’ll kill me.”
Without eyes or eyebrows, Denise couldn’t show much emotion, but Zelda felt her disdain 

nonetheless. How could she make the woman understand? She still had so much to live for, so much 
to do. She wouldn’t make Denise’s mistake—as soon as Fred left for work in the morning, she’d leave 
too.

Then what? said Denise. Then he gets another wife and another and another, on and on and on. And 
then she becomes a pillow, or a jar of jam, or else she becomes leather to be stretched and tanned 
and used for his gloves. Yes, she whispered. Run, and his next wife will lay on a pillow of the last wife’s 
hair. She’ll spread her predecessor on his toast, smile at him, and call him ‘baby’.

Zelda squeezed her eyes shut and clapped her hands over her ears, but Denise was in her head, 
voice echoing in her ears. You know what he’s done now, you see it. You can’t unknow and you can’t 
unsee. You have to stop him. You have to make him stop.

“How?” Zelda forced her voice back to a whisper. “How? I can’t kill him, Denise. He’s too big!”
He bashed me over and over and drained my blood like a sow.  Don’t you think he deserves some of 

the same?
The following morning, after Fred went off to work, Zelda found her suitcase and filled it with all 

that she owned. There were worse things, Zelda supposed, than a failed marriage. She was sure her 
mother would have no end of snide comments to make when she came crawling home, but those 
would be easier to swallow than clotted blood jam. If she was to be Bluebeard’s final wife, she would 
be the one not yet written about—the one to live, the one to survive.

The plan was simple. When Fred came home, she’d feed him his dinner and make him comfortable, 
and when he was supine, loose with beer, she’d smash him over the head with a cast iron skillet and 
cut his throat. She’d burn the house down after, at Denise’s request.

There was kerosene waiting in the backyard and matches. Zelda sat in front of the television and 
fidgeted, Denise humming victory songs in her head all the while. Doctor Phil mediated a nasty family 
dispute; Zelda picked up a pillow and tore open the seam. Blond hair, black hair, brown hair, and 
red, red, red. She stuffed the pillow behind her back and returned to her show. The problem, Dr. Phil 
insisted, was a breakdown of communication.

Fred was home around nine. Exhausted, complaining already of his aching muscles, he threw off 
his coat and shoes. Zelda brought him dinner (steak, mashed potatoes and canned greens), and a 
tall glass of beer. She watched him eat—she’d already eaten earlier, she was fine, thanks. He drained 
his glass, and she filled it again and again, until he was relaxed and easy to move. Fred muttered 
something about his boss being anw ass, about how he wanted to wring the scrawny man’s neck ‘til it 
was twisted like a screw.

Zelda made empty noises in response, coming around the back of Fred to pick up a cast iron skillet. 
She saw her reflection in its oiled bottom and then Denise’s skinned face. Nodding, taking a breath 
to steady herself, Zelda raised the pan high over her head and brought the skillet crashing down onto 
Fred’s skull.

It was a nasty hit, solid enough to knock a weaker man out, but even when drunk, Fred was 
formidable. Roaring, he rose to his feet and grabbed blindly at Zelda, blood pouring down his face.

“The hell you think you’re doing?” He made a move for Zelda’s neck, and fear surged through her. 
If he got his hands around her throat, she was done for. There was no fighting his size or mass. With 
a cry, Zelda swerved out of his way and bolted towards the front door. The beer made him clumsy; he 
slammed into furniture as he chased her. 
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“You’re gonna pay for that, bitch! I swear to God you’ll pay for that!”
Zelda paid him little mind as she beat a path to Fred’s tool shed. She wasn’t ready to see what 

Denise had seen, couldn’t stomach the thought of empty bodies swaying in there, but there was 
nothing else she could do, not if she wanted to live. You better get a hold of yourself now. Just go 
ahead and do it, go in there, because he’s right behind you and he’ll get his hands around your neck 
and bleed you like he bled her and—

 Using a rock, Zelda broke the shed’s lock and forced her way inside. In the dark of the night, the 
shapes in the shed were but shadows. Still, she smelled the iron, the thick clotted blood. Outlines of 
skins hung from hooks, swaying in the breeze like noiseless wind chimes.

She gagged, whimpered. The voice in her head was hers and Denise’s combined, Denise murmuring 
like a second conscience beside her own.  Come on, girlie. Come on. You’re nearly there. Go ahead, 
feel out now. Feel that? That’s a fleshing knife, baby doll. Meanest little blade there ever was.

Aloud, Zelda said, “It’s not big enough.” She could hear Fred getting closer, could see him 
approaching through the slats in the shed’s wood. “It won’t kill him.”

Wrong. You hold it just right. Here, hide right here, and wait. I’ll tell you when to jump. One cut to the 
back of the ankle, just to bring that big son of bitch down, and another to the throat. Then it’s done. 
D-O-N-E!

Zelda nodded, half her mind on Denise and the other half focused on breathing slowly. She took the 
fleshing knife in hand and hid in the small, tight space beneath Fred’s workstation, ducking down just 
in time to miss him barreling in. He called for her, mean at first and then sweet. From her position, 
she saw the full strength of him, how he stalked the tiny shed like a tiger. She felt Denise beside her, 
skinless and wet, murmuring in her ear, saying not yet, almost, get ready and now!

She plunged the knife into the flesh of Fred’s thick ankle. It was so quick, and the sight of her 
husband’s blood on the knife shook her. She was shook even more when Fred came crashing to the 
ground, cursing as he grabbed at his ankle. Only adrenaline and the clamor of Denise screaming Cut 
him! Cut him! in her head made Zelda move. In the dark of the cramped work shed, empty women 
dancing above her head and Denise screaming, shouting, wailing in her brain, Zelda climbed on top of 
Fred’s body, put the fleshing knife to his neck and cut.

Hot blood sprayed Zelda, showering her in bed, and there was clanging in her head and ears, and for 
a moment, Zelda didn’t know if it was her own screams she was hearing or Denise’s. They were the 
same thing now, same person, slick and angry. 

Leave the knife, said Denise at length. Leave the knife, start the fire.
She obeyed Denise without question or thought, taking up the huge can of kerosene and dousing 

the shed, the living room, the kitchen, the bedroom, and the cellar. Zelda threw her suitcase into the 
passenger’s seat of Fred’s pickup truck, and went back into the house one last time, just to fetch 
Denise’s diary.

Sentimental, said Denise.
“Somebody oughta remember you,” said Zelda.
Zelda did not stay long enough to appreciate the blazing glory of Fred’s wicked house caving in on 

itself. She did not see the porch crumble and burn, nor did she witness the windows bursting, the 
preserves in the cellar smashing and boiling.

The fire raged on behind her as she drove from the place, she and Denise, red and raw and finally 
free.
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the ghost BeNeath my sKiN

XaN VaN rooyeN
We find him on the third floor, limned in anemic lamp glow, bending wire and viscera into artworks 

destined for the gray-washed walls. 
Eeri’s ghost flutters beneath my skin with the urgency of a moth caged between fingers. The others 

stir too, the chorus of my dead writhing in paradiddles as we approach Eeri’s killer. My insides churn 
with their memories, shards skewering every sinew. 

I have died forty-seven times since I was made a deathwalker. I have carried forty-six souls across 
the Otherworld and watched them forge the river of judgment. I have drowned and burned, taken 
bullets to the chest and overdosed, succumbed to illness, departed gently in sleep, and been 
shattered by sudden impact. 

Eeri’s death wasn’t like any of those.
I feel her now, cool tendrils slipping through my veins as my fingers tighten on the blade fit snug 

against my palm. It’s odd to hold a tool in my right hand but I promised Eeri this moment would be 
hers.

Hesitation makes the breath clot in my lungs, snagged on the ghosts gathered there. I have died 
forty-seven times, but never taken a life. The Council wouldn’t approve. We have rules. We are not 
arbiters of justice; revenge isn’t in our purview. This isn’t even my district of the city. I won’t be the one 
wrenched into the Otherworld at the moment of this man’s passing, charged with ushering his soul 
beyond the veil. I shudder, knowing the pain I’ll visit on another of my kind and how it will draw the 
Council’s ire.

Eeri will show no mercy. By my hand, she won’t deliver a slick severing of the carotid or deft plunge 
into a ventricle. She till take her time and the unlucky deathwalker tasked with delivering souls of this 
postcode will live every moment until the killer’s last breath evaporates and his blood cools to sludge. 

The blade glints in the low light etching echoes of the artist’s sculptures across the walls. He sees 
our shadow and turns slowly. A heart, the one torn from Eeri’s chest perhaps, dangles from a hook in 
his hand, one of five threaded in a mobile awaiting installation. He stands and the hearts swing on 
their strings, uttering delicate melodies. There’s a box of electronics spewing resistors and capacitors 
across the concrete floor as the hearts continue to sing with theremin voices.

We step forward, my ghosts an army, and Eeri lifts my hand.

Eeri died on a quiet afternoon made for dreaming. Clouds scudded across the spring bright sky, the 
breeze whispering between the birches and pines. Kaiku was a sprawl of golden fur beside me, her 
tail thumping lazily against my leg as I scritched her ears, both of us drunk on sunshine. 

It had been three weeks since my last deathwalk. My fingers traced invisible bruises around my 
throat where a husband’s hands had closed on the throat of his wife. When I found the recently 
deceased in the Otherworld, slivers of memory sloughed from her soul joining the ghosts within my 
skin. I knew she’d been happy once, her husband too, before cancer claimed their only child and 
they’d tried to drown their pain in whiskey, tried to pound it from each other’s faces and wring it from 
each other’s flesh.

I’d been on the couch the evening that happened, feet up and Kaiku snuggled and snoring against 
me. But a death could take me at any moment: while walking across the street, pouring coffee, sitting 
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on the bus. And it had. I traced the bald, shiny 
flesh on my arm, then the gash on my forehead 

where my face met asphalt as another death pulled me 
across the veil.

Kaiku, bred and trained by the Council to sense the yawning maw of the Otherworld, whined beside 
me. She sat up, a paw on my knee, and I knew my three week reprieve was over. I prepared, settling 
against the trunk of a birch and clearing away some larger stones in case I toppled over too quickly for 
my dog to catch my head on her shaggy back.

Usually, it came in a rush—an enveloping shroud dragging me through a fractured kaleidoscope of 
impossible color—as my awareness shifted into another’s body moments before their passing.

This was different. The darkness stuttered and wavered. Ribbons of light unfurled across my vision 
as I pulsed between my body and hers. I curled my fingers into Kaiku’s fur, my dog’s wet nose in my 
ear, her cries urgent and desperate fading into silence as I slipped away.

“She wanted to die,” the man says, words garbled, the edges of his tattered mouth frothed red. 
“They all did.” He gestures to the organs gallery-goers assume are clever polymer creations or, at 
worst, donations from morgues. Not one of them pauses their macabre fascination to wonder if any 
might be the remains of victims, preyed upon in chat forums meant to offer comfort and support.

Eeri’s ghost quivers on my tongue, but she cannot deny it. She lives with shame for falling for his 
well-crafted compassion and the innocent face chiseled with honesty and honed with a lopsided smile 
in his profile picture.

“I… she didn’t ask to be murdered.” My words are stilted, strained, as I peer down at what’s left of 
him. My ghosts roil.

“Neither did I,” he says.
Eeri twists my wrist, the blade shearing through gristle, and his life is over.

She’d wanted to die, on her own terms by her own hand. Not like this.
Not in fear and pain.
Not chained to a chair.
Not with a stranger smiling as he cut and carved away all the pieces of herself she’d thought she’d 

hated. It was only when she knew she’d lose them forever that she’d wanted to snatch them back.
I felt the bite of the blade in her through her as it were me, the slow-spreading chill as slashed veins 

wept crimson, the spill of regret as he opened her chest and held her heart in his fist.
Then…
In the meadow of the Otherworld, black butterflies teemed among the flowers, each weeping wisps 

of starlight into the void that passed for sky. A single insect drifted away from the others and led me 
to the edge of the meadow where grass frayed into nothing. There, I found her, curled tight around her 
wound as if she could retrieve what was already shed.

Her memories were darts and I the target, each one hitting true. I let her have this futile attempt at 
defense, and absorbed every blow. I held her, my arms wrought of soul-stuff melding into hers as she 
came undone. I should’ve let her go. I should’ve let the arrows of memory pass through me to vanish 
in the aether, fanned into nothing by butterfly wings, but I caught them. I let them burrow deep, and 
take up residence in my marrow. 

Her memories were so like my own, a mirror holding a fractured reflection. We wore matching scars 
on our arms, each a little death made by razor blade kiss. We’d lived with the same shadows on our 
hearts and heaviness in our souls. I too had wanted to die, back when I thought it could only ever 
happen once.

Eeri, her name, a prayer on my lips.
Please, her voice, a murmur against my ribs. I’m not ready.
Neither was I. 
I should’ve carried her to the river, where the waters would wash her soul and either grant her 

passage to eternal light or break her against the rocks of damnation. Instead, I folded her into the 
depths of me. I squeezed her whole between the already resident shards, then clawed my way free 
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from the Otherworld just as I had the night I 
was made, the night of my first death when I’d 

opened my wrists and thought to welcome the end.

We work all night, Eeri guiding my hands and keeping my tired eyes from closing. Together, we build 
a sweat and turn murder into art.

In the morning, they will find gray walls scabbed with burgundy, a vertebra chandelier draped in 
garlands of entrails, chimes made of tibia and fibula, a faceless skull held in the clasped fingers of a 
rib cage, and six-hearts strung tuned to the muttered chorus between my bones.

“I can take you to the river now,” I say, my voice loud in the quiet wake of Eeri’s vengeance. Now, 
before it’s too late. Before the Council finds out what I’ve done. Before I let myself acknowledge how 
much I don’t want to lose her.

What if I don’t want to go? She trills softly against my collarbone. I could stay. You won’t have to do 
this alone any more.

Her words swarm inside my mind, frosted feathers beating at the back of my eyes. How comforting 
not to die alone, again and again. I remember the deathwalker who greeted me in the Otherworld of 
his making, a swampy forest where blueberry bushes tangled at our ankles.

“You’re my first who truly wanted to die,” he’d said as he caught at the softest parts of me breaking 
and billowing like a dandelion. “I’m so tired,” he’d said. “I think I’ve served long enough.”

I hadn’t understood what was happening when he gripped my wrists, hands closing over the rifts 
in my skin where blood still oozed between tendons, his face featureless effulgence. I still didn’t 
understand when I woke on my bathroom floor with keloid knotting my wrists, a strange flutter in my 
belly and a faint whisper in my mind. It was days later when the Council came knocking that I began 
to understand what I’d become.

What is it? She probes gently at my throat.
“We could ford the waters. Together,” I say, wanting now what I’d been denied.
Would we make it to the other side? Or would we turn to splinters?
“Does it matter?”
Not if we’re together.
“You’ve never even seen me.” Perhaps she’s caught a smudge of reflection in a window, or the 

momentary shape of me in a puddle or silvered surface. But what if I’m nothing like she expects, 
nothing that she wants.

I’ve seen the inside of you, breathed through your lungs, swum in your marrow, sipped on your veins. 
I know you. She thrums, the sensation spreading across my shoulders and up my neck.

It takes less than a week to make the necessary arrangements and ensure Kaiku is cared for when 
I’m gone. Eeri reads reviews for the exhibit through my eyes, her laughter fizzing in my arteries at the 
glowing critiques published before the smell forced the gallery to close. She ignores the headlines 
calling for an investigation, ignores the man’s name or that he was a father however estranged. We’re 
running out of time. I don’t want to be here when the Council comes knocking again.

We die at midnight in a bathtub, candle light dancing across our skin scented with vanilla. This time 
when we open our wrists there’s no coming back.

We sink beneath the surface and slip through fractal colors, emerging in the meadow, hands locked 
together, fingers and souls entwined.

The butterflies flock around us, driving us to the river.
On the shore I pause and turn to face her. She’s ephemeral here, incandescent smudges arranged in 

the approximation of arms and legs and face. Still, I draw her close, feel where the edges of us begin 
to blur, as my lips seek hers. Her hand presses against my chest, and I brace for a question that never 
comes. Perhaps she doesn’t care what is or isn’t there, or what’s between my legs. 

You’re perfect. 
Her fingers pluck at my seams until my skeins unravel and she finds my heart. She holds it in her 

hands as I step us sideways into the river and let the water take us.
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i, huNger

NNadi samuel

A lighter to your skin is cremation enough.
the next burn becomes arson.
stardust: coal-red with rage, charring the loose soil.
tomb, mud-breaking to a fine smithereen.

from the freshly bombed cave,
a skyline chase colors to my lips—
stifling the rainbow’s moment of lack.

I hunger in the accent of wildfire,
of a country’s name wading through gunshots:
the sound—a vowel in motion scolding heaven.

each winter licks a relative from our grip.
&with each dying summer, a storm uproots a rotten corpse
that blossoms in green pasture—town of my arrival:
Minnesota, with all its shiver.

all of my belonging splayed wide open beneath cruel hands,
smearing my innocence across the embassy.

time slackens as the hounds sniffs out my grievance.
when I lodge into an apartment
I lay down in mischief—deboning the blank pages of my
green card, till it wears out.

this coat of arm shaped like a teenage body.
the unbuttoned cadaver underbridge.

at the riverbank, a SWAT team exhumes a truckload of carcass.
here, body parts are tucked in the lips of earth
—cemented shut the way a jaw bites down on red meat.
won’t you pardon me when I say,
I lack the animal stink to attract relatives.

at midday, I awake fast-paced as a fang lifting from menace.
my fingerprints on the dying shape of a scarecrow: motionless & blood-ready.
my fur—all hair and nothing else.

in the wake of my exit, I wear white upon white to ghost my shadow into shudder,
surrender sawdust from my tongue. end with vanishing.
so, when I enter each lifetime—barefaced,

I merit a blindness, ransack the welkins to claw a skyline.
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the Night time is the rite time

miKe deady
Ophelia balanced herself on top of the cemetery’s locked wrought iron gate. Her two companions 

had already climbed over and were waiting for her.
“Hurry up,” Spike said. “It’s almost midnight.”
“Yeah, hurry up,” Newt echoed.
Midnight in the graveyard, Ophelia thought. Such a cliché. But Spike had been adamant about doing 

the ritual then. Newt, never missing a chance to ingratiate himself with Spike, had supported the idea. 
So she had come despite her misgivings about the ridiculous plan.

Ophelia was beginning to suspect that the three of them were clichés too; bored teenagers 
grasping for any kind of thrill that might break up the monotony of their lives. Even their attire was 
stereotypical. They always wore black jeans and ripped black tee shirts with logos of bands no one 
had ever heard of. Their hair was dyed black. She thought they looked like Goth wannabes. Posers. 
Maybe I’m just growing up, she thought. She shuddered.

“Stop daydreaming and get your ass down here,” Spike ordered.
Ophelia sighed. What the hell. Might be worth it just to see the look on Spike’s face when his stupid 

scheme fails. She dropped into the cemetery.
“Lead on, McDumb,” she said to Spike.
The plan was all Spike’s idea. A local man named Grady Roberts had recently been murdered in 

prison. He was a convicted bank robber who had stolen hundreds of thousands of dollars which was 
never recovered. He was buried here in the town cemetery. Spike’s plan was to raise Grady from the 
dead and find out where the money was hidden.

Spike had uncharacteristically put a lot of effort and research into the plan. He was carrying a thick 
three-ring binder filled with spells and rituals, some printed out from the internet, and others copied 
from old library books. Ophelia was sure it was the first time he had ever set foot in a library. And on 
Spike’s shoulder was a backpack filled with items he claimed were needed to perform tonight’s rite.

Spike started walking, Newt and Ophelia trailing. There was a full moon, so they could easily see 
their way without needing the flashlight apps on their phones. Another cliché, Ophelia thought. Did 
Spike pick tonight because of the full moon?

Ophelia and Newt followed Spike deeper into the cemetery. They passed the chapel and mausoleum 
building. After circling around a small pond, they came to the section where the newer bodies were 
buried. Spike stopped at a headstone that read simply:

GRADY ROBERTS

1990-2022
“Here we are,” Spike said as he dropped his backpack.
“Why would someone waste good money to bury the dirtbag in a nice cemetery like this?” Newt 

asked.
“Every jerk has someone who loves him,” Ophelia answered. “Maybe even you.”
Spike opened the binder to a page bookmarked with a Post-It Note. He leered at Ophelia and said, 

“The first thing we need to do is have sex on the grave.”
“Screw you, Spike.”
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“Exactly!”
“Dream on.” She grabbed the binder from Spike and glanced at the 

ritual. “There’s nothing here about sex, asshole. Even if there were, you’d still 
be out of luck. I am not having sex on a grave with anyone, or with you anywhere.”

“Oh, come on, I’ll-Feel-Ya.”
Ophelia shoved the binder at Spike’s chest. “How many times have I told you not to call me that?     

”
Ophelia looked at Newt, who had been silent during the exchange. She would get no help from 

Spike’s lapdog. Newt’s obsequiousness bothered her even more than Spike’s obnoxiousness. She put 
a long black fingernail under Newt’s right eye.

“We need some eye of newt for the ritual,” she said. “I could pop it right out.”
“Be careful with that thing,” Newt said nervously. “What are you mad at me for?”
Newt took the binder from Spike and started reading. “There’s nothing here about eye of newt.”
Spike took back the binder. “Enough fooling around. It’s almost midnight. We have to get started.”
“Wait a minute. Look!” Newt said, pointing at a nearby headstone.

ASHLEY BARNETT
LOVING DAUGHTER

1998-2022
“Remember her, Spike? Man, was she ever smoking hot,” Newt said. “I think she died from COVID.”
“More likely from an STD,” Ophelia said. “I heard she was loving, alright.”
Spike slammed the binder down. “Focus, people.”
“Sorry, Spike!” Newt said.
Ophelia rolled her eyes.
Spike reached into his backpack and took out several items. He poured holy water into a bowl. He 

scooped in a handful of earth from Grady’s grave. He nicked his little finger with a pocketknife and 
added a single drop of blood to the mix. He lit a black candle. Finally, he recited from the ritual page, 
inserting Grady’s name where appropriate. At exactly midnight, he put down the binder and blew out 
the candle.

Ophelia felt a vibration beneath her feet. It quickly grew in intensity around the grave. Earth and 
casket fragments erupted from the plot and showered down. When the dust cleared, there was a 
rectangular hole where Grady’s grave had been. A pair of hands was trying to find purchase to climb 
up the loose earth.

“A little help?” a voice said.
“Grady Roberts?” Spike asked.
“Who else would be down here?” the voice replied.
Holy shit, Ophelia thought. It actually worked.
“I knew you could do it, Spike,” Newt said. But Ophelia thought he looked just as shocked as she 

was.
Spike and Newt each took a hand and pulled Grady out of the grave.
Ophelia looked at Grady and saw an average looking guy with the same half-assed scruff of beard 

that every man seemed to sport these days. She smirked. “You couldn’t afford an undertaker who 
would shave you?”

Grady turned to look at her, and Ophelia noticed something repulsive perched on his shoulder. It was 
shaped like a miniature human but had reddish fur and wolf-like features.

“Jesus Christ!” she said.
“Jesus Christ has very little to do with this,” Grady said.
“What the hell is that on your shoulder?” she asked.
“Better choice of words. This is Mammon. My demon. You can’t bring someone back from the dead 

without summoning one.”
The demon cuffed Grady on the ear.
“Ouch! Oops, I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone the thing’s name.”
“Your thing is a lot smaller than I would have thought,” Ophelia said.
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Grady looked her up and down, his eyes stopping at her Rat Carcass 
tee shirt.

“I like the way you fill out that top, honey,” he said. “Let me show you why 
they call a dead man a stiff.” He unzipped his fly and moved towards her.

Ophelia chuckled at what she saw. She pointed. “You need blood flow for that to work, you 
embalmed imbecile.”

Grady looked down at himself. “Damn it! What’s the point of coming back from the dead if I can’t 
even do that?”

The demon shrugged apologetically. Then it leaned over and whispered something into Grady’s ear. 
Grady looked over at Newt and then back to the demon, “Really? You can do that?”

The demon nodded.
Grady walked over to Newt, who took a nervous step back. The demon touched Grady’s forehead. 

Just before his body toppled over, the demon hopped from Grady’s shoulder to Newt’s and touched his 
forehead.

Newt’s eyes turned to Ophelia and looked at her with desire, something she had never seen in them 
before. Newt’s arms reached for her.

“Hold it!” Spike said. “Are you Grady or Newt?”
“Grady. Newt is still in here, but I’m driving. Think of me as…Grady Newt? Newt Grady? I’ve got it! 

New Grady!”
“I never gave you permission to switch bodies. We have work to do. I order you to get away from 

Ophelia. You have to obey me, since I’m the one who summoned you.”
“I do?” New Grady looked at the demon, who nodded. He backed away from Ophelia.
“That’s better. And now you will take me to where you hid the money,” Spike said. 
The demon whispered into New Grady’s ear. “That’s a second command,” New Grady said. “You only 

get the first one for free. You can’t have the money unless we make a bargain.”
“Fine,” Spike replied. “After I have the money, you can have the girl.”
“You son of a bitch!” Ophelia said.
New Grady conferred with the demon. Then it waved its arm in a circle.
“Deal,” New Grady said. “The girl will wait here while we get the money.”
“Like hell I will,” Ophelia said. She stormed away from them but was stopped by an invisible barrier. 

What the hell?
“Like I said, the girl will remain here,” New Grady said. “Let’s go get the money.”
After Spike and New Grady walked away towards the cemetery gate, Ophelia circled the perimeter 

of her invisible prison. It reached about fifteen feet from all sides of Grady’s grave. I have to find a way 
out of here. She started digging underneath the barrier, but it extended below the ground as far as she 
could reach. She was trapped inside a thirty-foot bubble.

She took out her cell phone. As she suspected, there was no signal inside the damn thing. Not that 
it matters. Who could I call, anyway? 911? And tell them I’m trapped inside a force field created by a 
demon? 

Desperate, she looked around. Other than Grady’s lifeless body beside his open grave, and several 
undisturbed graves, there was nothing inside the bubble except the mounds of earth that had spewed 
from Grady’s now empty plot. With a scream of frustration, she kicked one of the dirt piles     , 
fantasizing it was Spike’s smug face instead.

It was nearly dawn when Spike and New Grady returned. Spike was carrying a large duffel bag;      a 
gleeful expression on his face that sickened Ophelia. As they drew nearer, the demon on New Grady’s 
shoulder became agitated and whispered something to New Grady.

“What’s the matter with it?” Spike asked.
“The protective barrier it placed is gone,” New Grady replied.
“So what? The girl is still here. And she’s all yours.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Ophelia asked Spike. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”
“Yes, it is. A deal’s a deal. I’ve got what I came here for.” He rested the duffel bag on the ground, 

keeping a protective hand on it.
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“Don’t you care about 
what happens to me? Or 
Newt?”

Spike shrugged. “I don’t give a damn. I never did. The only reason I 
brought you two along was in case I needed a sacrifice to make this work.”

New Grady advanced on Ophelia to claim his prize, but he stopped when the demon 
raised its hand. The demon looked around warily.

“Now what’s wrong with it?” Spike asked.
The demon pointed at an open grave. Not Grady’s. A second open grave.
A voluptuous woman with fiery red hair sprang out of the hole. She had a demoness on her 

shoulder. Both Spike and New Grady gaped.
Ophelia waved a hand in front of New Grady’s eyes to get his attention. “I’d like you to meet Ashley 

Barnett and her demoness.”
The demoness was named Haures, but Ophelia, unlike the idiot Grady, knew enough not to 

announce its name to the others. The demoness was a beautiful, but very pale, miniature woman who 
seemed to float just above Ashley’s shoulder rather than be perched upon it.

Spike had recovered from his initial shock. “Ashley? I can’t believe they buried you wearing white.”
Ashley gave him the finger.
Spike turned to Ophelia. “You did this? How?”
“You were so eager to get the money, Einstein, that you left your book of spells and the other stuff 

behind. I found them under a pile of dirt after you left. And I’ve been a very busy girl ever since.”
“I can see that.”
“You don’t know the half of it. After I found the binder, I came to understand that since a demon had 

imprisoned me in the barrier, only a demon could free me. So I used the same rite you used on Grady 
to call up Ashley. Her demoness removed the barrier for me.”

“A lot of good it did you,” Spike said. “You’re still here, and now you belong to New Grady.”
“Wrong,” Ophelia said. “Ashley is going to take my place. Grady will be paired with her instead of 

me.”
New Grady looked at Ashley and licked his lips. “She’d be quite an upgrade.”
Ophelia ignored the barb and said to New Grady, “Notice I said Grady, not New Grady. I want you to 

leave Newt’s body and return to your own.”
“I’ll gladly take Ashley over you. But why would I leave this fine young body and return to one that 

can’t…perform?”
“Already taken care of,” Ophelia replied.
“What do you mean?” New Grady asked.
“I placed a spell to restore your body’s manhood once you re-inhabit it.” She held up the binder. 

“There are spells for all kinds of things in here.”
New Grady and his demon conferred briefly. He nodded. “In exchange for Ashley, I agree to return to 

my own body.”
New Grady walked over to his discarded body. The demon touched New Grady’s forehead, jumped 

down, and touched the prone Grady’s forehead. Grady rose slowly to his feet, the demon on his 
shoulder. He looked greedily at Ashley, who was looking back at him just as lustily. She beckoned 
impatiently to him. He touched himself and seemed pleased by what he felt. He was practically 
drooling as he approached Ashley and took her hand. The demon and demoness linked hands as well.

“I’m impressed,” Spike said to Ophelia. “But since none of this has anything to do with me or my 
money, I’ll be going now.” He started to lift the duffel bag.

Grady’s demon whispered into Grady’s ear. He grinned, looking every bit as lupine as his demon.
“Not so fast,” Grady said. “Since I never took possession of Ophelia, our deal was never completed. It 

is therefore null and void. I’ll be keeping the money.”
The expression on Spike’s face was priceless. Ophelia started laughing.
Spike turned to her, fists clenched. “You meddling bitch. This is all your fault.”
“You ain’t seen nothing yet. Your night’s about to get a lot worse.”
“What are you talking about?”
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“Haven’t you 
wondered how I got Ashley and 
her demoness to remove the barrier and agree to be with 
Grady? As you know, a bargain is needed to get two requests granted.”

“I still don’t get it.”
Ophelia sighed. “Are all men this dense?”
Ashley and her demoness nodded.
“As it turns out, I needed a sacrifice to make this work,” Ophelia said. “Goodbye, Spike.”
The eyes of the demon and demoness blazed red with excitement as they launched themselves 

from the shoulders of their hosts. Spike turned to run, but they were already upon him. The wolfish 
demon happily began rending. The demoness preferred burning. Within seconds, Spike was reduced 
to well-done kebabs.

Ophelia hurried over to Newt. He was having trouble getting used to controlling his own body again. 
She put an arm around him and guided him past the charred chunks of what used to be Spike.

Newt abruptly stopped and shook his head as if to clear it.  “Wait. Shouldn’t we do something about 
Grady? Ashley? We can’t let dead people and demons run around loose.”

“Already taken care of,” Ophelia replied.
“What do you mean?”
“I placed another spell. They won’t bother anyone.”
“I should have known you had it covered,” Newt said. Then he cleared his throat. “Ophelia… I want to 

thank you. You could have just saved yourself and gotten away clean, but you stayed to help me.”
“My pleasure.”
“It was horrible having Grady inside me, controlling me like a puppet.” Newt shook his head, sadly 

this time. “It makes me realize how much Spike was controlling me, too. I can’t imagine why I ever 
wanted to be like him.”

“Good to hear.” Ophelia held up the three-ring binder of spells and said, “I don’t think I’ll be needing 
this anymore.”

She looked down at the ground and noticed a piece of Spike’s intestine, still glowing red hot. It 
reminded her of a lit fuse. She bent down and placed the edge of the binder against the blazing 
entrail until the binder ignited. She and Newt watched until it was totally consumed.

They started walking towards the cemetery exit and the rising sun. Newt took one last look behind 
them at the smoldering Spike debris field.

“Remind me never to piss you off,” he said.
“Already taken care of,” Ophelia replied.
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eXcessiVe heat WarNiNg

y. leN
Dustin left his LEAF S hatchback tucked between the refrigerator trucks on the west side of the 

building, where it would stay shaded till about noon. No one familiar with the “dry heat” of mid-
summer Phoenix would park in the open. Yet a sky-blue, metallic Chevy Malibu came to a stop in the 
middle of the otherwise empty lot. A buxom brunette slammed the car door and tapped the pavement 
with her stiletto-heeled sandals of the same metallic color. The hue also matched her business-like 
skirt and one-button blazer. 

Dustin summoned a wide smile and waved. The woman was too far away to notice the smile and 
couldn’t possibly miss his solitary six-five figure at the main entrance to the building, but he wanted to 
be as friendly and helpful as possible. Or at least to appear so. She didn’t wave back. 

My mother’s age but takes better care of herself. He smiled again as she approached.
“You must be Justin.” The firm handshake suited the brusque tone and no-nonsense expression of 

her face, accentuated by the classic red-wine lipstick. “Call me Karen. Books first, then the inventory.”
“Sure, Karen. Please, follow me.” Dustin scanned his badge and pushed the revolving door. “Ahh. 

Nice, isn’t it?” His body welcomed the coolness of the air-conditioned lobby, although he had waited 
outside no more than five minutes and it was only eight in the morning. “The forecast is for one-
hundred-and-twelve later today. Excessive heat wa—”

“Oh, good. Makes you feel better about coming to work on Saturday, doesn’t it?”
Turning his head to respond, Dustin caught a whiff of Karen’s perfume. It struck him as unusual and 

complex. Elegance and something else… perhaps power? 
“I—”
“Just kiddin’, Justin, just kiddin’. That’s how the unscheduled audit works. And, of course, I’m sorry 

to ruin your weekend plans. Such a handsome young man has places to be and significant others to 
be with, right? A wife? A girlfriend, eh?”

“Archie, my boyfriend. He’s out of town for the weekend. And…” He paused, waiting for Karen’s 
inquiring look. “My name is Dustin.” He pulled open a door on the right and waved, invitingly. “Here we 
are. The accounting office. After you.” 

She stepped inside and surveyed the large room with a dozen desks and tan semi-transparent 
sunshades on the wide windows. Dustin followed close enough to get a lungful of elegance-and-power-
scented air. This time, he also recognized a hint of tobacco. The room felt cooler than the lobby and 
hallways. 

“Actually, no ruined plans. As soon as the boss called, I rescheduled my tai chi session for the 
afternoon, and I’ll do next week’s grocery shopping tomorrow. Not a big deal.” 

…considering the points I’m scoring with my boss for covering for him on Saturday. I can taste that 
promotion. It’s high time I show Archie he’s not the only one bringing home the bacon. He smiled his 
best friendly-cooperative smile. Handsome or not, Karen, do your thing and let’s get out of here ASAP.

He bent over the nearest desk and wrote a sequence of numbers on a Post-it note. “Combination 
to the safe.” A nod to the far corner of the room. “And this is the login ID and the password to the 
accounting mainframe.” A tap on the keyboard on the desk. “I’ll be in the break room two doors down 
the hall if you need anything. I’m gonna make a pot of coffee. We have Dunkin’ Donuts regular and 
de—”
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“No coffee for me.” She plopped her 
mahogany Louis Vuitton handbag on the 
desk and pulled her phone out. 

For a minute, Dustin watched her scrolling down the screen, 
then shrugged and left the room. His steps echoed along the hallway of the empty 

building, having only the air conditioner hum to contend with.  

“The books” had taken Karen over three hours, and Dustin grew tired of gnawing his cuticles. He 
rubbed the drowsiness out of his eyes and eagerly showed her the way downstairs. The white-walled 
antechamber met them with moist, slightly musty air, noticeably colder than on the ground floor of 
the building.

“OSHA rules require we wear these.” He pointed to a row of cold weather steel-toe boots and hooded 
overalls. “The red set is for visitors.” He scrutinized the expression on Karen’s face, then continued, 
slowly, expecting to be interrupted. “But if you don’t—“   

“I don’t.” She faced him with squinted eyes. “Even if it wasn’t red, I’d look ridiculous. This won’t take 
long.” She paused. “Unless you want to twist my arm and force me to do things...”

Dustin wasn’t sure if that was a joke or a suggestion. “No, I don’t. And I won’t tell if you don’t. Let’s 
go.” 

They stepped toward the massive door. The thermometer above it read 0°F. 
“Looks like a nuclear bunker,” Karen said. 
“More like a bank vault. Only needs a five-spoke spinner handle in the middle instead of this.” Dustin 

pointed to the wall next to the door, where several indicator lights surrounded a large red button. “It 
wasn’t cheap to build, but during the summer months this underground design saves the company a 
bunch on the electric bill.” 

Nothing happened after Dustin pressed the red button. One, two, three…
Karen’s eyebrows crawled up. 
Dustin explained: “Because of the moisture inside, the door usually freezes to the jamb. The motor 

won’t kick in until the electric heaters melt the ice along the perimeter.”
The green light on the panel went on, the electric whir ramped up, and the door slid aside. A loud 

buzz cut through the silence. The icy wave licked Dustin’s face and hands. Jack Frost nipping at your 
nose. The image of an icy tongue of someone named Jack licking Karen’s nose, mouth, neck, and 
exposed legs made Dustin shiver. 

Ten minutes, tops. And we’ll be out of here. I may still have time for shopping. Dustin pushed the red 
button on the inside panel and the door closed. The buzzing sound stopped. 

The bluish luminescent light flooded the inside of the cavernous chamber. The mustiness in the air 
intensified.

“Item one.” Dustin pointed at the row of pork carcasses hanging on metal hooks. “Fifty units.” 
Karen walked up and, moving her lips silently, counted the frozen corpses. Tiny clouds of warm 

breath puffed from her mouth, disappearing in the freezing air.
“Fifty.” She nodded and turned, her lashes powdered white. “Okay, Jus—wow, look at you. This winter 

blush on the cheeks makes you even prettier.” Her jaw trembled. “P-p-perhaps you can show me the 
city after we’re d-d-done here? I wouldn’t mind some heat, eh?” She winked or grimaced; he couldn’t 
tell. “W-w-well, w-w-what’s next?” A transparent droplet at the base of her nose crept undetected 
down her cupid’s bow.

“Chi—chi—chickens,” parodied Dustin, his flamboyance promptly vanquished by the cold that oozed 
out of the frosted tiles. It enveloped his body from head to toe, fleecing him of his warmth. He briskly 
led Karen along the row of smoked ham to the racks with chickens. The soles of his sneakers creaked 
on the dirty-white tiles. 

Chicken carcasses formed shapeless piles on the racks, silvery from the frost.
“Twelve hundred units.” Dustin took a moment to enjoy her discombobulated look. “I’d just count 

the shelves. Each holds about fifty.” 
Shivering, she nodded eagerly and began counting, this time aloud. On seven, the lights overhead 

flashed bright and went out. 



43

In the inky darkness, Karen’s “Oh, no!” was followed by a rattling sound that startled Dustin more 
than her cry. Then he realized she had dropped her pen. 

“Karen, don’t worry. The backup generator—”
The lights came back on, but not all. Now, in the ill-lit, gloomy chamber, the grip of the cold had 

claws.
“If you want, we can go warm up and return later. There’s some hot coffee—”
“N-n-no coffee for… All right, let’s go.”
Nothing happened after Dustin pressed the red button. Karen waited, patiently shivering and looking 

at the door. 
… eighteen, nineteen, twenty. Damned frozen fingers didn’t push hard enough? Dustin pressed the 

button again, leaning into it this time. 
Karen jerked her head to face him. Her round eyes nudged him to think of other reasons. 
The power surge... fried circuitry… that’s why not all the lights came back on. The door stood silent 

and rigid with frost and ice.
“Are we stuck here?”
“Oh, no. Nothing to worry about. It’s a foolproof system.”
He looked around and spotted a steel hook in the corner, the kind used to hang carcasses from. 
I better be getting one hell of a promotion out of this. Not only sacrificed my Saturday, but also 

saved a member of the upper management from freezing her— 
The icy metal of the hook burned his palms, and he winced.
“What are you going to do?” Karen stepped back, eyes stretched wide in surprise and alarm.  
“Step aside, please.” He banged on the door with the hook. “I’m gonna free the door from ice and 

then give the motor a little poke.” He proceeded to tap the door along the perimeter and scrape the 
gap with the sharp end of the hook.

“This should do it.” Dustin dropped the hook and rubbed his hands together, warming them with 
his breath. Then he pressed and held the red button. The reassuring electric whir was interrupted by 
a loud clunk. The door shuddered but remained closed. The motor’s low, hungry-lion roar ended with 
the high-pitched yelp of an injured cub. Dustin let go of the cold button as if it burned his hand. Only a 
gasp from behind him broke the silence that followed.

“Is something… burning?” whispered Karen. 
Oh no. A bomb exploded in Dustin’s mind. The main motor? He pressed and held the red button 

again. Nothing happened. 
“Looks like… no coffee for me either.” He tried to smile, but his wooden face wouldn’t obey. A 

menacing apprehension grew into a panic as a single thought snaked its way into his mind and 
refused to leave. The phones don’t work there. His boss had warned him when he called Dustin early 
this morning. Still half-asleep then, Dustin dropped his phone right when the boss continued with 
“but…” and missed the following instructions.

“Does anyone know you’re here?” asked Karen, her voice low and hoarse.
“Of course! My manager does.” Dustin kept stamping numbness out of his feet.
 “Does he expect you to call after the audit?”
“No. I’m supposed to report Monday morning.”
Karen squatted and furiously swung her arms back and forth, over and over again. With each 

repetition, her short skirt crept higher and higher up her thighs. 
As if hypnotized, Dustin couldn’t look away. “Anyone waiting for you to call? Husband? Kids?”
“No.”
“We won’t be missed until Monday.” He checked his watch. Forty-four hours.
Karen stopped squatting and started shaking. 
Dustin’s teeth chattered like bone castanets. 

“A fire.” Karen peered at a rumpled newspaper on the floor. “We can build a fire and trigger the fire 
alarm.” 

Dustin remembered the cardboard boxes the Canadian ham came in, piled in the corner. He’d also 
seen a bunch of tattered plastic bags and a wooden crate and scraps of aluminum foil.
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Karen dumped the content of her purse on the floor. Makeup, pens, paper clips, receipts and a 
cigarette lighter.

When the frozen newspaper refused to burn, Karen crumpled paper receipts and dollar bills to get 
the fire going. But even the dried newspaper and cardboard were helpless against the frosted pieces 
of the wooden crate. Karen used her perfume as a fire starter. The tiny orange flower, weak and 
uncertain at first, grew. Unable to trigger the alarm, the fire pushed the cold away, inch by inch gaining 
space with every minute. It crackled, sharing its warmth with people and giving them hope.

A steamy stench joined the stupefying aroma of the perfume. Not much elegance anymore, but 
plenty of power. Way to go, Karen! 

“Thank you,” said Dustin, teary-eyed and half-choked by gratitude and the languid smoke rising to 
the ventilation air-intake. What’s next? There won’t be enough stuff to burn until Monday, that’s for 
sure.

The cold retreated but prowled around like a beast of prey, biting wherever it could reach. Dustin’s 
back shivered; his earlobes hurt. The faint tingling in his toes evolved into a stinging ache. At least 
he had socks and sneakers, but Karen had only open-toe stiletto sandals. Thoughts moved sluggishly 
through Dustin’s head. He took two pieces of aluminum foil and held them over the fire.

“Here, wrap your feet.”
She did and then put her sandals back on and closed her eyes with a smile and a moan. 
“Oh yes! Yesss! Thank you, Dustin.” She looked at him. “Such a pretty and considerate boy. Perhaps 

we need motion?” She squinted. “We’ll warm ourselves with movement.”
 “You mean run, jump, do push-ups?” Dustin shook his head. “Suicide. You will sweat. And when you 

stop, you’ll freeze instantly.”
Karen was practically hugging the fire. Steam rose from her hair. Melted frost dripped from her 

eyelashes, smearing the makeup.
The fire crackled, still giving warmth but less and less hope as it devoured every combustible item 

one by one. After Karen’s mahogany Louis Vuitton and their wallets and sunglasses, only dirty plastic 
bags remained. They melted rather than burned, and their synthetic stench was making Dustin dizzy. 
But he still fed them to the fire and inhaled the noisome fumes because they were warm. And there 
were forty-three hours to survive. Forty-three… long, cold hours… Dustin shook off his lethargy. To 
sleep would be to die.

“The fire exit.” Karen straightened up from the fire and looked around. Her body trembled, but her 
face, blotched with the war paint of melted makeup, meant business. “There should be—“ 

A loud crack interrupted her. The sound was different from the crackling of the fire. Karen flapped 
her hands, flumping backward. On the way down, the back of her head hit the corner of an empty 
rack. She screamed. Only then Dustin noticed that one of her high blue heels broke. 

“Karen! You okay?” 
She didn’t answer. She didn’t move. Her face, now sallow and hollow-cheeked, could belong to a 

dead person if it wasn’t for the eyes, wide open and moving. The lips moved too. 
“Karen, Karen!” Dustin kneeled beside the motionless body and lowered his ear to Karen’s mouth. 

Only breathing, rapid and shallow, almost imperceptible but definitely warm. Warm! That was the 
key. She was warm. If not to the touch, then definitely inside; she was still alive and that meant she 
was warmer than anything else surrounding him in this freezing grave. His frozen brain kept working, 
slowly but steadily. 

We’ve burned everything that could burn. What’s left is meat and fat, frozen solid. Plenty of meat 
and fat. Technically, both are combustible. Fat is definitely a fuel. But it’s frozen. It won’t burn as is, 
and Karen’s perfume has been used up. 

Dustin’s knees hurt. He tried to move, but his left hand stuck, frozen to the tile. He pulled hard 
to free it and succeeded, but a shred of skin remained on the floor. He braced for pain, but it never 
came.

He tried to get up and fell. His legs would not hold him, as if he had no legs at all. His face went 
numb. His nose was not his anymore—if he touched it, it would break off. The fingers of his right hand 
looked bluish-gray and didn’t move. He could still flex his wrist but had no control over his fingers. 

If the fire dies, I won’t be able to use the lighter. I die too.
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He crawled toward the smoldering remnants of the fire, his 
thickened blood barely moving inside his failing body. With wooden, 

uncooperative hands, he raked the embers into a pile. Sickly sweet, bacon-like 
smell drifted into his nostrils. There was no pain. He built a neat little hill out of dying 

embers. The fire didn’t hurt. The fire was his friend; the cold was the enemy. 
His heart was barely beating, as if in slow motion, as if time around him was also freezing, slowing 

down. 
Time… the watch. He looked at his wrist. The watch was still there, but the numbers were gone from 

the silvery screen. That really disturbed him.
How much time has passed? How much time is left? 
He was an accountant; numbers always meant more to him than words.
No numbers, only words. The words, like cats, may come uninvited and leave as they pleased. 
He didn’t like that prospect at all. 
There’s nothing left to burn. 
At the moment, he didn’t think of burning as a way to trigger the alarm or to warm up. Burning was 

the way to preserve the fire, to preserve the hope. 
If the fire dies, I die too. 
A wave of uncontrollable shivering, much more violent than before, gripped Dustin. 
Fire and I, we may lose this battle with the cold. 
Frosty death was creeping closer and closer, seeping into his body through his fingers and toes, but 

he wasn’t ready to give up. The icy blood washing over his brain brought one desperate, uninvited 
suggestion after another. 

The words, like cats, may come uninvited…
Consciousness still glimmered in Karen’s eyes, but no puffs came from her mouth. Ice glistened on 

her lips and silvered her hair.
She is losing her warmth. The clothes may still keep some of it. She doesn’t need clothes anymore. 
Undressing Karen took time. His joints hardly bent, and he had to use his teeth because his fingers 

wouldn’t obey. The blue blazer turned out to be a tight fit; his back almost stopped shivering for a 
while. The rest of the clothing he used to save the dying fire. 

There isn’t much time. 
Dustin stuck his hands into the flames and almost extinguished the newly revived orange flower. 

His frozen flesh was absorbing too much heat. He backed off a little and soon became aware of a 
sensation in his fingers as they were catching fire. He could smell it. Now, down below the skin, he 
could also feel it. The sensation became painful and grew. He endured it until he was sure he had 
regained control over his fingers. The fire consumed the last piece of ivory lace and was dying again, 
still smoldering but not glowing. 

I need fat, still unfrozen. 
The thought made him gag. 
It’s a matter of survival. 
Dusting looked around for the steel hook. Karen’s eyes were open but didn’t move anymore.

The fire was crackling again, glowing, growing and giving warmth and hope and a smell of burning 
hair soaked in grease.

There wasn’t as much fat as I expected to find in her plump body. It burns well, but will be all gone 
soon. In an hour, an hour and a half at the most, Karen will turn into another gutted, partly burned 
and frozen meat carcass, of which there are many around. Well, at least I’ll get some time out of 
her. Maybe enough to thaw several chickens and use their fat to thaw a pig or two—enough to last till 
Monday. 

Maybe it’s Sunday already. 
Maybe people are coming. To take me away from this cold. To take me some place warm, some 

place hot. Into the excessive heat of Phoenix. Like the immortal bird by the same name, I will rise 
from ashes of chickens and pigs and Karen…
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Or maybe centaurs are coming. To boil me in the sweltering blood of 
the seventh circle of lower hell. Cook me over a slow fire. Burn me at 
the stake. Anything would be better than this cold.

There was only he and the cold and his overwhelming desire to survive. He did what 
he had to do to win the battle. Even thinking about the hellish fire was his way of conquering 
the cold. 

His hands were his again. His scabbed fingers, in several places burned to the bone, obeyed, 
smearing with a greasy reddish substance everything he touched. Not able to walk, he had created 
several bloody tracks to the rack with chickens and back. 

On his trip to get a pig carcass, Dustin crossed a track that wasn’t his. Accurate red footprints and 
arrows painted on the floor took him to the remote part of the freezer. “Push to open. Alarm will 
sound,” read the red letters on the white background. 
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the BooK left opeN

iVaN de moNBrisoN

There are pieces of blood in your memory made out of paper and on the paper is written the blood 
and on the paper is written the memory and on the paper is written the past on the paper is written 
the future each page you turn is a new page of your life that fades once it has been turned once the 
book has been closed the book has disappeared the pages have been erased each page is written 
on blood you remember your childhood but it is not your childhood it is a childhood out of paper your 
life is made out of paper your life is made of letters written sent read then forgotten your life is made 
of messages received sent read then forgotten your life is made of memories that fade out one after 
the other in the silence of memory there are great white sharks that eat the fish that eat my memory 
that eat my madness there is the salt of the sea there is the madness there are the waves and then 
there is the book that has been erased I don’t know I don’t know anymore I can’t think anymore my 
body sinks into the earth my body sinks into the sea my sinking body has turned into the opposite 
of myself my body is myself but under my own body there is this reflection that’s perpendicular 
to it but with its the feet tied to my feet and which is also my own body which is connected to my 
body as if by threads tied in the invisible space of  my past I don’t know who I am anymore I don’t 
know who you are anymore I turn the pages the pages are blank the nights are blank the paper is 
blank I don’t know who I am anymore I don’t know who you are anymore I’ve lost the thread made 
out of thought that led me to the Minotaur the Minotaur is there and is waiting for me to kill me I 
walk up to the Minotaur the Minotaur hits me the Minotaur eats me and finally leaves me for dead
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it all comes tumBliNg doWN

NicK garrett
In the darkness of my living room, the Lord takes many forms. 
A broadsword baring gritted teeth. A wagon wheel speckled with weeping eyes. A lamb with a hole 

in the crown of its skull, leaking streams of curdled blood from slit nostrils. 
They blink from one form to another, filling the doorway, haloed by a slivered moon.
“The hour is upon us, Liam,” the Lord says.
I sit up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. The room spins, a twirling kaleidoscope of rising dusk and 

muted television. I can’t remember the last time I slept so well.
Couch springs dig into the backs of my thighs through my jeans, pinching me, reminding me none of 

this is a dream. 
“I’m sorry, Lord. I must have fallen—”
I reach for my phone, knocking over an empty teacup tucked under my arm. 
Jerri’s messages blink onto the screen.
I’m sorry, Liam, her first text reads. I won’t be part of this.
Below it, a hazy image takes shape. The Moon Ladder stretches up through the exosphere, a 

pulsating spire of biblical grandeur that puts the sprawling oaks and stunted skyscrapers of east 
Atlanta to shame. A hundred thousand miles of flesh, bone, and raw, aching nerve, plucked from a 
hundred million supplicants. Believers drawn from every corner of creation, bricks bound through love 
and devotion to the Lord’s inscrutable purpose.

Somehow, I know it still isn’t enough.
I love you, Jerri’s final text reads. Please understand.
The Lord’s image balloons into the bulbous, grasping head of a tapeworm. A crown of human fingers 

laces nervously along Their scalp. “Your mate has abandoned you.” They say it with the sort of curt 
matter-of-factness you’d expect from a parent who once drowned Their unruly children. “What is your 
decision?”

To merge my essence with the Moon Ladder, They mean, or turn my back on the Lord, my God, 
forever for Jerri.

“Please, Lord,” I groan, “don’t make me choose.”
“You must.” 
The sound the Lord makes isn’t quite a sigh—more a patiently extended breath. The kind that says, 

“I breathed life into the dust from which you arose, built you a paradise of ignorance, and let you nail 
me to a couple of wood planks; this really is the least you could do for me.” 

“Jerri, she doesn’t...” 
What? Understand?
Unlikely. Jerri’s a medicinal chemist, for Christ’s sake. She knew the Lord of Hosts was never going 

to be a carpenter, that the Rapture wouldn’t be a gentle leg up. The trouble isn’t that she doesn’t 
understand these things. It’s that she doesn’t trust them.

“I need a few days,” I say.
The Lord shudders, distorting like an image on a magnet-warped television. “Hours, Liam,” They say, 

shifting again. “Even that is too lenient. The time of alignment nears. When the moon passes fully into 
the Earth’s shadow—”
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“I know, Lord,” I say, trying and failing to stand.
A taloned claw the size of a truck tire catches me 

as I fall, splayed toes encircling my ribs. The Lord, 
now a cassowary with the head of a cuttlefish, gazes 

at me with murky eyes. 
“You understand the consequences of failure?”
My vision blurs.
When my eyes refocus, a great tower looms before me. An ancestor of the Moon Ladder. Wrapped 

in sheaves of tawny skin and baking under a much younger sun, it stretches into skies that have never 
tasted the grit of coal smoke, the sour breath of engine exhaust. A testament to its makers’ craft. As 
slave bodies dwindle in Babylon’s dusty markets, though, the bricklayers become the bricks.

Fear wears the Lord’s crown. 
Clever, clever men dare a middle path. 
Stone effigies replace blood and bone, but the hollow imitations graft poorly to flesh. The tower 

crumbles, and a unified people shatters into fractious tribes amid the viscera and ruins. They chatter 
and grunt to one another in tongues so disparate, so alien, even the truth of their eyes loses meaning. 
Away turns the Lord.

The bittersweet taste of three millennia lingers in the back of my throat, like berries and alcohol.
The whole thing with Babel is that it was never about pride or hubris (are those the same thing?) or 

any of the other petty Leviticus sins you learn about in Sunday school. Turns out, it was all just one big 
misunderstanding. 

It was really about trust. Specifically, trusting the Lord who built us enough to save us, even if Their 
love sometimes seems like a punishment in disguise. Even if They can’t show us Their true face.

“Yes, Lord,” I say, prying myself from God’s weary claws. “Let me grab my coat.”

Late as it is, Jerri opens the door when I knock. Though only a crack, enough to look me in the eye. 
“I meant what I said.” She shudders, her eyes rimmed red with drying tears. “Are They...?” 
“With me?” My heart flutters. Can I lie in the service of the Lord? Do They work like the cops?
I shake my head.
Jerri slides the chain free of its latch and opens the way inside.
The Lord, a drop of blood on a rusty nail, hides Themself under a fallen oak leaf in the courtyard out 

front. 
I follow Jerri into the living room. She is graceful in ways I will never be, sure-footed and calm, 

swaddled in pink silk pajamas and a fuzzy bathrobe. Cradling a steaming cup of tea to her chest, she 
gestures to another waiting on the coffee table. 

“For me?” I ask.
Jerri nods. “I had a feeling you’d come over after you woke up. Look, about this afternoon...”
On her television, tuned to a whisper, a clean-cut news anchor drones on about the possible 

biological origins of the Moon Ladder—is it a virus, an alien superstructure, or some supernatural 
response to climate change? The video feed cuts away every couple of seconds to the view of a 
nervous film screw reporting on location. As the young woman speaks, watching over her shoulder, 
the faithful and their chosen stream by in droves. Most give themselves to the Moon Ladder willingly. 
Others need some last-minute convincing. 

“You know I love you,” I say.
Gesturing to the television, Jerri rolls her eyes. A curl of wet, coal-black hair falls in front of her face 

and she swats it away. “Enough to weld me to a flesh pillar?”
“It looks worse than it is,” I murmur, though the truth is, I’m not really sure. I want to believe it 

is; after all, why would the Lord make us suffer to save ourselves? I search for something more 
comforting to say, but the Lord’s explanation escapes me. Something about unity and perception, 
the opening of doors. Everything I say is wrong. “Our brains can’t process, I mean, we have no visual 
reference for true divinity—”

“No, thank you.” Jerri shakes her head. She smells of peach and vanilla. This world doesn’t deserve 
her. “This has all happened before, right? We managed then. We’ll manage now.”
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I sweep past her, beelining for the couch. The 
cool leather envelops me like a dream. 

Sleep. Lord, what I wouldn’t give for another few 
hours of sleep.

“Did we?” I ask, taking a sip of tea. “Manage, I mean.”
Jerri only buys the cheap stuff, sharp and synthetic, the same bag as before. Chamomile and 

something bright. Berries? 
“The internet, space shuttles, A.I.” She sets her cup on an end table and plops down beside me in 

her favorite armchair, counting off technologies one finger at a time. “Airplanes, two-day shipping, 
VR...”

“War, genocide, climate change,” I groan, burying the back of my head in the squeaking leather. 
“The world’s on fire, Jer.”

“Then maybe They should send another flood.” Seeing the look on my face, she frowns. “What I 
mean is: Don’t we deserve a chance to solve our own problems? Shouldn’t we get to choose?”

You do get to choose, I want to say. But why on Earth would you want to? This is it. The payout. The 
gamble paid off, goddammit. We ate our cake and now we get to have it, too. 

Why was that so difficult to understand?
The Lord’s presence thrums outside the walls of Jerri’s apartment. I’m sure If I can just get her to 

Them, They can take care of the rest. She’d forgive me if she could see what I’ve seen, the sadness, 
the heartache, the struggle of toiling in a world scorned by the Lord Themself. Still, I can’t help but 
feel guilty for even considering it. 

I wish she trusted me as much as I trust Them.
“We don’t have much longer,” I say, digging for something to say that will change her mind. “When 

the moon passes—fuck. I only want what’s best for you, Jer. Come outside with me, please. Trust me. I 
don’t want you to suffer.”

The corners of Jerri’s lips rise, but her smile doesn’t make it to her eyes. “I know.”
I try to stand, to take her hand and lead her outside, but the world darkens. My own personal 

eclipse. The cup falls from shaking fingers. My knees buckle, and gentle hands guide me back to the 
couch. A familiar feeling, a familiar taste. Berries. Alcohol? Sleep. 

“Jer…”
She seals our doom with a kiss. 
“But why trust in something when you can make it a sure thing?” she asks, brushing strands of hair 

from my face. “I hope one day you’ll—”
She mouths something that might be “understand.” 
A distant rumble shakes the windows. 
The first crack in a foundation giving way.
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