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My Ex-Husband is Still an Asshole 



SCOTT SAVINO



IT WAS RAINING WHEN THE window tapping began. Daniel grabbed the gun from the nightstand drawer and we both sat on the edge of the bed staring at the curtains we’d drawn closed for the night.



“Michael!”



I recognized the voice outside. I’d never forget that voice.



I took the gun from Daniel’s hand and told him to hide. He looked surprised and began to protest, but at the look I gave him he stopped. I must have looked so profoundly broken. Or lost. Or maybe he saw something else in me I didn’t know was there. A strength I was unaware of? Without a word, he nodded, then hid.



I crossed the room to the window and opened the curtains to face my ex-husband once again.



He said, “Hi, honey.” His teeth were black and smeared with mud. His face was dirty, pale and glowing in the moonlight. “Can you open the door for me?”



I didn’t reply at first, choosing to simply stare at him in shock. Everything about him was shrunken. Skeletal. Bones wrapped in thin papery skin and caked in dirt. He’d rotted away, resembling something ghoulish now, though that wasn’t much of a departure from what he’d been before. The only difference was, now he’d have a harder time hiding it from the world.



I wondered what might happen if he got in. Forced his way. Would I be able to rip him apart like parchment?



It took a long time before I found my words.



“Hi, Ken,” was all I said.



“Open the door.” His voice was warm and rich, as thick and comforting as cashmere. Exactly as I remembered it. But that didn’t mean I’d forgotten everything else.



I shook my head, willing my hands to stop shaking as I stood my ground for the first time in our relationship. “I can’t do that, Ken. You don’t live here anymore.”



“What are you talking about?”



“I’m talking about the fact that you don’t live here anymore. You don’t live anywhere anymore.”



“That’s ridiculous.” He laughed and pressed his hand against the glass, smearing it with mud. “Just let me in.”



“Kenny, you can’t be here,” I said. “You’re dead.”



“No, you moron.” His face joined his hand against the glass, distorting his features wildly as he continued to speak. “I’m right here.”



“Ken, what’s the last thing you remember?”



“Falling asleep in that hospital bed,” he said. “You were a blur of red, and my mother was an orb of blue. You both moved around me, swirling like police lights, then suddenly the world went dark.” He licked his soiled lips in the after-midnight pooling outside the window. They moved like two disgusting little worms every time he spoke.



“Before that moment in the hospital, I was driving at night. Cars were going across the intersection. The lights on their side were green. Then yellow. Then red. My light changed and I slowly pressed the pedal to start across the intersection.”



I stood there, quietly listening to it all. He told me he remembered the sudden lurch. He remembered his head slamming into the window. He remembered the shards of broken glass and the sound of metal rending and bending all around him. I knew he was only telling me this to raise sympathy, probably thinking if he could get me to feel bad enough I might be convinced to open the door. But time and distance open the eyes and heal many wounds. It took his death to give me the perspective I’d needed to see his flaws, but I’d realized what he was a long time ago and I hadn’t forgotten any of it.



When he was done trying to win my sympathy he asked, “What happened after that?”



What happened after that was I got my life back, I thought. But I didn’t say it. Instead, I tried to be calm, but firm. After he’d died, one of the first things I’d learned was how to be more direct with people. The last thing I needed was to be trapped in another relationship like the one I’d had with him, so I said, “This relationship ended a long time ago and I want you to leave. Please.”



Firm and direct.



“Ended? What the hell—what are you talking about? You buried me alive! Go open the door so we can talk this out.”



“No,” I said. I kept my tone flat. He had to know I meant it. “I’m not letting you in.”



He slammed his fist against the glass and stepped away. “I don’t understand you! I don’t remember whatever you’re talking about and I haven’t done anything wrong!”



“I would like you to leave,” I said when he was done.



“It’s my house.”



“Not anymore,” I said. I felt sad. I felt cold. But I stood my ground and stayed firm.



My therapists would all be proud.



His fingers traced the buttons of his shirt. It was still pressed and stiff with starch after all this time. He always wore suits when he was alive, but they were never quite this dirty.



“I know which suit this is,” he said quietly, his mood and tone a sudden departure from his outburst just a moment ago. “I could tell from the lapels. Why did you put me in this suit?”



My body tensed involuntarily. I knew this pattern all too well.



Fire smoldered in his words, like they were etched in burning embers on his tongue. “I hate this suit.”



He’d spent a fortune on it and had only worn it once, burying it in the back of the closet after his father’s funeral.



“You know I hate this suit.”



I picked it because it was appropriate, I thought.



He began pulling at the filthy collar, shoving his words out through gritted teeth. “Now why, oh why? Why in the world would you pick this suit?”



“It was nice,” I whispered. “The nicest one you had. Don’t give it any more meaning than that.”I felt the tremor in my voice and hoped it couldn’t be heard. I willed my face to stay calm and blank. I willed my eyes to stay away from the gun in my hand. It was small comfort against a man who was already dead, but holding it in the dark emboldened me and I didn’t think he could see it. I felt as if I might finally be able to stand up to him, like I might finally have some closure.



“I passed a few people on the way here,” he said. “Bars were closing up. Most of them avoided me.”



The cemetery wasn’t far from our house. He must have made the walk in less than an hour if he’d kept moving.



“Kenny,” I said from behind the safety of the bedroom window, “that’s because—”



“I know!” he interrupted. “I look like a bum in this piece of shit suit you buried me in!”



“Ken, you look dead. Because you are dead.”



“So stupid.” He said shaking his head. “You’ve always been so fuckin’ stupid. If I’m dead, I can’t be here. But I am here. I can see my reflection.” He paused, his eyes shifting to a point behind my shoulder as he injected some venom into the next words. “I can see that fucker too, hiding on the other side of our bed. My side of our bed.” He spat on the ground. “I’ve seen him the whole time. Did you think I wouldn’t? I been trying to keep my cool out here, fuckin’ dirty and wet.” He grit his teeth. As black as they were, the moonlight still managed to glint off them. “Open. The fucking. Door.”



“No. It’s not the same bed, Ken! You’ve been dead for seven years! It’s not even the same life.” I didn’t know if I should cry or scream.



“Bullshit!” he spat.



“Kenny,” I pleaded, “please just go. You’re not supposed to be here anymore. I’m healthier without you. Happier.”



“Happier?” Rage exploded in his eyes. “How can you say something like that!”



I felt something then. Something I’d never felt in his presence before. A righteous fire burning calm and bright.



“How?” I looked at Daniel in the dark beside the bed, and back to my ex. “We don’t argue, Ken. He doesn’t make me feel like everything I do is wrong. He doesn’t drink. If he disagrees with something I do or say, he doesn’t hit me.”



“You made a promise that day in Boston! A vow!”



“Yes,” I agreed. “‘Till death do us part’, and you’ve been dead for seven years. I wanted to throw a party after you died because I was free, finally free of you and your toxic abuse!”



Daniel stood from the other side of the bed. “You’re dead, asshole!” he shouted. “Now be gone! Depart! Go!”



“Who the fuck do you think—fuck you!” Ken shouted as the rain began to fall in earnest. “I’ll kill you,” he growled, pointing at Daniel. Then looking to me he added, “Both of you.”



“Ken, just go!”



Daniel reached for the gun in my hand as Ken slowly turned away, spitting at the ground as he walked toward the trees, and disappeared between the sheets of rain.



With a mixture of exhaustion, relief, and confusion, I sat on the bed, buried my face in my hands, and cried.



Daniel set the gun down on the dresser and came to my side. For a while, neither of us spoke. Neither of us even dared sleep. We were so sure he would come back again, so Daniel and I just sat there in the dark. Then, touching my hand, he said, “You lived through him once. You’ll make it again. I’m here now, love. We’ll make it together.”



I nodded. I didn’t know how to feel. I knew he was right, but the whole ordeal had left me feeling raw. It had taken me so long to move on. So long for the emptiness to leave. So long to forgive myself for letting him slowly erode me away to nothing. Things could never go back to the way they were, not least of all because he was legally dead.



Will I have to file for divorce now that he’s back? He’d never sign, I thought. A stupid errant thing that made no sense in the light of day, but which found its way into my head in the moment.



“Maybe we should go,” Daniel said after hours of silence. “Just for a few days. Pack up and get away from here.”



“I don’t know. That feels too much like letting him win.”



“Well what do we do? Do we call the police?”



I smiled. I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t “what should you do?” or “you should call the police.” It was “we”. However unintentional it may have been on his part, the gesture wasn’t lost on me. Daniel and I had spent the last three years together weaving an intricate life. It had never been just him or me. It had always been us, and long before this strange turn of events, I’d known this man was my soulmate. Daniel and I were meant to be a two-man team. For life.



He squeezed my hand as I weighed our options. “We can’t call the police,” I said finally. “They’ll think we’re insane.”



“Then what?”



“We leave,” I nodded, cementing his original suggestion in my mind. “I can’t keep letting myself get trapped into thinking it’s some kind of game with him, that someone always wins and someone always loses.”



“If anything,” Daniel said with a smile, “he’s the loser.”



I smiled back, my heart suddenly swelling with love for this man.



“Well, I know I won when I met you,” I said, and got up to get something from the closet. In a dusty box on the top shelf, I found Ken’s obituary. I carefully removed it and taped it to the window facing out. Maybe if he returned he’d read it and believe he was really dead. Maybe he’d leave us alone. Maybe he’d finally rest in peace.



It read:



Kenneth Walsh,




Husband, Brother, and Devoted Son.




He is survived by his husband, Michael Thomas,




His mother, Dolores Walsh, and two sisters,




Janet Walsh and Faye Marshall.




He sweetly sleeps in the Bradenville Cemetery.




It was nicer than he deserved. There hadn’t been much sweet about him until he’d died, but even that wasn’t true anymore.



“Where should we go,” Daniel asked, hauling one of our suitcases out from under the bed.



He was the most beautiful, amazing person I had ever met, and I couldn’t have loved him more than I did right then, even as Ken’s filthy hand punched a hole through the hardwood floor between us.



Shards of wood and dirt exploded into the room, followed by Ken’s growling head. He gnashed his teeth violently and groped the floor, trying to pull himself through as the first pink rays of dawn filtered through the trees. The only thing keeping him from reaching either of us was the fact that he didn’t quite fit through the hole he’d made.



“I’ll do it slow,” he said as he struggled against the floorboards. “You can watch each other suffer. First, I’ll rip into your stomach and pull out every last inch of your dripping, shit-filled guts. He’ll watch it happen,” he said, looking me dead in the eyes and pointing at Daniel. “I’ll break his legs so he can’t run. He’ll see everything. Then, I’ll start on him while you’re still bleeding out. You can watch each other until you’re both dead. Then maybe you’ll wake up in a coffin, too,” he laughed for a moment, then growled in frustration as he flailed against the trap he’d made for himself. One of the jagged edges had pressed into the thin skin of his back, piercing him between the shoulder blades. It was holding him there as he thrashed in the dark, sending sprays of muddy rainwater around the room.



“Goddammit,” he howled, trying unsuccessfully to pull himself free.



Without another thought, I grabbed the gun from the dresser, leveled it at his head, and fired. I shot him again and again until the magazine was empty. I kept pulling the trigger in shock, but all I got were empty, rhythmic clicks.



Ken laughed.



I was so close I’d hit him with every shot, but they hadn’t done a thing.



I looked up to Daniel and we both knew we had no other choice but to run.



So we did. Out of the house and into the car.



Within a few blocks we were at the on-ramp to the freeway and I pulled over, throwing the car in park as morning commuters flew by. I wasn’t sure where we were headed: we’d never decided.



“Let’s just drive until we run out of gas,” Daniel said.



“What? And never go back?”



“Why not?” He was shaking with fear and so was I. We were both in our pajamas with nothing else to our names but our wallets and the car around us. He made a point to pick his words, to say things that would calm me. “It’s not like we can’t start over somewhere else.”



“What will we do for money? What about our jobs?”



“Fuck ‘em,” he said after a moment. “We can make a life wherever. I’m with you wherever you go. I’m everywhere you are.”



I felt a smile spread across my face and a little of the darkness Ken had brought back lifted from my heart. After a moment I nodded. Daniel was right. We could start over anywhere as long as we were together.



I put my foot on the brake and the car back into drive, waiting for the right moment to merge into the early morning traffic.



The road was so busy with all the sunrise commuters, so I almost didn’t see Ken until it was too late.



He was running behind us, and close. So close he’d nearly reached us by the time I hit the gas. His face was awash in the red of my taillights as I swerved into the nearest lane and surged onto the freeway.



Tires screeched behind us, followed by the heavy crunch of metal on metal as the echoes of cars and trucks being torn apart behind us shattered the morning peace. Daniel looked back at the vehicles that had piled up. He assures me Ken was left in so many pieces splattered across the asphalt he wouldn’t be climbing out of his grave a second time.



As we put distance between us and the second wreck to take my ex-husband’s life, I was hyperventilating. Tears had filled my eyes and I cried uncontrollably, doing my best to stay on the road so we didn’t end up following Ken’s footsteps. I’m not sure why was crying. I was dealing with so many things I’d buried deep inside me. Emotions that were finally clawing their way to the surface. When I swerved accidentally, Daniel reached over and steadied the wheel.



“Calm down,” he said gently. “Watch the road.” His voice was soothing and level. His breathing was controlled now and he was no longer shaking. There was a finality to what he’d seen back there, something I would need to work through all over again, but I knew I wouldn’t have to work through it alone this time.



My hand rested on the shifter as I struggled to control my breathing. Daniel placed his own hand over it.



“Glad we didn’t die,” he said.



“You don’t want to leave me?”



“No,” he said. “I’m right here. Always.” 






Daddy’s Girl 



WYNNE F. WINTERS



I’VE BEEN BLESSED WITH A happy childhood. I know this and I’m not ungrateful. I know others have endured suffering I myself cannot imagine. Hunger. Pain. Grief. Others have worked far harder for far less and found contentment. I know this. I know all of it. I’m not ungrateful.



I’ve always been my father’s daughter. Daddy’s little girl. Of my mother I remember little, only an impression of warmth and a dash of perfume. When I was too young to understand, she ran away with her accountant and moved across the country to start a new life, one without my father and me. At first she sent me cards—birthday, Christmas, even a get well card when I had my tonsils out—but gradually they became fewer and farther between, until by the time I was in middle school they’d stopped completely. By then, I didn’t mind. My mother was more a figment, a fever dream. My father was everything to me.



My father is a hard-working man. He works with his hands, building houses. He built this house, my childhood home. When I was younger he was often gone, out working. We didn’t have much money, though I didn’t recognize it as poverty until later: buying other people’s clothes at garage sales with their smell still woven into the fabric, shopping with a grocery list limited to the items covered by EBT, getting school supplies as birthday presents.



I was happy enough, as children are in their ignorant bliss. I didn’t know yet what I was missing, but my father wanted more for me. He wanted to give me everything. So he studied in night classes to earn his contractor’s license and he took out a loan against the house he’d built with his own two hands, and he carved out a piece of prosperity for us. He’s had his own business for nearly ten years now and he’s known by his peers to be fair and honest.



Things were tough those first few years as the fledgling business struggled along, but then things changed. My clothes were new and only smelled like the lavender fabric softener our new housekeeper used. We bought groceries without looking at the prices and trips to restaurants, once reserved for special occasions, became a weekend ritual. I moved to a prestigious academy across town with knee-length, skirted uniforms and Ivy League acceptance letters in every graduating class.



Despite all this, my father did his best to keep me from turning out spoiled. There were rules in his house, not many, but they were iron-clad. My father provided for and loved me, and in many ways allowed me to explore and grow independently. All he asked was that I follow his rules, and he never set a rule he didn’t explain. My father was a fair man, after all.



The earliest rule I remember was not to go in the basement. This was easily enforced as the basement was locked and I didn’t know where he kept the key. Besides, the basement was dangerous he told me when I demanded to know why out of childish curiosity. There were black widows down there, spinning their webs in wait for me. And rats, he added. Terrible nests of rats, which is why he went down so often, to set traps.



Rats were also the source of the sounds I sometimes heard coming from beyond the locked door: sometimes a faint scratching and, more rarely, a soft squeak.



As I grew up, the rules became less about personal harm (Don’t touch the stove. Don’t run with scissors.) and more about personal responsibility (No phone until you finish your homework. No borrowing the car until you’ve done your chores.). I rebelled against these, as all teenagers do, sometimes with scathing judgments only a child can deliver to a parent. My father was patient during these scenes and waited until I’d worn myself out before explaining.



“Cecilia,” he said. “The world is a hard place. It doesn’t give handouts. I need to know that when I’m gone you can take care of yourself. And the only way to do that is to develop self-discipline. You’re a smart girl, and you can do anything you could possibly dream of, but you gotta work to get there.”



Of course he was right. I knew he was right, however much I resented his pronouncements, but it placed me in good stead. That self-discipline he instilled in me lead to a spot on the varsity lacrosse team where I helped take us to state. It helped me as student body vice president when the president was sidelined by mono the week before homecoming, and it all seemed to culminate the day an official-looking envelope arrived in the mail bearing my acceptance letter to the University of Chicago.



My dad was there for all of it, in ways large and small, and I’d never seen him so proud as the day I’d opened that letter.



And, like the stalwart father he is, he was there for the bad things, too.



There was only one other rule I was expected to abide by while I was in his house: no boys. Ever. My father was suspicious of friends and male acquaintances and even disliked my male teachers.



“Boys have one thing on their mind, Cissy,” he’d told me more than once. “You can’t let them distract you. You’ve got a future, girl, and you can’t let it get away from you.”



This was partially why he sent me to an all-girls school, to keep me focused on my education. Luckily enough, this “no boys” rule turned out to be pretty easy to follow, though I’ve never gotten up the courage to tell my father my “best friend” Lynn and I were actually a lot more. I can’t think what he’d say if he knew what we’d gotten up to during our “study” sleepovers.



I think about Lynn a lot, though it’s been nearly a year since I last saw her. They say she ran away from home and no one’s heard from her since. It’s my fault, really. We hit a rough patch the summer after junior year. She’d wanted to come out, I hadn’t. I didn’t know what it would do to my dad and I wasn’t willing to risk it. I was scared. She called me a coward, and she’d been right, so I called her something worse. Then she’d insisted on getting out of the car and walking home and I’d driven off. That was the last I’d seen of her.



It wasn’t the last I heard of her, though. A few hours later she’d tried to call me, but I turned off my phone instead of answering. I’d gone out with some friends after that and stayed out past curfew. I thought my dad would be livid when I got home, but he’d been out too, likely on one of the emergencies he got called on sometimes. I’d passed out on my bed and it wasn’t until the next morning I’d heard she was missing. No one knew where she’d gone.



The police had questioned everyone, including her “best friend.” I’d lied to them, said nothing was wrong, that I didn’t know why she would want to run away: her family loved her, her teachers loved her, everybody loved her. I hadn’t told them about the dozens of texts she’d sent begging me to answer, or the voicemail she’d left, her voice broken from crying.



“Cece, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed you. I get that you’re scared, okay? I’m scared, too. I just want us to be able to live like normal people, you know? I don’t want to hide anymore. I love you and I’m tired of acting like it’s something to be ashamed of! Goddamn it, Cece, why won’t you answer? I’m coming over and I’m not leaving until you talk to me!”



That was a rough time. Back then, I thought I was the reason she left.



Now I know I am.



My dad went out again tonight, drinking with buddies from work. I have the house to myself. I printed a paper for school earlier and went into my dad’s study to get it. I rarely go in there, it’s his “man cave” and I know he values his privacy, but that’s where the printer is. There’s also a fax machine, and his laptop, and this big cherry wood desk he salvaged.



It’s a beautiful thing.



When I was younger, I used to sit in the big office chair with my feet swinging and trace the grain in the desktop wood. I liked the smell of wax and wood and the way the handles were set with decorative curls. I used to go through all the drawers just for the sake of opening them, you know, like kids do, but there was always one drawer he kept locked. When I was little this bothered me—I didn’t like any secrets except my own—but as I got older I figured it contained something he was embarrassed about (porno mags were my best guess) and then I forgot about it completely.



Tonight, as I took my pages describing the role of light in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, I noticed the drawer was ever so slightly open.



Maybe he forgot to lock it. Maybe, trusting me to be the loyal daughter, he’d stopped bothering. Maybe he wanted me to find it, though this last option I highly doubt given what I found.



Before tonight I wouldn’t have thought of myself as the snooping type, but there was still a bit of that little girl inside me who wanted to know why. And, selfishly, I thought if I had access to my father’s secrets maybe it’d be easier to share my own.



So I opened the drawer.



Inside was a camera. An old thing, not even a touch screen. No streaming, no bells and whistles to speak of. I was a little unnerved. A camera? I’d never seen this camera before. And why one so old?



I thought again of pornography and wondered if I really wanted to look. What if I’d found my father’s amateur porno tape? I’d have to blind myself. But, I thought, the weight of my own secrets pressing on me. But if it was … if it was, there’d be no way he could judge me. So I bit the bullet and I turned it on.



There were, indeed, pictures of women.



No, I take that back. Girls.



There were pictures of girls my age, some even younger.



So many girls. So many crying, frightened, screaming girls.



I was horrified, but I kept going through the camera, photo after photo, every image making my stomach churn. I’m not going to tell you what was being done to them. You already know. You’ve read this story before.



You’ll wonder why I did it, why I didn’t just drop the damn thing and call the police. I admit it was a foolish reason, and selfish, but I needed to give it a chance—I needed to know if there was an exception—just one, single photo that showed me something different.



Because the thing that horrified me the most wasn’t the blood. It wasn’t the contorted figures, or the bodies hanging limply with blank, empty eyes. It was how familiar they all looked. Even though I’d never seen them before.



A pattern played over and over through each picture: straight dark hair cut at the collarbone with blunt bangs above—in some cases obviously a wig; a splash of freckles across the nose, sometimes smudged as though drawn on; and a small cut just under the chin, not more than an inch long.



Right where I have a scar from falling off my bike when I was seven.



I was looking at the scene of my death—perverted and parodied, over and over and over—played out with these strangers—these girls, these poor, mutilated, living dolls of me.



I don’t know how many pictures there are. I didn’t get through them all. I couldn’t keep going after I got to Lynn.



She was wearing the neon eye shadow I’d gotten her for her birthday, the palette she’d worn the night we fought. The night she disappeared. Her mascara had run and her lipstick was smudged around her mouth. I thought of how she used to kiss me with those lips, a coat of lipstick freshly applied leaving an imprint on my own lips when she pulled away.



“Thought I’d refresh your lipstick,” she’d say, and laugh like it was the funniest thing in the world.



She had the most beautiful laugh, rising and falling like a roller coaster.



She was done up the same way as all the others—her wig was crooked and the running mascara had ruined the freckles. She must’ve struggled when he made the cut because there was more blood than the other photos. She must’ve fought him hard, just like she wanted to fight the world.



I wonder if she cursed my name when he snapped the picture.



It’s getting late. My dad will be home soon. When he arrives I’ll be waiting for him. I’ve already taken the shotgun out of the safe. It’s loaded, safety on, resting beside me on the desk while I type this. My father made sure I know how to use it—he wanted me to be able to protect myself against a hard, cruel world.



“A gun is not a toy,” he said to me at the shooting range. “Don’t pick up a weapon unless you intend to use it.”



He’s a wise man, my dad.



I’m writing this so someone, anyone, will know what he’s done and what I’m going to do.



I’m going to wait for him on the stairs by the front door, shotgun in my lap. I’ll keep my hold steady, my finger off the trigger until I’m ready to fire, just like he taught me.



You probably think I’m going to kill him.



I can’t say I won’t. It’ll depend on him, I guess, but I like to think the gun here is an incentive.



Incentive to fetch the basement key.



Incentive to unlock that long-forbidden door and march down into darkness filled with things so much worse than spiders and rats.



Incentive to lock himself in the manacles and chains bolted to the walls and ceiling.



Incentive to keep nice and quiet while I review his chest of toys, all cold and silver and sharp.



I won’t call the police, yet. Once the police get him he’ll be gone for good and I’ll be left with that little girl inside me, that little girl who always wants to know why. So I’ll allow him this one, single chance to tell me why.



Then I’ll decide what to do with him.



You see, I’m a fair person.



I am my father’s daughter, after all.







Aggressive Mimicry 



HAILEY PIPER



MIGUEL TOLD HIMSELF IT WASN’T love anymore. Love was a dream he had buried months ago when he saw Omar and Jessica behind the mall, Omar’s hand up her shirt. There had been a rough patch, then, but they stayed friends. Miguel could live with being friends. He had lived with worse.



But then sometimes Omar would touch him.



Not that he blushed every time. There was friendly jostling, shoving, slapping on the back, and Miguel would’ve gone crazy if every little thing set him off. But there were other times. That bus ride from Detroit that Miguel had to tease him about later for appearances, when Omar fell asleep and his head shifted to Miguel’s shoulder. That day Omar leaned over Miguel’s lap to grab a twenty he spotted wedged under a bench. Or that one afternoon—



There were dozens of memories. Small, nothing anyone else would bother holding onto, but Miguel replayed them a hundred times. He had buried the dream of love, but at those times he might visit the grave and pray.



This time, Omar put his arm around Miguel’s neck, nothing serious, but then pulled him close to tell a secret. The stupid underbelly of Miguel’s thoughts couldn’t help wondering if it meant something deeper.



It never would. A hundred yards away, Jessica’s friends were fawning over the sight of Omar—his curly black locks, his two-day stubble; an action movie star in the flesh. They didn’t care he had no money, no job, no prospects now that high school was past. He would sneak one of them into the movies tonight, something new like Back to the Future or Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome, and spend half the runtime locking tongues.



Not Miguel. There were days he felt so touch-starved that he could understand why people like him broke down, married a girl, let their parents sigh in relief, and embraced the misery of peace. No one suspected, far as he knew. He was always out with Omar, and Omar was straight as they come; all the girls orbited him. Surely Miguel would pick up his scraps. So people let him be. He and Omar remained friends.



“I couldn’t hear you,” Miguel said when the whispering ended.



“You want me to stick my tongue in your ear?” Omar pulled Miguel closer and made to bite at his earlobe.



“No, I want you to shout it, loud as you can, you butt.”



Omar pressed his forehead into Miguel’s hair and whispered again. “Roman’s brother told him there’s a woman who’s been swimming in the pond every night this past week. We’re going to see her.”



“Think she’s the weeping ghost?”



Omar recoiled with a scowl. “Don’t be a numbskull. You’re here thinking about little kid ghost stories while she’s out there swimming naked in the moonlight.”



“How’d she get up there?” Miguel raised an arm against Omar’s slap and laughed. “See? I am a numbskull.” And he was going. Not that he cared about a naked woman, but Omar was going so of course Miguel was going.



Even with Roman going, which meant David was going, and David was a punk.



They gathered at dusk on the sandy side of the pond. The shore was desolate, only crushed soda cans and paper cups to tell people sometimes visited. Rainfall had been worse than usual the past week, so what was most often an overblown puddle was now spread as wide as a lake, if nowhere as deep, and had attracted uncommon fauna to the shore. Various birds and water bugs danced around each other, each trying to catch its next meal. Miguel paused to watch a small brown bird hidden among the rocks lure bugs to its tongue by pretending it was a worm, then slurp them into its beak when they fell for it.



The young men piled the few dry sticks they could find and built a fire on the sand to ward off birds and bugs alike.



“Can we still see her with the firelight?” David asked. He was skinny and the youngest of six siblings. Gaunt shadows danced beneath his face. “Maybe she won’t come.”



“Israel said they had their headlights on just to mess with her and she didn’t care,” Roman said. He was all smiles. “But they were on the road, so maybe she didn’t think anything of it.”



Omar kicked at the fire. Embers flew toward the darkening sky. “But she’s hot, right?”



“Hot as fire. Gorgeous face, body to kill for, and in the moonlight you could see it all.”



Omar whistled, clearly impressed.



Miguel imagined they had seen naked women in magazines before and couldn’t guess what made the prospect of this one so tantalizing. Maybe because she was a mystery. More likely because what she was doing was none of their business.



“What will you say to her, Romeo,” he asked.



Roman opened his mouth, but Omar raised his hand to stop him. “He didn’t ask Roman, he asked Romeo. What will I say? I’ll say, ‘Miss, can you do us a favor? Our friend Miguel’s more a virgin than Mary herself, so if you’d help him with that we’d appreciate it. He doesn’t want to give birth this Christmas.’”



Roman laughed because he thought it was funny. Miguel laughed because he was supposed to, and wondered if there might come a day when men could have children with other men. It seemed too much to hope. Maybe in the movies.



David didn’t laugh. He stood up. “Don’t blaspheme.”



Omar got in his face. “Did you hear me blaspheme? I didn’t take the Lord’s name in vain or nothing.” He grinned. “For Christ’s sake.”



That set him off and David tackled Omar. They scuffled in the sand as Roman kept laughing. Miguel only watched. Omar could win easy, but he would let David pin him for the sake of peace. If there was a woman who swam here, she would pluck Omar out of the group for sure and Miguel wouldn’t blame her. He would replay his memories.



Roman clapped his shoulder. “You’re looking pretty intense, friend. You want to join in, back up your girlfriend?”



Omar was already down by then, half his face in the sand. He gave in, and David relented. They stood, grinned, and dusted themselves off.



“Sun’s about set, moon’s bright.” Omar’s finger traced the sky from the sand to the crescent moon as if making a measurement. “Think I’ll take a leak before the main event.”



Roman said he’d go, too, so together they climbed up the sand toward the road.



Miguel stared at the moon’s expressionless mouth. The dream was not dead. He remembered the night when he wrote a love letter about Omar’s hand reaching up Jessica’s shirt and how it might as well have been Miguel’s chest he groped, but not for lust; it was to rip his heart out. Later he burned the letter and buried the ashes behind his house. No one could have a chance to read it.



Buried, but not dead.



Watching Omar fight in the firelight, listening to him joke, Miguel still wanted Omar’s love. He wanted to feel Omar’s desire the way Jessica did. The way tonight’s woman might if she was even real.



David’s gruff voice pulled Miguel from the moon. “Didn’t go with them?”



“Didn’t have to go.”



“I know. But you’re passing up a chance to see Omar with his jeans open. Roman didn’t pass it up.”



Miguel froze.



Did he—? No. David didn’t know his feelings. He couldn’t have.



“You passed it up, too. What the hell’s wrong with us?” Miguel laughed.



David glared across the fire. “One of these days, somebody with a camera’s going to see you seeing him, and then he’ll see you seeing him. Then it’s over for you.”



“If you say so,” Miguel muttered, but realized a moment too late that nothing he said could convince David to leave it alone. He’d only minutes ago scuffled with Omar but was ready to throw down again. That was all he wanted. If Miguel had been riled enough he would’ve stood and gotten in David’s face. To say it with words alone wouldn’t do.



But Omar and Roman came to the rescue.



“Wake up, lads,” Omar said. “There she is.”



They jogged down the sandy slope and helped David and Miguel kick the fire out. The smoking wood remained aglow, but under the brilliance of the moon, that was nothing.



And it really was brilliant, Miguel thought. He’d never seen a crescent moon light the surface of the water as bright as a full moon this way.



It lit the woman in the water. No one had seen her enter, but there she swam in the pond, her arms cresting the surface with each stroke. From this far, Miguel couldn’t see her all that well. He wasn’t sure how Roman’s brother had determined her beauty.



Omar jabbed an elbow into Miguel’s side. “Not scared, right? Doesn’t look like a ghost.”



Miguel imagined not, but under the harsh moonlight, she might’ve been anything.



“I know what to say.” Omar winked, then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, sweetheart! Not bad swimming out there! You want, I can teach you the breaststroke!”



David and Roman laughed.



She stopped swimming. Her arms settled into a float, and then she stood. Miguel couldn’t remember the depth of the pond, the drought crater had always lain uneven, but he didn’t think anyone could stand that tall at its center.



But the thought flaked apart, a clump of wet sand tossed into the water. The still-brightening moon said there was only beauty here, beauty everlasting. Even at this distance her luminescence was inescapable. If the moonlight was milk across the shape of her then it had come from some heavenly cow milked by God himself. Every inch promised to boil the blood, every magnificent finger ensured a lightning bolt of splendor.



Miguel only saw her with his eyes, but the others stood transfixed, their blood a deluge of raging hormones and desires in every place that made them weak. A pulse rocketed through the air, high-pitched like an alarm. Each beat tugged the young men toward the water.



David was first to break. He didn’t speak, only panted as he tore his shoes off and darted through sand and water. Blood seeped from his ears. His jeans fell away, and he was still fighting with his shirt as his middle sank below the surface. Roman had a little more trouble tearing off his shoes, but then he took off on David’s heels.



Omar was right behind him.



Somehow, as he splashed knee-deep into the pond, the spell of the moonlit woman waned enough for him to pause and glance back to shore. “Miguel?”



Miguel hadn’t moved an inch. He was the only one still fully-clothed. “I don’t think I can.” He looked from Omar to the moonlit lady, the seductress of the pond. Her arms hung at her sides, her expressionless face carved from exquisite marble. “I can’t.”



“You can.” Omar beamed. “You can do this. We can all do this. She’s right there and she wants us. Don’t you feel it?”



“I feel—” Miguel looked back to Omar. He couldn’t fault the three of them—their blood pounding, the light pulling, the air ringing, everything inside telling them to go for it—when everything inside him said the same. “I feel love.”



Omar nodded. “I think I love her, too.”



“For you. I … love you.” Miguel’s throat narrowed. “I only wanted you.”



Omar went on beaming through his rugged stubble, his eager eyes reflecting the radiant moon. “Christ, Miguel, I know that.”



Miguel’s heart hammered his rib cage. “Since when?”



“Since you saw me with Jessica. I’ve had my heart broken before. I knew the look on your face.”



If Omar knew the look and the feeling, he had to know that pitiful, microscopic spark of hope that lived in every aching heart, the one that thought just maybe the person of affection would love him back against all odds. The dream, raised from its grave by a crescent moon.



“And?” Miguel asked.



“And? What do you think we came out here for? I’m trying to help you.”



“I don’t want her help. I want you.”



Omar’s body shuddered like a heartbeat, every blood vessel aching to go. He tore his gaze from Miguel and charged deeper into the water. It was a miracle he’d resisted this long. The air’s pulse hit a heart attack panic so insistent that blood ran from Omar’s eyes.



“Don’t,” Miguel whispered as his knees trembled.



David and Roman had almost reached the moonlit woman, but Omar was catching up. The only time Miguel saw him nude and it was while he ran to someone else. Miguel took off his shoes. They had come out here together, hadn’t they? As it had always been; Omar was going, so Miguel was going, too. He didn’t know what any of them would do when they got there, but he was going.



He made it ankle-deep into the water before he looked again to the moonlit woman. She raised her arms wide to each side, welcoming her suitors to visit her, to come drink the milky light that ran down her breasts. “Drink deep, drink it all in,” her body seemed to say.



Miguel managed to stop as the boiling heat of his blood eased across his body. Now that he was closer, the effect she had on the others ran sideways on him, sliding away from her. Now he saw her as being less coated in luxurious moonlight and more shrouded within it; a mask gifted to her by the crescent arc in the sky. And just like that Miguel knew the beauty that drove Omar’s lust was an illusion.



Miguel slipped back a step in shock. “Omar, wait!”



Omar had nearly reached her. He and the others were only bobbing heads and arms, but the water climbed no higher than her thighs, where between them her nethers still shone white, even as the illusion faded.



“Come back! It’s not real!”



Omar beckoned Miguel with an enthusiastic wave. Then he and Roman and David somehow arrived at the woman’s waist together, their heads beneath her hips. She sank upon them, arms closing in, the curtain of hungry moonlight across her face impenetrable to Omar, but to Miguel it was only a lunar veil. Through that veil, even at this distance, he made out luminous teeth.



“It’s not real!” Miguel shouted again. He stumbled and fell into the gentle, lapping waves thrown his way by the charging young men. “I’m real. I’m here and I’m real!”



The light burned brighter, blinding Miguel, its ringing pulse deafening, about to snap, and then the crescent moon dimmed. Every wave stilled. The pond grew too dark to make out its center. If the woman and her suitors were still out there Miguel couldn’t see them and he didn’t hear a thing.



His thoughts became abstract, less sentences and more impulses. He dove into the blackened waters and shouted for Omar, choking out gulping mouthfuls of the pond at each stroke, but there was no answer. No moonlit woman came for him.



Rising from the surface, he grasped at the space where Omar’s head last crested and came away with nothing. “I would’ve followed you anywhere, even with Jessica, with anyone. But you had to have this—well, fine then! I’m going to meet someone else, you hear me? I’m leaving, and I’m going to be happy the rest of my life. But there’s no rest of our lives for you, because you fucking threw it away!”



Miguel thrashed at the pond and a shudder ran up his gut, out his mouth, and into the water. He paddled back to shore, where he fell on the sand, spent. His gaze did not leave the pond except to glance at the sky, where the faint crescent moon smiled out of reach. Grass stirred with buzzing mosquitoes. A brown bird that’d played its tongue for a worm now nestled between two rocks, its belly filled.



Where the young men once sat, Miguel stirred the glowing fire back to life. If Omar was out there, he might see it and drag himself to shore.



He wouldn’t. Miguel knew that. The moon made no light of its own, reflecting only what it stole. But just in case, Miguel waited. The grave of the dream needed tending, and perhaps when summer dried the canal, so would other graves.







Dear Jane 



ERIN B. LILLIS



DEAR JANE,



In the simplest of terms, it is over. But as I sit in my sparse room, I hear the heart of you still professing, “I love, I love, I love.” In response I say, “I know, I trust, I love,” ad infinitum. Yet, it is over just the same, as so many sang on the last night I held you.



In our beginning, you were recalcitrant while I teased and prodded you for attention. I was so undeniably attracted to your sassiness I could not relent. You must have worried at my jealousy, though. I will admit I have swallowed the bile of jealousy in the past, forcing it down until it erupted in frightening ways, but I knew I could control it when I took you into my home and heart.



Though I knew not what I was doing, and surely bungled along the way, I vowed to tend to you as your health declined. In time you showed me your hunger for more vitality and spoke to me of how trapped you felt.



“Set me free,” you would beg me.



At night you whispered it in my ear.



When the sun spilled through the window you screamed it until it echoed.



No one on Earth could grasp your pain as I did. We are of the same restless spirit, you and I, and being so close to deliverance, yet so far, it must have seemed like torture.



It was the middle of April when I realized I might never hold you again. I find it interesting it is a date associated with taxes, since it was spending time together that came, ultimately, at the cost of my emotional well being. That was when fortune taxed me with the task of giving you up. You were determined to leave me that night, as if an army of angels stood by your side, pulling you from my arms. I do not think I will ever forget the look on your face when I began my tearful goodbye. Never waning in my affection, I held onto you as tightly as I could, until you ceased to shake and tremble, and our bitter tears stopped mingling between our lashes.



As I held your still form in sleep, the gentle carpenter who constructs my dreams presented me with a plan for the survival of our love. When I told you of our strategy the next morning, you just gaped at me, wide-eyed and silent with implicit trust and understanding. I wish I could convey the enormity of how those little gestures made me feel so absolutely wonderful. Peaceful, even. As if together we could fight any critic or opponent of our union.



But your passiveness in all that followed, I admit, left me with a dry taste in my mouth. Were you aware of all I did to keep us away from those who could not feel our passion? Those who would propose to separate us, as my father did when he suspected my involvement in your absences from school and work? Why must we suffer these times, when our passion is painted as unholy and unnatural instead of pure and true as it is? I am just as human as he, and yet I have seen the disgust in his eyes, as if I am more demon than daughter made of his own flesh and blood.



I know now it was by his hand our secret was uncovered.



The last night I knew I would hold you, you stared blankly through the red and blue lights flashing against the windows of the refuge to which I had taken us.



“It’s over!” They it sang again and again until I submitted. Your parents cried on each other’s shoulders and my father stood in stony judgment. The same look of shame on him then as would be on his face later during the trial.



And now, though I still love you, I can no longer reach you. My advisor, Mandy, has suggested I write you these letters. There was a sparkle in her eye when she told me to do this, so it is my suspicion that she is one of us and might know how to find you. Outwardly, she says this will be therapeutic, that it will help me accept that you are gone, or to at least acknowledge that we are over.



But for me it truly isn’t. Nor will it ever be.



Jane, I would have kept you forever.



With love eternal,



Your Jillian



oOo



Mailed from: St. Caedwalla’s Hospital for Behavioral Health



Facility 2, Building 3



Patient: Gibson, J.



Reviewed and Approved by Dr. Brogan



Dear Mr. Gibson,



Your daughter has asked permission to write and send these letters. As, previously you’ve asked for detailed, as you put it, “no holds barred” updates about her mental state, I thought seeing her own thoughts on paper might illustrate it best, so I’ve encouraged her to write them.



As I’m sure you’re aware, in her last letter, Jillian indicated she believes I know Ms. Matthews’ location. Rest assured, I do not. The records of Ms. Matthew’s burial have been locked down so the family can mourn in private, free from the press and those who have romanticized her death.



This delusion aside, I find it interesting that, though she clearly believes Jane Matthews to be alive, she is still addressing the envelopes to you. I understand this must be a bit unnerving given you were the one who turned her in to the police after the kidnapping, however, I do believe these exercises are helping her process what really happened, as well as her role in the events. Please do let me know if you find these letters too disturbing and I’ll retain them on file instead of forwarding them in the future.



As a final note, speaking both professionally and personally, I strongly suggest you do not try to go through these difficult times alone. The families of convicted criminals have been shown to suffer just as much as the families of victims, so I urge you to talk to others. If you’d like, I can provide references to some excellent therapy groups, grief councilors, and therapists with experience in this field.



As always, I am available during normal office hours. If you have any questions about your daughter or her treatment, please don’t hesitate to ask.



-Dr. Amanda Brogan







The Miracle of Life 



EDYTH PAX-BOYR



I WAS ON EDGE IN exam room number two. Long before Kaia’s amber skin was “glowing”, or her belly was “showing”, or she was craving, or itchy, or moody, I had been a full-blown ball of stress because pregnancy—the act of making a whole new human person—freaked me the fuck out. I wanted nothing to do with it.



My therapist used fun terms like “phobia” and “neurosis”, but it didn’t really matter what labels were slapped on it. When it came to reproduction, I was not down for it.



Sex?



No thank you.



I’d tried it a few times in high school and found the whole ordeal to be more effort than it was worth. Boys or girls, it didn’t matter. The binary was still strong back then, but I’d given them all a go, mostly because society had told me to. And because everyone else seemed to like it, so I assumed I would too.



Eventually.



Ultimately, it hadn’t mattered what parts someone had been packing, or how they had identified, or what kind of motion their ocean had provided: sex just wasn’t my thing. It was neither fun, nor functional for me.



Insemination, then?



Gross.



When we’d discussed the possibility of me being the bio-mom, I think my exact words had been, “I don’t care how many times Donor Number Twelve has won Harvarding at life, you’re not using a tiny turkey baster to fill me up with some stranger’s frozen nut mustard.” There had also been some dry heaving for the better part of an hour, and that had been the end of it.



That’s when we knew if we wanted kids, Kaia would have to carry them.



And even now that the act was done and the baby well on its way, I couldn’t even remember the insemination process. I knew we’d gone somewhere fancy with a California-style, West Coast name like “Ovi+” (where the “plus” was pronounced “positive”, because of course it was), but I couldn’t remember any of the details.



And since then I’d had to be reminded of every appointment along the way to check on Kaia’s progress and the baby’s health, because my brain kept washing its hands of the whole mess. I’d almost forgotten to bring us to our appointment today, but Kaia had been on it with the gentle reminders and long-suffering smiles, and somehow we’d even managed to be a little early.



Sitting next to Kaia in the exam room, though, I wasn’t sure it had been such a good idea to come. And not just because everything around us was designed to remind aspiring parents of the “miracle” of life. Stock photos featuring happy families and expectant mothers grinning over their distended bellies leered at me from every wall as I fought off the beginning of panic attack.



Did we really need the doctor? Couldn’t we just go home and guess the baby’s sex? We had roughly a fifty percent chance of being right. That was good enough, right? And if we were wrong, the kid could always correct us. It would be fine.



The blissful, yet sorely exhausted look on Kaia’s face told me all I needed to know, just in case I’d been tempted to pitch the idea of ditching, so I tried to ignore the weirdness that was all of pregnancy. Despite it being right in front of me.



It wasn’t even that I was opposed to children—actually, I’d always kind of liked the idea of a miniature human bouncing around the apartment—I was just uneasy with the concept of another life growing inside me. An entire other awareness just there. Inside me. Moving and expanding. Developing its sentience while wearing my body as a gestational Evangelion.



The whole process gave me existential anxiety.



Kaia, on the other hand, was made for motherhood. The pure joy of carrying new life inside her had ignited a fire that would not die. Even when the morning sickness had left her sweating and unconscious on the bathroom floor and growing pains kept her up all night begging for relief. It carried her through the days when she barely had the strength to eat, and through cravings that would have killed lesser mortals, like half-cooked hamburgers covered in fried crickets and Nutella; Greek yogurt with figs, sriracha, and salted tarantulas; or scorpions. Just scorpions. Sometimes chocolate covered, but still just 100% dead scorpions.



And now here, in the exam room, as we awaited the results of our second ultrasound, that joy kept her spirits high. I could tell, because even though I was the one smiling and patting Kaia’s brittle hand, it was Kaia’s smile that gave me hope. Hope that the most turbulent pregnancy in the history of man would finally hit its stride and mellow the fuck out.



I still worried, though. Of course I did. Kaia’s health had been failing for a while, and while the doctors were concerned for her, they had also reassured us multiple times that not every pregnancy manifested the same way. Some were just more strenuous than others. We had also been told there were no obvious complications, and though there were some unexpected hormone spikes, they were nothing to be afraid of.



Except now, maybe, while we waited an eternity for a startled nurse to return with the doctor. And what was taking so long, anyway? Was it just my anxiety, or was something really wrong?



The visit had started just fine. Kaia and the nurse had been all smiles and chit chat. And if Kaia’s usual glow had been more sallow than tan, and her smile a little more tired than bright, that fire inside let her power through it.



With greetings aside, the nurse had pushed cold gel around Kaia’s belly with the stick-wand attached to the machine. He’d grinned and fiddled with some dials (I thought, though I hadn’t exactly been paying attention) and honed in on the baby. Then, within a couple minutes his grin had turned hollow and the cheer had left his eyes. I had never seen anything like it. I’d read plenty of stories that described it, but to actually have seen an emotion drain from someone’s eyes ...



It did not inspire confidence.



He had done his best to cover his nerves, but he had also quickly excused himself. He said to fetch the doctor.



That had been twenty minutes ago.



“We’re fine,” Kaia said, her voice thinner than usual.



That meant the baby was moving again.



My eyes shifted from Kaia’s sweet smile to her belly. I had no idea when babies were supposed to start moving, but I didn’t think it was supposed to look like a scene from Alien yet. Or maybe ever. But there it was, stretching my wife’s belly, gliding beneath the skin all sharp and angular like an elbow or a knee.



Did babies have those at five months?



A brisk knock on the door startled us, and the baby stilled as the doctor entered, her back flanked by the nurse and two other staff in lab coats.



The doctor smiled, seating herself on the little wheelie stool by the bed as her entourage closed ranks.



“Hi, Kaia. Naomi. How are you two doing today?”



“We’ve been better,” I said, gently squeezing Kaia’s hand as much as I dared. Kaia simply smiled back to the doctor, her free hand slowly massaging her sore belly and the unruly baby within.



The doctor nodded, a look of sympathy creasing her features. “Let’s get a good look at what’s going on in there, shall we? See if we can’t get some good news for you.”



I had no idea what information could be gleaned from an ultrasound. Every one I’d seen had been a blurry mess of wobbly grey-and-black with a giant sort-of-head in the middle. When eager parents pointed out all the bits that were supposedly baby, I just couldn’t see them. I still nodded along and cooed on cue, of course, because not being able to appreciate a baby smudge didn’t mean I had to be a dick about it. That said, blurry Xerox babies and sex reveals were the limit of my understanding of ultrasounds and their uses.



I hoped that was not the limit of ultrasound capabilities, though.



Or—god—the doctor’s understanding of ultrasounds.



The doctor was talking again and I realized I’d missed most of it.



“—hiding a bit,” the doctor was saying as I tuned back in. She was moving the wand against Kaia’s belly, trying to chase the baby down. At least that’s what it looked like to me as she wiggled it against Kaia at what I thought was an unusual angle.



That’s when the baby shifted. Just a little bump. A little kick, or a punch. It was quick, but everyone saw. I, however, saw how pale the doctor had become because of it.



“Is …” I looked to Kaia nervously. “Is everything okay?”



The doctor didn’t respond. She looked at the monitor with an intense frown of concentration. The two extras leaned in, muttering and pointing at the screen, and one of them sent the nurse out again with an order that sounded suspiciously like “prep for surgery.”



The doctor finally turned to us, a strained smile pulling at her features. I knew the effect was meant to be comforting, but it was just shy of horrifying: the way the doctor’s eyes flitted between our faces and Kaia’s belly, fear obviously dilating her pupils.



And was that sweat? Was she fear-sweating?



“I’m going to be honest with you,” she said, passing the wand to one of her lab-coated friends. “It looks like there are some complications here, and for the safety of … mama,” her lips pulled up further into a smile that looked mechanical and weird, “we’re going to need to perform an early Cesarean. Perfectly routine,” she added, waving her hands between us and failing to not glance at Kaia’s gently roiling baby bump. “Catching the … complication this early means there’s a good chance of survival.”



“Is it routine to birth a baby at five months?” I asked, genuinely uncertain. It didn’t seem like routine. Even if the doctor hadn’t looked like she was on the verge of fleeing the room in quiet panic.



“It is a little early,” she admitted, “but with today’s tools there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be a complete success.”



Something niggled at the back of my mind, telling me the doctor wasn’t being straight with us, but whatever she was dancing around I couldn’t see it. I just knew the doctor didn’t usually speak that way (did she?) and I couldn’t shake the feeling something awful was hidden on that ultrasound screen.



“It’s okay,” Kaia said, giving my hand a frail squeeze. I nodded, but nothing about our situation made me feel better about either pregnancy or childbirth. If anything, it provided my fears terrifying cement.



Was it even neurosis anymore if reality made something worse than anxiety could dream up?



Another twenty minutes passed with the doctor assuring us of the safety of Cesareans and the routine of it all when an EMT entered the room followed by a gliding platform of slick steel, blue padding, and bright plastic accents. He offered us an oblivious smile sprinkled with genuine warmth. It felt wrong, though. Out of place. The vestige of a world that didn’t know the bitter bite of fear-bile clawing at the back of its throat. It was an intrusion and the EMT seemed sense it. Whether the atmosphere was palpable or he was an expert at reading faces, the way he moved between us, helping Kaia onto the … wheelie bed? The stretcher?—it suggested he realized he was an outsider in a very strange situation and he did his best not to make it worse.



“We’ve already called ahead,” the doctor said, waving the EMT ahead of us as we left the room. “But we need to get Kaia to a hospital, because we’re not really … equipped for this procedure.”



There. She did it again. Hiding something behind carefully chosen words. But I nodded like I understood, and I suppose some vague part of me did. Really what I understood was that we had no alternative and all the panic and paranoia shrieking through my body needed to take a backseat while the people I had to trust took care of my wife and our baby.



In the hall, the staff made room for us to pass, watching and whispering as we made our way to the elevator. They had no clue what was happening (not that I had much idea, either), but offered nods and sympathetic smiles to help us on our way.



Inside the elevator, clustered around Kaia and the stretcher, I fretted, still clinging to her fragile hand; the doctor smiled, tapping an anxious toe; and the EMT pressed the button for the roof.



Wait, what?



My stomach tumbled as the elevator rose, a new and previously unknown level of anxiety sending jagged agents of fear coursing through me at the unexpected deviation.



Wasn’t the ambulance on the ground level? Didn’t we need the ground to drive on? Why would we be headed up?



I didn’t have long to wonder as the elevator slowed to a stop.



There was an agonizing pause before the doors parted and a concussive gale blasted its way inside, bringing daylight and the smell of the city with it. I blinked, briefly blinded and overwhelmed by it all as hair and clothing whipped around us, but as my vision cleared I saw it. There, in the center of the roof: an active helicopter, its blades stirring up a storm.



Medevac. This one I knew, because TV.



I glanced to Kaia and swallowed around a painful lump. What in the god-awful hell had been on that ultrasound that would require a medical evacuation?



Turns out, I had plenty of time to dwell on the possibilities. The ride was as uneventful and long as it was loud. Much longer than I thought it should have been given I could have driven to two different hospitals in half the time it took us to land. But eventually we did land, and a whole medical team was there to greet us.



There were no more smiles here, though. Here it was all business. Here a gang of doctors conferred with our doctor and the nurses conferred with the EMT, taking Kaia’s vitals as they hooked her up to mobile monitors before whisking her away into the warm glow of another massive elevator.



Except for a pair of armed guards who silently ushered me along behind the chaos, no one acknowledged me.



We passed through a labyrinth of sterile halls, past rooms with numbers I didn’t see, to another elevator that took us down even further. Past rooms with symbols instead of numbers, none of which I knew. We stopped before a pair of steel doors at the end of a long hall. Kaia and her team disappeared between them and I caught a glimpse of more steel surrounded by thick plastic sheeting before the doors closed with a soft beep and red light burned in the corner.



I was escorted into a room to the right and a loud mechanical clack issued as the door closed behind us.



It was dark in there, but I didn’t need a light. The wall separating me from Kaia was filled with an enormous window and the operating room beyond cast light back into the observation room. Through a network of thin metal wires reinforcing the glass, I watched the medical team tend to various machines as they transferred Kaia to the surgical bed, checking in with each other for final prep and looking as frantic and well organized as a colony of ants.



Two men in hazmat suits stood to either side of the room, their somber hands resting on imposing black guns slung low against their hips from straps hooked over their shoulders.



I didn’t know much about Cesareans, but I knew armed guards in hazmat suits were not routine additions.



The Doctor entered. I supposed he was the lead, as he came in late wearing a face shield and a … Kevlar vest?



I moved closer to the glass. One of my guards shifted, enough to be noticed.



“Why is he wearing a vest,” I asked.



The guards were silent. Impassive.



“Why are you here?”



Silence again.



“Why do they need guns and hazmat suits for a C-section?” I couldn’t stop the shrillness from entering my voice as panic drove me to keep asking questions.



They gave me nothing.



I wanted to hit them for being so stoic, but before I could give in to my anger, movement caught my eye.



“Wait. Wait, wait, wait, wait. She’s not out,” I said as my attention returned to the operating room. Kaia writhed in obvious pain on the surgery bed and the doctor motioned nurses to hold her down.



I pounded on the glass, screaming, “She’s not out! You didn’t put her out!”



The doctor glanced up at me and made a curt gesture. One of the guards moved in and slid an arm between me and the glass, shepherding me back.



“Please remain calm.”



“Remain—are you fucking serious!? They’re going to cut open my wife while she’s awake! Kaia!” I turned back to the glass in time to see blood.



Too much blood.



Time slowed to one eternal breath as one of the nurses stumbled back from Kaia, a fountain of glistening red throbbing from his open neck.



I watched him bleed. I watched his face twist with shock and confusion as he tried to understand what had happened. I watched him stumble back as his legs and balance weakened, one hand finally rising toward the wound. Then he was falling and the air was filled with glinting steel tools as he crashed into a surgical tray.



And then he was gone.



I didn’t understand.



Time snapped back as a scream rang out and a streak of red shot across the room. One hazmat guard went down in a shuddering yellow mass. A bloody fissure wept where his chest should have been.



The medical team scattered.



Shots ripped through doctors and nurses like tissue paper. The remaining guard backed away as the red streak sprang from one destroyed body to another, aiming for the bright yellow target.



The guards with me leapt to intervene, but by the time they’d bypassed the locks on both doors, no one was left standing.



I heard the shots as they entered, but never saw them from my place behind the glass.



Silence fell slowly with my ears ringing in the wake of all the chaos. It had all happened so fast. My eyes shifted from one bloody lump to the next, my brain sliding away from the reality of what I’d just witnessed.



Kaia, though. Kaia remained on the surgical bed, the operating lights showcasing her, putting her on display in the middle of the abattoir; a golden goddess from the waist up.



I backed away from the glass and looked toward the door. I wanted to be with Kaia.



Light peeked around the edge. The guards must have left it open in their haste.



I shuffled to the hall, numb and still unable to process what I’d seen. I found the steel doors wide open, the still-warm bodies of my former guards slumped to either side as if awaiting my entrance.



Between them, the body of our “child”.



Eight long, skeletal legs—two with wicked scythes attached—accompanied a spiny tail trailing from the meaty center of it. I couldn’t discern anything that might have been a face, but it was obviously covered in human skin. Golden tan like Kaia’s where I could see it through the blood and bullet holes.



It reminded me of a scorpion.



I didn’t understand the urge that guided me. Some dim part of me knew too much scrutiny would break whatever fragile threads were still holding me together, so I didn’t question it, either. I merely sank to my knees and gently gathered it up, folding its many boney legs into its body so I could cradle it more easily.



I sat alone with it among the dead, rocking back and forth for lord knows how long. Several minutes? An hour? Until I realized I could hear something in the silence.



Breathing.



Labored. Shallow.



I searched briefly and found only Kaia, her chest rising and falling, but barely.



I didn’t have a medical degree, but I knew there was no way to come back from what Kaia had suffered. No amount of medical help, no matter how quickly administered, could fix what had been so thoroughly destroyed.



But, I rose and carefully moved to Kaia’s side, my shoes slipping where the blood was thickest, but never enough to throw me.



“Let me see her,” Kaia gasped, extending a trembling red hand toward us.



I could see the thrill of possibility and the joy of starting a family written on Kaia’s face again. Saw a ghost of the elation we’d felt when we’d been told the in vitro treatment had been a success.



But the blood loss had been severe, her memory incomplete. She didn’t seem to remember the trauma, the violence of the birth, the horror show the ultrasound must have revealed just hours before, or the chaos that had followed. She probably couldn’t see she was just one of many shattered bodies scattered around the room. Or maybe she didn’t care. All she seemed to care about was that the baby was out, and she didn’t have any more time.



“Please,” Kaia wheezed, a wet, rattling sound proving the depth of the damage.



I hesitated, uncertain I should be handing over the limp body of the thing we had once believed would be our child, but my wife’s distress only grew the longer it took me to respond, so I relented.



I was gentle, almost tender in passing the mangled remains of our offspring to my wife’s failing embrace.



“Taylor,” Kaia breathed, shifting its crumpled limbs in a futile attempt to make it more comfortable.



I watched her fuss with the body as the light slowly dimmed from her eyes. Tears welled, and it didn’t seem to matter how many limbs she shifted; whatever Kaia saw, it was still our baby and her love for it was pure.



Then Kaia reached for me, her feeble hand grasping blindly until I found it and held fast. She guided our hands to the lifeless husk between us.



Kaia smiled. That warm, infectious smile that always told me everything would be all right.



“You have each other now,” she managed around a handful of staccato breaths.



This was it. Our last moment together.



I gently squeezed her rapidly cooling fingers as the tears fell freely, but I kept them from my voice. “Yeah,” I said. “Taylor and me. We’ll be just fine.”



“I love you, angel,” Kaia whispered.



“I love you, too, baby.” I swallowed the sob fighting to become a scream.



And then I watched as Kaia’s smile slowly faded, strength and life and breath finally leaving her.



I had lied. Of course I had. I wouldn’t be “just fine” without her. I wouldn’t ever be fine again, but Kaia didn’t need to know that. Or the fact that our child, our Taylor, had been a Cronenbergian nightmare, killed within minutes of its birth.



She needed to know we’d be fine, that we’d survive together without her. And with no time left for anything but love, I refused to deny her that tiny slice of peace.







Curios and More 



FELIX FLYNN



MORNING HAD BROKEN COLD AND apathetic in the city when Alex brought it up. They had been perched on the front stoop of the run-down apartment building they lived in as Gabe lit up a cigarette he’d pulled from a pack his momma would never miss.



“Still sounds like fairytale trash,” he’d said dismissively, scuffing a shoe on the concrete steps as a couple had walked past them. The man had slipped an arm around his lady’s waist to pull her close. She’d clutched the strap of her purse. They’d both pointedly avoided eye contact.



Gabe had frowned, blowing out a stream of smoke in their direction.



“I dunno,” Alex had said. “Cherice said her cousin Tanya went looking for this place. It got Tanya the hell out of here.” Alex had rubbed the back of his neck, brow creasing, lips pulling down. “We’re about to graduate. We could get out too. Not get stuck here like our families did, ya know? You could …” Alex had stopped short, dropped his hands to brace them on the steps and look to the sky. “Cherice said you just gotta focus on what you’re looking for and it should appear.”



Gabe had grunted in reply and that had been the end of it. Or so he’d thought. Until they’d gotten out of school and Alex hadn’t headed for home. He’d taken them further downtown, started winding them through alleys with his jaw set. There was a mix of determination and worry in his gaze that Gabe recognized. It was the same look Alex always wore when they were facing down a challenge Alex didn’t plan on backing down from. Only this time it seemed different. More dogged. It reminded Gabe of the pit bull the guy in 4B owned, how sometimes he’d see it on the stoop next to its owner tearing intently at a piece of rawhide.



Together, the two boys wound their way through slim, tilted back alleys, their ratty sneakers slapping moist pavement as they were cast in cold shade from the high buildings blocking out the sun around them. The city was busy, but they hadn’t seen another person for a while and even the blaring cacophony of traffic and horns and yelling were dulled as if being heard through a cotton filter. The only sounds that were clear were their footsteps and the occasional hiss from old steam pipes.



Minutes stretched on to an hour and Alex’s concentrated expression waned to disappointment. It was like watching a kid find out Santa wasn’t real.



There wasn’t hope for either of them. They’d be stuck, just like every other poor bastard they knew. Stuck living pay check to pay check, and sometimes not even that. Skipping meals, stretching out the food stamps, getting used to the times when the water or power got cut off.



They couldn’t afford niceties. Couldn’t afford extras.



“You better not be bullshitting me,” Gabe said, interrupting the silence in an attempt to silence his own dismal thoughts.



“I’m nooooottt,” Alex groaned, frowning and shooting him a narrow-eyed look.



“Uh-huh.”



“Gabe, fucking come on. This isn’t gonna work if you don’t focus.”



Focus. That’s what Alex had said when they’d been smoking on the stoop. Neither of them had wanted to stay inside to face their respective families, each for their own reasons. Gabe didn’t want to deal with his momma—the fussing over his clothes, the way she called him “Olivia” and told him he needed to dress like a lady “instead of wearing all that boy shit”. Even after he’d told her he is a boy. Even after he’d told her to call him Gabriel, a name he’d taken in memory of his grandfather.



When Alex was home, he just got the hell beat out of him. Gabe couldn’t count the number of times he’d snuck out once his momma was fast asleep and heard the familiar sounds of yelling and thumping behind the door to Alex’s place. Alex’s old man was a drinker and his ma may as well have been absent for how passive and quiet she was.



Which sometimes worked to Alex’s advantage. The two of them pretty much lived off the money Alex slipped from his pop’s wallet.



They were brothers, they liked to say, closer than their blood had ever been to them. They had each other’s backs, held each other up when one of them was close to their breaking point. Not to mention, if it weren’t for Alex, Gabe would never have started to socially transition. Alex had gotten him his first (and only) binder, and often gave him baggy hand-me-downs. Alex was the bigger of the two of them so the clothes sagged on Gabe’s lanky frame, but he didn’t mind. They made his chest look flatter and hid a lot, like his slim arms and the hips he hated.



Gabe rubbed his chest, feeling the tight, nearly inflexible material of the binder beneath. Too tight. It made his ribs ache and sometimes it was hard to breathe. He knew surgeries would help him, knew there was medical stuff out there that fixed boys like him. Sounded like a fairytale, though. One like the fairytale they were chasing down. Like whispers of small shops and rituals. Of making all your dreams come true. For a hefty price, he was sure. He’d seen the expensive way the word “mastectomy” was spelled, felt the impossibility of it like a weight. The weight of his hidden chest.



“Gabe, please. Focus, okay?”



“Fine,” Gabe grumbled, stopping in his tracks.



He felt like an idiot. For being there. For closing his eyes like he was making a wish, trying to picture the boy he should have been with a body so different from the one he was born with. But he did it, he focused, grabbing onto the image, squeezing it tight, holding it in his mind. For Alex. For the small part of him that wanted so badly for the rumors to be true.



But nothing happened.



He stood there for a few moments listening to the crunch of Alex’s shoes as he turned in a circle, probably looking for a sign of something. 


Anything.



Gabe opened his eyes.



The alley was the same. No store front had magically appeared. No ancient looking woman beckoned to them. There was just a long stretch of wet concrete and brick punctuated with hissing steam pipes, and the two of them.



“Fuck,” Alex bit out, stomping over to a dumpster to kick it. Then kick it again. “This is such bullshit.” Another kick. Then a few more. Gabe knew that frustration, knew the hopeless hole they were stuck in, the one where they were forever grasping at muddy walls hoping to find a root strong enough to help pull them out.



To help them find the freedom everyone else had.



He drew in a long breath and rubbed his chest when constriction cut the breath short. “I gotta stop for a sec anyway. Then we’re heading home, okay?”



His lungs burned and he quietly cursed himself. He should have taken his binder off the night before. Everything he’d read online said he should take breaks, should take it off so he didn’t damage his body, but he was at a point beyond caring. He hated this body, wanted to damage it, as if hurting himself would change anything.



He leaned back against the nearest wall, not minding the dirty brick and the fact that it was probably going to rub who knew what off on the back of his jacket.



Christ, he couldn’t breathe. He felt dizzy.



“You good?” Alex edged closer, putting a hand on his shoulder. Gabe opened his mouth to say something, but he didn’t get the chance as Alex nudged him and pointed. Gabe followed Alex’s line of sight and froze. The air around him felt thicker, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. There, just where the alley ended in a T, was a kid.



“What the hell?”



The girl was dressed in clothes that were old, Victorian, maybe, but they were somehow pristine, like new. Her hair was dark and curled tight. Her eyes—Gabe couldn’t be sure, but he thought they were black. Not just the irises, but both whole eyeballs, black where white and color should be.



“Who—” Alex glanced between Gabe and the kid before looping an arm around his waist and tugging him upright. “Hey kid,” he called, but the girl had darted down the alley to the right, her shiny black shoes echoing off the walls as she ran.



As Alex hauled him forward, Gabe realized he could make out the slow, creeping signs of life. Not obvious or loud, but glimpses of curtains pulling back, of figures with faces neither he nor Alex could really make out, peering down at them silently.



Alex took a right at the T, following the child’s path, and quickened his pace when he caught sight of her waiting ahead of them. The sky had gone darker, or maybe the rooftops had gotten longer, blocking out the sky completely as they stretched up in miles and miles of brick and windows with parted curtains and indistinct, leering faces.



As Gabe pulled his attention back from the strange faces watching them, he realized the girl had stopped before an aging shop front with faded letters painted above the door.



CORA’S CURIOS AND MORE



The girl opened the door for them, a bell tinkling above her, and then waited, staring with her dark eyes. 


Their pace slowed as they approached. Alex was still dragging Gabe along and Gabe still struggled to catch a full breath, so he was glad when they stopped completely.



The shop’s display was dingy and cluttered. There were books stacked on a dusty side table, wooden boxes sat open to reveal unappealing jewelry that didn’t so much as shine. Taxidermied animals watched them hesitate at the threshold: a falcon with its beak parted and wings spread wide and a skunk with its spine arched, tail bottle brushed, stood guardian among the clutter staring out. Cracked porcelain dolls leaned lopsided against other, bigger glass and ceramic figures.



It all looked so old. Untouched for decades or more.



A soft voice called out from the depths of the shop. “Won’t you come in?”



They stood there, both of them a little overwhelmed and neither willing to move.



“We should leave,” Gabe whispered. He was still in pain, still a touch dizzy, but he was also increasingly aware it wasn’t his lungs that were keeping him from breathing. Something in the air, something like lead and fire, had settled itself beneath his rib cage.



Anger.



Anger at his body, at his mother, at his home. Even—deep down in a dark place Gabe didn’t like to touch—at Alex for being lucky enough to be born with everything Gabe wanted. It was a desperate anger and it tasted like bile. He burned with the need to change, with the knowledge there was nothing he could do about it, and the need to make it happen anyway.



Dangerous.



This place was dangerous.



His pulse picked up its pace and he swallowed hard, his gaze darting to the girl, meeting her eyes. They were pitch black, just as he’d thought. Shining obsidian framed by even darker lashes.



“Alex, let’s go,” he insisted, firmer and louder this time.



“Nah,” Alex whispered. “We came all this way, and we found it.” His voice was breathy, a smile breaking across his stunned face. “This is great.” He gave Gabe a squeeze, trying to move forward, but Gabe didn’t budge.



“Your friend is right. You did come an awful long way.” A woman appeared at the open door looking as timeless as the girl. She wore a bustled crimson dress with a floor-length skirt that hid her feet. It was long sleeved and high collared. A side-tipped hat sat atop her perfectly coiffed blonde curls. A silver broach depicting a fox glimmered at her throat. “You shouldn’t go back empty handed, right?” She offered them a smile Gabe knew was meant to put them at ease.



He didn’t relax in the slightest.



Alex moved forward. This time, Gabe didn’t resist. He was still uneasy, but Alex’s excitement made him hesitant to leave right away, whatever his misgivings about the place. Plus, he was still too out of breath, his chest still too tight, to face the maze of alleyways again. He could rest for a few minutes and then they’d leave, he reasoned with himself.



The woman—Cora, Gabe assumed since that was the name emblazoned over the door, and she was the apparent shop owner—turned and lead them deeper, her crimson skirt swirling with each step. The girl by the door followed, the bell chiming again as the door closed behind them.



The shop’s interior was cramped, cluttered: old items stacked high to the ceiling in towers imitating the impossibly tall brick buildings outside. Cora led them through too-thin walkways—left, right, straight—walking through time as cracking porcelain and dusty hand-carved knick-knacks gave way to stacks of 80’s and 90’s themed electronics, dog-eared paperbacks, kitschy lamps, and even more dusty jewelry, all piled atop particle board shelves.



Gabe’s hope to catch his breath was quashed with each aching lungful of dusty, mold-laced air he managed to suck in.



“You’ve come with something to trade, I hope,” Cora sang over her shoulder as they reached the back of the shop where a red velvet curtain blocked the aisle ahead of them. She stopped, turning on her heels in one smooth motion so she could look at them, still smiling, though it didn’t reach her eyes.



Those were too cold and calculating to let any kind of happiness break through.



“Something to—?” Gabe started to croak, but Alex cut him off.



“Yeah. We’re here to trade. We, uh, we want …” Alex faltered as his hold tightened on Gabe, but he couldn’t bring himself to finish his thought.



“I know what you want.” Cora fixed her even gaze on Alex, flicked it to Gabe, then returned to Alex. “Once we begin there’s no going back.”



Alex nodded and Gabe was left wondering what the fuck was going on.



“Should go,” Gabe muttered, his stomach churning. They shouldn’t have been in there. They shouldn’t have even come looking for this awful place.



“Alex,” Gabe’s voice softened, a frown forming on his lips. “We should go.” He was already turning, but the girl behind them blocked their path.



Was it his imagination or had she gotten a bit bigger? Her eyes darker? For someone so small she’d become strangely imposing.



“No,” Alex said firmly.



“Good,” Cora replied, that cold smile spreading across her lips even further. “Come on, then, boy.”



Gabe’s eyes were still fixed on the girl, on the inky voids staring back at him. Voids that grew, the black stretching out, trying to engulf him.



He started to panic, tried to run, but his limbs were locked—leaden—trapping him in a prison of meat and bone too heavy to move.



Behind him, the air stirred. Somehow he knew Cora had extended a hand and that Alex had taken it. Then there was an emptiness, punctuated by the curtain’s muted ripple as the two disappeared.



Before him, the void stretched wider, a terrifying maw of darkness closing in around him. Images filled the dark, flickering through a disjointed narrative he didn’t understand.



An impossibly old stone altar stood in a quiet, wood-paneled room hidden behind a velvet doorway.



Candle light danced, throwing sinister shadows on the walls.



Then came the hard, nauseating scent of copper in the air. The sensation of something hot and wet on his hands. On his body.



And all the while, Cora’s cold, serpentine smile filled his mind.



Then there was Alex, propped up against a bookshelf like the cracked porcelain dolls they’d passed on their way in. His body was stiff, eyes glassy like those of the stuffed trophies staring into the alley from the shop’s grimy storefront.



The images blinded him, flickering by on a sickening loop. His eyes hurt. Everything hurt. He tried to shut it out, the contrast on the images in his mind becoming harder, brighter, and darker all at once. The ancient altar, the burning candles, so much blood and Cora’s smile, then Alex propped against the shelves. Over, and over, and over.



The smells burned through his nostrils until he couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t smell blood, dust, and mold.



And still Gabe couldn’t breathe.



His chest ached.



Crushing his ribs.



So. Damn. Tight.



He tried to scream, opening his mouth as wide as he could until something caught, a pressure building between his teeth, spreading his mouth so wide it ripped at the corners, tearing apart like the rest of his body. Muscle tearing, tendons grinding, bones breaking.



And there was blood, hot and wet. So much blood. His and Alex’s, the thick fluids mixing and becoming one.



And then there was nothing but the void.



oOo



Morning broke cold and apathetic in the city when Gabe woke to the sound of crying.



He cracked his eyes open, the familiar and unforgiving springs of his too-old mattress digging into his back, urging him out of bed. His feet hung off the end and his head was bent at an awkward angle against the headboard. His first groggy thought as he stretched the stiffness from his limbs was that someone had shrunk everything in his room while he slept.



A nightmare lingered—flickering images of dark rooms, dancing shadows, and a boy with eyes like glass—as he pushed unsteadily to his feet.



His curtains let in a blinding stream of sunlight between edges that didn’t quite meet and he squinted as he glanced to the clock.



Almost noon.



The crying wasn’t anything new, really. Mrs. Simmons had been trying for a baby for as long as he could remember. Another miscarriage would come with another few weeks of tears, of seeing the poor beaten woman lingering in the halls, clutching the latest baby blanket she’d bought, sure that this time she’d have the son she’d always been meant to have.



As if sensing he was awake, his momma called from the living room.



“Boy, getcha ass up and fix us some tea.”



He huffed, scrubbing a hand through his hair as he shuffled to the bathroom to take a piss.



“Yeah, all right,” he called back as he closed the door and stood in front of the toilet, dropping his pants to stare blankly at the dangerously teetering shelves above the toilet’s back.



He wondered how long this bout of depression would last, how long Mrs. Simmons would be hanging around their place lamenting an unborn “Alex”, a baby that would never be. He drew in a deep breath, scratching his bony chest with one hand and aiming at the toilet with the other.







Moonshine 



MERCURY



FLASHLIGHTS PASSED OVER THE ENDLESS maze of trees. Despite the light, Natasha could only see five feet ahead as dense shadows shrouded whatever might have been lurking in the woods. With every step she took, leaves crunched underneath her boots. Her best friend led the way, stepping past twigs and ducking under branches without hesitation while Natasha stumbled along behind her, breath fogging the air.



“Do you really know where you’re going, Kay,” Natasha asked.



“Nat, I do this monthly,” she said. “So, yeah. Trust me.”



“I trust you. It’s just … dark as hell out here.”



A twig snapped in the distance. Natasha stopped and flashed her light into the trees.



“What was that?”



“Probably a deer,” Kay said. “Don’t get all scared now and turn tail on me. It’s taken forever to get the girls to approve a new member.”



Kay kept walking. Natasha saw her friend’s light slowly moving on without her so she jogged to catch up.



“I’m not chickening out. I think my worries are valid,” Natasha said, eyes darting from tree to tree. “We’re going pretty deep. I bet no one would hear us scream if something happened out here.”



Kay stopped and turned back, training her flashlight on Natasha’s face. The sudden brightness stung her eyes, so Natasha threw a hand up, squinting through her fingers.



“That’s kind of the point, Nat.”



“What? Why?”



Kay was silent.



The visible world vanished as Kay turned around and continued through the trees. Natasha followed along cautiously, her vision slowly adjusting to the sudden change as the bright spots Kay’s flashlight had burned into her eyes faded away. Until they were gone, she used her ears to scope out the forest, but all she could hear was the crunch of leaves and twigs under her own feet.



No crickets or owls. Just the two of them, the forest, and the night.



“So, what kind of club was this again,” Natasha asked.



“I wouldn’t call it a club. It’s more like a gathering. We call it the Sister Pack.”



Natasha increased her pace to catch up.



“And Saanvi will really be there?”



Kay nodded. “You’ll fit right in. And you’ll get your chance to speak with her.” Kay glanced back, smiling. “And I know for a fact she’s single.”



An embarrassed heat crept up her neck, but Natasha kept quiet as she noticed and orange glow coming from a cluster of trees up ahead.



“Look, we’re here,” Kay said.



Natasha could make out the sounds of small talk and laughter drifting through the woods, now, and the glow ahead grew brighter the closer they got until Natasha realized she was looking at a campfire. When they broke through the trees, Natasha could see the fire was set up in the middle of a small clearing, perfect for camping, but there were no tents, only wooden logs to sit on and a group of eight women. The clearing smelled of wood smoke and something sharp Natasha couldn’t place.



Kay stopped at the edge of the trees surrounding the clearing. A tall woman wearing a dark robe and a circlet made of twine and leaves approached them. She had long brown hair, a triangular face, and vibrant green eyes that matched her circlet.



“Welcome back, Vulta,” she said, clearly addressing Kay. The two women hugged lightly, kissing each other’s cheeks before the woman stepped aside and Kay passed by her. Natasha moved to follow, but the woman blocked the path once more.



“You must be the newcomer we’ve heard so much about,” she said. “Vulta vouched for you.”



“Vulta?” Natasha asked, confused.



“Your friend,” she explained. “And I am Lupa, leader of the Sister Pack. Once you enter this place—our circle—you leave your worldly name behind.”The woman looked down and Natasha followed her gaze to see rocks had been lined up at the edge of the clearing.



“I’m Natasha,” she said, looking back up.



Lupa nodded. “Natasha, tonight you will earn your name among us.”



Natasha pursed her lips but nodded. “Why do you have to have different names? We aren’t going to do anything illegal right?”



Lupa chuckled and stepped aside. “It is part of what makes the change possible.”



Natasha opened her mouth to speak again but Lupa brought up a finger. “All questions can wait. It’s almost time.” She stepped aside then, inviting Natasha into the clearing.



Natasha blinked in surprise, took a steadying breath and stepped over the stones into the clearing.



The other women all turned to her as one, as if they could feel her unfamiliar presence in their sacred space. All of them, including Kay now, wore identical black robes with long, droopy sleeves. The only woman not dressed in the robes was standing close to the trees at the back of the clearing with her back turned to the rest. From what Natasha could see, she wore only a black bra mostly hidden beneath the fall of long, obsidian hair, and a floor-length skirt with huge slits up the sides, which revealed the luscious lines of her tawny legs. She was crouching over something Natasha couldn’t quite make out.



“Hey.”



Natasha flinched and turned to see Kay.



“Now’s your chance,” she said, jerking her head towards another woman sitting on a log and Natasha’s stomach tightened.



Saanvi was beautiful, with smooth sepia skin and glittering sable eyes that caught the glow of the fire. Her ebony hair, usually pulled back in a ponytail, was now a curtain of black silk disappearing down her back. Natasha prepared herself with a deep, calming breath, but it caught when Saanvi turned her midnight gaze towards her, as if she could feel the awkward conversation about to come her way. But, Saanvi smiled and lifted a hand, waving Natasha over. Natasha sat beside her with relief.



“Hey. It’s really nice to see you here,” Saanvi said.



“Yeah, Kay—I mean, Vulta, invited me.”



Saanvi nodded. “You can call me Hati while we are here.”



Natasha looked around. Most of the women were sitting quietly now and didn’t hide the fact that they were staring right at her, listening to their conversation. A warm hand landed on her thigh, sending a thrill of pleasure through her body. She turned her attention again, looking at Saanvi, and smiled.



“This group has brought us all closer. We only get to do this once a month,” Saanvi said. “But it’s so … freeing.” She paused, taking Natasha’s left hand and holding it between her own as she closed her eyes, concentrating for a moment.



“You are one of us. I know it,” she said, opening her eyes again.



Natasha stared at her, heart still racing. She and Saanvi would talk to each other in the single class they shared and greet each other on campus. It was always friendly and casual, but slightly distant, like an acquaintance that wasn’t quite a friend yet. Tonight, though, Saanvi was completely different.



She freed a hand and laid it against Natasha’s face.



“This is something sacred. Just for us,” Saanvi said, her eyes dancing in the firelight.



“Wh—what is?”



A deeper voice came from just in front of them, startling Natasha as Saanvi’s hand fell away.



“The change,” Lupa said, standing a few feet away with a bundle of cloth in her hands. As she unfurled it, Natasha saw it was a robe. She handed it to Natasha and stepped back.



The campfire now had a pot set up over it and the woman dressed in the bra and skirt stood behind it, stirring the contents with a large wooden spoon. Her makeup was black, drawn heavy around the eyes and lips, and her eyes were such a light grey they seemed almost white. Inky elbow-length gloves shimmered in the firelight as she worked, completely enthralled by her task, and the scent Natasha couldn’t place grew stronger.



“What change? What’s going on?” Natasha said, anxiety twisting her stomach in knots.



Lupa looked up. “Can’t you feel it?” she said. “Tonight’s the full moon.”



The clearing was silent; dead silent. No crickets, no owls, no wind.



Natasha’s eyes widened slightly.



“What are you trying to say? That you’re all going to go werewolf or something?”



“No,” came Kay’s voice. She sat on a log to Natasha’s left. “We aren’t cursed like those filthy animals.”



“We are not monsters. We choose the change,” Lupa said. “We are Hexwolves. Our shift is possible through a witch’s magick. Morria’s magick.”



Lupa turned towards the woman at the cauldron whose silver eyes were now fixed on Natasha. A cold shiver ran down her spine as she stared into Morria’s eyes. They were intense, yet vacant, as though she were present but not in the same reality. Almost like she was possessed.



“Is this a joke?” Natasha asked.



They all stared at her.



“What’s in the pot?”



Lupa smiled. “Her potion. We like to call it Moonshine.”



Morria turned away, breaking eye contact. It was then that Natasha saw what she had been kneeling over before. There was a huge carcass at the foot of a tree, slit from neck to groin. It had grey and brown fur, a large snout, and huge paws like a dog.



But it wasn’t a dog. It was a wolf.



Morria moved to it, kneeling again before shoving her hands inside, and Natasha gasped as she realized the woman wasn’t wearing shiny black gloves at all.



And that scent in the air, sharp and unnamable. Natasha knew it now for what it was and bit back the urge to vomit.



“Tonight is special because the main ingredient is so fresh,” Lupa said. “The change will last longer.”



Natasha couldn’t speak, she couldn’t even move. She just stared as Morria dug inside the wolf, thick, wet sounds accompanying her movements as she took out its innards and put them in a pail by the wolf’s head. When the witch finally stood back up, her arms were drenched in a fresh coat of gore. In her hands she held a massive heart.



The clearing spun around her while everyone else stood up. Saanvi, Kay, and the rest of the women—everyone except Natasha—gathered around the cauldron. They all went to their knees as Morria held the heart over the pot.



Saanvi turned and held her hand out to Natasha.



“Come. It’s okay,” she said.



Sweat beaded on Natasha’s forehead. She was hesitant, but eventually she joined the line of women on their knees, grasping Saanvi’s hand as though it were the only thing anchoring her to reality.



“The final piece of the potion,” Lupa said as Morria raised her hands high over the cauldron. “Blood from the heart of a wolf.”



Morria squeezed the heart. Blood gushed from it into the bubbling pot. Natasha wanted to gag at the stench—the metallic taste of fresh blood invading her mouth from proximity—but she froze, instead. The expressions on the other women were a mixture of emotions, but none of them were disgust. Instead they looked hungry, excited, and full of anticipation. She was afraid to look at Saanvi, to see the same longing etched in her beautiful features, so she kept her eyes forward, on the heart itself.



Lupa picked up the pail Morria had left on the ground and, as if on cue, everyone stood to take off their robes, each one revealing bare flesh to moon and fire. Natasha didn’t know if she was more uncomfortable or terrified, and looked to Kay for reassurance, but Kay had disrobed as well.



Saanvi released her hand. A moment later her robe dropped to the forest floor. Natasha looked up at her, mouth hanging open.



“Wh—what are you doing? You guys are really starting to freak me out.”



Saanvi smiled gently. “Shh. It’s okay,” she said, brushing hair away from her supple neck before letting her hand fall away, trailing elegant fingers slowly down the full profile of her body. Natasha’s gaze followed the movement, momentarily lost in the contours of Saanvi’s perfect sepia skin, the perky slopes of her breasts, her erect nipples, and the taunt muscles of her abdomen.



Natasha’s breath quickened, but not in terror this time.



Saanvi pulled her to her feet before leaning in, captivating her with eyes like huge black mirrors. Then her body was pressing against Natasha’s, separated only by Natasha’s own clothes.



“You want to be my mate,” she said, her warm breath making Natasha shiver. “I can taste your desire on my tongue. Your longing … your lust,” she grinned hungrily. “And your fear,” she said, lunging forward, snapping her teeth at Natasha’s throat before laughing.



Natasha jerked away and the other women giggled.



On the other side of the pot, there was movement. Morria reached over with the wolf’s heart still in her hands.



“A gift,” Lupa said in Morria’s stead. “Eat it.”



“Excuse me?”



She looked at Kay and the other women. They watched in hungry silence. Their eyes suddenly seemed so alien and cold as they waited.



Kay nodded to her. “Take it.”



Natasha hesitated again. She wanted to protest, but held her tongue.



“Do not refuse Morria’s gift,” Kay prompted, frowning.



Natasha glanced back at Morria, at her cold, distant eyes, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.



Morria was dangerous.



Trembling, and against her better judgment, Natasha reached out. Tears sprang to her eyes when Morria dropped the heart in her hands. It was heavier than she’d expected, and still so hot.



Then, without a word, Morria reached into the band of her skirt and slipped out a knife, its silver blade glinting in the firelight. Natasha watched her slice open the palm of her own hand before squeezing the blood into the pot.



And then, for the first time, the witch spoke.



“By the blood of the night, by the light of the moon. Be compelled. Lupus dei.”



“Lupus dei,” the pack echoed.



Morria kept the knife in her hand and bent down to pick up another object. A bowl. She dipped it into the cauldron, scooping up whatever foul liquid was inside, then passed it to Lupa.



“Tonight,” Lupa said. “We become the wolf. We become one with the wind, the moist soil on the ground, the moon in the sky and the leaves on the trees.”



Then she took a drink. And after she drank, she wiped her mouth and gave the bowl to the member on the far end of their circle: a pale woman with natural blonde curls. She took it and drank without hesitation, staining her lips and chin in the process, and the moan of satisfaction she gave before passing the bowl on to the next was nothing short of orgasmic.



Natasha watched in horror as it made its way down the line. Even Kay drank from it. When it was Saanvi’s turn, she took the bowl, faced Natasha and drank, maintaining eye contact the whole while. Natasha cringed. This close to her, it smelled strongly of blood, alcohol, cinnamon, and something close to rotten eggs.



“Take a bite of the heart,” Saanvi said as the blood dripped slowly down her chin. “It will make you strong and you will understand. Prove yourself and drink from the bowl so that we may call you one of us.”



Natasha’s vision blurred behind her tears. Behind Saanvi she saw the pail of innards had been passed around, as well, and the other women were spreading the contents over their bodies. They bit into and chewed on the wolf’s intestines, groaning in pleasure Natasha would never understand.



Kay was wrapped around a woman with short dark hair, kissing and biting at her neck as the other woman giggled.



Saanvi waited.



“One bite,” she said.



Natasha’s head swam. Darkness threatened to overwhelm her and she shook from head to toe from stress, fear, and revulsion as she brought the heart closer to her mouth. She was afraid to defy their will, but the reality of biting into the meaty heart of a wolf was just too much.



“I can’t,” she whimpered, tears tumbling down her cheeks as she shook her head. “I can’t.”



“You can,” Saanvi said, cupping Natasha’s hands and guiding them forward until the heart was pressing against her mouth.



The bloody organ slid across her closed lips, leaving a crimson smear across her mouth and chin. She stumbled back with a cry of terrified protest, throwing her hands up to shield her face.



“Coward!” Saanvi growled, snatching the heart away. She bit into it like it was some kind of gruesome fruit before tilting her head back to squeeze the blood from it. It poured down her body, glimmering across her breasts to collect between her thighs until a shiver coursed through her, sending crimson beads flying. Natasha gasped when Saanvi’s gaze found her again.



Her eyes seemed larger, filled with wild lust and something dangerously hungry. Her smile sent ice down Natasha’s spine.



“What’s wrong with you all,” Natasha sobbed. “Did they give you drugs?”



Saanvi laughed. “No. It’s the power of the wolf. The change is upon us,” she said, hunching down and licking her bloodied lips. “And trust me, you don’t want to be human when the change is complete.”



“What the hell does that mean?”



Lupa suddenly fell to the ground and Natasha’s eyes snapped to her. The woman writhed on the forest floor, moaning as if in pain, but clearly enjoying it as her hands eagerly explored her bloodstained body. Natasha heard more screams and groans as other women began to contort and shake.



“Drink from the bowl, Natasha,” Saanvi said, her voice somehow deeper than before.



Natasha looked at Morria. The witch’s eyes seemed more grey than white now, steady and solid, and her expression had changed to something Natasha couldn’t read.



“Looks like we’ll have two fresh treats here tonight,” the witch said, silver knife ready in her hand.



Natasha felt a scream crawl up her throat, begging for release, but Morria spoke again.



“Cry and beg for help all you want, young pup. The pack shall cull the weak.”



Natasha scrambled to her feet. “You’re crazy,” she screamed. “This is all crazy. You aren’t wolves!”



Someone barked and growled at her.



“Drink,” Kay groaned around teeth too big for her mouth as she braced herself on the ground, drenched in sweat.



“This has to be a nightmare,” Natasha whispered, backing up as she pulled her flashlight back out.



“Walk out that circle,” Morria said, “and you become prey.” She pointed her knife at Natasha then grinned.



But Natasha didn’t walk out of the circle.



She ran.



Behind her she heard the witch shout, “Oh, how I’m going to enjoy watching you get torn apart!” Morria’s cackle haunted her as she fled into the night. A roar of angry shouts followed.



Natasha sprinted with all her strength through the darkness. Branches tore at her arms and face. Her flashlight’s beam bounced off of endless trees now made into a confusing woodland maze in her terror. She couldn’t remember which way led back to safety, but she had only gotten a few yards before she heard the first guttural howl from behind her.



Natasha didn’t stop or look back.



Her pulse thundered in her ears. Her breath came ragged and short. Adrenaline kept her upright.



The brush rustled around her. Cracking twigs and branches followed her progress as shadows darted through the trees.



Natasha pressed on, no breath to spare to scream. Her lungs burned, her throat ached.



Soon, she was slowing, exhaustion sucking the strength from her limbs.



Something growled behind her just as she saw the soft press of moonlight at the edge of the woods. With a new burst of desperation, she broke past the tree line, sweaty and bleeding from a hundred small cuts. Natasha didn’t stop until she was on the well-lit highway.



As soon as she felt the pavement under her shoes she collapsed, gasping and panting as she tried to catch her breath.



She made it. She survived.



The first sob caught her off guard, but soon she was a weeping mess wrapping her arms around herself and rocking as relief and terror broke over her like waves.



Barely a minute later, she was bathed in the headlights of an approaching vehicle. Natasha whimpered, gulping down her tears as she clambered to her feet. The car pulled to a stop beside her and as she opened the door, she dared a glance back at the woods.



Movement, fast and angry.



With a startled gasp she ducked inside and locked the door.



“Go, go!” She shouted, gripping the door as if afraid the locks weren’t protection enough, but the car jumped forward at her word, pulling away from the woods as if fueled by her fear.



“What’s going on,” the driver asked as they drove away. “Are you okay? What were you doing out here so late?”



The driver’s startled questions faded into the background as Natasha settled in her seat, watching the road behind them. They had been so close. Even a moment longer and she would have been theirs.



Natasha knew this to be true, because she watched eight pairs of glowing eyes disappear into the woods as she sped away.







Seven Hand-Tied Knots 



E.Z. MORGAN



MY BUBBE WAS FROM RUSSIA. An escapee from just before World War II. She never truly got over the family she lost to the Nazis, but poured herself into the family she raised in the states. For my thirteenth birthday she made me a bracelet. It was simple piece of twine hand-tied into seven knots.



Maybe it was an odd gift for a thirteen-year-old, but I thanked her anyway. She caressed my face before tying it onto my left wrist.



“To keep you safe,” she’d whispered, her voice heavy with the wintery Russian accent. “Now that you’re a woman.”



I thought maybe the bracelet was some sort of Jewish tradition I didn’t know about. My mother and I were very light on the religious part of Judaism, so Bubbe was our resident expert. I didn’t think much of it after that, honestly. I assumed it would fall off after a few weeks, but as I grew older the bracelet never came undone. It survived middle and high school. It followed me to college and lived with me as I made a life for myself in a neighborhood outside Boston. It became a part of me and was a little piece of Bubbe I got to carry with me.



A day ago, I woke up and found the bracelet torn to shreds.



I had no idea how it had happened. It had survived everything until now. The night had been calm, I didn’t do anything strenuous, and I certainly didn’t cut things in my sleep. But it was a scattered mess when I woke up.



Needless to say, I was heartbroken. Even though it was only twine, it meant so much more to me. I felt naked and vulnerable without it. I vowed to ask Bubbe for a new one when I visited next.



I tried to call her at least once a week. She didn’t live close, but hearing her speak was so soothing. Her words were angular and pointed—so unlike my flimsy American accent—while her voice was full of love and warmth. And something about the Russian-affected syllables made me feel safe.



“How is that girl you’re dating,” she asked. I could hear the sounds of cooking in the background. No matter how old she got she never stopped making her amazing food. Slowing down was definitely not in her future.



“Ruth? We broke up a few weeks ago. I’m seeing a guy named Adam now. You’d like him—he can cook!”



She laughed, a deep, earthy sound. “You are always dating someone new. When will you settle down?”



“Maybe never. Who needs a spouse anyway?”



“Oh Rebecca, you sound so like your mother. But when you were born she finally understood.”



“Understood what?” My gaze drifted out of my apartment window. People walked the sidewalk below, some holding hands, others on their phones. Out of the corner of my eye I saw something odd. It was a busy day in Brookline—I nearly missed her—but it looked like an elderly woman was wandering around the concrete below, completely naked.



“The natural order,” Bubbe replied, unaware of the strange sight. “There is birth, life, and death. All three must be experienced in order to be free. But not necessarily in that order.”



“Bub, I have to call you back. There is something weird happening outside and I need to go—”



“Rebecca!” Her shout made me stand at attention. “Do not go outside. I feel something unnatural.” Bubbe often got “feelings” about situations. It was one of those sweet old-person things I figured was part of her growing up in Russia. Nothing ever happened, but she always felt better if I listened to her.



“I think I see someone who needs help,” I said, concerned.



“That is not a someone. Please, I beg you, stay inside.” In that single plea, I heard something from her I had never heard before.



Fear.



“But how do you …” my voice trailed off. What was the use in arguing with her? “All right, Bubbe, I’ll stay inside.”



“I love you, bubelah.” The sounds of food-making had stopped. She must have been standing still, something she rarely did.



“I love you too. I’ll call you soon, okay?”



“Yes, Rebecca.” She sounded sad.



I sat for a second looking out the window. The old woman was still outside, pacing back and forth. From my apartment I couldn’t tell much about her. She was a white woman, with almost no hair on her spotted head and a slight hunch to her spine. She wore no clothing I could discern and her graying pubic hair stood out against the afternoon sun.



Bubbe’s words echoed in my mind, but I felt a strong urge to disobey her. What if this woman needed help? What if she was lost or had Alzheimer’s? What possible trouble could I get in for assisting her? All the people passing by ignored her as if she were nothing more than litter. It was infuriating.



I made up my mind then and headed down to the street.



I lived in an older building. The ground level housed a record store with my apartment as the only residential unit above it. To get to the ground floor I had to descend a staircase so small I doubted my plump Bubbe could have comfortably fit. Despite the confines, I hopped down the steps as fast as I could after closing and locking my door.



When I reached the street I looked for a hint of pale flesh or wisp of grey, widening my search the longer it took to find her. I wandered nearly half an hour, peeking down alleys and in storefronts to find her. Whether she was still alone or being helped, there were no signs of the naked woman anywhere I looked. I even pulled someone aside and asked if they had seen her. All I got back was a strange look.



It was like the woman had never existed at all.



Defeated, I walked back up the long, slender staircase to my apartment. As I reached the top of the steps a cold feeling drenched my skin. My door was open. I could have sworn I’d locked it before looking for the woman outside.



Tip-toeing closer, I peeked inside and called out.



“Hello?”



Nothing rustled. Nothing moved. I took this as a good sign and slipped inside, closing the door softly behind me. Logic told me there was nothing to worry about, that I’d simply left my door open when I’d intended to close it, but something still felt wrong as I stood there. It was hard to take in a full breath and something stale was in the air.



Then my attention shifted to the hall, drawn by some unseen force I didn’t understand.



My bedroom?



I took hesitant steps toward it, an invisible thread pulling me along, my legs moving without permission. I tried to stop, tried to change course, but nothing worked. I tried to grab something to stop myself, furniture, even the wall, but my arms were dead at my sides. An urge blossomed in me to call Bubbe—she would know what this was—but my phone was in the pocket of my skirt and my arms refused to cooperate.



Before I knew it, I was standing in the doorway of the bedroom. There, I found the old woman from the street standing like a statue in the middle of the room. Somehow her presence was not a shock to me.



Something about her was almost too familiar.



She moved her head but did not meet my gaze, and a smile lifted her lips.



I couldn’t move.



Fear rose like bile in my chest.



There was something wrong about her in a way I felt in my soul.



She stood mere feet away from me, not physically threatening, but the sudden appearance of her naked form left me in terror. She stood straighter in my room than she had on the street, the hunch gone from her back, and her legs seemed to grow before my eyes. They were so thin and rickety I thought they might snap at any moment.



Her eyes were reflectionless white pools.



Grasping for words, I spat out, “How?”



It wasn’t much, but I didn’t know what else to say and the solitary word felt only appropriate.



“Baht,” she said, sneering. “You have evaded me for so long. But I have found you, now.”



“I don’t understand.” The feeling was hollow and deliberate.



She squatted slightly, a mocking smile on her face accompanied by the sickening sound of something wet moving within her. Then, from between her legs came a glistening red mass. It splattered against the hardwood, its fleshy tether twisting and dancing, making the object look like some sort of disgusting puppet. Blood and other fluids caked the floor. The woman grabbed the cord and slung it over her shoulder.



I realized what I was seeing as the fetus bounced against her breast.



I wanted to scream but nothing came out.



“Do you understand now, Baht?”



I still couldn’t move, fully entranced by the terrifying sight. My thoughts ran wild.



“Who are you?”



“I have many names.” She grabbed the fetus and stuffed its arm in her mouth, ripping it off and swallowing it whole. “Perhaps the most famous is Baba Yaga. But you shall call me Eema. I am your mother now. A mother brings forth life, and she can extinguish that flame just as quickly.”



That was when the words made sense.



Baht.



Hebrew for daughter.



And Eema.



Mother.



This creature, whatever she was, was a part of my heritage.



I was still sorting all of this out in my head when I noticed she was still growing. Her stick-legs stretched upward as her breasts plunged to the ground, warts sprouting over her skin like ticks. The fetus that was once near her mouth was gone. I presumed she ate it entirely. The umbilical cord still swung from her open legs.



I wanted so badly to run away. If only my feet would move.



“Why are you here?”



She now stood a good three feet above me, hunched over like a tree bent against the wind.



“Your family owes me a great debt. I saved your grandmother from death, and now you must repay what is due.” She licked her decrepit teeth.



“You saved her? From what?”



“From the evil that took the rest of her family.”



Bubbe was only seven when she was secretly transported into the U.S. A Jewish family had taken her in, but she had no living relatives. She’d always told me she was saved by a sympathetic Christian household. She never mentioned ... how could she have …?



“You smuggled her out of Russia?” Nothing I said felt right. Even just speaking to this woman, this monster, felt like being trapped inside a nightmare.



Baba Yaga laughed, yellow spit flying out of her horrible mouth. “She prayed so many nights in her pathetic little straw bed. But there was no god to save her. Only me. You know who got taken out of Russia? Who were the children people wanted? Pretty blond children. Not crooked ones who couldn’t walk.”



My breath was hot.



“But Bubbe walks fine …”



“She walks because I made it so! I fixed her so she would be acceptable. Kindness is only in the eyes, Baht. No ugly children made it past the Nazis.”



Suddenly my sight was overtaken with a vision of a young girl, her legs bent in the wrong places, begging in the street for help. A creature appeared to her. It was tall and hideous, reeking of death. But the little girl was not afraid. She had seen evil with her own eyes many times. The monster was just another atrocity to be committed to memory. The creature called itself Eema and promised to save her from certain death. When it asked for a life in return, the debt seemed so far away. If the little girl could only escape she would pay whatever the monster wanted.



The bones in her legs began to break and reform. She struggled to not cry out in pain. The monster delighted in the torturous transformation. When it was done, the little girl walked without a limp for the first time in her life.



She met the creature’s eyes and said nothing, refusing to feel thankful.



The scene shifted and I felt the cramped muscles of the little girl as she was smuggled out in crates. Weeks on the sea, the tides churning her stomach. Other children were dying of nameless diseases but the little girl stayed strong.



She had faced the Baba Yaga. She would face this too.



Then my vision faded to black and the room slowly returned. I expected to see Baba Yaga still towering above me, but she was gone. In a fit of relief, I collapsed onto the floor. I was so filled with emotion I barely felt the pain of impact.



Maybe she had been a dream. A nightmare.



I touched my face carefully, as Bubbe had done on my thirteenth birthday. I was eager to feel the life within my skin, to confirm my own reality.



Something fell across my left wrist.



It was Bubbe’s bracelet, the one she had given me so many years ago. Except now it was made of strands of grey hair tied into seven knots. I caressed it with nervous fingers, confused but somehow reassured.



When my phone rang, the noise shocked me from my stupor. I pulled the phone from my skirt pocket to check the ID, grateful for the use of my arms again, but moving in a numb haze.



It was my mother.



I almost didn’t answer, still reeling from the horrific experience I’d just had. But something told me not to ignore it.



I reluctantly accepted the call, pressing it to my ear and whispering, “Hello?”



I heard a sob from the other end. “Baby. Bubbe just passed away.”



The silence between us stretched across oceans.



“How?” I mumbled.



“We don’t know yet. She called me just a little bit ago. She told me she loved me and that she was going to do one last thing for us. Her tone worried me so much I came over, but she was … she was already dead …” She stifled another sob. “But Rebecca, she looked so peaceful. She was even smiling. She was sitting in her favorite chair, a picture of you in her lap, and she was smiling.”



I gasped for words. “And you’re sure she’s …”



“Yes, sweetie. They say it looks like it was natural causes, although she had a large bald spot on her head. It wasn’t there the last time I saw her, but we won’t know anything until the medical examiner …” She couldn’t finish the thought.



I looked down at my wrist. Seven intricately hand-tied knots made of soft, grey hair looked back at me.



“I’ll take the next flight out. I love you, ma.”



“I love you, too, sweetie.”



I don’t know what destroyed the first bracelet Bubbe made for me, but I really believe it protected me for all those years. It withstood so much. When it finally broke, so did our family. But Bubbe would not let the Baba Yaga win. She emigrated from a war-torn country and moved to the states knowing no English as a refugee. She looked death in the eye and challenged it to take her.



And take her it did. But it couldn’t take all of her.



Left to me was one small part.



The part that had lived to protect us.







Complete Me 



DAVID FARROW



I GUESS I’LL PREFACE THIS with a quick disclaimer:



I hate Valentine’s Day. I’m not sure whose bright idea it was to remind bachelors like me how painfully single we are by shoving hearts and flowers and cutesy kissing couples in our faces. We’ve officially turned the idea of love into a commodity, something you can buy with expensive jewelry or in boxes of chocolate, and it’s sickening. And I know I’m hardly the first person to complain about how fucking commercial it is. It just pisses me off is all.



Am I bitter? Maybe just a little. Truth is, I used to love the holiday, at least back when I had a steady boyfriend to spend my money on. Everything seems so much rosier when you’ve got a warm body to cuddle up with on cold nights—someone to spoil with little love trinkets and stolen kisses. It’s only when you don’t have that anymore that you realize how shallow it all is.



I won’t name that particular ex in case he happens to be reading this. We parted on relatively good terms and I’d rather not drag his name through the mud, but our breakup kind of soured me on romance in general. I was going through a big life transition—moving all the way from Washington to Massachusetts to start my post-college career—and it was probably for the best I didn’t have a relationship to sidetrack me.



But here’s the problem: being single sucks. And as much as I disparage the commercial trappings of romance, it does get lonely when you come home from a long day at the office and there’s no one there to greet you. Plus, there was the obvious lack of physical comforts. There’s no shortage of Boston locals looking for easy hookups, and I’ll admit I’ve gone that route on more than one occasion, but empty sex is just that. Empty.



Lately my relationship with relationships has been complicated, to say the least. Especially now that Valentine’s Day is looming, and I just know the office is going to be decked out in paper hearts and painful shades of pink before the week is up. Sandra, who has the cubicle next to mine, is already wearing heart-shaped earrings and listening to sappy love songs while she works. Ten bucks she’s got a boyfriend to keep her warm when she gets home. Not that I’m jealous or anything.



Anyway, the point is, I was already feeling kind of shitty about my love life when I got the email. The office was emptying out and I was wrapping up a last minute spreadsheet when my inbox pinged. I was sure it had to be my project coordinator or something, so I clicked over to my email to skim the message.



It wasn’t my coordinator. In fact, it was from an address I didn’t recognize at all. It was just a string of gibberish letters at a domain called “ng.net.” I would have deleted it as spam, but something about the subject line made me pause.



SUBJECT: Jonathan i miss what we used to have



I knew spam-bots could fill in your name to any number of phishing templates, but there was something weirdly personal about this one and I found my finger hesitating over the mouse. I would be in deep shit if this email flooded my work computer with viruses. But I couldn’t shake the notion that my ex had sent the message, as stupid as that sounds, and I didn’t want to delete the thing without at least taking a peek.



I clicked on the email and regretted it immediately.



Jonathan- 


i still remember watching you in the light of the purple moon the way ashes fluttered on your breath like flecks of forgotten things and the way your hair rested on the pillow all rumpled and brown i just want to run my hands through that hair again



oh jonathani can’t stop thinking about you the way you bite your lip when you’re working at your cubicle the way your skin is flushed on cold walks through the city the way you masturbate in the dark when no one else is watching how i want to touch you just once just one more time



i want you to fill me i want to feel you inside me i want you to complete me jonathan help me feel complete



My face went red and I clicked delete so hard I thought I might break my mouse. I craned my neck to make sure no one had been reading over my shoulder, then shut down my computer and hastily got my things to leave.



I didn’t feel safe anymore. This hadn’t been spam. It was too specific, too close to home. I didn’t think it was my ex either. Someone was watching me, and might have been watching me for awhile.



Could it have been one of my previous hookups? Someone who’d gotten a little too attached? I didn’t know how else to explain the whole line about touching me “just one more time.” But the part about the purple moon and the ashes on my breath was so weird and unsettling I wasn’t sure what to think.



I could have asked one of my coworkers to walk with me to the train station, just in case, but only Barbara from accounting was still hanging around and it probably would have been weird for a strapping young man like myself to ask for a bodyguard. I tried to tell myself I was just being paranoid. Besides, everyone was leaving work right about now and my way home through Boston would be packed with people. I’d be safe in the crowd.



The sky was already turning gray when I left the office and joined the swarm of pedestrians headed down the street toward Haymarket. It’s been fucking freezing lately and that day was no exception, so hunkered in my scarf and jacket, chin tucked into my chest, I worked my way forward as quickly as the crowd would allow.



I probably wouldn’t even have noticed the weird guy in the black hoodie if I hadn’t looked up at the exact right second. I was just passing Faneuil Hall where a street performer was playing drums set up on some plastic buckets. I turned my head to watch him play when I locked eyes with a man standing by the Samuel Adams statue. His face was mostly hidden beneath his hood, but I could see his eyes clear as day.



They were a bright, vivid purple.



He was staring right at me. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I thought he might have been smiling.



I pushed through the crowd, apologizing profusely. When I looked back the guy in the hood was still staring at me. He lifted a gloved hand and offered me a slight wave. I turned away, heart thumping, praying I could make it to the green line in one piece.



Thankfully, I got there without incident.



The train was packed, but I was grateful for the cover. I felt safer surrounded by so many people. As we rumbled along on our way to Brighton, I couldn’t help but sneak glances at my fellow passengers, hoping I wouldn’t find the man in the hoodie staring back at me. I hated that I was getting so paranoid, but after that fucked up email, what else was I supposed to do?



The hooded man, whoever he was, didn’t show his face again that day. But I couldn’t shake the sense he was still watching me somehow.



oOo



That night, I invited a guy over for a little fling. No one I knew, just some jock on Grindr looking for a fun time. Not exactly my proudest moment, but hey, any dude who likes dudes has been there at some point. It wasn’t that I was feeling especially horny, I just didn’t want to be alone. My roommate was out for the weekend and the idea of spending two days by myself while some creep was out there stalking me wasn’t the most appealing prospect, so at that point I was more than willing to take the comfort of a stranger.



The jock showed up at my apartment around nine o’clock. He had a tiny hoop earring, a neck tattoo, and platinum blond hair with a single streak of green. A little more out there than my usual type, but at least he was fit. We never actually exchanged names. In my head he was a “Travis.”



We made out for a bit, did some other things I’m totally not going to share here, and spent the rest of the night cuddling and watching Netflix. He didn’t talk much, which I appreciated. Most of the time you can tell when a brief connection isn’t going to grow into anything more. Travis was gentle and fun, and just the kind of distraction I needed. That was good enough for me.



I invited him to stay the night, partly because I wasn’t going to kick the guy out into subzero weather, but mostly because I wanted someone to hold while I was sleeping. Even in dreamland, I didn’t want to be alone.



He preferred to be the big spoon so I nestled up against him, holding his hand as I fell asleep.



I don’t remember what I dreamed about that night, or if I dreamed at all. All I know is I woke up in the early hours of the morning and I wasn’t holding Travis’s hand anymore. Traces of gray sunlight lit up the far side of my bedroom, and there was a thick, heavy feeling in the air, like a blanket of heat without the warmth. I took a sniff and was instantly nauseated by the nastiest stench, something like raw meat mixed with sewage.



I turned to look at Travis, but what I saw on the other side of the bed brought a scream to my throat, along with a good amount of bile. Travis had been mauled. His face was a pulpy mess, his chest cavity ripped open like a bomb had gone off inside him. Blood was splattered everywhere, all across the walls and bed sheets and the crappy t-shirt I’d worn to bed. There was this weird black gunk sprayed over everything, too, but I couldn’t tell what the substance was supposed to be.



I scrambled out of bed and vomited into the corner, my whole body shaking.



I had no idea who else had been in my apartment last night or why they’d murdered Travis but left me alone. All I knew was I had to call the police. I grabbed my jeans off the floor and fumbled through the pockets for my cell phone. But when I dialed 911 and held the phone up to my ear, the only thing I heard was deep, heavy breathing.



“Who the fuck is this?” I shouted.



The person at the other end of the line spoke. Or at least I assumed it was a person—their voice was garbled and a bit robotic, like they were speaking through a vocoder or something. It made my head throb.



“Oh, Jonathan, it pained me to see you with another, how terrible that made me feel, how absolutely spurned and jaded, I couldn’t stand to see him holding you like that so I did what I had to do, I had to show you that he could never love you the way I love you. Oh, Jonathan, how I want you to be with me, to fill me up, to complete me—”



“Leave me alone!” I screamed, tears streaming down my face. “Leave me the fuck alone!”



“I will never stop, Jonathan, I will follow you to the ends of the earth until at last we can be together, we can be one soul, one being, one beating heart—”



I hung up the phone and threw it into the corner. Then I curled up on the floor, clutching my knees to my chest, trying and failing not to cry. I couldn’t look at the mangled mess on my bed that used to be Travis.



This was my fault. I’d dragged someone totally innocent into my fucked up nightmare and now he was dead because of me. He’d probably had plans for the weekend, or a term paper to write for college, or a big lacrosse game coming up or something. I’d never asked. Now I’d never know.



Trying to call someone was obviously a bust and I knew couldn’t stay there for long; the stench from Travis’s corpse was threatening to make me vomit again. Besides, sticking around when a stalker had already murdered someone in my bed was borderline suicidal. I hastily pulled off my bloodstained t-shirt and threw on some clean clothes, then grabbed my backpack and shoved in a handful of necessities. It was early, but I could probably catch a Greyhound out of South Station if I booked it. Boston didn’t feel like the safest place for me anymore.



I didn’t want to leave the body for my roommate to find when he got back, but there was no chance in hell I was going to try and move it. If I could find a working phone somewhere along the way I’d try reaching the police again, but that was the extent of my advance planning. I was too focused on the now, on getting the fuck out of there while I still had my legs attached, to worry about what came next.



I swung the backpack over my shoulder and hurried down the stairs, out into the frigid winter morning. The sun was just barely coming up over the tops of the apartments across the street and everything was quiet. I could only hear the clomping of my footsteps and the rumbling of distant traffic.



I kept craning my neck to look behind me.



There was no one else walking the sidewalks at this hour, but my neck was prickling and I wasn’t sure if someone was actually watching me or if I was being paranoid. I shifted my backpack and quickened my pace. The Boston College stop was only a few blocks away and I figured I could get there before the sun came up completely.



Then I heard it. The light patter of shoes on pavement. I turned around, nervous breaths billowing in the cold, and saw a man in a black hoodie strolling along the sidewalk. At first I let myself believe it was just someone out for a brisk morning walk, but then the stroll turned into a stride, covering several feet with each gangly step.



My heart lurched in my chest and I turned and ran.



The stranger’s footsteps changed again, this time from light patters to earth-shaking thuds. I clutched at the straps of my backpack and ran as fast as I could, even when my side seized with cramps, and even when I snagged the edge of my jacket on a loose tangle of fence.



There was no one on the street to cry out to. No cops waiting on the corner to save me. If the train wasn’t waiting for me when I arrived then I was fucked, plain and simple.



I dared one more look behind me and nearly stumbled flat on my face.



The man in the hoodie was changing. His body was unfolding like an envelope, his face waxen like a dummy’s, his chest bursting open to reveal a grisly red-and-black interior. The black looked like the same the same goop I’d seen in my apartment. The red was a pulsing cluster of human hearts. There must have been twenty or more stuffed into his chest cavity. They were still beating, still pumping out streams of thick red blood, and they throbbed as one when they saw me looking back.



We can be together, we can be one soul, one being, one beating heart—



I shuddered, swallowed some bile, and forced myself to go a little faster. I could see the green line train approaching the station just up ahead. The sight sent such a surge of relief through me that I think I started laughing and sobbing at the same time. I leaped off the sidewalk, narrowly missing a passing car, and hurried onto the platform. The trolley doors were just hissing open as I ran up.



I hurtled inside, breathing heavily, and swiped my Charlie card across the scanner. The doors began to close—too slow. Far, far too slow. I ignored the stares of the other passengers as I clambered to the back of the carriage and took a seat. I couldn’t keep myself from glancing nervously out the window. The train lurched forward, rumbling its way along the track, leaving behind a solitary figure on the platform.



He looked like a person again, just an ordinary man in a black hoodie. But I’d seen the thing inside of him. Whatever was standing out there, it wasn’t human. It never had been. It stared at me with those weirdly purple eyes as the train left it standing in the cold.



I turned away from the window and tried to breathe normally again.



That all happened this morning.



I’m writing this from the back of a Greyhound bus, huddled up in my winter jacket and keeping a watchful eye on the other passengers. I haven’t seen the figure in the black hoodie since I left Boston. I haven’t gotten any more threatening emails, or taken any menacing calls on my phone. I’m not naive enough to believe this is over, though.



I will never stop, Jonathan, I will follow you to the ends of the earth until at last we can be together.



Not going to lie, I still get chills thinking about those words. But I have to try and escape.



Maybe I’m an idiot for thinking I can outrun this thing. Maybe it’s always going to be at my back. Maybe one day I’ll wake up to find that hideous cavity of beating hearts opening up to consume me. Life’s a ticking clock now. I don’t know how long I’ve got left. But you’d damn well better believe I’m going to outrun this thing as long as I can.



I can’t tell you where I’m going in case he happens to be reading this. Just know that I’m going somewhere safe.



And maybe, if I’m lucky, somewhere I won’t be alone.







The Woman with the Comb 



KITTY OLSEN



I KNEW MY HUSBAND WAS cheating on me. Every Tuesday night he’d make up some bullshit excuse about going to see some friends, but a quick call to their wives confirmed it was all a lie. I was furious. I had vague notions of what I wanted to do, what I wanted to say, but first I needed to catch him. I needed to see it with my own eyes before I confronted him.



I’m not really a professional stalker, but I borrowed a friend’s car to follow him to a cheap motel outside town. There, he parked his truck and walked confidently up to room 102, knocking twice before stuffing his hands in his pockets and waiting for a moment. The door opened and I saw a flash of blonde hair before he swept on in.



My stomach curled at the confirmation of my worst fears. Just over ten years of marriage and he was willing to throw it all away.



My first plan was to barge in there and confront him in the act, but my resolve had already shriveled and wasted away. Instead, I sat frozen in the front seat, twisting my wedding ring around and around, staring at the door of room 102.



Almost an hour later he sauntered out looking like the cat who got the canary. I saw the blonde leaning against the doorframe with a matching smile. I barely had enough sense to duck down to avoid being caught as my husband drove away.



That’s when a new plan took form.



I had to confront her.



I jumped out of the car and headed for that door, knocking twice just like my husband had.



“Oh, you forget something, Frank?”



The door opened and there she was, petite, and blonde, and adorable. Was that what Frank was into now? Pixies? Fairy women? Delicate elven damsels? She even dressed like something from a fantasy painting in a simple, but flowing green dress that showed off her curves without demanding attention or revealing too much. The blonde looked me up and down before her velvety black eyes widened in recognition. “You—you’re Danielle. Frank’s wife.”



“Did he tell you about me?” I was shaking with rage. “Did you know he was a rotten bastard cheater?”



The blonde blinked owlishly before her lips curled into a grin and she started giggling. “I’m not sleeping with him. God no. Ew. I’d charge way more for, well. That.”



That bubble of rage in my chest popped and I was left feeling flustered and confused. “Oh, I’m so sorry—” I cut myself off. “What are you doing in here then?”



The woman gestured to the room. “Come on in, I’ll show you. First time’s always free anyway. I’m Cassandra. Call me ‘Cassie’ and I’m booting your ass out,” she added with a smile.



I walked into the motel room, which had clearly been turned into a long term living space. The air smelled like lavender incense. I saw piles of empty ramen cups and frozen pizza wrappers piling out of the trash next to the microwave. The closet was jammed full of loose fitting dresses like the one Cassandra was currently wearing, and the dresser was covered in various nail polishes and make up palettes.



Cassandra sat on the bed and patted the spot next to her. “Come here. It’s easier if you put your head in my lap, but you can remain sitting if you’d like.”



“And this isn’t for sex,” I asked as I took a seat.



“For the last time, no.” Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I’m just going to comb your hair.”



I snorted. “Seriously?” I’d heard of some strange fetishes—I wasn’t naïve—but this was a first.



Cassandra nodded before picking up an ornate white comb with a broad grip from the side table. “Yes, seriously. You’ll get it once I do it. Your mind’s filled with cobwebs and stress and I know just how to clear that out. Come here. I promise it won’t hurt.”



Wondering if I was about to be the victim of the most bizarre prank I’d ever heard of, I rested my head on Cassandra’s lap. Her finely manicured nails stroked my hair briefly before the comb descended.



My whole body turned to jelly and my eyes slid shut as Cassandra began to comb my hair. Behind my eyelids paraded images of the previous week: the argument I’d had with Frank, the bills piling up since I’d lost my job, the interview that had gone so horribly I’d left in tears. I felt my memories being pulled out and put right back with each pass of the comb.



My bottom lip quivered before I began to sob. Cassandra softly shushed me and massaged my shoulder, whispering, “Let it all out, Danielle. It’s part of the healing.”



I was bawling when the comb went through my hair again.



When it was finally over, I sat up and wiped the tears from my face. “Jesus Christ, what was all that?”



Cassandra smiled and I saw a few unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. “I’m going to give you the best advice of your life: don’t overthink it. Sometimes you just need a little help getting through some of the tougher things. You feel any better?”



I found myself nodding. “I … I do.” It was like the weight of the last week had lifted from my shoulders, leaving me so much lighter. “Thank you, Cassandra. Is this what you do for my husband?”



“Something similar.” Cassandra stood and picked up a tissue, handing it to me. “Get yourself cleaned up,” she smiled. “You look like hell. I charge a hundred dollars a session if you want to come back.”



And of course I had to come back.



Every week I’d return to that motel room at my scheduled time—Wednesday at 7:00 p.m.—and Cassandra would use her comb to take away all my stress and pain. Afterwards, we’d enjoy a cup of tea and have a nice talk.



It was so much easier to get through the week knowing I could shed some of my burden every time I saw her. I ended up getting a new job, the house was cleaner than ever, and I was paying the bills off one by one.



The only thing that didn’t improve was my relationship with Frank. I might have extended the olive branch too easily, but Frank was in no mood to accept it. He just spent more time at work and his sessions with Cassandra. I knew Cassandra wasn’t sleeping with him, but my suspicions about him cheating had risen to an uncomfortable level.



The next time I visited her I asked her about the comb.



“How does it work?” I sat up, wiping the last tears from my face as she set the comb down. I’d learned not to wear makeup on my visits since I’d only end up looking like a drowned raccoon by the end. “Is it the comb that lets you help me, or is it all you?”



Cassandra chuckled as she got up to turn the kettle on. “I told you not to over think it, but I guess you’re bound to be curious.”



I smiled, watching her bounce from toe to toe as she started sorting through boxes of tea.



“I guess it’s both,” she said. “I need to use that specific comb, but if you combed my hair with it all you’d do is help me with the tangles.”



I picked the comb up off the side table and examined it. It was lovely, made of a pearly material with several green gems pressed into the grip. “Where’d you get it?”



Cassandra glanced over to see me holding it but didn’t seem overly bothered. “I think I got it on one of my flea market trips. I get everything there: clothes, jewelry, my microwave …” She returned to my side and sat down, kicking her feet back and forth. “I figured out what it could do when I used it on my ex.”



“You dated one of those guys with really long hair?”



Cassandra giggled, a sound quickly becoming one of my favorites to hear. “She had really long hair, actually.”



“Oh…. Oh!” It took me far too long to figure that one out and I felt the heat of embarrassment rush to my cheeks while something less easy to define fluttered in my chest. I decided to move onto my next question. “So when you go through my memories, do you see them?”



Cassandra tensed and I realized I’d asked the wrong question. “Danielle, if you’re going to ask about Frank’s memories, you should go.” She got up and turned the kettle off.



“Sorry,” I bowed my head and got up. “I’ll … see you next week?” There was a tightness in my chest. The idea of never seeing her again terrified me, but I knew if it was what she wanted I’d respect her wishes. What else could I do?



Cassandra was quiet for a moment and I braced for the worst.



“I’d really like that,” she said at last, and the relief I felt nearly took me to my knees.



I didn’t have to wait until the next Wednesday to see her. That Friday I got a text from an unknown number telling me to come to the motel room. I didn’t need to think too hard to realize it was from Cassandra.



When I got there the door was already partially open and I could see Cassandra pacing inside. I pushed it open the rest of the way and headed in.



“Are you okay?”



“I see them.” Cassandra looked up at me and I could tell she had been crying. Her eyes were tinted red and her cheeks were blotchy pink. “I see all of the memories. It’s not usually bad, but I don’t usually use my gift on couples or people that know each other too closely. But this time it is bad. It’s so bad, Danielle.”



For once, I was the one wrapping my arms around her, combing my fingers through her hair and quietly shushing her. “You don’t have to tell me about what you do for Frank, I’m sorry I—”



“I need to though. Because it’s exactly what you think and then some.”



Cassandra pulled back and wiped her eyes. “He’s cheating on you. Cheating on you with every Mary, Sue, and Jane. Any woman that’ll jump in bed with him. He came to me to get rid of the guilt, but it’s just made him more of a horn-dog. I kept telling myself it wasn’t a big deal, but I can’t anymore. Especially now that I know you.”



I had to sit down. I couldn’t believe it. “That bastard,” I said, shaking my head.



“I’m sorry I hid it from you for so long. I’m a horrible friend,” Cassandra sat next to me, gently resting her hand on mine. “I just worried if I told you, you might not come back. And, well, your company. I—well …”



The kiss was brief and sweet. It happened so fast it was over in a blink. I felt her lips brush mine before she darted back, cheeks burning even brighter than before. Guilty eyes stared at the floor. “I’m horrible at confessions,” she murmured.



I opened my mouth to tell her she shouldn’t have done that, but what came out instead was, “Can you kiss me again?”



Cassandra looked genuinely baffled by what I said, so I just leaned in and kissed her myself. She sobbed with relief as we parted, her arms wrapping around me tightly and drawing me close. As I hugged her back I realized I hadn’t felt love like that in years.



“What should we do about Frank,” I asked as we parted.



Cassandra bit her lip before glancing at the comb on her side table.



“Actually, there is something I can do. Something that’ll make sure he’s out of your life for good. Do you trust me?”



And I did.



It was little things at first, just making it seem like typical absentmindedness. Forgetting where he put the TV remote, losing his keys every five minutes. Just little things. Then the little things started to grow. Forgetting to go into work because he thought it was a Saturday, or making plans to meet friends for dinner and never showing up.



It was when he suddenly forgot how to drive that I helped take him to the doctor.



Early onset Alzheimer’s, they told me. It was like the memories were just leaking out of his head and not coming back. They suggested I arrange for some home care. I said I had a friend who would be great for that.



And Cassandra was a great caretaker, really. She helped shovel food into his mouth when he couldn’t remember how to lift a spoon, she helped clean him up whenever he had an accident, and every night she combed his hair to help him get to sleep.



One night I suppose he just forgot how to breathe.



Now Cassandra and I are moved across the state, starting over from scratch. Our wedding’s going to be in just a few months.



And every night when Cassandra combs my hair, I know the trust between us couldn’t be any clearer.







A Letter to My Husband, Jack 



SCOTT SAVINO



DEAR JACK,



I hope one of your friends somehow finds this and gets it to you, because I’m gone and I’m not coming back. Please don’t try to find me. 


I didn’t leave this note at the house for obvious reasons, but I had so many things I still wanted to say. To start with, I left because I’m afraid of you. I never thought I would say something like that, but you are the best and worst thing that ever happened to me. I couldn’t see it before, because I wasn’t looking, but recently I realized each day I stayed felt like I was tempting fate and last night was the final straw. I suppose before last night it was luck that kept me blind to the danger, but then you showed me danger only needs to be lucky once.



Do you remember the day we met? The sky had been clear, but a sudden drizzle came from nowhere and quickly turned into a summer shower of hard, pregnant drops. They came crashing down around us, filling the street with cool mist as they sizzled away to nothing in the summer sun. You wore those mirrored sunglasses, your face twisted in confusion with your head cocked and angled distastefully towards the sky.



“Excuse me,” you said as I sprinted past, taking shelter under an awning. I thought you must have needed directions or something so I told you to come and stand with me under the awning, out of the rain.



You took off your sunglasses and sniffed the air, correctly identifying my cologne. You told me it was one of your favorites. I thought you had pretty eyes and told you so. They were the strangest mix of green and gray.



We talked for a while, and I thought of all the people I might have come across that day, and how our meeting the way we did was so singular and serendipitous that in that moment I knew we had been meant to meet. You suggested we go for coffee and, being free that afternoon, I accepted. You asked your phone for directions to the nearest spot and we were off.



Six years, and the image of that day is as vivid to me now as if I’d just seen it in a movie.



It took another two years from that day to convince me to bite the bullet, to give up my rent controlled apartment and come live with you. We were married shortly after that and, still, after everything, the day I stood with you to share our vows was the happiest of my life.



“I promise to love you forever,” you said. “In sickness and health. In good times and bad. You led me from the darkness and now I’m here at your side. You are the light of my life, Stephen.”



The vows you wrote were beautiful. We were soul mates, and we had only managed to find each other thanks to an unexpected summer shower six years ago.



Things were good between us. They were more than good for a long, long time. This was supposed to be the rest of our lives. I never dreamed I’d meet someone like you, Jack. I’m not sure what happened.



I’m not sure what’s come over you.



I’m not sure when you began to change.



I noticed the sleepwalking last week, but I don’t think it was the first time you’d done it. I don’t know how long it went on before I caught you. And I couldn’t possibly have imagined things would escalate from finding you vacantly facing the open refrigerator in the middle of the night, to you trying to kill me in just a matter of days, but that’s what happened.



I don’t even know why I’m writing this. I should just follow through with what I’ve decided and never look back.



It isn’t an easy decision. The hardest of my life, actually, but I think I owe this letter to you. I know you told me you don’t remember, and I really don’t think you have any idea what you’ve been doing.



You deserve an explanation.



Maybe it’s the antidepressants? The doctor warned you there might be side effects. I was watching for them. He said you might not be able to get it up, but that didn’t happen. Instead, you felt dead on your feet during the day and couldn’t lie still at night. The doctor said it might be insomnia. You were restless. You woke me every time you stirred.



It started light. You’d toss and turn and groan a bit then go right back to sleep. But as the nights wore on, the restlessness grew.



Then you started sleepwalking.



That first night I dismissed it as a weird dream, but a week ago you left the bed and I found myself in that warm state halfway between sleeping and awake. The mattress lifted me as you stood. Though there wasn’t any light, I knew you were crossing the room. I could feel it happening. You were somehow completely and utterly soundless doing it, too. Even in the space just before the door where the floorboards creak there was nothing. The square of light from the hall revealed your silhouette as you opened the door, but as you closed it behind you the hinges didn’t squeak and the latch gave no signal as the room was once again bathed in darkness, and the brooding of a strange black silence.



The silence was so thick around me I might have sworn I wasn’t even in our bed anymore. It was only at feeling the warmth of your pillow after you’d gone and breathing the scent of your sweat that I knew I hadn’t disappeared into the abyss.



Then I heard something quiet, something cycling just on the edge of sound, like radio waves flickering between stations, ethereal and full of static. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a radio, much less listened to one with all our podcasts and streaming—I didn’t even think we owned one—but then, as the density and volume grew and I heard it shifting from left to right, I realized it was coming from inside me. From inside my skull, Jack. I was horrified and confused, and the sound just grew and grew into an endless drone, and then before I knew it I was waking up to the sound of my alarm.



I opened my eyes and could hear your voice as you translated something into French in your office. The sky outside our window was blushing in the dawn of what looked to be a chilly day and I brushed the whole thing off, getting up and ready for work as if the whole thing had been a strange dream. You were really involved in what you were doing. You didn’t even hear me come in over the recording that chittered from your headphones. I lightly touched your shoulder. You smiled and I felt reassured as you made your hands into the shape of a heart so I could see. I kissed you on your cheek and headed out.



As I got in my car I adjusted the seat forward. It was such an innocuous thing. I didn’t even catch it at the time. Today, though, when I did it again, I realized I’ve been readjusting my seat most mornings.



It’s been set too far back.



It feels so stupid to ask. The idea that you’ve been coming and going, and for how long? For this whole time? Have you been taking my car in the middle of the night?



That’s absolutely absurd. You couldn’t be.



The first time I noticed any of this I went through the day trying to convince myself I was being paranoid. I felt like some sort of jealous boyfriend making trouble out of nothing, so I told myself everything was fine.



That evening, I came home and you’d ordered pizza. It was there waiting for me. You were absently knitting something with the news going in the background and as I entered you called out to the smart speaker to pause. You asked me about my day. We went to bed and you kissed my forehead before I turned off the light. Nothing about the way we lived had changed.



I was sure I’d imagined it all.



Until I felt you leave the bed again. That droning sound filled the vacuum you left behind and replaced all of the natural noises of the house. It blotted out the ticking of the clock on the wall, the bones of the house creaking in the wind. That sound was the only thing then. It felt almost sentient—alive—and whatever it was had taken your place in the room. I don’t know what strange things you might have done that night. Before I could question things enough to react, it forced me back to sleep and, again, I awoke in the morning to nothing out of place.



It all seemed the same. And it happened the next night, and the next, and finally after a few days of this I decided I had to know what was going on for sure.



I had a cup of coffee just before we turned in. By the grace of caffeine and force of will I managed to stay awake. I managed to wait.



I found myself unable to sit up at first, but after you’d been gone a few minutes I managed it. My body worked against me as I struggled to stand and keeping my eyes open was a real fight, but I did that too.



I found you in the kitchen. The refrigerator door was open and you were sitting on the floor, bathed in its blue light, frost billowing out and gathering around the bare feet you’d stretched out toward it. The drone of the motor was barely audible over that awful electronic buzz still bouncing around inside my skull.



I’ll admit, before this moment, I questioned your fidelity. I wondered about you leaving—how, and why. But what I saw only raised more questions. I thought I was going crazy.



Slowly, I realized the buzz of the radio waves was subsiding and you were speaking. Were you translating something for work? No. That didn’t make any sense. You didn’t have your recorder, and in my haze it took a moment to realize there wasn’t any audio to translate inside the refrigerator.



Jack. It made no sense.



I couldn’t understand what you were saying and it was so bizarre to see you there, chanting quietly to yourself on the kitchen floor. You were in a trance, almost dreaming, muttering over and over in the dark. That first night I heard it, it was just gibberish, a string of foreign words I couldn’t understand.



I moved to pick you up by your shoulders, but you wouldn’t budge so I closed the refrigerator door and your chanting abruptly stopped. When I turned to make another attempt at lifting you, you were already up.



Jack, you slapped me right across the face. If I hadn’t believed you were having some sort of nightmare I would have left right then and there. We’ve had arguments—all couples do—but you’ve never even dreamed of laying your hands on me. I was shocked, but you seemed to come to your senses then, shaking the sting from your hand.



I just stared at you by the light of the kitchen window, not knowing what to say there in the dark.



“Honey,” you asked. “Did I just hit you?”



I said yes.



You apologized.



You wouldn’t stop apologizing, even after I told you I was fine. I think you must have been pretty broken up by it so I kept my strange auditory hallucinations to myself. Your sincerity was real and reassuring. I still believe you.



We both went back to bed thinking you must have been sleepwalking or having a weird dream. Dreaming was the only explanation that made any sense at all. I don’t think you have any idea or control over what you’d been doing any of those nights.



When I woke up the next day, you were already up. The house was chilly and heat swirled from your coffee. You kept apologizing between breaths as you blew to cool it. I forgave you. Over and over.



The following night when I woke up, you were gone from the bed again. Your spot was all but drained of its warmth. I thought you must have left the bed hours before, but there was no true way for me to tell. This time, the sounds that I knew couldn’t really be there were softer. The noise didn’t seem to have as much control over me as it had in previous nights, but I still felt its ominous pull trying to overpower me and lull me back to dreaming. Still, it was easier to get out of bed, and it began to fade entirely as I reached the bedroom door.



There was a glow coming from the gap at the base of the door. It flickered and shifted. The floorboards creaked underfoot and the hinges issued their usual squeak as I opened it and cautiously made my way down the hall.



The static returned as I headed toward the living room, the sound growing with each step, yet somehow different than before. This time it was real. It wasn’t coming from inside of me. It was coming from the TV.



We’ve had everything digital for so long I didn’t even know there were channels that still did that.



You sat on the coffee table facing the screen. You were a black shadow outlined in flecks of digital snow and, again, I heard you muttering, chanting the same words you had the night before.



Something about all of it was so unnerving and surreal, I pinched myself hoping it was a dream. It hurt, and a bruise formed where my fingers had been, so I knew I had to be awake. Despite this, time passed slowly as I stood frozen in place watching you for I don’t know how long. The sound of the static filled the room with confusion and I found it difficult to approach you.



Eventually, I worked up the nerve to speak, shoving the memory of your slap to the back of my mind.



“Jack,” I said. “Honey? Are you okay?”



But you didn’t reply. You didn’t even turn your head in my direction. I don’t think you even heard me until I walked over and turned off the TV.



I should have learned from the previous night.



This time you hit me. Really hit me. Once in my diaphragm and another to my face, connecting with my nose with a sickening crunch.



Pain blinded me as I screamed at you, blood pouring from my broken nose. I fell to the floor.



“Where am I?” you asked me.



“Puck you,” I said, tenderly pinching my nose. From my position at your feet I told you what happened. I told you I wasn’t going to try to help you next time. I’d let you pray to the fridge or the TV or both of the fucking bathroom toilets if it meant I didn’t get hit, or have to listen to you apologize for hitting me again.



You cried when I told you to sleep on the couch, that I didn’t want you near me.



I was frustrated and hurt because you’ve never hit me before, and the mystery of it was wearing on me. Worst of all, I didn’t understand the French. You’d been slurring the words of your chant out in your sleep well enough for me to repeat them back to you, but I didn’t understand them.



You promised to make an appointment in the morning to see someone about your nightmares and the somnambulant dream beatings.



That was two nights ago.



Last night, you tried to kill me.



I don’t know if you ever made that appointment. I reminded you of it yesterday morning, but I don’t know if you ever called. I don’t suppose it matters now, anyway, but you at least need to know why I left. What you did that convinced me I could never come back.



I woke up just like I had all the other nights when you weren’t there but this time I knew something was different. The buzzing was there, but it was more of a nuisance than anything else, quiet and drained of its power over me. I sat up easily and unplugged my phone, turning on the camera. Every time I’d heard this sound it had been connected with your behavior, so I was determined to record you. I needed to play it back to show you, and maybe you would finally tell me what you were saying. Instead, I’ve been watching this video over and over by myself, reliving that night, and I feel sick.



Far off, I could hear your voice at it again, chanting. It sounded like you were down the hall, maybe in the office, but when I turned on the light I saw you standing there in the corner. Blood was dripping down your cheeks and there were dark holes in your face, but the holes weren’t empty. Clouds of darkness swirled in the place where your eyes should have been, the black forms swirling within intermittently lighting up with impulse and electricity, like the lights of a storm ravaged sky.



There was a knife in your hand and you just kept chanting. Over and over again those words came from you and everywhere else as they merged with the steadily growing sound of static filling my head.



Then you spoke to me in English.



“It said I had to take them out, so I did.” You were smiling as you let your head loll around in tiny circles. “Can you hear it too, honey? Isn’t it beautiful?”



“Jack,” I said quietly.



“Shh. You have to listen. You can hear it if you listen closer. It will say what you need to hear. Just listen. It told me I could see all of them. My eyes were just in the way.”



I was quietly crying then. “Oh God, Jack. What’s happened to you?”



“Bleu, rouge, vert, jaune ...” you said in the dark, and then whispered “Noir. Noir. Noir.”



“Jack, what are you—”



You screamed then. “Shut up! Do you ever just shut the fuck up?”



You raised the knife and charged at me, jumping from a standing position to land with both feet on the bed. You would have put that knife straight through my head if reflexes hadn’t rolled me onto the floor. I shot through the door and ran. I could hear you saying those words in French again behind me.



“Bleu, rouge, vert, jaune, noir, noir, noir …”



I toppled the chair in the hall right into your path but somehow you knew. You sprang over it like you were doing the hundred meter hurdles. I knocked over the side table in the living room and that didn’t slow you either. Each time I threw something in your path, somehow, you were able to avoid it, springing over it, never faltering, like a predator chasing prey.



The television was on and the fridge was open when I grabbed my keys from where I keep them on the table by the door. The mirror above was smeared with blood. Your blood. Your eyes were there on the table, next to the spoon you must have used to dig them out. Cloudy green and gray, they stared up from the table, pointing directly at me, and for the first time I could feel them really piercing through me. All the while you were gaining on me, muttering those awful words. You barely sounded winded by the time I made it to my car and peeled out of the driveway.



The seat was wrong but I didn’t fix it until I was miles away.



It was a thick curtain of tears that made me stop. The words you’d said echoed through my mind as I sat there sobbing in confusion, terror, and grief.



Eventually I realized my phone was still recording everything. It had been going for almost ten minutes. I decided to watch the playback then and there, hoping it would explain something about what was going on.



I looked them up one-by-one, those words you chanted.



That’s why I’m not coming back.



“Les couleurs. Peux-tu les voir? Les couleurs. Peux-tu les voir? Peux-tu les voir? Peux-tu les voir?”



The colors. Can you see them? The colors. Can you see them? Can you see them? Can you see them?



That’s what you were chanting the night I found you at the fridge, and in front of the TV, and lurking in the shadows of our bedroom after you’d scooped out your eyes.



Jack, I can’t come back. I do believe you’re not in control of this, whatever it is, but I can’t do it. Not because you tried to kill me, but because there’s so much I don’t understand and it terrifies me.



I don’t understand where you’ve been taking my car. I know that’s a crazy thing to say, you taking my car, but I just can’t figure it out. More importantly, though, I don’t know how. How could you take my car?



I don’t understand how you were able to avoid all of the furniture I tipped over, either. Is it because your entire life you were already so practiced at avoiding things you couldn’t see that you just knew? It was unnatural. Even for someone with as much practice as you have.



How could you keep up with me and not trip over any of it at all?



Worst of all, though, you told me once you didn’t have a clear idea what colors were. You told me most people born without sight didn’t. You told me that people explained them to you many times, but being blind from birth made the concept too abstract. You said it relied too much on being able to see.



So then, why were you chanting about the colors?



I don’t understand.



I feel so lost right now. I can’t begin to explain myself. You have to understand how hard the decision not to come back home has been for me. I believe you when you say you have no idea what’s going on, but I almost died last night.



So, I can’t come back. I’m too afraid of you. Of what I don’t understand.



I do hope someone finds this and reads it to you so you have an explanation.



You deserve that.



You are the best and worst thing that’s ever happened to me, and I’ll always love you, but please don’t try to find me, I’m begging you.



Love,







Stephen 







Nap-Town 



N.L. McFARLAND



THE FOREST WAS DENSE ON either side of the little two-lane highway. Sunlight filtered through the branches above to dapple the road, and shadows ruled the trees. It was a nostalgic homecoming for Valentine, but Nick was less impressed.



“Vale, I love you, but I still don’t see why you wanted to go this way.”



“To make better time.”



“And?”



“And … because it reminds me of growing up around here. Learning to drive on these back roads, getting stuck behind some tractor and people having to wait an hour for the next passable stretch of road to zoom by.”



“That … does not sound appealing at all.”



Valentine just laughed and glanced over at his husband.



Oh, that thought felt so good.



Husband.



Nick was his husband now. He still had the certificate in his back pocket, too. He could feel the outline of it against his right cheek as he squirmed a little in the driver’s seat. He kept joking that, rather than put it safely away in some fireproof box when they got home, he was going to frame it and hang it in the foyer so anyone walking in would have to look at it.



Take that, homophobic Aunt Linda.



Not that Aunt Linda would ever come visit them. Quite likely she wasn’t even going to be at this family gathering at all, because the two of them had RSVP’d. She would never be so blatant, though. Oh no. She would have made up some excuse to not show, even if it was the first time Valentine had been back in the state since he’d moved away for college.



It would be the first time he’d be seeing most of his family since something close to forever. None of them had visited him in the hospital, after all, everyone blaming the distance and the economy. He knew the real reason, though.



No one knew what to say when someone was dying.



He got that. But now that he wasn’t dying, he and Nick had decided it was time to see the family.



Together.



“GPS is shitting the bed again,” his partner—no, his husband griped, adding some other less-than-Aunt-Linda-approved words under his breath as he poked at Valentine’s phone perched on the dashboard.



“And you made fun for me for buying a physical map,” Vale chuckled.



“I still don’t think this dinky little road is even on that map, but whatever,” Nick said, reaching down to rummage through a plastic bag on the floor in front of him. It contained the goods hunted-and-gathered from the last gas station pit stop of their cross country drive.



Valentine waited patiently while his husband dug through their bag of goodies. The snacks had been meant to last until they needed to stop for gas again, however, the chips were long gone, the soda sat heavy in Vale’s bladder, and now Nicolas was breaking into the Twizzlers.



“Hey, pest! Share,” Vale demanded.



Instead, Nick stuck two Twizzlers in his mouth and waggled them in haughty defiance. At least until Valentine reached over and snatched one—or most of one—right out of his mouth.



Nick cackled, a gleeful noise, and loudly chewed the piece of Twizzler he’d retained for himself as he unfolded the map and started searching for their approximate location.



He looked up abruptly as Vale slowed the car to pull over on the shoulder, not that there was much shoulder to speak of. But while Valentine couldn’t do much about the width of the road, he had at least enough sense to make sure they couldn’t be rear-ended by surprise. He had waited until there was a nice long stretch of road in both directions before pulling over.



“What are we doing?”



“Gotta take a piss,” he explained. He put the Jeep in park and looked down the road before hopping out.



“Classy, Vale, super classy. Couldn’t wait until we got to the next town?”



“Can you even tell me where the next town is?” Valentine grinned cheekily back at his husband, nodded to the map, and shut the door.



As Vale went tromping toward the tree line to do his business, he learned the shoulder was not only almost non-existent, it was also steep. He nearly slid down the wet embankment, groaning as his shoes splashed into a murky puddle hidden beneath some foliage and had to scramble up the other side of the deep ditch just to find a suitable spot to relieve himself.



All the while he could hear Nick laughing at him from inside the car, no doubt delighting in his misery.



Valentine didn’t venture far. Nostalgic as the drive might have been, he knew better than to wander into the shadows. So, he chose a tree large enough to hide himself behind, but still within sight of the road if he peeked around the trunk, and settled in with his back to the woods.



It wasn’t difficult to find a tree big enough to hide him since he wasn’t the bulkiest of guys—not thin by any means, but he definitely had to work at the gym to bulk up, not trim down.



Trimming down was Nick’s domain; worrying about calories and cardio, switching to diet soda every few months only to gradually slip back in to drinking regular, and forcing himself to endure salads in place of bacon cheeseburgers. Valentine had already heard his husband grumbling about feeling overweight since they’d started their trip. Their healthy routine had taken a backseat, as evidenced by the candy bar and fast food wrappers stuffed in the door pockets of his Jeep, so those little insecure moments of self-doubt had popped up more frequently. But Vale supported his husband in everything he wanted to do, such as encouraging the exercise and good eating habits, even though he loved Nick just the way he was, bits of soft pudge and all.



Brush rustled somewhere behind him and that creepy “being watched” feeling crawled up his spine. It sounded like a bird or other small animal, but he still glanced over one shoulder, then the other, as the hair on the back of his neck stood up.



He knew it was ridiculous. There were no cars coming down the road in either direction and he hadn’t seen signs of a residence or private road in miles. There was nothing but thick forest and the road.



And even if there was someone out in the woods, some hunter or whatever, they weren’t going to get much of a show as long as he finished his business quickly.



“Come on, Vale! Did you get lost?” Nick called.



“Dude, shut up! You know I can’t go with you watching me!” Relief flooded him even as he chided his husband.



Nick. Of course. That had to be all it was, just his husband trying to look for him from up on the road. He scolded himself, took a deep breath to relax, and let his bladder loose to water the unsuspecting tree.



“What took you so long?” Nicolas snorted when Vale climbed back into the driver’s seat. The map was an unfolded mess across his lap and half the dashboard. “And why are you so out of breath?”



That was a valid question. Valentine could get in a fair bit of exercising without breaking a sweat, but he was sweating now, his hands clammy and breath coming in quick little gasps like he’d sprinted a mile.



He wiped his hands with a sanitary wipe from the center console. There had been a point when he had been meticulous about germs out of necessity, to avoid infections. Things had changed, though, and he had settled into living with a compromised immune system. He managed it, but a few little quirks remained. Mostly because they were just good habits to have, but also because they soothed his anxiety. Which was exactly what cleaning his hands did for him now.



Valentine took a bit of comfort from the old familiar scrubbing away of germs as he tried to steady his breathing. “Just got a little spooked is all. Thought I heard something as I was climbing back up the ditch. Probably an animal.”



Not that he was going to stick around to find out. He jabbed the button to start the Jeep, put it in gear, and pulled into the lane.



“Vale!” Nick’s shriek of alarm was nearly drowned out by the blaring air horn of an eighteen-wheeler as it swerved to avoid destroying the Jeep. It thundered past, using the empty oncoming lane to narrowly avoid them.



“Sorry, sorry,” Valentine said, gripping the wheel with both hands in his panic.



“Do you need me to drive?”



“No, I’m fine, I just forgot to look. I’m so used to these roads being empty.”



With nerves slightly raw, he tried again, this time checking the rear and side-view mirrors before pulling out onto the road. He gave the rearview a double glance, sure he had seen something as they pulled away, but there was nothing when he looked a second time.



Probably an animal.



oOo



“I have definitely confirmed,” Nicolas muttered around a mouth full of Twizzler, “that this road is not on this map. So we’re lost.”



“We are not lost. We are on this road, heading east toward Napton.”



“Napton. That sounds like a fun place. Nap-town.”



“You’re hilarious.”



“That’s why you married me.”



Valentine glanced over in time to see that cheeky smile. It wasn’t like he could argue, either, because Nick was right.



They passed through the next little town without incident. Napton, as Valentine had correctly predicted. It was really nothing more than a scattered collection of houses set into the forest, itself, with the occasional Blair Witch-style lawn decoration leering from the trees. There wasn’t even a gas station, so it was good the Jeep still had plenty in the tank.



Valentine shifted himself in the seat to lean forward and tap the clock on the dashboard. Then he reached to unlock his phone, still docked and useless in its GPS spot.



“GPS still isn’t’ going to work,” Nick muttered, offering him the last Twizzler.



“Just checking the time.”



He accepted the tasty rope candy, but tore it in half and offered the bigger piece back to his husband, all the while stretching forward to peer up at the sky overhead. The trees were still dense, creating a thick canopy overhanging the road.



“It feels later than it says it is. Looks darker.”



Nicolas grunted, a curious noise, and leaned to have a look for himself. “Probably just a storm or something behind us. Or it’s all these trees,” he said, sounding bored as he leaned back in the seat.



He rummaged through the bag from the gas station only to find there was nothing left.



“We didn’t stop for lunch.”



“I told you we weren’t stopping for lunch. The snacks were lunch.”



“Twizzlers do not a lunch make.”



“We’ll be back to civilization by dinner and we’ll stop then,” Valentine smiled fondly, unable to stop himself.



A soft click startled him. He was still on edge from earlier, but with a glance he saw it was just Nicolas turning on his seat warmer. That had been the big selling point of the Jeep for the both of them.



“Mm, toasty buns,” Nick grinned.



Valentine was inclined to agree, and pushed the button to turn on his own seat warmer. He also adjusted the heat in general as it was starting to feel more than a little chilly, probably another aspect of the encroaching storm. And it had to be a storm. He had decided. The clouds were so very dark and menacing, sucking all the color from the world from the churning grey depths peeking through the canopy.



If not for the clock and his phone both declaring it was just after three in the afternoon, Valentine would have assumed it was closer to sunset.



By the time the clock read four, it was completely dark.



As the time ticked by—approaching five, half past five, approaching six—Valentine grew more and more concerned.



Not only should they have seen some sign of civilization, they should have been smack in the middle of it. He knew he had timed it properly, because neither of them were ever happy skipping one meal. Skipping two was just out of the question, even for the sake of making good time.



“Vale, are we lost?” Nick sounded a touch scared at that point. Earlier it had been a joke, something to laugh off, but now he seemed just as concerned as Vale felt.



“We’re on this road, heading east,” Valentine repeated, “and we should have hit the next town by now. Hell, we should have hit the interstate by now, if not the city itself. I know I plotted this out correctly,” he huffed. 


It just did not make sense!



Nicolas took the phone off the stand on the dashboard and had Valentine unlock it for him to try the GPS again to no success. He put it back and unfolded the map he had never properly re-folded, spreading it out in front of him.



“Well, at least Nap-town is on the map,” he mumbled, tracing his finger across the lines, “then we turned this way … and this way …”



“I’ve driven this road probably a hundred times growing up, I know where we should be by now,” Valentine protested, trying not to let his anger get the better of him.



The road was getting difficult to see, a dark miasma obscuring it. Valentine wasn’t sure if it was fog or not, but if it wasn’t fog then what could it be? There was no rain, yet a fine haze of damp had him flicking the windshield wipers every few minutes. He kept checking to be sure he had his high beams on because it just didn’t seem like they were making as much light as they normally did. The beams were not piercing the darkness ahead of them.



Behind them, far behind them, Valentine could see the sky was a bit lighter. It was just the sunset, he told himself, that was all it could be. There was fog and drizzle at sunset, perfectly reasonable in the woods, and he was freaking himself out for nothing.



“Vale, I really gotta pee,” Nick complained.



“Can you wait until we get out of this? I don’t want someone to hit us if we stop.” Vale’s mind flashed back to the eighteen-wheeler from their last bladder break, but that wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want to stop.



“Well, I was trying to wait, but you said we should’ve been there already, so …”



Valentine could hear the distress in his husband’s voice. Nick didn’t like to protest, always eager to please and not be a bother, but he was trying to assert what he needed and that, alone, spoke volumes to Vale.



So he put on the turn signal and coasted to a stop along what he could only assume was a clear stretch of road, since he couldn’t see far enough to verify. He hit the button for the emergency flashers and hoped that would be enough if anyone came up on them. Then he reached over and grabbed Nick’s wrist as he was fumbling with his seatbelt.



“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go out there.”



He wasn’t entirely sure why he’d said that. What did he think was out there, exactly? It was just dark and a bit damp, that was all. He had grown up in this area and there was nothing but woods and the occasional hunter. Maybe a few less-than-friendly locals who had moved to the middle of nowhere to be left alone, but nothing that warranted this kind of unease. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling something was very wrong.



“Can’t you just, I don’t know, piss in a soda bottle?”



Nicolas looked at him as if he had grown horns, and shook his head, a tinge of blush coloring his cheeks. “Vale, that’s gross, driving along here with a bottle of pee. Don’t be ridiculous. Will it make you feel better if I leave the door open and just stand right here by the Jeep?”



“Yeah,” Vale said. “Not much better, but a little better.”



Before he got out, Nick leaned over and pecked a kiss on his lips. Valentine reached behind his neck and stopped him, seeking out another kiss until his husband squirmed to get away.



“I really have to go,” he laughed and hopped out. There was a slight splish as his feet hit the wet ground.



Valentine glanced at the rearview mirror as Nick splashed toward a suitable spot, hoping the emergency flashers would be enough, worrying about another eighteen-wheeler rocketing down that little road on a deadline and trying to make up time. Though their Jeep was sturdy, it was still no match for a big rig truck.



He sucked in a ragged breath. The light from the flashers didn’t seem to penetrate the darkness pressing against the back of the Jeep at all.



“Nick?” he called.



“Still here,” came a very near voice. True to his word, he hadn’t strayed far. Probably just along the side of the car.



Looking out the back windows, though, Valentine couldn’t see him. There was only that oppressive black fog and a hint of very distant evening light. He thought he saw a tendril of mist curl up along the inside of the open passenger door, but could mist really be that dark? That couldn’t be natural.



“Nick!” he called again, an edge of panic in his voice.



Nicolas immediately appeared in the open doorway, reaching for the hand wipes Valentine had already retrieved from the center console. He hated them, often complaining about the smell, but Valentine insisted, especially for reasons such as this. It was just good, prudent sense to practice good hygiene, even though he no longer needed to worry so much about his viral load because of his medication.



“My husband, the ball of anxiety,” Nick said it with an almost-smile in his tone, but there was no expression on his face.



There was no color in his face either. That slight blush from before had drained away, and he looked even more pale than usual. Even the light dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose and cheeks seemed washed out.



“Come on, just get in here and let’s get going before we get hit,” Valentine encouraged, somehow both relieved and more on edge than before with Nick returned.



He barely waited for Nick to climb back into the Jeep before shutting off the emergency flashers, signaling, and putting it in gear. The seatbelt notification dinged as he took off back down the road. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he swore he saw something, something even darker than the fog moving against the black, rushing up toward the back window.



“Vale?” Nick questioned the sudden acceleration, still fiddling with the seatbelt.



The ding of protest from the warning system was poking at his last nerve, so Valentine reached over to try and help guide his husband’s seatbelt into the latch. When their hands brushed against one another, he was shocked to feel how ice cold Nick’s skin was.



He clicked the belt into place, and then immediately went to turn the vents on higher, cranking up the heat.



“I’m not cold.”



“I am,” Valentine excused, noticing that Nick had turned off the seat warmer on the passenger side at some point.



Anxiety was getting the better of him, that was all it was, he told himself. The onset of night just made getting lost a little creepier than it should have been, and nothing else was going on. They just made a wrong turn somewhere and he would find a sign at some point, and straighten them out. He knew all of these roads; he could find his way again.



Looking in the rearview, Valentine swore there was a tendril of dark fog now swirling among their luggage, packed as it was to just beneath the back window. He watched in horror as it twisted and curled, almost pulsing.



It was definitely inside the car. It was in there with them.



As Vale’s stomach growled, diverting his attention from the fog in the back, he realized Nicolas had not complained about being hungry since getting back in the car. It was well past dinner by then and Valentine knew his husband. Nick should have been complaining by that point—just soft complaints, little sighs, and that adorable little pout of his bottom lip combined with big brown eyes.



He was afraid to look over at him now, afraid of what he might see.



But that was nonsense. A crazy anxiety notion. This was his husband, and they were on their way to a family get-together straight from their honeymoon camping and hiking in Northern California, where they’d had a glorious time! Nick had complained and huffed and ached, but he’d done all the hikes. They’d held hands as they’d looked out over the world from the tops of so many personal victories. It was a world brand new to them, full of possibilities. Valentine was well again, Nick had his own goals and was reaching for them. They were both crawling out of their respective dark places and supporting each other in growth and hope. He was going to introduce Nick to his family for the first time as his husband. And fine, maybe Aunt Linda wouldn’t be there, but it would be satisfying just the same. They would hold hands and not care and let everyone whisper because it didn’t matter anymore.



They had each other.



So Valentine choked back his anxiety and glanced at his husband, needing to see that freckled face, that less-than-confident smile, to silence the terrified voice in his head.



But there was nothing. 


Only darkness.



A dark, hazy form that might have been person-shaped, but only just barely, took up half the Jeep’s interior, its foggy tendrils creeping across the empty center console. There was no map, no bag of empty snack wrappers, no empty soda bottles.



There was only darkness.



The digital numbers of the dashboard clock read twelve, but slowly faded to black and were gone, lost in the miasma.



Then, from the darkness that now took up the entire interior of the vehicle—not just beside him, but all around—came a voice.



Nick’s voice.



“Vale, I love you …”







The Unicorn 



EDYTH PAX-BOYR



THE AD HAD BEEN SIMPLE. “Adventurous couple seeking third for romantic getaway. All expenses paid.” A contact number followed, along with an email address and a series of pictures following an Insta-perfect pair in a variety of exotic locales.



She looked like a Polynesian princess and he looked like Idris Elba.



It was everything Shayna Singh had been craving.



A listless weight lurked in the back of her mind where she kept things like dealing with confrontation and doing chores. It tried to surface in the quiet moments, when she’d run out of work to do and all she had for company were her own demons. After her partners had gone to sleep and she had too much time on her hands, she’d dwell on the quiet ache that came with having no primary—someone to whom she could always come home.



For now, it was just Shayna and Handsome Jack, a golden Chihuahua she’d rescued a few years back, plus a handful of partners she adored, but knew would only ever be “for now”.



She also knew a romantic getaway with two beautiful strangers wouldn’t change any of that, but it was a nice excuse to play.



Not that she needed one.



Especially when that play date was booked in Hawai’i.



Her Insta-couple, Hi’iaka (a name she had spent hours practicing to pronounce correctly as hee-ee-ah-kah) and Adésanya, met her at the airport, each with a stunning lei to accompany the one she’d received just for landing.



“Aloha,” Hi’iaka said, pulling Shayna into a fragrant hug. Adé followed suit, smelling of honey and spice beneath the flowers.



“Aloha,” Shayna repeated awkwardly, her heart suddenly racing in a mixture of delight and panic. Their pictures—already stunning beyond reason—didn’t do them justice. She couldn’t believe people like them would ever be interested in spending time with her, but their smiles never faltered as they swept her up, laughing and sharing stories even before they’d left the airport.



As they made their way to short-term parking, Hi’iaka’s voice rang out like a crystal bell, recounting a misadventure the duo had dubbed “The Great Paneer Caper”.



“Hand to Kāne, he was holding all three goats when the manager found us and all he could say was—”



“‘The service in this hotel is terrible!’,” Adé laughed, reliving the moment with dramatic flair. “Then I handed the goats to the manager, grabbed ‘Iaka, and stormed out without looking back.”



“I never did get my naan, either.”



Shayna was laughing so hard she could barely see where they were going and had to lean on Adé for support.



“That’s the real tragedy,” she said when she could breathe again. “No one should ever go without naan.”



“See,” Hi’iaka said, gesturing to Shayna but looking at Adé. “She gets it.”



Shayna looked up in time to catch Adé rolling his eyes with a grin. “This. This is the one thing she’ll never let me forget.”



“On your deathbed, I will be there at your side, reminding you of the naan I never got to eat.”



“How did you two meet?”



A moment passed, the boisterous humor replaced by a quiet appreciation as the couple smiled at each other with a look that communicated a million things Shayna couldn’t identify. Love seemed to be the loudest message, though.



“We grew up together,” Hi’iaka said as they climbed into the back of a dark SUV with its own driver.



“Jealous of each other, really,” Adé added with a laugh that made parts of Shayna tingle in anticipation.



“Why jealous?”



They exchanged another look. This one softer.



“We wanted to be each other,” Hi’iaka said, a sad look passing behind her eyes. “We grew up in the wrong bodies, and that’s one of the things that drew us to each other in the first place. Hating ourselves, hating how everyone addressed us. Hating the fight for recognition.”



Adé cradled Hi’iaka’s hand in his. “We walked each other through the process. Came out to each other on the same day, traded clothes, and held each other up through everything when no one else would. Transition wasn’t easy, but there was nothing more important than seeing each other through the trials. Since then we’ve traveled the world, building our own tribe instead of letting society’s tribe define us on their terms.”



Shayna felt the cool wet kiss of a tear as it slipped down her cheek before she realized she was even crying. “Oh my god, that’s so beautiful, and I’m so sorry you ever had to go through all of that.”



Adé shook his head as they both smiled to her, each of them absolutely radiant. “We appreciate that, but our journey is what helped us discover something greater than ourselves and our circumstances, so we wouldn’t change a moment of it.”



“Besides,” Hi’iaka added with a playful wink. “It brought us to you, and a world where we miss out on quality time with Shayna Singh is a world not worth living in.”



Blush flooded her cheeks. She felt unworthy of their praise, especially since it seemed so sincere, and desperately wished she had somewhere to hide. But, sandwiched between two gorgeous people in the back of an SUV in paradise, she had nowhere to go.



“Ah,” Adé said, shifting to better his view out the window before pointing. “Do you see that?”



Shayna had to lean into his lap before she could see what he was pointing at. A huge white building nestled between the trees of the foothills above them. It looked like a private resort from the road below.



“Uh-huh,” she nodded, suppressing a subtle gasp when she felt Hi’iaka’s hand against her back, brushing against the small patch of exposed skin between the bottom of her blouse and the top of her skirt.



“That’s where we’re going.”



“All the way up there?” She struggled to pay attention as attraction and anxiety battled each other for dominance.



“Yep. We’ve got it for the whole week. We won’t be alone, of course,” Adé smiled down to her with a mischievous look in his dark eyes and Shayna felt a pang of panic; just how many people had she signed up to date on this vacation?



“You’ll be meeting our tribe,” Hi’iaka clarified, her fingers gliding against Shayna’s skin.



“Oh,” was all she managed, distracted by the touch.



She hadn’t asked many questions when she’d contacted the couple about joining them on their trip—a fact she was beginning to regret—so she had no idea what to expect going forward. Especially now that a “tribe” was in the mix. What other little surprises awaited her?



“Don’t worry,” Adé added, something pointed hiding in his tone, like fangs waiting for the right moment to strike. “They’ll eat you right up.”



“Adé!” Hi’iaka chided him with a light smack on the black serpent tattoo twining around his firm bicep. Shayna couldn’t tell if Hi’iaka’s shock was for show or sincere. For the sake of quelling her paranoia, though (and because a modern tribe of cannibals was logically unrealistic), she chose to believe it was all for show.



The “tribe”, for their part, were welcoming and friendly. They somehow managed to make her feel included without overwhelming her with attention, and that was a huge accomplishment in Shayna’s book. Especially since trying to decide what to order in a new restaurant could overwhelm her.



Despite this welcome, she felt uneasy. Something she couldn’t put her finger on had her on edge. Maybe it was the way she caught them looking at her from the corner of her eye, or body language she couldn’t consciously identify. Whatever it was, it set off alarm bells in her mind and made her feel like prey.



oOo



That night, Shayna woke with a sharp breath, her heart racing from a dream she couldn’t recall, and blinked against the night. She sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes as half-remembered phantoms fluttered at the edge of her awareness where the memory of living coils gliding across her body slowly faded.



She felt compelled to move, to do something to shake the lingering sense of dread her dream had left behind, and rose to get a glass of water from the bathroom. As she passed the open window, she paused. Something in the moonlight caught her eye. Or was it her ear?



She listened, turning her head to catch … was it singing? She couldn’t hear it well, but it sounded like singing. A lone voice, clear and pure. Beautiful. Surreal and enchanting.



Part of Shayna knew it had to be her own imagination gilding the night with magic but the rest of her wanted to indulge in the fantasy. And hell, she was on vacation, wasn’t she? Why shouldn’t she find herself wandering barefoot in the garden at 3:00 a.m., in nothing but a thin robe and panties, following the most beautiful voice she’d ever heard?



No reason, that’s why.



As she neared the source, she slowed, not wanting to intrude upon the singer, but desperate to know who within the tribe was descended from sirens. Stunning bushes of fragrant night-blooming flowers—their mingling scents heady and intoxicating—gave way to reveal a fountain at the center of the garden, and there she found the source of the singing.



Hi’iaka.



Moonlight dripped from her body like molten silver as she rose from the fountain’s waters. What had once been a sheer white nightgown was rendered transparent against Hi’iaka’s dusky skin, drawing the eye to areas once hidden.



Shayna’s breath caught at the vision, her legs trembling, suddenly weak with desire as heat spread through her.



Hi’iaka smiled, still singing, and extended a glistening hand.



Entranced, Shayna approached, and together they sat on the fountain’s edge as Hi’iaka finished her song.



“Did you like it,” she asked when she was done.



Shayna struggled to speak, but eventually found her voice. “I’ve never heard anything so beautiful.”



She watched blush rise to Hi’iaka’s cheeks. “You know, I’ve been waiting for someone like you …”



“Really?” Shayna couldn’t believe it. She almost never disliked herself—that is, as long as she took her meds on time—but even when anxiety, depression, and general insecurity weren’t gnawing at her soul she’d never considered herself the kind of person people waited to find. She’d always fantasized about it, of course, but had never really believed it would ever be more than fantasy.



But Hi’iaka nodded, gently biting her lower lip.



“I have something for you,” she said, her voice quiet. Almost shy. “I hope you don’t mind?”



Shayna shook her head, still reeling that a woman as talented and beautiful and … naked as Hi’iaka would feel so strongly about her.



She reached down, picking up something from the fountain’s edge behind her. A thin golden chain, barely more than a thread, glimmered between her slender fingers. Shayna noticed the delicate charm as Hi’iaka leaned in to clasp the chain around her neck.



“A unicorn?” She didn’t know whether to be flattered or upset on principle.



“I know, it’s basically a stereotype,” Hi’iaka said. “‘Bi-couple in open relationship seeks Hot Bi-Babe for fun times’, but it means more to me than all that. I mean, that’s not to say that isn’t something Adé and I are looking for, because who doesn’t want a Hot-Bi Babe for fun times? But the unicorn is special. Do you know much about them?”



“Just the usual, I guess. Beautiful; made of magic; love virgins.”



“Well, in the oldest stories, the unicorn represented change. Something good, something desperately needed. In Mesopotamia, the unicorn was a man. Enkidu. The courtesan, Šamhat, tamed his wild spirit, purified him and convinced him to accompany her to the city of Uruk where he met King Gilgamesh and became his most cherished friend.”



“Wait, really?” Shayna frowned slightly as a memory tickled the back of her mind before drifting to the front. “That sounds so much like a Hindu story. Rishyasringa and Vaishali.”



Hi’iaka smiled and nodded. “They’re virtually the same, aren’t they.”



“It sounds like it. Except Rishyasringa was brought to the city by the king’s daughter instead of a courtesan, and he ended a terrible drought in the story I know.”



“And in European tellings, the unicorn is enchanted by a virgin maid, who places a golden chain around its neck before taking it to the king.”



Shayna’s hand drifted to the golden chain now resting around her own neck. “Does this mean you’ve captured me?” A playful, hopeful smile teased the corners of her lips.



“Would it be too cliché if I said yes?”



Shayna shook her head, grinning as her heart raced. Then an errant thought surfaced through the haze of tempestuous desire. “Wait. Does this mean you’re a virgin?”



Hi’iaka laughed, the sound musical and inviting. “No.”



“Thank god,” Shayna breathed, before embarrassment flooded her cheeks. “I mean—I don’t … I didn’t mean I expect—you know. Anything. I’m not—shit. Fuck. I’m sorry—”



Shayna was silenced in an instant. Hi’iaka’s lips were soft and warm. They yielded against her own, contouring to hers until she couldn’t tell where one of them ended and the other began. When they finally parted, Hi’iaka placed a hand against Shayna’s cheek, sighing, “You’re wonderful.”



Shayna wasn’t usually one for exhibitionist encounters, but she couldn’t deny her desire any longer. And with the way Hi’iaka held her, she knew she didn’t have to. They melted into each other’s arms in the soft grass beside the fountain.



oOo



“There’s something I want to show you,” Hi’iaka said as they basked in the afterglow.



Shayna smiled, trailing her fingers along the warm skin of Hi’iaka’s stomach. “I thought you just did.”



Hi’iaka laughed, kissing Shayna’s forehead. “Something else, then.” She rose and reached down to help Shayna up, not bothering to don her still-wet night gown, and Shayna was struck again by how like a goddess she was. Regal, powerful, beautiful and fierce, all in one moment. Shayna would have followed her to the ends of the earth, so following her through the gardens, clothed only in moonlight and musk, felt like the most natural thing on earth.



“Okay,” Hi’iaka said as they passed through an ancient stone archway near what had to be the back of the estate. “You have to close your eyes now.”



Shayna laughed. “Really?”



Hi’iaka nodded with an affectionate smile. “You trust me, don’t you?”



Shayna surprised herself a little when she realized she did trust her, so she closed her eyes and waited. Warm hands enveloped her own, leading her through darkness and uneven terrain with care. Each step was an exercise in trust, and for once in her life, Shayna had no fear.



Eventually, the ground evened out. A breeze brought with it the sweet scent of smoke and a kiss of heat to caress her bare skin, sending a cascade of gooseflesh prickling across her body. The heat increased as they continued, though, and soon Shayna could hear the cheerful crackle of a fire.



Something shifted ahead of them, tapping like metal against stone. She turned to look, but Hi’iaka was there, her gentle hand cupping Shayna’s cheek with a quiet “Shh, keep them closed,” as she guided her onward.



When they finally stopped, Hi’iaka moved behind her, pressing her supple body against Shayna’s back with arms wrapped tight around her.



“Okay,” she whispered. “Open them.”



Shayna blinked, her eyes taking a moment to adjust to the bright orange glow of an enormous bonfire. It blazed at the top of a massive stone plinth twenty or thirty feet above them. The plinth looked ancient and intentional, embellished with faded engravings both primitive and forgotten. A strange figure of twisted metal burned in the center of the fire, towering above them like an offering. Beneath the blaze, level with the two of them, Shayna stared at the deep mahogany god that was Adésanya, every inch of him as exposed as they were.



White clay marked him; a bright palm against the shadows of his face became a sinuous smear, trailing down his neck to twine around his body like a snake. He stood before a long stone slab, from which dangled iron chains, occasionally tapping it as they moved.



“What is—” Shayna shook her head. “I don’t understand.”



“You’re special,” Adé said, his rich voice sinister in the eerie light of the blaze above them.



“I don’t—” Shayna said, trembling as tears welled in her eyes and a stark panic filled her body with lead. Her mind struggled to catch up with what she was seeing. How the night could have gone from enchanted bliss to something from a nightmare she thought had already ended. “I don’t want to be special.”



A low hum rose around them.



She barely dared to look, but her eyes moved first, and then her head. In the shadows, dark shapes took form: the “tribe” materializing before her as each voice joined with others around them to form one long, low note. They all watched her with intensely vacant eyes.



“But you are special,” Adé said, pulling her attention back to him.



“No,” she said, shaking her head in denial. No, no, no. This wasn’t real. This couldn’t be real. Everything had been so perfect just a moment ago. Why was this happening?



“Oh yes,” he said, his face lighting up with a mischievous grin before his gaze shifted to Hi’iaka behind her, the motion marked by a slight shifting of the fire in his dark eyes. “Has she been consecrated?”



Consecrated? Shayna’s blood ran cold.



“Of course, my love,” Hi’iaka breathed, pressing a kiss to Shayna’s neck where the gold chain lay against her. “At the base of the fountain, as Enkidu and Šamhat before us.”



“Perfection, as always, my dear.” The glint of fire in his eyes shifted back to Shayna’s face. “Do you know what Šamhat was?” When Shayna didn’t answer, he continued, moving to the stone slab before him to unroll something dark and leathery. “Some accounts call her a courtesan, but she was really a sacred prostitute. A woman blessed with the ability to work magic through intercourse.” He glanced up and watched her with a wicked grin. “This was how they ‘civilized’ Enkidu, how they consecrated him, and in the most popular accounts it’s said she stayed with Enkidu for two weeks, bedding him the entire time. Can you imagine that?”



Shayna could only shake her head, unable to move or break eye contact as Adé withdrew something long and silver from the leather pad in front of him. Firelight glanced from the blade as he turned it in his hand, inspecting the edge.



“Fortunately, Hi’iaka’s magic is powerful. In the early days it might have taken her two weeks to purify someone like you, but she hasn’t needed more than half an hour for centuries now.” He paused, then glancing to Hi’iaka he added, “Of course, that hasn’t stopped her from taking her time.”



Shayna felt Hi’iaka shrug against her back. “What can I say? She’s an absolute dream. Responsive, intuitive … generous.” Shayna could hear the satisfaction in her tone. “Though, I would have liked to play with her just a little longer.” Hi’iaka nuzzled against Shayna’s neck with a disappointed sigh. “As she is, I mean.”



Tears flowed freely down her cheeks as a dreadful certainty settled in the pit of her stomach.



“Please,” she whispered, but if they heard her plea they both ignored it.



“Now,” Adé said, gesturing to the slab before him.



Hi’iaka withdrew her embrace as the tribe’s low hum shifted, different voices rising and falling, sighing and moaning, tumbling and churning in an ocean of sound. A chill pressed against her where Hi’iaka’s warmth had been.



“Go to the altar and lay down,” she said. It wasn’t a forceful command, but it was a command nonetheless, and to Shayna’s surprise, she followed it.



Adé grinned, helping her onto the cold stone with strong hands she once would have liked to have known better. He brushed his fingers through her dark hair as she lay down, and placed an intimate kiss upon her lips. Then he stood, framed by flames high above, and held the silver blade over her belly.



A droning chant undulated over the tribal hum, words she didn’t know and couldn’t make out weaving together in a spell she couldn’t fathom. Above her, clouds swirled and churned. Lightning crackled without sound. A colossal shadow writhed behind the chaos.



Visions of a cyclopean serpent vast enough to devour worlds dominated her mind, unbidden. It moved in ways she couldn’t define, existed in planes that had no name and no boundaries. She felt its infinite weight, knew her own insignificance in the universe, and learned of her singular importance in all of creation.



She belonged to him, now. To her. To it. To all of them.



Osumare.



Rainbow.



A name. A glimpse. A hint of something greater. One given as a gift. To describe, not to chain. Safe for use in mortal planes.



It consumed her.



It devoured and gave birth to her in infinite configurations, ripping her apart atom by atom only to endlessly reassemble her in new and interesting patterns. The pain was absolute; her suffering divine. Only when the space between each atom was filled with the truth of Osumare, when she knew without the need to understand, was she returned to her plane, to her waiting body.



There, the sun warmed her skin, warmed the stone beneath her. She felt each bone and muscle as if learning of them for the first time. Power coursed through her veins, mingling with her blood, setting her skin on fire as she sat up.



Something shifted inside her, prompting her to look down. Dry blood stained her body and the altar. A thin red line ran from between her breasts to just above her pelvic bone where flesh had knit but was not done healing. She pressed her hand against her lower abdomen and something sinuous pressed back, slithering beneath her touch.



Someone sighed.



She lifted her gaze. The tribe slept around her in pockets of shade, tangled around each other in the aftermath of orgiastic bliss. The static charge of their energy vibrated through the air. She could practically see it.



Her gaze shifted from one tribe member to the next. She knew each of them on sight. Knew their minds, their secrets and desires. She knew Hi’iaka did not sleep, and found her mind before seeking her form.



Her priestess stood behind the altar, draped in floral silk, as stunning now as the moment they’d met.



“You, more than anyone,” Hi’iaka said, moving to her side with hand outstretched. “You are our unicorn and our salvation. Have you thought of a new name for yourself?”



She tilted her head in thought for a moment. Knowledge came as she needed it: all within the tribe had chosen their names upon rebirth. “Shayna” was dead. She had died a billion deaths and not emerged on the other side intact.



“Kali,” she said after a time. “I follow your example, priestess.”



Hi’iaka smiled and bowed before her. “It is as you say, Divine Mother.”



Mother. Kali liked the sound of that. Her hand found her belly again and gently pressed against the new life swirling within.



Osumare’s gift pressed back.







Iceolation 



N.M. BROWN



DARREN SANDERSON WAS A DREAM come true, at six-foot-two with perfect abs and the deepest brown eyes I’d ever seen. We’d met on Grindr about two months back and really hit it off. Our only obstacle was distance. He was in Colorado and I wasn’t. I’d always wanted to go but I could never justify the trip—I didn’t like being alone—but when he invited me out to visit, I jumped at the opportunity.



My motives weren’t all innocent, though. I knew Colorado had some of the finest “recreational activities” that aren’t what you’d call “legal” where I’m from. My friend Colleen recently moved there and said there was everything you could imagine—cannabis popcorn, gummies, brownies, basically, anything and everything you could ever want to put pot in had pot in it.



After a lot of research, saving up, and planning with Darren, my room was booked and my itinerary planned.



It was about an eight-hour drive, and though I disliked solitude, I could handle road trips or a weekend by myself if I knew there was company at the other end. Even so, I was anxious about the solitary venture until I crossed the border into Colorado and the landscape changed. Then I was thankful for my decision.



It was utterly breathtaking and the time spent alone in the open air on I-70 was just what I needed. The windows were as far down as I could stand, the air freezing on a level I simply wasn’t used to, but the cold made me feel alive.



I listened to my Best of the Oldies playlist on the drive, and as the last notes of “Good Vibrations” faded out, I’d reached my destination. The timing was perfect, as if the Beach Boys were foreshadowing a life changing experience.



But the Beach Boys hadn’t met Darren.



Despite packing the abs of Adonis and eyes like midnight, Darren ended up being a total dud. He gave me a “what’s up bro” in front of his neighbors, his house was an ungodly mess, and he actually jumped the first time I put my hand on his leg. Around the time I started wondering if maybe he’d suffered a traumatic brain injury before I arrived, I also realized there was no chance we would ever work out. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t have some fun before I left.



So many edibles were sampled, new sights explored, and several deep mind trips were had before I finally cut my losses and ran. Darren was nice and all when we were tripping balls, but I couldn’t stand him sober. So, once I’d packed my trunk and purchased a few new strains to try later, I was ready to go. I’d done all I had come here to do. I’d visited the dispensaries and conquered all the restaurants with the best reviews. There was nothing left for me in Colorado now that I was done with Darren.



There was only one more thing I had to do before I left for good.



It was early morning, the first blush of sunlight just yawning in the sky, and Copper Mountain towered over the horizon. As soon as I saw it I was instantly in love.



Deep in the mountain’s shadow, I pulled over, turned the car off, and opened the music app on my phone. I wanted to remember this vision till the day I died.



I queued up my Mountainside Playlist and spaced out, floating on the lingering waves of my last high. I leaned back in my seat and stared at the mountain as the vibrations of the music carried me away to the beat of my own heart.



About an hour later, a sudden shockwave jolted me out of my trance. The percussion of Pink Floyd’s “Welcome to the Machine” flooded from my phone’s speakers, warping the beat of my heart until my pulse throbbed out anxious and erratic. To my right, the mountain had disappeared beneath a growing cloud of thick white flurries and an alarming amount of snow was invading the road faster than I could process.



I fumbled with my keys and attempted to reverse my car out of danger. I was pretty sure the avalanche wouldn’t reach me, but I wanted to be safe.



The engine responded with a string of disheartening clicks.



I’d only been sitting for a little over an hour, but in the Colorado cold that’s all it took.



The siren at the end of the song reached its crescendo right as the avalanche caught up with me, slamming into the car like a wall of pristine, white cement. My head bounced off the driver’s side window and then there was nothing. No sound. No light. Only the thick, black emptiness of my unconscious mind.



I awoke some time later to a plaintive beeping sound in the darkness of my entombed car.



My phone.



Low battery it said at an unhealthy three percent.



I didn’t care. My head hurt too much. I pressed a hand against the throbbing pain and my fingers came back red.



Fumbling with my keys, I attempted to restart the vehicle, but was met with the same result as before. Each empty click of the engine inched me closer to a panic that cut through the fog of my injury.



I frantically pulled at the door handle, beating the paneling with frustration until my hands were numb. Absolutely nothing happened. It felt like the car door was locked in place.



There was no way out.



I was alone. I was trapped in a dead car and no one knew where I was, but I had hope. I wasn’t the only one to have traveled that road. I just prayed the county would come out soon to close the road and clear it, digging me out in the process.



Hours passed. Silence pressed against me, as physical a presence as the cold. The air only grew colder the longer I sat there. Before I knew it my breath was visible to the eye, even in the dark, and I’d started to shiver uncontrollably. The snow must have buried me deep to have turned my car into this sensory deprivation chamber from Hell. With no external stimulation but the cold, it didn’t take long before my heart was racing and my thoughts were spiraling into a pit of negativity and death. The frozen sweat of an anxiety attack was approaching fast, so I did the only thing that made sense at the time.



I packed a bowl.



Upon meeting flame to glass, the red hairs of the nugget danced in anticipation. I inhaled in an attempt to push away my rising panic.



At first, it worked. The smoke was warm, and it didn’t take long before I found myself caught up in the flowing upholstery on the ceiling, my trembling worries replaced with a newfound confidence of a rescue assured; the snow couldn’t be this thick forever, I thought. Eventually it would thin out enough for my car to be visible and then I’d be saved!



But then it started to wear off and paranoia set in. I was too keenly aware of my solitude. It was just me, my breathing, and the silence. The isolation tested my sanity, gripping my heart with a sudden terror I didn’t know could exist, and a familiar discomfort churned in my stomach.



Dread.



I realized wasn’t cold anymore.



There, in the depths of my icy coffin, a surge of warmth had enveloped me. It started at my toes and steadily made its way up through my body. Before long, I was burning up, and the urge to take my clothes off was irresistible.



My mind quickly lost all semblance of rationality after that as song lyrics echoed through its recesses:



One is the loneliest number that you’ll ever do



Two can be as bad as one



It’s the loneliest number since the number one



oOo



It had to have been at least twenty-four hours since I’d been trapped in the car. Not that there was any way to tell. My car was dead. My phone was dead. The only thing left with any life in it was me, and that wouldn’t be true for much longer if no one found me. I was trying my damnedest to keep it together while the claustrophobic confines of my prison ground away my sanity.



And my feet were on fire.



I couldn’t feel my toes. My fingers were past the point of cooperation, but I couldn’t tolerate the heat. It was a struggle, but I removed my shoes and wrestled off my socks.



Then, just on the edge of my perception, I heard something.



Tires on pavement. Hope filled my heart with each car’s passing.



The road must have been cleared! I thought, and leaned closer to the window to listen.



Instantly, I recognized the telltale scraping of a snow plow in the distance and realized it was closing in on me.



I held my breath and braced myself for an impact of salvation that never came.



Instead, multiple thuds pounded the snow a few feet outside my window and the sounds grew distant again. I must have been pushed off of the road in the avalanche and was probably buried even deeper with the snow piled up by the plow. If so, then this would most definitely be the last thing my eyes saw before I died.



This was it, then. I couldn’t think of anything else to do but sit and hope the snow would melt enough for my car to be visible before I froze.



No. No, that couldn’t be how this ended. I needed to think. This car was not going to be the last thing I saw in life. I looked around, desperate for an answer, but between the constant throbbing and the rising panic, thinking was hard. So I reached for some comfort to make it easier to focus.



The zipper of my backpack filled the silence of my would-be-tomb with a thunderous growl. No matter how slowly I pulled it jarred my senses. I stopped as soon as the opening was wide enough to slip my hand inside. Careful not to make too much noise, I swirled my hand around until I found the container I sought.



The label read “Jedi Haze”.



This oughta be good, I thought.



Despite the warmth I felt, my hands shook from the cold, spilling some herb as I tried to pack a bowl.



Lighting it was agony.



However, the more I smoked, the more scenarios leading to my death faded from my mind. It took a few minutes, but eventually my mind cleared and I knew I needed to get it together and come up with a plan.



If I was going down, I was going to go down swinging.



But my lungs burned as they filled with smoke and soon, I was hacking up a storm; Jedi Haze wasn’t very smooth for something so expensive.



I needed a drink. When was the last time I’d had something to drink?



I did a quick mental search of the contents of the car. Why didn’t I keep bottles of water with me? Then I remembered Darren always had a bottle on him, which meant there should have been a bottle hiding in my trunk.



I carefully crawled into my backseat, releasing the seat backs slowly to avoid making any unnecessary sound as I accessed the trunk. I searched briefly, sliding my hand under and between the contents, and was relieved to find one glorious bottle. Trapped under the stiff, insulating mass atop it, it was still unfrozen. I pried it free without making too much noise and held it close as I returned to the front seat. It was the most beautiful bottle of water I had ever seen in my life.



I downed the water way faster than I’d meant to, my cracked lips and heavy tongue yearning for relief, and it hit the bottom of my stomach like hot grease in a cold pan. I doubled over, my stomach cramping and threatening to empty itself in retaliation to the frigid invasion. I took slow deep breaths—as deep as I could—until the cramps released me, but the air seemed to be getting thicker inside my car, my breath coming shallower by the minute.



I looked to the air vents and could have sworn I saw a luminescent mist coming through. My eyes followed as it danced peacefully in the front seat. I ran my fingers through it, giggling silently as it swirled around them.



Then it occurred to me this playful, pearly mist might have been toxic. I yanked the collar of my shirt up over my nose in a panic, my giggles quickly giving way to terrified, whispering sobs. God knows how much of it I’d already inhaled.



I wondered if it was maybe a lingering cloud of Jedi Haze, but the color and texture were wrong. I closed my eyes, trying to remember any reference to glowing avalanche mist I might have read about, and when I opened them, the mist had disappeared.



That’s when I knew I was delirious. I was hallucinating. I hadn’t eaten in more than a day, I’d barely had water, I was freezing, and I was breathing less oxygen than I needed. I had to get out of there.



Then I remembered my book bag on the floor. I quietly pulled it up, careful not to let the fabric scrape too loudly, and started delicately rifling through it. What I needed had to be in there somewhere. I’d bought it specifically for this trip.



Aha!



My hand emerged with a solid mass of metal about the size and shape of a hockey puck. The grinder wouldn’t be perfect, since it was made for grinding flowers and stems into a smoke-able mix, not smashing frozen safety glass, but it would do.



I didn’t relish the cacophony it would create, but if I could just break the window I might be able to burrow my way out through the snow. I figured it couldn’t be that thick if I could hear traffic through it.



Winding back my arm as far as I could, I slammed the grinder into the glass.



The sound was blinding. It assaulted my ears as much as I had assaulted the window. It reverberated throughout my car, and I wanted to cover my ears and hide, but if I stopped now I might not get the chance to start again.



I pounded at the glass. My hand ached from the impact and I swore my ears would bleed from the sound, but I pushed through the pain and the terrible noise until there, just in the lower right corner, the smallest crack appeared. I concentrated on that crack for dear life until eventually the window shattered. Safety glass consumed my entire face and neck. I didn’t care though; freedom was almost tangible.



In that moment I decided that once I’d made it out I was moving somewhere without snow.



Thoughts of tropical winters and warm sunsets fueled me as unwanted black lines writhed at the periphery of my vision. Everything felt like it was tilted sideways, and though I knew it had to be from lack of oxygen, I swore the car was getting smaller with every increasingly shallow breath I took.



I jammed my fist into the snow outside my window to scoop it out of the way and screamed. Searing pain exploded in my hand.



There was no snow outside my car. Only ice.



Tears of hopelessness cascaded down my face as my hands flew randomly around the floorboards of the car, further injuring my already battered fingers, not that I could feel them anymore. There had to be something else I could use.



That’s when I found them. The socks I’d discarded earlier when my feet were on fire. They were covered in bits of glass or ice, but I didn’t care. At that point it didn’t really make much difference. Both were freezing cold and razor sharp.



For protection, I wrapped my hands in my socks and resumed my attack on the ice with my grinder. Maybe the ice was thin. Maybe all I had to do was break away the first layer and it would be snow the rest of the way out.



I hoped, but it wasn’t that easy.



I kept going anyway. I had to keep going. I had to get out.



My arms were numb, my muscles weighed down from exertion. My head was fuzzy and a suffocating heat consumed my body with every labored breath.



Then I felt a hint of fresh air hit my face and almost wept with joy. The ice was stained crimson by then and I couldn’t bear to think of the state of my hands.



I knew peeling back the socks to peek would only make me panic, which might use up the rest of my crucial oxygen, so I left them where they were. I wasn’t done digging.



I blindly hacked at the ice, my muscles renewed with hopeful vigor, until something hit the floor by my feet. My heart stopped as I leaned down to retrieve what had fallen. My biggest fear was that the grinder had broken and I’d been left with nothing to dig my way out.



After retrieving it, though, I knew my attempts at escape were over. Cold air kissed my cheek as darkness overwhelmed me. With freedom so close, and yet so far, I slipped into the void.



oOo



A loud, persistent beeping pulled me back to consciousness. When my eyes fluttered open again, my mind was still hazy and exhausted. My body didn’t feel right, and the lights were killing me. As I got my bearings, I realized I wasn’t in my car anymore. It looked like I was in the hospital and the room was blindingly bright. My heart dropped a little when I saw I was alone, though I don’t know why I should have expected anything different. Still, despite being alone and hurt, I was just happy to be out of that damned car.



And my throat was still so dry.



I looked for the call button on the rail of my bed and attempted to press it, only to see both of my hands heavily bandaged. A sickening dread invaded my mind as the memories trickled back. I rammed the button with my elbow and a young nurse came rushing in.



She told me to hold on for a moment and she’d grab the doctor to speak with me. Her voice was grating, but I nodded.



An older doctor came in wearing a long white coat and a threadbare smile. He pulled up the stool next to my bed and sat down to explain.



He said a good Samaritan had seen my antenna poking up through the snow and called the police. They dug me out and found me unconscious, clutching a frozen finger in my hand.



When they found their charger fit my phone, they plugged it in and called the top number in my contacts: my brother Jason. He stuck around the first few days of my coma, but when the hospital said I’d probably need to be there for a while, he headed home. He couldn’t afford the time off. The doctor said he drove my car back. It had taken quite the beating, but was still in good condition.



The Samaritan stopped by every couple of days to check on me. I couldn’t wait to thank them. That simple act of kindness had saved my life. The doctor said if I’d been in there even half an hour longer, I wouldn’t have made it.



I tried leaving after a few weeks in the hospital—I still have things I need to do—but they keep denying my discharge. Honestly, I’m less bothered by it each time.



I suppose my new home is the Chestnut Ridge mental facility. They say I have to stay. I may even begin to like it here. They keep the lights turned down and gave me a special set of earphones that block out sounds, but everything still seems so loud.



My doctor told me to write all this down as best as I can with the remaining fingers I have. I lost three altogether, along with half my left foot.



My body still feels cold all the time.



I go into an inconsolable panic during snow storms, to the point where I need to be sedated.



I haven’t spoken a word since I woke up here. I can’t handle the volume of my own voice.



I honestly wonder if I’m still able to speak at all, though I don’t try. Even if could, I’d never let them know why I was all the way out at Copper Mountain in the first place. Not that they’re asking.



No one has mentioned anything, or even tried to question me about the body in the trunk.



I’d like to keep it that way.



Darren really was a dud, but I wasn’t going to let him ruin my vacation.







Our Love Burns 



SHANNON MASSEY



WHEN WE MET FOR THE first time, I realized I needed you like oxygen. The way your short red dress hugged your supple curves. The way your raven hair cascaded carelessly down your back. The way you tripped when your heel caught in a crack. I caught your arm and kept you on your feet. The second we touched, a spark ignited in my heart and I loved you deeply and forever.



Some of your hair caught in my wristwatch. It didn’t seem to hurt, but it was a piece of you I could keep.



You smiled, “Thanks for the save.”



“I’ll save you every day,” I responded, stumbling over the words.



Your friends were quick to flank you and drag you away. You glanced over your shoulder. Our eyes met. In that moment, I knew you felt the same magnetic charge I did. I watched you disappear into the club. I’d never gone into a place like that before, or fallen in love before, or drank before.



You made me whole that night.



We enjoyed our first drink together in the club. Sweat trickled down your collarbone, across your curves. I forced my eyes to stay up and not watch the beads.



You smiled when you took the drink. “Nothing extra in it, right?”



I didn’t understand. “Just what they put in your last one. I got one to try, too. What’s your name? We keep running into each other. It’s fate.”



You ran a hand through your hair. Your fingers danced like they were caught. “Fate, sure. I’m Kate, uh Spade?”



I mimicked the motion. My hair’s not as thick as yours, it didn’t move like ocean waves, more like a foot through grass. “Nice to meet you, Kate. Want to dance?”



Before you could answer, your friend came up. She apologized for taking you away. I could hardly hear over the violent bass in the music. I watched you nod, your eyes cast back and found mine.



That meant you didn’t want to go.



I got us more drinks. Your friend wouldn’t let me dance too close. She was jealous of the attention I gave you. It’s understandable, but I couldn’t date two women at the same time. That would be wrong. Cheating.



We danced the rest of the night away. I wanted to kiss you, but I made myself wait. It was nice of you to let me go through your purse while you were busy. I couldn’t protect you without access. Your phone was easy to program.



Your lipstick and a small bottle of body spray went into my pocket. I took your glass home, too.



My first date.



Our first date.



When I got home, I went into the bedroom, to our corner. I took your hair from under my watch; I’d kept it wrapped there all night. I set the glass down. I put your lipstick on so our lips touched. I sprayed the pillow so I could bathe in your scent. Like Adam and the rib, I built you from pieces and breathed life into you. I turned to you, the you I created. The lipstick went where your lips should be, the body mist surrounded our space. My hands grazed my body, touching like you’d touch. I turned on my phone to watch you, a little blue dot. You weren’t moving. Must have been settled at home.



I laid down and you fell asleep in my arms.



I didn’t want to seem desperate, but I so wanted to know you. I needed to. It thrilled me when I ran into you at the coffee shop. I bought you coffee and a scone. We talked about the weather and your Bikram class. I asked you to the movies. You had to travel for work, left later that day for a week.



You gave me your email address—katesotherbox@hotmail.com—so I could share the playlist I made for you.



You gave me a scarf. Well, you left it dangling from your bag, tempted me to take it. I hugged you: a few more strands of hair.



A perfect second date.



The scarf is pink, lavender, and blue. It almost looks like a flag. I draped it around the rest of the you I’d created in our bedroom. I wrapped the strands of hair with the others. They began to frame your high cheekbones.



The week you were gone was the longest week of my life. I spent time with you everyday on the phone. I watched your little blue dot as it moved around Madrid.



You were nice to let me into your apartment while you were gone. It’s funny how many pictures there were of you kissing your friend from the club. You must be really good friends.



It was nice being in your space. Perhaps someday our space?



A simple wooden box with a beautiful hand-painted design sat on your dresser. Inside the box were twenty small teeth. I put nineteen in my pocket and one in my mouth. It settled under my tongue. I held it there while I chose items for the you I’d created at home. A sweater from the hamper. Hair from the drain and the brush you left behind. Tampons from the trash. I cut myself and your blood became my blood. You left your robe for me. You’ll never know how much that meant. Wrapped in your robe, laying on your bed, it was almost like you were really there holding me.



I swallowed your tooth.



Now you’re inside me.



When I returned home, I dressed you in your sweater and neatly arranged the teeth where your mouth would be. But nineteen is a bad number. I put another tooth in my mouth. My tongue caressed it as it gently clicked against my teeth before going down. Our bond only grew stronger.



I didn’t move to my bed after that. I stayed with you and tried to breathe life into you. The strands of hair fluttered. I cut myself and bled onto you.



It wasn’t quite enough.



I slept at the airport because I didn’t have your flight information. You were so excited to see me you forgot who I was. It all came flooding back once I reminded you: I saved you. We’d been dating for weeks.



We walked together. You were shy and didn’t want to accept a ride. Said you had someone else coming. We walked some more. You played with your hair. I tucked a strand behind your ear and kissed your cheek. You made a joke about finding security. I laughed. Then your brother was there. You were so excited to see him, you cried.



Why didn’t you cry when you saw me?



Maybe you were trying to hold it in? Didn’t want to seem too clingy.



You introduced us. Your brother had a firm handshake. That’s always a good sign.



He pulled me close, keeping a firm hold on my hand. “Listen buddy, I will kick your ass if you come near her again. Fuck off, yeah?”



He let go and pushed me away, then put an arm around you and walked away. Brothers say the funniest things. It’s nice that we’re already such good friends. “Buddy” was his nickname for me.



You dropped your wallet. It was obviously an invitation over. I wasn’t sure I was ready to take our relationship to the intimate level, to touch for real. That seemed like a big step. I watched you and your brother walk away.



The next three nights I slept with your wallet and practiced kissing your ID on the pillow. I wanted our first real kiss to be right.



I was still unsure if I was ready to take the next step with you, but I wanted to return your wallet. I took a deep breath and let it out as I slowly climbed the steps toward your apartment. I watched my dot and your dot get closer to each other on the phone. When you opened the door you made another joke about me staying away from you. I laughed. You’re so funny. I never knew I liked funny girls.



I handed you flowers and candy from the store around the corner and held your wallet up.



“Not the most subtle invitation,” I whispered. “I’m not sure if I’m ready, but thank you for the sign.” I walked around you and into your apartment, as familiar to me as my own.



“Dude, no, you need to get out, now!”



I laughed and pointed to the TV. It was on the news. “Look how well we know each other. You’re watching my favorite show.”



You finally let tears of joy fall. Your body shook with happiness.



I wrapped my arms around you and that was our first real kiss.



The words fell from you, almost like they were being shaken out by the tears and happiness. “Please let me go.” You moved out of my arms, your hands went through your hair. “Uh, work. Please, I need to get to work.”



I put a comforting arm around your shoulders and kissed you again. “Of course, darling. I can drive you.”



You shook your head and slipped into my favorite green sandals. “Not allowed to have guests. Need to go.”



I nodded. “At least let me walk you downstairs. Need to keep you safe. This isn’t the best area. I’ll have to help you move in. My place is much more comfortable.”



You choked on the tears of joy as we walked. Perhaps they were more upset tears then, since you didn’t get to spend as much time with me? Your hands shook as you unlocked your bike and climbed on. I stole one more quick kiss before you furiously pedaled away. You were so sad our evening had been interrupted, you cried. I wanted to take your tears from you. We’d have plenty of time together.



At home, your shape emerged from the things I put together. I got a bag of your hair from the barber. I had to tell a small white lie, that I was making wigs for sick children. It was the only way. They wouldn’t just let me have it, which was odd. 


The way the hair framed your face was stunning. All the pictures I took, printed, and pieced together made you whole. Your eyes, your lips, your fingers, fingernail clippings. The more time I spent building you, the more life you had. I poured more of my blood into you, then lay my head on your chest.



I heard your heartbeat.



I was so overjoyed. I wanted to see you.



I panicked when I couldn’t find your dot on the phone.



You had vanished.



I rushed to your apartment.



It was empty.



Your phone was off, the number no longer yours.



I searched for you. The club, the coffee shop, all the places I’d seen you go. All the places I’d taken pictures of you. No one could help me find you.



There was nothing left behind but a hole in my chest.



I took the arms of the sweater and wrapped one around me, laying my head on your chest. Your faint floral scent wafted around me.



Your heart beat beneath me, your chest rose and fell, heat radiated off you. Your arms wrapped a little tighter around me. I didn’t need to move to the bed. You were real now, alive in our corner. Our blood moved through you and I felt your lips on mine. The pieces of you I swallowed danced around my insides.



I pushed play on our playlist. The first track was I Will Possess Your Heart. I like that we keep it on shuffle, so we never know what song is going to start off our time together.



There I lay surrounded by you.



Surrounded by our love.







Mr. Flip



JADA MAES



THE BOY-CHILD’S NAME WAS SKYLAR and his fears looked like black butterflies. Several swirled above his strawberry-blond head as he slept. They fluttered in a drowsy way, sluggish from the sleeping mind that animated them. They were, in no particular order, Skylar’s anxiety about starting the third grade, his fear of the German Shepherd next door, and the suspicion that someone unpleasant had come to live in his house.



Across the bedroom, the closet door clicked open and a chalk-white hand snaked through the narrow opening with screaming-red nails honed dagger sharp.The hand gestured and the black fear-butterflies shuddered, flapping desperately as they fought against an unseen wind. The wind pulled them, mercilessly, toward the closet.When they were close enough, the hand snatched them from the air, whipped back into the closet, and slammed the door shut.



Seconds later, Skylar woke up shrieking. His moms hurried down the hall and into the room where Allison held the crying boy while Shae looked in the closet. But Mr. Flip was clever, and Shae would find nothing more threatening than a pile of clothes, a pair of sneakers, and Skylar’s old rain boots.



He smiled in the dark from his hiding place as Shae closed the door and returned to the boy.



Mr. Flip was left alone with Skylar’s butterflies. He wouldn’t eat the butterflies—no, not yet—but there were other things he could do.



So strange, the sound of screaming butterflies.



oOo



Mr. Flip was his name. Folding was his game.



If he ever felt the need to write the great secrets of closet monsters, the first he would tell would be Folding. It made him and his kind the most powerful creatures of all. Mr. Flip could stretch, flatten, or roll himself into, under, or behind anything. Whenever Shae or Allison looked in the closet at night, Mr. Flip would simply Fold himself behind the clothes hamper or slide between the books on the upper shelf and wait until it was dark again before he came out.



Another secret of the Folding Men was that they weren’t just active at night. Mr. Flip could feel the boy downstairs, slipping on his backpack and kissing his moms goodbye before running off to catch the school bus. Ten minutes later, Shae kissed Allison and left for work on her motorcycle.



Then there were only one set of eyes in the house.



Mr. Flip felt secure.



He slipped under the closet door, flat as a sheet of paper, and capered down the hallway. His black shoes made no sound on the wood floors, his rumpled black suit silent as the grave. Had someone seen him in that moment they might have mistaken him for a shadow. The tiny shadow of a crooked man with long, strong fingers, and a bowler hat perched on his bald head.



In silence, he crept to the second floor landing where he smelled the odor of cigarettes.



Allison was smoking again, the sly vixen!



“Yeah, it’s getting worse,” she said. “He’s waking up five nights a week now. And it’s always about the closet.”



A pause.



“Night terrors, I guess.”



She was on the phone with someone. He slithered up to the ceiling and crept down to the first floor, listening.



“We never taught him about the boogeyman, it’s too scarring. He must’ve picked it up at school or something. If I find the kid who put it in his head, I’ll cheerfully strangle the little bastard.”



A short humorless laugh flavored with smoke.



“Mister Flip. How weird is that? He showed me a picture last week. You know Sky and his pet monsters.”



A picture? Curious …



Mr. Flip hungered as he listened. He wanted nothing more than to drop down and pin Allison to the floor, to drink the fears out of her head until he bulged like an overfilled leech. Alas, adult fears were hot and quick, too jittery for even a Folding Man to catch with any ease.



A child’s fears, though … slow and sweet.



For a moment, Mr. Flip allowed himself the notion of Harvesting the sweet little morsel.



But there were other, more pressing matters.



First, there was the matter of the conference. The other Folding Men would be waiting to hear from him, and once he had conversed with them, he would deal with the supposed picture.



Tempted, but ever the professional, Mr. Flip left Allison to her call and skittered up the wall, returning upstairs to wait under the bathroom sink until he heard the front door open and shut. Once he was sure Allison was out of the house, he unfolded himself from the little cabinet and crouched hands-and-feet on the edge of the sink, his sharp nails skittering across the bone-white porcelain. Mr. Flip’s back heaved up and down, his beady eyes closed, and he leaned forward, vomiting a stringy black liquid into the sink. His rib cage swelled and shrank as he forced out more and more, until the bowl was full to the brim. Then he waited. And watched. And soon enough, he saw white faces peering up out of the black liquid.



“Hello, brothers,” he said.



The other Folding Men nodded.



There were seven like him, let loose from the catacombs in the black earth to drink all the fears they could catch.



Mr. Shade said, “Ahh, Mister Flip. Word has been sent from Below. A message from the elders, concerning you.”



“But—but, too early, my brother,” whined Mr. Flip. “The boy-child is not ripe enough. I haven’t drunk nearly enough of the fear he has to offer.”



“Time flies, brother,” said Mr. Glove. “A true Folding Man plays his games silent and quick. Your love of the chase has prevented the elders from receiving their sustenance.”



“Still,” said Mr. Wall, “the message was one of good tidings. Believe it or not, you have been chosen.”



A sudden, delicious chill crawled down Mr. Flip’s spine. “Surely, you can’t mean—”



“The moon is at the appropriate angle,” said Mr. Glove.



“The gates of Below are open for your return,” said Mr. Shade.



“You and one other, we should say,” said Mr. Cold.



“Harvest,” said Mr. Flip, as if tasting the word.



“Harvest,” his brothers echoed. Their voices were the wind in a field of dead grass.



The excitement was so great that Mr. Flip struggled to suppress the urge to vomit again. Only one Folding Man in a thousand was chosen to Harvest when the moon was bloated and orange. On those rare, wonderful days it was possible to pass through the spiky stone gates of Below.



And with a passenger in tow.



And when the passenger—a boy-child with strawberry-blond hair, for example—came below, all those delicious fears would be extracted from his head with the old, rusted machines the Folding Men had found centuries before. There would be a flood of black butterflies, not just a tiny trickle, and when they were done, the passenger would be given a fresh black suit and a shiny black bowler hat, and then he would be taught to Fold.



Mr. Flip looked up into the bathroom mirror and smiled at what he saw. A wrinkled white face pulsing with spidery blue veins and a perfectly circular mouth ringed with yellow peg teeth. Pleased with himself and with his new duty, he pulled the sink’s plug and let the black fluid gurgle away down the drain.



oOo



Mr. Flip needed time to prepare. The Folding Men were taught to keep their work tidy, which meant leaving no trace behind, and that meant Mr. Flip needed to retrieve the picture.



He danced back to Skylar’s room to start his search.



The writing desk was under the window, piled high with coloring books, loose papers, and stacks of binders with unicorns on the covers. About a hundred different colors of crayons, most broken and worn down, cluttered the spaces between.



The unicorns were a sweet, sweet lie.



Mr. Flip opened the binders and found a paper zoo filled with monsters. Cyclopes and griffins, lurching scarecrows, rotting zombies, crabs the size of Volkswagens, and werewolves fighting vampires. In one, Skylar had drawn himself holding one end of a chain. On the other end was some hulking thing covered in dark fur with ram’s horns curling from its massive head and long teeth grinning from its menacing maw. Something about the picture bothered Mr. Flip, so he took the time to tear it apart and stamp on the shreds again and again for good measure.



Eventually, though, he found what he was looking for in the back of the notebook. A page with the closet door drawn on it. The door was slightly ajar, and a pair of wicked little eyes could be seen peering out. He grinned, tore the page out, then folded it up and put it in his jacket pocket.



Perhaps he’ll autograph it for me, the Folding Man thought. There will be time enough Below. Forever and ever and ever enough.



And with that, he slipped back into the closest to wait.



And to dream.



oOo



When Mr. Flip opened the closet door a crack, he saw the bedroom bathed in moonlight. The harvest moon hung outside the window like a well-fed tick, pulling at him. Time, time, time at last. To take, to feed, to welcome another Folding Man into their hallowed ranks.



Take him now, some voice in his strange blood demanded, perhaps the voices of his brothers Below.



As Mr. Flip slithered out of the closet and across the bedroom floor, Folded flat as shadow, an old rhyme from his long-ago childhood echoed through his mind:



When you get some repose in the form of a doze,



With hot eyeballs and head ever aching



Your slumbering teems with such horrible dreams



That you’d very much better be waking



The Folding Man hunched over the boy-child’s sleeping form with pride as he watched the black butterflies flutter. All those delicious fears were now Mr. Flip’s: his property, his morsels.



He reached out with one moonlit hand, and as his crimson nails dug into Skylar’s shoulder something much bigger wrapped itself around Mr. Flip’s leg.



Mr. Flip looked down, utterly perplexed.



A hand gripped him from floor to mid-thigh, its hairy-knuckled fingers tipped in long, cruel claws. It was attached to an arm covered in dark, shaggy fur that jutted out from under the bed like a fallen tree trunk.



The hand squeezed, and Mr. Flip’s leg bones were crushed to splinters.



He shrieked and tried to leap away, to Fold, to do anything, but the hand’s grip was iron. It yanked his destroyed leg and Mr. Flip fell on his back, gibbering and weeping bloody tears. Then he looked under the bed, at the thing that had grabbed him, and forgot all about his pain.



Under the bed, there wasn’t a cluttered space of unwanted toys. Instead it was a cavern of stone, with walls stretching back and back into forever. In the dark of the cave, he saw two glowing red eyes, a shaggy head topped by two curling ram’s horns, and a sinister mouth lined with dozens of razor-sharp teeth. The floor was littered with broken skeletons, some still draped in tattered black suits. A half-eaten head had been tossed aside with a look of terror on what was left of its face.



It wore a shiny black bowler hat.



“Oh no,” Mr. Flip whined.



The thing under the bed leaned in close and sniffed him. Its breath was the air of a slaughterhouse.



“Picture … was … pretty,” it snarled. “Not … yours … to … break.”



Before the beast pulled Mr. Flip under the bed wailing and screaming, before the screams stopped and the eating began, the Folding Man looked up and saw the real monster of his tragic little life.



A boy-child named Skylar, with strawberry-blond hair and fears that looked like black butterflies, watched with a smile as Mr. Flip disappeared beneath the bed.







The Last Chance Diner 



L.P. HERNANDEZ



THE DESERT NIGHT STRETCHED BEFORE them. Occasionally, the swath cast by the headlights gave them a glimpse of roadside detritus. Tumbleweeds waiting for new wind, carrion turning to dust. There were mountains somewhere in the distance, far beyond the reach of the headlights, and very little else.



Beneath the tires, the road thrummed, a steady drone interrupted by the occasional jolt from unseen potholes. The sky glittered above, split into halves by the champagne-colored band of the Milky Way. There was no moon, only stars, and too many of them to count before sunrise.



“I’m getting hungry,” Zac said, his voice barely audible over the drone.



“What’s that?” Josh risked a casual glance over to Zac for a change in scenery.



He’d been drifting for miles, muscle memory and a dim awareness of reality keeping the Tahoe in its lane. There were no opposing headlights to track and no radio to distract, just a crackling sound coming through the speakers. It would have been so easy to just fall asleep. Zac’s comment was well-timed.



“Do we have any road-food left,” Zac said, unbuckling his seatbelt to inspect the backseat.



“No clue,” Josh said, checking the dashboard clock for the time. It was just past midnight. Josh did not remember if he’d adjusted it when crossing time zones. Regardless, if there was nothing left in the Tahoe to eat, they were probably out of luck.



“Find anything,” Josh asked as Zac settled back into his seat.



“Just a bag of garbage,” Zac said, wiping his hand on the red checkers of his shirt before buckling back in.



“Can you last until breakfast?”



“I guess. Maybe I’m more bored than hungry. Can’t get a signal out here. Nothing to listen to.”



Josh pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose to settle in the crease there. He couldn’t remember the last meal he’d eaten. He couldn’t remember what state they were in.



He remembered driving.



Only driving.



Behind him was Tennessee. Behind him was a family that had spit his own words back to him as if the syllables had been poison. Peppered in the conversation were words of hate and references to books of the Bible.



He couldn’t make them understand.



His father had paced, his hands clasped to keep from doing anything else with them. Josh remembered him nodding his head and leaving the room without making eye contact with his son. His mother had cried. Begged them to stay.



And then there was the drive. A rainbow somewhere in Colorado. They had taken it as a sign and chased the setting sun.



They must have eaten somewhere along the way. He just couldn’t remember it.



“Do you smell that?” Zac asked.



“What?”



“Something cooking.”He sat up in his seat, nose near the air vent.



“Look,” Josh said, nodding toward the horizon.



How had either of them missed it? There was nothing else in front of them, just the desert and a brilliant spot of light illuminating a diner. A sign glowed over the entrance: Last Chance Diner



“Was there a sign for it before?” Zac asked.



“I didn’t see one.”



Josh moved his foot from the gas to the brake and flipped the turn signal on.



The restaurant could have been built in the nineteen fifties. It had that forced retro-futuristic appearance, all rounded angles and chrome. The parking lot was about half-filled. Josh found a spot large enough to accommodate their vehicle and parked.



“We going in?” Josh asked.



Zac shrugged, already climbing out of the SUV. “Maybe just get dessert?”



Josh shook his head with a smile and followed behind, shrugging a little deeper into his hoodie to keep the dessert chill at bay.



A bell chimed to announce their arrival. The lights in the restaurant were bright, brighter than they needed to be. Josh shielded his eyes as they adjusted, but it still felt too bright. A dozen heads turned to view the new arrivals, mostly people sitting alone and a family of four. The décor inside the restaurant was predictably kitschy: posters of Elvis and Marilyn Monroe on the walls, and the tiles were black and white. Deep teals dominated everything else.



They passed a sign requesting they seat themselves and obeyed its directive, sliding into the nearest unoccupied booth. There was music playing, but the signal faded in and out, alternating between an oldies station that matched the vibe of the restaurant, and a religious program featuring a raspy-voiced preacher. The only clear word Josh could make out through bursts of static was sin.



A waitress approached, smiling, red lipstick peeling from her lips. The clusters of tight lines above her mouth indicated she was a smoker, or had been at one time. Her hair was a box job, a red that might have matched her lipstick the first few weeks after application. It was more of an auburn then, with the roots stark white.



“What can I get you boys to drink?”



Zac looked up from his menu and placed a hand to his heart. He inspected her face, squinting over the frame of his glasses.



“I’ll have a water with lemon,” Josh said, not taking his eyes off the menu.



The waitress held a yellow pencil above her notepad as the silence persisted.



“And you, sugar?”



Zac cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. You just remind me of someone. My grandma. She’s been gone for a few years now. Spitting image though, just wasn’t expecting it.”



“Oh, I look like lots of people’s grandmas I imagine,” she said, touching his shoulder with a good-natured wink.



Zac shook his head as if to clear it. “Just a water for now. No lemon, thank you.”



She didn’t bother writing it down, but nodded her head with a smile. “Be right back.”



Josh studied the laminated menu, but looked up when Zac tapped his hand.



“She looks just like her. Just. I mean. She looks like her twin.”



Josh considered how much interest he should show, attempting to select the right combination of words that would satisfy Zac without prompting further conversation on the matter.



He settled on, “That’s weird.”



“Super weird! I might try to sneak a picture of her before we leave.”



Josh nodded, waiting to see if that was the end of the discussion.



“Why are you squinting like that?”



“Am I?” Josh removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes with a knuckle. “It’s the light in here. It’s so bright. Feels like I’m staring at the sun.”



“Think so?”



Josh blinked a few times. “Probably just tired. We should switch after we’re done here. I’ll nap a bit.”



For a minute neither of them spoke. Despite the myriad options, and his apparent honest assessment of them, Josh decided on his usual order: a cheeseburger and fries. Zac settled on pie but wanted the waitress’s opinion about which was best.



She returned with the water a short while later. Zac fumbled with his phone to sneak a picture, but felt it would be too obvious to try in that moment. Perhaps if he applied his charm he could simply request one.



“You boys ready?”



“I’ll have the cheeseburger and fries,” Josh said.



“All toppings?”



“Yes, please.”Josh handed her the menu.



“I’m thinking I want pie,” Zac said when she looked to him. “If you had to pick, which would you choose?”



The waitress nibbled on the pencil’s eraser before answering. “I’m partial to pecan pie, myself. But apple’s our biggest seller. They serve it with a slice of cheddar on the side, like they do up north.”



“Oh, I’ve never had it like that. I’ll do apple.”



She took his menu and moved to pivot away, but stopped herself, turning instead to place a hand on Zac’s arm.



“It’s good to see you,” she said, and turned to Josh. “You too, young man.”



When she was out of earshot, Zac whispered, “That was weird. I mean, it was sweet, but weird.”



Josh shrugged. “Maybe hoping for a good tip.”



Most of the customers were elderly. They were lost within their own worlds, stirring soup long after it had stopped steaming. There was one other couple and a family at the opposite end of the restaurant. Tips were probably thin way out in the desert. Being extra friendly was probably the only way the poor woman survived.



“Do you hear that,” Josh asked, taking his glasses off again and placing a hand over his eyes to block the overhead light.



Zac cocked his head.



“The radio? It’s between two stations I think.”



Josh shook his head. “Something else. Like a drone. I can hear the music and the preacher, but there’s another sound beneath that.”



After half a minute of listening Zac shook his head.



Josh looked around. No one else appeared disturbed by the noise, either. “Does this place feel off to you?”



Zac faced the entrance to the restaurant and was only able to see a few of the customers. He stretched, glancing behind as he did. None of the customers were huddled over cell phones, not that they would have gotten a signal out there, and there were none of the expected sounds from the kitchen: clanking of spatulas, sizzling of meat.



When he looked back to Josh he shrugged again. “That’s just diners, isn’t it?”



“What about that?” Josh nodded toward the bar area while rubbing his temples. There was a long painting above it, a serene, stylized rendition of the interior of the restaurant.



Zac looked. “What about it?”



It did not show a bustling establishment with svelte waitresses balancing loaded trays. No attractive couples on double dates laughing over a plate of appetizers. Instead there were unoccupied chairs and empty booths. Just a few elderly people seated alone. And …



“Josh, look at the booth nearest the exit,” Zac said, gripping Josh’s forearm.



There were two men in the booth seated across from each other. One wore a black hoodie and the other a checkered, short-sleeved shirt.



“Is that …” Josh began.



“It looks like it,” Zac said.



Josh surveyed the restaurant, comparing it to the scene captured in the painting. An old man wearing a fishing hat two booths over sat with a bowl of chili. A middle-aged woman with a cup of coffee. A family of four near the bathrooms. They all matched the painting.



“What is that smell? It doesn’t smell like food,” Zac said.



It was the same smell as in the Tahoe.



Josh flexed his jaw, trying to pop his ears. “You sure you don’t hear it?”



Zac shook his head. He joined Josh on the opposite side of the booth to get a better view of the restaurant and its occupants.



The waitress crossed the tile floor, a plate of bacon and eggs in her hand, a bowl of grits balanced on her forearm. She placed the items in front of an elderly black man wearing an oil-stained mechanic’s work shirt. He was startled by her appearance, but smiled as she engaged in conversation, placing a hand on his shoulder. When she left, he watched her go with a lingering smile as if he’d seen a long lost friend.



“Zac, look at the painting,” Josh said, still massaging his temples. The drone in his head competed in volume with the intermittent music. The lights were still far too bright.



Though the table had been empty save for a napkin dispenser and a cup of coffee a minute ago, the man in the painting now gazed at a plate of eggs and bacon with a bowl of grits sitting off to the side.



And the man in the checkered shirt now sat next to the man in the hoodie.



“It can’t be …” he said, staring in disbelief. “What does this mean?”



Josh had no answers. He was no longer hungry. He wanted to be on the road. He wanted to be driving again, putting distance between himself and everything else.



“I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t really think right now. I’m tired. My eyes hurt. That noise is so loud I can barely hear you.”



Zac laced his fingers within Josh’s, watching him with concern.



The waitress returned.



She held an old-fashioned rotary phone: red, like her lipstick. “Josh is it?”



“Yes?” he answered, cautiously squinting up to her.



“Phone for you, dear.”



There were no cords leading to it. It was just the phone.



“Excuse me?”



“Phone for you,” she said, smiling and nodding as she held it out to him.



Josh took the phone and placed it to his ear.



“H—hello?”



There was a sigh from the other end. “I wish I could tell you I’m sorry, son.”The connection fizzled and popped, growing fuzzy before fading back in. Josh struggled to hear over the incessant droning.



“Dad?”



The voice was ragged, a throaty whisper, like his dad had been crying. Something Josh had never seen him do. It sounded like his dad was saying something else, but it was buried in the static.



“I love you. Always. I always loved you. I—I just wasn’t raised right, I guess,” he said.



“Dad, it’s okay. What’s going on? How did you reach me here?” Josh felt like he was shouting to be heard. Zac looked away from him for a moment, drawing Josh’s eye up to the painting.



The man in the painting, the one in the black hoodie, held a red phone to his ear.



Another rush of crackling static.



“I’m sorry, son. I’m just so damn sorry.”



“Dad? Dad!”



With a loud pop, the crackling ended and the line went dead. The waitress appeared shortly after, hands extended to retrieve the phone.



“What was that? How did your dad know we were here? What did he want?”



Josh scrubbed a hand through his hair.



“I don’t know. He just—just said he was sorry. Said he was sorry, and that he loved me.”



They were silent for a while before Zac spoke again.



“What is this place?”



Josh sat up straight and cleared his throat. The room was so bright he had to keep his eyes shut. “What’s the last thing you remember?”



“Before this? Colorado, I think. There was the rainbow in the spray of the waterfall. I think I remember the sign for Utah. Probably dozed after that …”



It was so bright and the drone was so loud. Loud as the horn of an eighteen-wheeler.



“That’s about the last thing I remember, too. Then I started to get sleepy. Turned the radio on. Couldn’t find a station. Just some oldies and a religious show,” Josh said, turning to face Zac.



“What are you saying?”



The waitress returned and slid Josh’s plate across the table. She placed the pie in front of Zac and retreated a step.



“Get you boys anything else?”



Neither of them were hungry. It didn’t really smell like food. It smelled like burning rubber and motor oil.



“Where are we?” Josh asked her, nudging his plate away a few inches.



The waitress offered the front of her notepad, which presumably bore the restaurant’s name. Josh couldn’t see it clearly, though. He only saw the light.



“Where are we, really,” Zac asked.



“Sugar, you’re just passin’ through.”



She left with a wink, disappearing through the swinging door to the kitchen.



“Look,” Zac said elbowing Josh.



“I can’t. What is it?”



“The painting. There are people missing.” He twisted beside Josh before settling again. “They’re not in the restaurant either.”



“They’re gone?”



“The man with the hat. The family. They’re all gone.”



With a final flare, the bright light faded and the roar in his ears subsided. Josh blinked and glanced around the room as it came back into focus.



“Are we…”



“I think so,” Zac said.



Their hands met again, holding fast.



Josh nibbled on a French fry. The burger, however artfully crafted, was not so appealing.



“I’m sorry,” he said as tears fell.



“You don’t have to be,” Zac said as he paired the cheddar cheese with the apple pie in a single bite.



“Why not?”



Zac chewed, his delight in the competing flavors evident on his face. “Because we’re still together. Isn’t that what this move was about, anyway?”



The waitress returned and Zac was quite certain if he called her by his grandmother’s name she would respond to it.



“How was everything,” she asked, hands on her hips.



“Perfect. Just what I needed,” Zac said.



Josh sucked in a breath. “Ma’am, where do we go now?”



She smiled at him and reached across the table to brush a hand over the fine hairs of his cheek.



“Sugar, you just go home.”







The Yaw 



CHLOE SPENCER



A BITING CHILL BLUSTERED THROUGH the streets of Maysburg as autumn descended on the sleepy town. Willa Chester shoved her hands in the pockets of her tan bomber jacket, making her way toward the high school where her friends Daru and Francine waited by the front steps. Daru waved as soon as she saw Willa, a look of excitement on her face. She must have heard something about the recent disappearances. Daru always had an ear out for juicy gossip.



“Did you hear they found an arm,” Daru shout-whispered, pulling Willa close to her.



“An arm? Wait, whose arm?”



“Rumor is it belongs to an adult male,” Francine said. “Someone found it behind the Full Moon diner this morning. It was all chewed up. Really gnarly looking.”



“That pretty much rules out vampires, right?” Daru asked.



“No,” Willa said, shaking her head. “If the sun wasn’t up, we can’t discount vampire involvement.”



Daru groaned. “How lame. I was thinking this would be more exciting than a messy vampire. Why can’t it ever be something cool, like a carnivorous centaur?”



Willa smiled, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “I don’t think those exist.”



Francine yawned, stretching her arms above her head. “If it’s not a carnivorous centaur then I’m headed to class. Gotta sneak in a nap before homeroom.” She winked and waved as she headed inside.



Willa and Daru bid her goodbye, waiting till she disappeared into the bustling crowd before turning back to each other. Daru bit her lip nervously.



“So, last Friday … did you want to talk about what happened?”



Willa removed her baseball cap and ran a hand through her chestnut-brown curls. “Do I want to talk about it, or do we need to talk about it?”



“Hey. I gave you space. Please don’t be evasive,” Daru said, her baritone voice firm and unwavering. “You were the one who kissed me, Willa.”



“I don’t—look, can we talk about this after school?” Willa winced.



“Actually, I can’t,” Daru said, her tone clipped and angry. “It’s Wednesday. I have soccer practice.”



“I’m sorry, I just …” Willa wasn’t sure what she wanted to say, but Daru had run out of patience.



She folded her arms across her chest and stuck out her chin. “Fine. You talk to me when you want to, I guess.”She turned and walked into the school without saying goodbye.



After that, the day rolled by in a forgettable haze. Before she knew it, Willa was outside again in the autumn cold, walking herself back home and still brooding over her fight with Daru. Until a poster caught her eye.



It was one of many in Maysburg, each a plea for help. Each had gone unanswered.



The poster’s weathered edges fluttered in the brisk autumn wind. The grainy black-and-white photo of a little girl with her arms wrapped around a Golden Retriever grinned out at Willa.



Missing: Judith Buckley, age twelve




Height: Five foot, two inches




Hair: Blonde




Eyes: Blue




Last seen August 5th walking home from Cups n’ Scoops on SE 12th Avenue.




If you have information, please contact Maysburg Police.




Stapled beside it on the telephone pole was another. This one more recent:



Charlie Goodburger, nineteen.



He hadn’t been seen for a week.



“Unfortunate, isn’t it,” Mrs. Hanzel said, shaking her head as she came up on Willa’s vigil. Mrs. Hanzel lived down the road from Willa in a dilapidated rambler local historians speculated had once belonged to a witch.



Willa nodded in response and pulled her baseball cap down over her ears as the wind picked up. She hadn’t known either of the missing people before they’d disappeared, but since twelve people had vanished over the past six months, she’d gotten to know their names and faces quite well. Their stories were broadcast over radio and television almost daily.



“Don’t forget, Mayor Martinez is putting a curfew over the town until this gets resolved,” Mrs. Hanzel said, giving Willa’s arm an affectionate squeeze before bustling away.



“Stay safe, Mrs. Hanzel,” Willa said, waving goodbye.



The people of Maysburg were unusually friendly—at least in Willa’s experience—but that friendliness came with some quirks. For instance, nothing was too weird in that town. The whole place was steeped in the paranormal. When asked about the disappearances, some people claimed the victims had all run off to join a cult, possibly living in the woods. Others suggested they’d been abducted by aliens and were now drifting far beyond the stars. One answer made just as much sense as the next in Maysburg. Such odd occurrences were common there, as they were everywhere Willa and her family had lived.



Willa’s parents were paranormal investigators. They’d moved to Maysburg specifically to investigate the disappearances.



Willa pulled her attention back from the poster and continued on her way. The trek home took her about half an hour, up into the distant hills of Maysburg, if she didn’t get distracted along the way. Their house was a two story Tudor sitting at the edge of the woods, and the driveway was empty when she got home which meant her parents weren’t there yet, as per usual. As Willa walked into her kitchen, she heard the familiar scrabbling of claws on the hardwood floors, and she crouched down to welcome her pit bull, Buster, into her arms.



“Hey boy! Ready for your walkies? Walkies? Walkies?”Each time she said the word, Buster bounced up and down excitedly.



She removed her backpack, grabbed his leash, and checked the time. Just a quick hike through the woods. I’ll be back before the six thirty curfew. For safety, she packed her hunting knife, along with a silver cross and a clove of garlic—just in case.



Behind their house, a series of hiking trails and animal tracks twisted through the dense forest surrounding the town.



Under the canopy of the trees she could feel her anxiety washing away. She listened to the breeze, the gentle chirping of the swallows, and the distant sound of rushing water.



Willa decided to take her usual route, which would bring her to a meadow. Buster knew every step of the way, following eagerly by her side, but when they reached the clearing Buster refused to move. He sat down and whined in distress. Willa looked, but could see nothing wrong with the yards of pillowy grassland.



“Come on boy,” Willa murmured, pulling him into the meadow with her.



Buster’s shoulders stiffened as they crept into the grass. He was barely moving.



Willa stopped, feeling suddenly vulnerable. She closed her eyes and tried to take a few deep, steadying breaths. When she opened her eyes again, she found the late afternoon had turned to darkest night. A hush had fallen over the meadow and a moss green moon loomed overhead.



Then Buster barked and howled uncontrollably.



Willa scrambled for her phone, turning on the flashlight before reaching for her knife. In her other hand, she tightened her hold on Buster’s leash. Then she noticed a light source coming from further up the hill. A small log cabin with silver smoke rising from its chimney. Orange lights flickered in front of the windows.



The cabin had not been there before.



Willa dialed her mother immediately and put her on speaker.



“Willa! Hi, honey. How was your day?”



“Mom,” Willa whispered. “I need help. I took Buster on a walk, and it’s night all of a sudden.”



“Sweetheart, its only four thirty. The sun is still out. What do you mean ‘it’s night’?”



“I mean something’s wrong. There’s a cabin in the meadow and a green moon. I know I’m not making sense, but please come get me.”



“Stay put. We’re on our way.”



As Willa ended the call, she realized a weight was missing from her right hand. Buster’s leash was gone. His barking had stopped, as well. Trembling, she looked back toward the cabin. The smoke had stopped rising, but the lights were still on.



Suddenly, she heard the leaves rustling frantically behind her, as if someone were running up the path. She crouched low, slinking up the hill and around the backside of the cabin to hide behind a pile of chopped wood.



As she peeked around the wood pile, she saw nothing but an empty field in the eerie moonlight. When she glanced up toward the open window above her, she could just make out someone standing inside. Her hand tightened its clammy grip on the knife as the figure silently moved away. She took advantage of the moment, twisting her head to get a look inside the cabin.



Her stomach churned at what she saw.



The walls were splattered with brown and black patches that looked like they were probably dried blood. A couple of baby cribs were pushed against one wall, the bars rusted and falling out. Several piles of identical wooden chairs cluttered the floor. Some were stacked up, one on top of the other. Two were laying sideways across the table. One appeared to be glued upside down to the ceiling.



Willa gripped the grass, panic swelling in her chest. Her hands felt sticky. As she looked down, she realized the ground had been soaked with dark, glistening blood.



The door to the cabin creaked open and Willa squeezed her eyes shut as she heard heavy footsteps running away.



“Willa! Honey!”



Her eyes snapped open and she was looking into her mother’s face. Gone was the cabin and the meadow. She was sitting on the trail in the middle of the woods, Buster solemnly laying at her side. Her dad stood over them, his hands on his hips.



Her mother cupped her face, checking her over for injuries. “Honey, are you hurt? What happened?”



“I don’t know. There was a cabin. In the meadow. There was blood, and chairs …”



“Chairs?”



“It—it was filled with chairs. And blood. And baby cribs?”



Her parents exchanged a concerned look. Then Willa realized something was missing.



“My knife! Oh no!” She twisted around, frantically searching the ground. “I must have left it in the meadow.”



Her father held up his hand, halting her. “You’re not going back into that meadow until we investigate what happened.”



“Well whatever it is, it’s not a vampire,” her mother said, helping Willa to her feet. “Let’s all walk back home together, okay?”



“No,” her father said. “What if this thing gets away? We should just look around now.”



“Let’s take Willa home first, Mark. We’ll drop her off and then come back.”



“You’re going to leave me alone in the house?” Willa cried out, horrified.



“Honey, we have to investigate. This is our job. You’ll be safe at home with Buster.”



“Buster disappeared! He wasn’t in the meadow with me,” Willa said, her voice hoarse. “It was like entering a dream world. Nothing seemed real.”



“Did you see anything?”



“Kind of? I saw something. A person maybe? Whatever it was it looked human.”



“It could be a Wendigo,” her father suggested.



“Wendigos don’t do this, Mark. If it looked human, it probably is one. Maybe we just have a cannibal on our hands.”



“But—but the visions. The cabin.”



Her mother rubbed her shoulder. “I promise you, we will figure this out, hon. We’re going to take you home. Can you call your friends to come over?”



Willa bit her lip. She wasn’t sure how Daru would respond, but she was the only person Willa wanted to see. She nodded reluctantly and followed her parents home.



Once she finished practice, Daru came over. Freshly showered, her black hair glistened like obsidian glass. Willa’s parents, armed with their handguns and night vision cameras, left. Then it was just Willa and Daru and Buster, all sitting on the couch.



Too anxious to sit for long, Daru walked over to the kitchen and placed the kettle on the stove to boil.



“What are you making?”



“Tea. You still got any Earl Grey?” Daru asked, digging through the cabinets.



Willa scratched behind Buster’s ears. “Even better. Darjeeling.”



“Nice.” Daru switched off the burner when the kettle screamed, and poured two mugs. “What did you see? In the meadow, I mean.”



“I’m not sure. A cabin. Filled with chairs. And blood. So much blood. It was horrible.”



“I can only imagine.”



“It’s funny, though. I’ve been around paranormal investigating most of my life, but I’ve never been interested in it or even seen much of it, and now I’ve stumbled into some bizarre mystery my parents don’t even know how to solve.”



Daru gave her the mug before sitting down next to her. “They’ll figure it out. What’s important now is that you stay safe.”



Willa nodded and sipped from the mug. The Darjeeling soothed her agitated nerves.



“You’re shaking,” Daru said, taking Willa’s tea away in order to hold her trembling hands.



“All those people are definitely dead,” Willa whispered. Her voice thick with tears.



“Yeah,” Daru said quietly. “Probably. I’m glad you made it out okay, though.”



“I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you. It’s not fair, and it’s selfish,” Willa sniffled. “I’ve liked you for a long time, but then I saw Jody post that picture on Insta, and I thought you two got back together.”



Daru rolled her eyes. “That picture is so old and it was a repost. I know Jody wants me back, but I’m done with her fake-ass attitude.”



Willa giggled through the tears. Daru grinned.



“I would much rather spend my time with you,” Daru murmured, brushing her fingers down Willa’s cheek.



They leaned in to kiss, taking comfort in each other as they closed their eyes. When they opened them again, the room was dark. Buster was gone. Willa looked out toward the window and saw the green moon hanging low in the sky, its deep craters glaring like sunken eyes.



“What the hell is happening?” Daru reached for the lamp and tried to switch it on, but it wouldn’t work.



“It followed me,” Willa whispered, turning on her phone’s flashlight. “This is what happened before.”



Out of the corner of her eye she saw something crawling out of the tea mug. She lifted it up and held the phone over it. It was filled with mud and fat red worms. She set it down carefully and looked at Daru.



“One of us needs to keep our eyes on the other at all times.”



“What do we do?”



“We need to go find my parents,” Willa said. “We have to get out of the house.”



Daru nodded.



The two of them stood up, facing each other slightly. As they walked toward the door one of the sconces flickered on.



“Willa. Look,” Daru pointed behind her.



She turned to look and found her reflection in the hallway mirror. Her face was slowly melting as her features seamlessly shifted into a sinister, masculine expression. Her reflection’s mouth twisted upwards, revealing the back rows of teeth. One hand—not her own—waved at her with crooked black fingers.



Terrified, she glanced back over to Daru, but Daru was gone.



Down the hallway, standing in the living room, was a shadowy figure well over six feet tall. Its head was round, but misshapen like a scarecrow’s. It was tilted to the side, as if its thin little neck didn’t have the strength to hold it up. It rolled its head forward from shoulder to shoulder, and a cacophony of cracks echoed down the hallway. Then, flinging its arms backwards, it raced towards her.



Willa screamed and sprinted out of the house.



She could hear the monster lumbering closer.



She squeezed her eyes shut as tight as she could.



When she reopened them it was daylight again and she fell face first onto the ground. Clumps of dirt sprayed into her eyes and she cried out in pain, but didn’t close them. She forced them to stay open as her fingers carefully combed through her lashes, removing the dirt as strained tears flushed out the debris. She looked back toward the house and heard a blood curdling scream.



“Daru!”



Keeping her eyes open, she burst in through the front door and raced to her parents’ office. She could hear Daru screaming upstairs.



“Hang on, Daru!”



She frantically rummaged around the office until she found a roll of tape and used a few strips to tape her eyes open.



As for self defense, she could only locate a silver letter opener laying on her dad’s desk. Feeling as prepared as she could be, she charged up the stairs. Her vision blurred and her eyes felt so dry they seemed to shrivel up inside of her skull, but she was determined to help Daru.



Throwing open the door of her bedroom, she saw Daru curled up defensively in the corner. She was desperately grabbing objects from the bookshelves and whipping them at a strange little creature crawling toward her. It resembled a cross between a red panda, a lemur, and, with the giant horns on its head, a ram. Its mouth opened like a Venus flytrap, peeling backwards from its lips, exposing rows of glistening, piercing fangs. Its wide black pupils vanished, showing only the whites.



The monster turned to face Willa, bouncing back and forth on its haunches.



“Daru, can you hear me? Daru!” Willa screamed, but Daru wouldn’t respond.



The creature pounced, latching onto Willa’s calf and sinking in its teeth. She could hear the pop of her bone snapping in half and she howled in pain before stabbing at the monster with the letter opener to free herself. It screeched and recoiled, slinking back towards the edge of the room where its head retracted and its mouth closed in a sinister smile. It didn’t move.



Suddenly Daru staggered to her feet, eyes wide with fear. She held a textbook over her head and approached Willa, knees shaking.



“Daru! Daru, it’s me!” Willa screamed. “Can’t you see me?”



She peeled the tape off her face and squeezed her eyes shut. When she reopened them, Daru recognized her.



“Willa,” she whispered, throwing the book to the side. She crouched down beside her bloody leg. “Oh my God, what happened?”



“I took my eyes off of you,” Willa whispered, sobbing. “And you didn’t see me. You couldn’t see it was me.”



They looked back towards the wall. Gone was the smaller monster. In its place was its hulking twin. Blood gushed from the stab wounds Willa inflicted.



Daru helped Willa up from the floor and together they fled the room, hobbling down the stairs. The monster roared and chased after them, crawling over the wall, skidding down the stair rails.



“When we get out the front door, close your eyes,” Willa cried out.



Just as they crossed the threshold, they collapsed to the ground, squeezing their eyes shut. Once they opened them, they were back in the daylight. The smaller version of the monster scuttled after them, extending its jaws as it came in for another bite.



The crack of a gun sounded behind them and two shots were fired directly into its mouth. The girls screamed and covered their ears, watching as it went down. Willa’s mother scrambled forward with an elongated silver canister, and scooped the monster inside before slamming the lid shut. Her father lowered his revolver and leaned to the side to scratch Buster’s ears.



“He came to find us,” her father explained. “He must have run out the doggy door.”



“Good boy, Buster,” Willa said breathlessly, then winced in pain and choked back a sob. Her leg was a mangled mess.



“I’m calling an ambulance,” her mother whispered, horrified. She withdrew her cell phone from her pocket and promptly dialed 911. As she spoke to the operator, she kept her combat boot on the lid of the canister, which was rattling in place. Daru removed her jacket from her shoulders and tied it around Willa’s leg, starting to apply pressure to her bleeding wounds.



“What the hell is that thing, Mr. Chester,” Daru asked. She jumped when the canister moved again. “And why isn’t it dead?”



Her father crouched down beside Willa and wiped the tears from her cheek with his thumb.



“That is a yaw,” he explained. “It’s a monster that distorts its prey’s perception of reality. Nasty thing. Tough to kill. When Willa said she saw a cabin and a green moon, we figured it had to be some sort of mind-melding monster. Yaws can only mimic a human’s perception of reality, so the strange visions made sense.” He rubbed his daughter’s shoulder and smiled apologetically at Daru. “I’m so sorry you ladies had to go through all of this.”



Willa glanced at the canister. “It can’t hurt us now, can it? Now that it’s in the canister?”



He shook his head. “No. The yaw’s mind bending powers are at its strongest when it’s alone. And all those people who went missing must have been alone when it found them.”



Willa wiped tears from her eyes. “And that thing ate them, didn’t it?”



“I’m afraid so,” her father said solemnly. “But I’m so glad that the two of you are safe.”



Within just a few minutes, the ambulance arrived with police close behind. Willa was carefully moved to the ambulance and had an IV inserted. As the cops interacted with Willa’s parents, Daru climbed into the ambulance with her, holding her hand.



“So, I know this may not be the right time to ask, but do you want to go out? Like, on an official date?”



“Once my leg gets fixed up you mean?” Willa grinned.



“Yeah,” Daru said, smiling. “As soon as you’re ready I want to take you out to dinner. Doesn’t have to be anything fancy. In fact, it can’t be. I can only afford pizza.”



Willa giggled. “Pizza sounds perfect.”







Eight Little Lies 



AMANDA CYBE



“LOVE IS ABOUT TRUST,” EMILY told me. “Do you trust me?”



We curled together on soft bed sheets, our limbs becoming blankets to shield us from February’s midwinter bite. Candles illuminated the matchbox room, scenting it with vanilla and honeysuckle. Unthinking, I ran my finger along a tattoo that trailed its way around Emily’s arm, thin beads of ivy forming an intricate lattice of skin and ink.



“I love you,” I said without consideration.



“That’s not what I asked,” she said, her voice caramel smooth. “I asked if you trust me.”



I surveyed the look she gave me, drowning for a moment in the chestnut depths.



She blinked, waiting.



“You’re serious?”



She nodded, little cascades of her hair bristling. The biting wind outside bellowed. I glanced towards the window then back to Emily. Her hand touched my shoulder. My hesitation spoke to her, stronger than words.



I had problems with trust. That baggage weighed heavily around my neck: my own personal millstone. I tried as best as I could not to pass it on to her, so in response I pressed a smile, an action that came readily in her presence.



“Let’s play a game,” she said.



I leaned closer, feeling her breath against my skin. “A naughty game?” I asked, my fingers velvet on her thigh.



“An honest one, Carly.”



I slid my head back, unsure of her words. After so many months together, games came to us easily. Hide and seek among the towering stacks of the university library became a game of hushed and eager lovemaking while dodging the eyes of hungover students. Only last Saturday we had raced each other along the chilly seafront, beating back the cold with our heavy breaths before finally collapsing in each other’s arms by the moldering ruins of the pier.



I inhaled, almost tasting her.



“I’m game,” I said.



Emily looked at me. “It’s an easy game. It’s called Eight Little Lies.”



“Eight little lies,” I echoed.



“We all tell them,” she explained, rolling her lips against the nape of my neck and nuzzling gently. “Little things to make ourselves seem better than we are. A lie we tell people, or tell ourselves.”



“And you want me to start?”



With a tender little smile and a glimmer of candlelight in her eyes she said, “I’ll start.”



Gradually and with hesitating concern, Emily touched her necklace. Fingertips brushed the small pendant that hung there, little silver wings forming the impression of a soaring angel. “I told you this was my grandmother’s?” she asked. I nodded in response. “It isn’t. I bought it from a stall in town last year.”



“Why?”



Coyness stroked her features. “I liked it. But I wanted to give it a story, wanted to make it sound important. But it isn’t.” She let her fingers drop, releasing the pendant. “That’s a little lie. Do you understand how the game works?”



I nodded and exhaled, considering my reply, but nothing came readily to mind; my thoughts remained a silent void. “What should I say?”



“Anything,” Emily insisted. “Anything at all. It’s just a game.”



“Do you remember how we first met,” I asked, my voice heavy with sudden nerves.



“At the student union,” she said. “You were drunk. I was trying to read. You came over from the bar and asked if you could sit with me.”



A lump grew in my throat and sat there tightly. “That wasn’t the first time I’d seen you. I’d noticed you before. I’d actually wanted to talk to you for a while before I worked up the courage to do it. I was nervous and didn’t even know if you were into other girls, so that’s why I’d had a few drinks. To work up the courage.”



“A few? As I remember you’d had about seven.”



“That’s how nervous I was to talk to you.” I laughed then, and like a cool breeze on a hot summer night, so did Emily. Her laughter got caught in the fire of my own and soon we were both alight with it, giggling like school girls. Her face, I thought, became illuminated with her smile.



“Okay,” I said when I’d finally caught my breath. “Your turn.”



Emily nodded, her next truth all ready to go. “I never knew my parents. Not my real ones. I was raised by my aunt. We lived far off in the forest. She took care of my schooling and I didn’t have many friends.”



“Wasn’t it lonely?”



“No, Aunt Anansi had everything I needed. She took good care of me.” She paused, and kissed me before playfully nipping at the skin of my chest. “Your turn,” she said with a grin.



I looked down at her. She looked so frail in my arms, a spindly bundle of long limbs and dark eyes. I felt a yearning, gaping urge to tell her more.



“When I was a child I ran away from home. Stayed away for three nights hiding in an old warehouse at the docks.”



Emily stared at me. “Why?”



“I can’t remember,” I lied, hoping it wouldn’t count against me in her little game. I didn’t want to tell her it had been over some trivial argument with my father. Did I want to tell Emily how much I hated my father, or that he was the only person in my entire life I hadn’t come out to? I had already opened one door by confessing to her about how hard it had been for me to approach her in the first place, but maybe this step was too much. “It was a long time ago,” I added dismissively.



Nodding, Emily shifted, letting her weight slide to her side. “My turn?”



I bobbed my head.



“My aunt basically raised me,” she said. “Taught me everything I know. How to cook, how to knit, how to hunt.”



“You hunt,” I asked. The idea sounded foreign to me.



But Emily nodded. “Grew up in the forest, remember?”



I thought, yes, it makes sense. It was sensible that, growing up in a forest, Emily would have had to learn how to hunt. Still, the idea seemed so different, so unlike the small, fragile, calm-spirited girl who sat beside me. I pushed away the thoughts—the silly images of red-coated lords and ladies on horseback pursuing panic-stricken foxes—and tried to imagine Emily. I tried to picture her hunched over a deer, a rifle resting against her slender shoulders, a proud smile on her lips as she posed for a photograph. Still, the image I’d drawn didn’t quite feel right.



“It’s your turn.” The sound of her voice drew me back from my introspection.



I sighed and admitted, “I don’t know what to say.”



Her expression was chiding. “Come on. Try one more.”



But I didn’t want to play anymore. “I don’t like this game.”



Emily pulled back slightly. “Are you afraid?”



Something about her voice made the lump in my throat swell a little. “No,” I lied, and closed my eyes. That was the second time I’d lied during this game and I felt a pang of guilt deep inside me. “Okay. One more, but then we stop. Agreed?”



She nodded.



My lips pressed tight, and in a voice that belied my hesitation, I said, “That scar on my shoulder?” Emily nodded and I continued. “It was a tattoo.”



“Really?” Her hair slid back in a wave as a laugh broke on her shore. “What kind was it?”



“It was stupid,” I said as I turned my gaze. “It doesn’t matter.” I wasn’t sure what thought hung heaviest in my mind; that she would think me young and wild for getting a tattoo in the first place, or that I had been ashamed enough of it to later have it removed.



For a moment, her look grew stern. It was an expression she donned when seriousness was called for, when the time for joking had fallen to the side.



“Tell me.”



I didn’t look up. A small doubt crossed my mind. Had I offended her? I regretted my decision not to tell her. Feeling guilty, I forced out my answer.



“It was my brother.”



“You never told me you had a brother.”



I took a deep breath. “He passed away. Four years ago. I had his name on my shoulder.”



Emily looked at me, her eyes wide, as if absorbing the stars around us. “I’m so sorry.”



I shook my head. “No, it’s all right. I thought I could carry him with me.”



“But then you changed your mind?”



“It didn’t seem right. I mean, it felt more like I was celebrating his death instead of honoring his memory.” I could sense the confusion in her gaze. She looked at me, almost examining me. I continued, the words tumbling out. “While I had his name tattooed on my shoulder I felt bad. Guilty, I suppose. It felt like I was forcibly tying him to me. When I had it removed it felt like I was releasing him, letting him move on. Does that make sense?”I didn’t know if it did. The words were clumsy to me, as if they were too heavy and ill-fitting to put my thoughts into a sharp relief.



I looked at Emily, losing myself in her beautiful eyes even as I expected distance from her, a look of hesitation. Instead, she nodded.



“It does make sense. You wanted to carry him with you but you found a different place to keep him.” She touched my chest, her delicate fingers resting over my heart. “In here.”



Nodding, I slipped my hand around hers.



“You want to keep playing?” Her fingers toyed with my hair.



I nodded.



Emily righted herself, letting her laughter fall. “The name of this game, Eight Little Lies, right? That’s from a nursery rhyme my Aunt Anansi used to tell me.”



“I don’t know it.”



With a playful smile that lit up her face, Emily spoke the rhyme.



Eight little lies



To catch the flies



To snare them in webs



Spun by eight little legs



Then sit back and watch



With your eight little eyes



The lump in my throat returned, but now it sat lower, hovering down in my chest.



Something about her laughter just a moment before felt wrong, somehow deeply improper.



“I don’t understand,” I whispered.



Emily smiled at me. “It’s just a nursery rhyme,” she said. “My aunt taught me to say it to the prey I’d hunt.”



A chill drifted over me. The hair of my forearms bristled. I leaned back, trying to move away from her, but Emily held me in her warm smile.



“Don’t worry,” she said, kissing my neck.



Outside the wind bellowed and I winced. That was no playful nibble. It stung hard enough that my hand slid to my neck before I even realized it. I looked down at my fingers, barely noticing the blood they’d carried away from my neck. I tried to move my fingertips, but they were already growing numb and alien, like little phantom limbs.



“What is this?” The words felt thick in my mouth and I struggled to form them.



Emily hushed me. “Relax. You’ll be fine. It’s just a neural toxin.”



“You bit me,” I managed to say before my tongue became a limp and useless mass.



She didn’t reply.



The room grew dim and Emily cradled me on the bed sheets.



“It will act fast,” she said. “You won’t feel a thing.”



She was right. And suddenly the fear was gone, fading into a foggy mist as I felt my heartbeat slowing. My panic had become as numb as my body.



Emily watched me as she gently spun her fingers together.



“I could tell you were the right choice,” she said, her attention focused on her twirling fingers. “What you said about your brother, about him being part of you? I knew you’d understand.” Gradually, with almost deliberate care, she drew a thin stand of webbing from her fingertips and started to fashion it into a cord. “I said you could trust me and I was right. You’ll get to be a part of me now and we’ll be together forever. That’s what love is about, right?”



Suddenly I realized I did trust her, and that I always would. I wished I could have formed a smile as she slid the silken thread around me, because I felt the millstone weight of my baggage grow lighter and lighter with every slowing breath as she wrapped me in her webbing.



She was right, of course. We’d be together forever.



And as I struggled to breathe, I looked up into her loving face and caught the reflection of the candlelight shining against her pupils, like eight tiny little eyes.







It Should Be Raining 



N.L. McFARLAND



“HOW ARE YOU FEELING, SKYE, my love?”



Skye groaned at the intrusion of light even though they’d only opened one eye. They rubbed their eyes with tiny fists, trying to burrow back into the pillows.



“Mornin’, Jarrick,” they mumbled. “I guess I’m feeling … sad. Still sad. How’s it look outside?”



Jarrick peered through the several inches of open Skye had left the blinds. It was a point of contention between them. Jarrick would have preferred them completely closed, but Skye enjoyed looking out and watching the neighbors.



“It looks sunny.”



“Ugh. That’s not right. It should be raining. I’m gonna take another day off work.”



“All right. I’ll leave you to sleep, then.”



Jarrick squirmed out from under the comforter and made sure it was tucked around the slender beauty in his bed so no breeze would get to his partner. He couldn’t resist just one more stroke of the little puff of blond poking out from the blanket, though, which elicited another little grumble of protest and a reminder not to let the snakes in.



Getting the hint to leave Skye alone, he scooted along the length of the bed bit by bit until he could reach and grab his wheelchair. He eased himself into it as carefully and quietly as he could manage.



It was always a process to get the chair through the doorway and he grimaced every time he saw just how badly the wheels had scraped on both sides, despite him trying to be careful.



Yeah, they weren’t getting their security deposit back when they eventually moved out.



The door to the smaller bedroom was open, but was suddenly darkened by a huge looming presence.



“Madison,” Jarrick smiled and looked over the third member of their little queer collective with appreciation. Hadn’t he been wearing that outfit the day before? Had he slept in his clothes again?



“Morning, Jarrick,” Madison stretched with a louder than intended groan, quickly covering his mouth and glancing into the main bedroom. “Skye still asleep, huh?”



“Yep. Might be another heavy dysphoria day. I think I might try to make breakfast for them. I’m feeling pretty good today, for once.”



Jarrick would have pulled his wheelchair back to let Madison pass, but he was already through the hardest part and wanted to spare the doorway as many scrapes as possible. Besides, Madison was a big guy, his shoulders barely fit through the narrow hall any better than Jarrick’s wheelchair. It was always single file for them.



“Food does fix a whole lot of problems,” Madison said.



“Yes, it does,” he agreed.



But first, the morning routine. Jarrick wheeled along behind the couch separating the dining area from the living room, snagging his yoga mat as he went. He didn’t even have to nudge anything out of the way to roll it out in front of his chair when he parked. Then he slid across the mat and reached up to open the blinds of the balcony door so he could do his yoga bathed in the morning sun.



He still didn’t understand why Skye had wanted it to rain. Hadn’t it rained enough? Jarrick wanted to enjoy the sun, even if it was cool like shade and no one ventured outside to enjoy it. There was enough to be depressed about without adding weather to the list.



An hour later, yoga done, mind and body centered, Jarrick rolled up his mat and settled himself back into his wheelchair. While it was true his body worked a little better after the yoga, he didn’t much feel like pushing his luck. He could walk with a cane when necessary, but only for very short distances and he had no idea if something else was going to need that extra bit of energy.



He hoped Madison had made something for breakfast to save him the effort, but when Jarrick looked around, the big guy was nowhere to be found.



Weird, he thought. The front door was right there, not feet from where he had been doing his yoga. Surely he wouldn’t have missed a guy as big as Madison leaving the apartment.



Even stranger, Madison’s coat was still on the hook, shoes in the line by the door where everyone put them in a vain attempt to keep the carpets cleaner, but somehow there was always mud.



Jarrick shrugged it off and went about his day.



The fight with the shower went about the same as usual: an utter pain and a severe drain on his energy. His wheelchair didn’t fit in the bathroom, it was exhausting to get completely washed while seated in the shower chair, and everyday it seemed he was losing ground with his legs. Nowhere was that loss more evident than in the shower as he struggled to stand. Still, he wasn’t ready to quite give up the independence of his daily shower, no matter how frustrating it was.



All of that and breakfast wasn’t even started yet. That was usually how his days went though; breakfast became brunch after all of the various obstacles he had to face.



He powered through it, leaving his wheelchair yet again to work in the kitchen.



It was a galley kitchen, only wide enough for the chair if he didn’t plan on opening a damn thing. It was easier to hobble around and use up some of the extra energy he’d saved than fight the kitchen to stay in the chair, so he pulled himself out, leaned on the counter for support, and labored over brunch enough for three.



In the end, despite all his efforts, Skye didn’t eat.



They didn’t get out of bed at all except to use the bathroom and complain about the weather. A few times, Jarrick thought he heard them crying, but when he asked what he could do to help they said “I just need some space.” So he gave them space.



Jarrick was eating dinner alone when Madison reappeared.



“Hey, get yourself a plate, I made enough for everyone.”



“Saw there was leftover breakfast, too.”



“Yeah, Skye didn’t eat. You can have it if you want.” Jarrick knew Madison loved his breakfast food.



The big guy sat across from him at their little table. They had started with just a card table when they’d moved in, but had searched high and low around garage sales and flea markets to find just the right little table for their tiny space, complete with two matching chairs. It was perfect for the three of them.



They hadn’t originally intended to be a thing. Jarrick had always been monogamous, but mostly because it was all he’d ever known. Skye was the one who was firmly polyamorous.



With all of Jarrick’s preconceived notions of polygamy—mostly from jokes about Mormons and the stigma of Middle Eastern religions his family feared simply because they didn’t understand—going into those first conversations had been awkward, to say the least.



Skye had been so patient and understanding, though, gradually introducing Jarrick and Madison to the idea of Skye dating both of them, and really explaining the concept of polyamory to assuage all the prejudicial ideas Jarrick had been burdened with.



Then he and Madison had suddenly clicked with each other, and instead of each of them only dating Skye, they had all become a loving unit. Skye had been utterly delighted! Of course it had come with an entirely different set of conversations, but it had been more than worth the effort for Jarrick to be able to date these two amazingly wonderful, but starkly different people.



“Are you going to be all right without me?”



Jarrick blinked, startled by the question. “What do you mean?”



“You and Skye. You were so solid before I came along,” Madison grinned. Oh, he had a grin that could light up the room. He was such a big, cheerful guy. Always with a joke timed at the moment it was needed most. But this was different. This wasn’t a Madison joke. It was something deeper Jarrick wasn’t sure he understood.



“We’re solid, the three of us. What are you talking about?”



“Yeah, I know we’re good as a trio, we were really good. I just want to make sure you two are still gonna be okay.”



Something hit the balcony window, pulling Jarrick away. As he wheeled himself over he found a crow, broken and limp on the patio. He searched the sky, though he didn’t know what for, and closed the blinds. He didn’t recall the rest of the conversation he had with Madison, or even if there had been more. He found himself curled up on the couch with Madison in his usual spot in the oversized recliner, watching one of Madison’s favorite movies. The couch was never quite big enough for him, not when Skye and Jarrick wanted to bring out all the blankets ever to make a nest there.



The next day was much of the same. Skye was too sad to get out of bed except for the most basic of needs, but it was their normal day off, anyway. As much as Jarrick wanted to help them in some way, they insisted they just needed time to themselves to cry it out.



It bothered him that he couldn’t do more, but he contented himself with his morning routine and a slow, but thorough, cleaning of the apartment. Mold had started growing around the windows and doors, and there was a persistent leak from the balcony. Jarrick could never find the source, but he suspected the upstairs neighbor had some kind of automatic watering system that had broken and was leaking into their apartment. It didn’t make a lot of sense, but it was the best he could come up with to explain the puddle that appeared daily.



The crow was still outside, joined by two more sometime in the night. Jarrick checked the glass for cracks, but found none.



By that evening, when his cleaning finally took him to the fridge, he found a strangely massive amount of leftovers. Once he’d pulled them all out, he sat and looked at the pile of food, debating with himself about what to do with it, confused as to why it existed.



In the end, he didn’t have the energy to take it out himself so he bagged it all up and set it aside by the trash can in a neat little pile so nothing would tip over and spill. Their apartment was on the third floor, the only unit available at the time, and even the first and second floor units involved half a flight of stairs anyway. The city wasn’t big on accessibility, they’d found, so Jarrick had given up finding an accessible apartment and settled on what was otherwise a perfect little home for the three of them.



As he was wheeling himself into the bedroom to tuck in for the night, he paused to watch the dark form moving around in Madison’s room.



“Hey, Big Guy, can you take the trash out before you leave tomorrow? Thanks,” he smiled and blew Madison a kiss before scraping the rest of the way into his room.



The bags were still there when he woke the next morning. Jarrick didn’t think too much of it, though. Madison’s door was open and no one was in there, so he assumed Madison had been late for work, or hadn’t had the time, or maybe he hadn’t heard Jarrick ask him in the first place.



It did give him pause that Madison’s coat and shoes were still in their place by the door, though.



Was it nice enough out that Madison didn’t need his coat? That was possible. It was also possible he’d just gotten new shoes, and instead of replacing them in the line of shoes by the door he was forgetting to take them off until he got to his room. Perfectly logical explanations, Jarrick reasoned, moving on with his day and ignoring the piling crows on the patio as he opened the balcony blinds.



After breakfast, he took a minute do plan his day, finding himself at odd ends. Because Skye wanted to sleep undisturbed in the bedroom, Jarrick hadn’t been able to use the computer to get on the internet as usual. The cleaning day had been a good substitute, but today the pain was high and he wasn’t sure he could manage it again.



And dishes were piling up in the sink.



That was usually Skye’s chore. One of the harshest triggers of Jarrick’s chronic pain flares was standing in one place for any length of time, however he couldn’t stand the combination of trash sitting by the bin while dirty dishes took over the entire kitchen counter. The kitchen wasn’t big enough for even a single sink-load of dishes to go unwashed. Not when it meant less space for him to cook.



So Jarrick had a dilemma. He could push himself to pick a chore and suffer for it physically, or leave them all and suffer with the state of things, instead.



Jarrick attempted a compromise. He tried to squeeze his wheelchair into the kitchen, intending to sit and wash as many dishes as possible before the pain got too bad, but his wheel caught on one of the bags waiting to go down to the dumpster. It twisted and broke, spilling its contents across the floor, effectively trapping him.



It was such a small thing, such a tiny frustration, but it seemed so huge all of a sudden. He felt so worthless sitting there in his wheelchair—a pile of rotting food on one side and dirty dishes on the other—he couldn’t help but cry.



“Hey, Jarrick.”



Instead of being angry for the trash still sitting there, he could only feel calm relief wash over him. It was Madison’s voice, but Jarrick couldn’t see him when he turned to look.



“Mad, thank goodness. Skye’s still not feeling well and I could really use some help.”



Skye had been so very depressed, huddled up in bed for so long, and in that moment Jarrick suspected the worthlessness he felt about the trash and the dishes was really about something else entirely. As soon as he thought it, he knew it was true.



Maybe he felt worthless because he couldn’t help Skye through this rough patch. He and Skye were both so emotional, and that wasn’t a bad thing, but they would work each other up, sometimes building into something manic, sometimes sending each other spiraling down. It was a tough cycle to break out of.



Madison was their ballast.



“You can get through this. I know you can.”



“Can’t you just take the trash out, Mad?” Jarrick hated that he was almost whining, but it couldn’t be helped. At least he was getting the crying under control now that he’d heard Madison’s voice again.



He wiped his face until it was dry, then summoned enough energy to untangle the bag from his chair and back up out of the kitchen to start again, but he couldn’t get past the trash. Maybe something was trying to tell him today was not the day to push himself, because every time he tried to encourage his chair forward to reach the dishes it just made the mess worse.



He needed Madison.



Jarrick looked around the front room and down the hall. Madison’s bedroom door was open, but there was no sign of him. That was weird. Jarrick was sure he’d heard him. He’d responded to hearing him, so where was he?



Frustrated and tired, Jarrick laid himself on the couch. He wanted to curl up with Skye to talk about it, but also didn’t want to burden them. They were already dealing with so much. Instead, he stared at the television, ignoring the mess in the kitchen and the dining area as he let his YouTube subscriptions auto-play to try and catch up from a day of missing his computer time.



He could almost ignore the smell of rotting food. It wasn’t too bad yet.



At some point, the emotional exhaustion caught up to him and he woke from an unexpected nap. He narrowed his eyes at the YouTube video playing. One of his favorite personalities was on. They sometimes went over recent news articles and made jokes about them. The current piece was about a town not far from them that had apparently been completely destroyed by some freak weather and a series of other strange events, like a fire that had taken down half the buildings in town, and reports of flooded streets full of snakes, and crows attacking everything. It all seemed too strange to be real. Jarrick was certain it was being exaggerated for views, so he skipped to the next video on the list.



“There’s a darkness out there, Jarrick.”



“Madison?” Jarrick struggled to sit himself up, bracing against the arm of the couch to try and peer over the back toward the dining area. It had gotten dark while he had been napping and the light from the television was the only light in the entire apartment.



“You and Skye need to be strong against it, stronger than me, or it’ll swallow you up, too.”



“Madison, quit trying to freak me out,” Jarrick pulled himself up higher to see where the big guy was hiding. He had to be in the kitchen, even if the voice sounded like it was coming from his recliner.



Sometimes Madison enjoyed playing practical jokes like that. Skye was absolutely freaked out by horror and couldn’t stand to watch even the most mundane of horror movies during the day, even with the blinds open and all the lights on. Madison had learned to only try those sorts of jokes on Jarrick because it just wasn’t fun if his target wasn’t amused as well. He wasn’t a cruel man, quite the opposite. He was the most loving person Jarrick had ever met.



“You gotta be okay without me, Jarrick, come on. Work it out.”



“What the hell, Mad? Where are you? We talked about doing practical jokes that rely on my mobility!”



Jarrick huffed in frustration, the tears from earlier stinging his eyes again.



No, they had not been about the trash or the dishes.



“Who are you yelling at?” Skye shuffled out of the bedroom, a fleece blanket wrapped around their delicate shoulders and their blond hair looking more spiked and tousled than puffy from so many days in bed.



“Madison! He’s doing his practical joker shit and hiding out in the kitchen to freak me out.”



Skye stared at him. Then they slowly shuffled around the couch, crouching down so they were eye to eye. They ran their delicate little hand over his arm.



“Jarrick, love … Madison died last week. Something in the water got him when he went out with a group to search for people in need. Don’t you remember?”



A soft peel of thunder pulled Jarrick’s attention to the balcony window, and suddenly he became aware of the rain outside.



It had been raining for days.







The Last First Date of Bear Bloomfield 



KIRBY KELLOGG



BEAR BLOOMFIELD WAS AT A disadvantage. A flush of heat had risen to her umber cheeks, though whether it was from embarrassment or intoxication she couldn’t tell as she leaned over the gap between two bar stools, trying to grapple her phone back from the thief she called her best friend. Niko clutched it like a prize, keeping it just out of reach while she taunted her.



“A bet’s a bet! Time to hook you up!”



“I’m fine,” Bear repeated for the umpteenth time as she stretched for the device, cursing herself for choosing to sit at the bar as she struggled not to topple her stool. “I haven’t even been on that stupid app in months. It’s probably flooded with straight girls and hipster couples by now. I’m fine.”



And she was fine, regardless everyone else’s opinions about her being just over thirty and terminally single. Her eighty-year-old mother said she must be lonely and tried to find her dates at Pride while motoring beside her on a scooter. Her sisters called her a mess, but they were both married to landscaper Southies with more pride than brain cells, so they had no room to talk. Her friends had settled on calling her a “perennial bachelor”. Most of them were other butches with tattoos and stable relationships, and at the very least Bear had to admit they weren’t wrong; she hadn’t had a real relationship since college.



Still. She was fine.



Niko made a quick “nuh-uh” sound in the back of her throat. “You made a bet and you lost.”



“I lose bets all the time and you never say shit! How was I supposed to know Gail Simone wrote that many comics? I’m not a nerd like you,” Bear complained, allowing the slightest shadow of a grin to spread across her cheeks.



Niko grinned right back, lightly smacking Bear in the arm with her free hand. “You weren’t supposed to. Now you gotta pay the price.”



Bear put her head in her hands, resting both elbows on the bar. Dating had never done anything good for her. She had what her mother called a “broken-ladder streak”: she’d climb up to something good when she went on dates, but by the end of the night the girl would be too busy, too disinterested, or too unhealthy for Bear to go out with again. For the most part, she’d sworn off dating entirely and filled her days with work, cuddling her old bloodhound, Simone, and spending time with friends. But there were dips in that routine.



This was one of them.



Niko swiped through the app as Bear peeked between her fingers to watch. She should have known better than to accept the bet. Of course it had been a trap. But she’d been confident, acting through a haze of whiskey-fueled hubris while Niko and her wife, June, had been working in the industry for years. The last superhero movie Bear had seen was some Spiderman film she could barely remember. She had been doomed from the start.



Still, she’d taken the bet and lost it, and now she was facing her punishment. Niko was going to set her up on a date.



“I think I found you someone,” Niko grinned. She’d been one of Bear’s few dates to make it through the broken-ladder streak; a fellow stud and Bear’s best pal in the world. “Looks a little icy, but I’m sure you can handle her.” She handed the phone back to Bear. “Her name’s Chelsea.”



Chelsea, according to her profile, was a twenty-nine-year-old limo driver who loved jazz music, long walks at night, and “the fine art of avoiding eye contact”. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a nineteen fifties pin-up calendar in an immaculate powder blue swing dress, white cloak, and matching wide-brimmed hat. Golden pin curls spilled down her shoulders and glimmering green eyes looked sidelong into the camera. She smiled without showing her teeth.



Something in Bear’s heart kicked up like a scared animal.



“Huh. Pretty,” she said, playing it down. Niko snatched the phone back and a squawk of frustration rattled through Bear in protest. “Hey, gimme that!”



“In a second!”



Sure enough, the phone was returned in a second with the words “You’ve liked each other!” plastered across the screen.



“There. Now we’ll get a chance to see how you do with a new girl. If nothing else, it’ll get you out of the house for something other than dog-walking.”



Bear scoffed, but still checked her phone when the ding of a new message rang out. Ignoring Niko’s shit-eating grin, she read Chelsea’s message to herself. It wasn’t much. Just a quick “hello” and “I was just about to go to work, but can I message you tomorrow? BTW, love your tie.” Then a small string of multi-colored heart emojis.



Bear checked her own photo, almost laughing at the picture of herself as a bridesmaid at her cousin’s wedding. The virulence of the baby pink tux had nearly made her gag at the time, but it had been a nice gesture. The black tie covered in starlings had helped.



She sent off a message of her own. Just an “ok” and a compliment on how good Chelsea’s dress looked. A stream of blue hearts followed from Chelsea and then there was no more.



“We’re gonna talk more tomorrow,” Bear said looking up to Niko, then glared. “Stop grinning like that! It’s gonna be nothing.”



“Just keep telling yourself that, genius,” Niko chuckled, looking up at the bar television. Her expression shifted as she shook her head. “Look at this shit,” she said, pointing up at the TV with disgust lacing her words. On the screen, an elderly news anchor talked about how another man, a “Trevor Langston”, had been found in his apartment drained of blood, his skull split in two and emptied. It was the fifth such death in as many months and the police were starting to call it the work of a serial killer.



“I remember that jackass,” Bear whispered, making sure no one could hear them.



“Same here,” Niko said, and raised her glass to no one. “Good riddance to bad apples.”



Trevor and his goons had come to Pride a few months prior with signs and bibles and voices screaming out across the road, competing with pumping anthems and the joy of so many. They’d been vultures and flown away when rushed, but then they’d perched around the fringes with hate in their eyes and ruined the whole vibe.



Bear didn’t respond to Niko, though, instead looking at her phone again and focusing on those little hearts. She went to sleep dreaming of them, and of the deep green eyes that had peered out at her from the phone screen.



It was a good night.



oOo



It was foolish to get too attached. Bear knew that. With her luck, she knew the chances were high she’d ruin the whole thing with the next word, or be left in the lurch on a whim. It had happened before and it could happen again. Normally she kept that adage in mind and let it guide her along through all the new dates and semi-attachments she made.



Somehow it was different with Chelsea.



Far from the ice queen Niko had judged her to be, Chelsea was a dream, more lamb than lion. She was meek and funny, choosing her words carefully and always brimming with compliments. She was a ray of sunshine and Bear wanted to bask in her light more and more each night they texted. She sensed the attraction coming from Chelsea too, through her kindness and her desire to learn just as much about Bear as Bear wanted to learn about her. Losing a little sleep each day was worth it so long as they could talk a little more.



Eventually, their texting evolved into phone calls. It was common for neighbors to hear them laughing and talking into the wee hours of the morning. Chelsea told her about her night job, about an interest in history and her small, spread out family, and Bear rambled about her friends and family—her “pack” as she called them—and the bond she shared with Simone, how they could understand each other perfectly.



It was clear they were both smitten. Everything was perfect.



Well, almost everything.



“Why can’t I visit you?” Bear had settled on the thin carpet of her living room floor as she crushed a heart health pill into a little container of peanut butter for Simone. It was the fourth time that month Chelsea had refused to let Bear visit her apartment and, while she understood, the butch was getting frustrated.



“The building’s getting fumigated. Bedbugs. You know how it is.” Chelsea laughed sheepishly.



Bear’s jaw set. “That was your excuse last month. Either you have some shitty exterminators or something’s off here.”



Silence.



“Look, I get it if you’re scared. I am too. I’ve never,” she paused, running a hand through her short chestnut hair and tracing her fingers over the newly sheared fade. “I’ve never been into a girl like I’m into you. But I’m willing to face that fear if you are. Just think about it, okay? I gotta go. Simone needs her medicine,” she sighed, deflecting before she could feel any more awkward. “Just think about it and let me know what you think. Have a good night, Chel.” With that, she clicked off the phone and whistled for her dog.



As Simone settled at the edge of the couch, licking the peanut butter from her chops as she devoured her medicinal treat, Bear watched the news.



The death count from the Boston Bloodletter had hit ten now, and looked like it was only rising. The killer, referred to as an “east coast Richard Chase”, was indiscriminate in his hunting grounds, but very specific about his victims. He (because the press insisted it had to be a man) only killed the worst of the right-wing flock. A circle of the same men who turned a blind eye to the killing of her own people cried that these murders constituted “genocide”. As the news switched to a fluff story about the upcoming full moon and the strange effects it carried, she changed the channel to a Friends re-run and got ready for bed.



Just before she laid her head to sleep, her phone buzzed and she checked it.



The St. Charles Place apartment complex. Number 207. Come tomorrow night. Don’t bring anyone with you. Then the same hearts she’d sent at the end of her very first message. Fear fluttered in Bear’s chest and her pulse quickened. Chelsea’s timing was terrible. Going out on the full moon wasn’t the best idea.



Still, she thought, might as well get it out of the way on the first physical date.



The logic was sound, but did nothing to assuage her nerves. The sharp kick-drum speed-up of her heartbeat followed her into dreamland where she encountered the image of herself, headless and pushed aside by the jeering hyenas of the world. Through it all hovered the strange case of the last sentence from this girl she was growing to love.



Don’t bring anyone with you.



It was a bad night.



oOo



The starlings peered out at Bear’s reflection as she looked herself over in the window of a shop just outside Chelsea’s apartment. Her fade curled playfully atop her head, with one defiant spiral dancing around her autumn eyes. No pink tux accompanied her tonight, though. The awful bridesmaid tux had been replaced by a dark sapphire blue one with white accents she’d found while thrifting. The bouquet in her hand was meant to match the ensemble. It didn’t, but the pastel blue daisies were still very pretty and reminded Bear of the dress Chelsea had worn in her profile picture.



Reaching up to run a hand through her fade, Bear took a moment to appreciate how stark her white nail polish was against the dark brown of her skin, as well as how short she’d cut her nails.



Mom had always said “Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst”. She could prepare for the best too, though, right? She didn’t have to choose one or the other.



Taking a deep breath, she went up the stone stairs and into the apartment complex itself before the store’s owner could ask if she was going to keep window shopping.



It was a homey little place, if a bit dark, with maroon walls and little circular lights along the stairwell. She walked up to the second floor, switching the bouquet in her hands and muttering, “Hey, Chelsea. I got you these ‘cause they reminded me of you,” under her breath like a mantra, testing tones and speeds as she ascended.



As she entered the second floor hallway, two things struck her very quickly.



The first was the silence. It was late at night, so it made sense not to hear much, but she’d expected the noise of a television left on or someone snoring through the walls, at least the very least. Even the wail of a screaming baby would have been a strange comfort.



Instead, there was nothing.



The second thing she noticed was the sharp smell of blood that stabbed at her nose as soon as she reached number 207.



Fear filled her as she gave the door a few urgent knocks, her breath quickening from worry.



“Chelsea? It’s Bear. You in there? I got your text, are you okay?”



The door opened on a room dark and silent.



Bear entered, opening her eyes as wide she could in an attempt to see into the darkness. She held the flowers in front of her like a guide. “Chelsea?” she called again, her voice heavy with nerves. “C’mon, stop fucking around. This isn’t funny,” she added, getting stern even as her body began to tremble. Slapping her hand along the wall, she felt slickness against her palm and her blood ran cold.



Oh no, oh no. Oh God no.



Reaching the light switch, she flicked it on and stood in silent horror at what she saw even as some primal, sadistic part of her cackled, bellowing two words into the night.



Oh yes!



The apartment was covered with thick plastic wrap, everything beneath it pristine, pushed across the warped faux-hardwood floor to the walls. Chelsea stood in the center of the room, naked as the day she was born, blood dripping down her chin like thick syrup. Her skin was mottled with streaks of crimson, her blonde hair matted with sweat and blood, and her green eyes were wild, filled with fat tears waiting to fall.



The only thing in the room besides Chelsea in the center, was the body of a young man, his neck twisted awkwardly and skull split in two. Grey matter dotted the floor in little popcorn clusters, but the largest chunk was in Chelsea’s hand, being squeezed like a stress ball. Clear ichor and dark red mingled in a small puddle at Chelsea’s feet, which slowly trickled across the uneven floor toward Bear.



All of this Bear saw, but it was Chelsea’s mouth that drew her attention the most.



Blood was smeared across it like hastily wiped lipstick and it was open for the first time Bear had been able to see.



Two long fangs hung down, almost phosphorescent in the apartment’s eerie light.



Suddenly, the night shifts and the fear of meeting made horrible sense.



Chelsea collapsed to her knees in tears as she attempted to remove some of the blood, managing only to smear more of it on herself. It took a while for her to regain coherence, and even when she did it came out as choking sobs and the word “I’m sorry,” repeated like a prayer to an unforgiving God.



“Chelsea?”



She wouldn’t meet Bear’s eyes.



Bear reached out and gently clasped her chin, lifting it to tilt her face upward.



“Look at me,” Bear told her, voice stern.



Chelsea obeyed.



Using some tissues she always carried around, Bear wiped some of the blood from Chelsea’s face, cradling her head as horror gave way to cleanliness.



“There we go,” she said, her voice gentle as she finished. “Are you okay?”



Chelsea spluttered a moment, eyes wide, expressing confusion now instead of fear. “Why,” she asked, swallowing down tears and the last clinging bits of brain. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”



“Should I be?”



“I drink blood and eat brains!” she argued, her blood-soaked hands grasping the deep blue sleeves of Bear’s tux. “I’m a monster, Bear! Blood keeps me alive. It has ever since nineteen fifty-fucking-six!” She sobbed, then, shaking heavily. “You should be running away, not—” There was a little sob, then her head was nestling into Bear’s neck. “Not holding me.”



Bear just laughed a little. “Chelsea. Did you really not notice?”



Chelsea looked at her, perplexed.



“I call my friends a ‘pack’ for a reason.”



As the full moon rose high in the window behind them, the crack of bone and shriek of pain filled the apartment like terrifying music. Chelsea watched her date’s body morph into that of a snarling creature between trapped worlds with its limbs akimbo and splitting seams before they grew and shifted into those of an immense wolf. Her fur was midnight, and she was bigger than any wolf Chelsea had likely seen before. The wolf that was Bear curled against her, letting out whimpers of happiness.



Then Chelsea laughed. She laughed until she was crying again, her tears disappearing in Bear’s soft fur. And then they were both laughing. The wolf’s strange, yipping laugh shifting back into all-too-human chuckling, which mingled with the music of Chelsea’s laugh, both of them in stitches at the utter absurdity of their situation.



Then they coiled around each other, ignoring the corpse on the floor in front of them as they basked in each other and the relief they felt.



It was a good night.



As was the night of their second date. And the third, and the fourth, and every date after, stretching onwards into a beautiful, blood-soaked infinity.



And in that bloody apartment, on the night of the full moon, the last first date of Bear Bloomfield ended with a kiss.







Friday Night Séance 



MIRANDA HERNANDEZ



MOM,



I’m writing you an email instead of calling because I am afraid of speaking about this in my own house. I don’t know exactly what is happening, but maybe you will. Maybe you know someone who can help?



Before you get in the car or make any snap decisions about coming over here, please read all of this email first.



John hasn’t been acting at all like himself and I’m responsible for everything that caused this.



Please don’t tell Grandma. She’ll freak out and that could make things worse. For now, please just keep this between you and me.



Let me explain.



You know John has been a fan of paranormal reality shows for as long as we’ve known him. Well, we were about to celebrate our fifth anniversary and I wanted to do something special for him. A real paranormal team from the Montgomery area advertised a guided investigation for beginners and I thought I’d surprise him with tickets to one of their ghost hunts. And I did surprise him. He had no idea until the last minute, even with the new flashlights and walkie-talkies I bought to go with us. The cherry on top was the reservation I made for a pre-investigation meal at his favorite sushi place downtown.



I know what you’re going to say, Mom. Believe me, as much as we love the paranormal we share your feelings about respecting the dead. Please keep this in mind as I continue.



It’s been almost a week since we drove out to a small town suburb of Montgomery for this event. John and I showed up at the town’s community center around 10:00 p.m., and the paranormal investigation crew met us in the auditorium. About a dozen people were expected to turn out including us. However, our hope for a more one-on-one experience plummeted as the crowd of ghost hunting hopefuls grew much larger than anticipated.



We shared a look of silent annoyance as we observed most of the folks who stood around us. There were about as many Ghost Adventures wannabes milling about as you might guess. We thought about leaving when it was clear most of them wouldn’t approach the activity with much, if any, sincerity, and we weren’t interested in ghost hunting with a big rowdy group.



I tried not to let it show, but John could see I was agitated. My plan was falling apart and my disappointment could have clouded the whole night, but John didn’t let me sink too far. He’s so good at making “lemonade” like that. He put his arms around me and I can remember the sardonic look in his clover green eyes when he said, “Buck up, Buttercup. The way I see it we can either stay and get away from the hillbillies—make our own little investigation group, just us and the ghosts—or we can go home and watch Patrick Swayze be a studly ghost while we play with the Ouija board and sip spiked hot cocoa.”



I wish we’d gone home. But the pep talk was enough to bring me back around.



One of the investigators emerged from the panel to greet the large crowd. She stood out like a ripe strawberry, hard to miss in her billowy bright red blouse. Big gold buttons polka-dotted her sleeves and ample upper body like flashy fruit seeds. The woman was as loud as she was bodacious, with a voice that could startle a sailor. Her name was Pam and she claimed she could “bring out the dead” with her mediumistic abilities.



It wasn’t that I didn’t believe her, but she seemed less likely to draw lingering specters in for a conversation than she was to drive away everything in a thirty-mile radius.



With Pam in the lead, the paranormal team gave us an introduction of their experiences followed by a tutorial on how to properly collect evidence with devices like electro-magnetic field readers, dowsing rods, and digital voice recorders, all of which could be found at each of the locations they’d picked for the night to help lead the investigations.



Then Pam gave us some background information about the various locations they’d chosen around this small town, and we were to choose one of them to investigate. The paranormal team would split up to assist with the groups gathering at each location. Almost everyone signed up to attend the abandoned Baptist church and the haunted fire station, but our dumb asses chose the Confederate cemetery. It seemed like the right choice at the time. We were only two of four people signing up to investigate it: it was as close to one-on-one as we were going to get.



As John and I were about to leave and look up directions to the cemetery, Pam shouldered her way toward us, declaring we’d be a group together with her. The sound of her raucous voice effectively dampened any newfound hope we’d managed to find for a quiet adventure.



Pam invited a pair of meek-looking white ladies to join our small group; a plain woman named Kate, and Kate’s equally plain, grown daughter, Samantha.



Kate and Samantha were nice enough, though quiet. John guessed they disapproved of us once they saw us holding hands. We introduced ourselves as devoted husbands and smiled a little when they flinched. You would have been so proud of us, Mom.



Our group of five split up into our respective vehicles and followed directions to the cemetery independently. It was situated on the outskirts of a housing area built within the past twenty years. We drove through town and into the wooded hills to get there, arriving around midnight.



In these hills, the only surrounding light traveled from dim and distant porches scattered among layers of old pines and oak trees. The poorly lit corners of rooftops and shutters peeked between black leaves and branches, standing guard like a bunch of retirees with nothing better to do than spy on the neighborhood.



We parked outside the cemetery in a little grove along the fence posts out front, headlights off—as instructed. Unlike the traditional gothic iron used to encompass other burial grounds, this was a sturdy livestock fence. The broad white planks glowed like electric coils in the night. John cracked a joke about the ghosts of the Confederacy being racist even in death, requiring a gravesite fence so white it didn’t even need a “whites-only” sign on it.



There wasn’t an actual sign like that, but there might as well have been. Memorial Day had just passed a few weeks prior and there were plenty of little confederate flags stuck into the ground at the base of the headstones.



As we strolled up to met the others at the gate, Pam turned to lead the way, a ribbon of cigarette smoke trailing behind her as she walked. Our shoes crunched layers of dried leaves and twigs as our eyes adjusted to the static darkness. Despite the grip summer weather already had on Alabama, a chill had settled over the cemetery. I was glad we’d worn our sweatshirts as we made our way to the center of a cluster of well-ordered rows of graves, careful to avoid tripping over the shadowed stones jutting from the ground.



I handed John one of the new flashlights and reminded him to turn on the digital recorder, since the paranormal team members had indicated it would be central to the investigations.



The five of us took a seat on the stone benches in the middle of the cemetery, flanked on all sides by decrepit two-hundred-year-old headstones. Pam lead us in a twang prayer before we started. John giggled at Pam’s heavy southern accent and how she pronounced the word “amen” as “ay-may-yan.”



We were tasked with getting evidence of paranormal activity via EVP (electronic voice phenomena) on the digital recorder, and photos with our phones. We waited several seconds between questions so the recorder could pick up responses, even if we couldn’t hear them in the moment.



I don’t know quite how to describe the séance, save for how somber it felt to ask personal questions of the corpses beneath our feet, separated from us only by some two-hundred-and-fifty-odd years of layered pine needles, dirt, and the thin wooden boxes cradling them. We asked everything we could think of in the span of about three of Pam’s cigarettes, taking care to be respectful in our tone and line of questions. It went as peacefully as I had hoped it would, save for the muggy, stagnant clouds of Pam’s cigarettes. Another cigarette later and we were just about ready to say a closing prayer before leaving, when a deep growl rumbled from somewhere behind Kate and Samantha. It was low and menacing, like nothing I’d ever heard before.



Everyone went silent. That’s how I knew all of us had heard it.



I stood up and pointed the flashlight in the direction of the sound, careful to avoid blinding whatever animal might have had its hackles up. But, Mom, nothing was there. Hand to your bible. We put down our recorders and got up to point every light we had in search of whatever had made that threatening sound. I don’t know why. I didn’t have my hunting rifle in the car at the time, so I don’t even know what I would have done if we’d discovered whatever could make a sound like that. Maybe it was the just allure of experiencing something on our haunted séance trip even if it wasn’t ghosts. Whatever the reason, we all spent several minutes combing between the broken tombstones, except for Pam.



We walked in pairs, everyone taking a hundred pictures of the cemetery like good paranormal investigators so we could get out of there as soon as possible. I admit, as much as I was inclined to believe it was an animal and not something paranormal, in that moment I really wanted it to be something supernatural.



John never left my side while I snapped pictures in the dark. In the distance, the concurrent flicker of Kate and Samantha’s phone cameras in the far corner of the cemetery distracted me from my own picture taking and I stumbled over a particularly small headstone. As I leaned down to read the markings on the stone, I felt a powerful gust rip past me, nearly knocking me over. It came from my left and picked up speed as it passed through me, bulldozing John to the ground.



He didn’t get up. Instead he lay on his back where he fell, gasping like a dying fish.



I was stunned. How could anything have barreled through my six-foot-five husband like that without also throwing me for a mile? I took a moment to scan the trees for whatever had hit us before dropping to my knees at John’s side. Helping him was the priority.



I barely registered the women shrieking a moment later, tending to John as I was, but the engine of one of the cars roared to life and its headlights lit up the whole cemetery. I had to squint against the onslaught of sudden high beams as they peeled out, leaving us there in the pitch dark.



Where was Pam?



I didn’t have time to worry about her. John still couldn’t catch his breath and a creeping dread was gnawing at the back of my neck. So, unsure of how else to help him, I got behind him and crouched to loop my arms through his, pulling his body back toward the car. I stumbled a few times while pulling him along, but he was finally able to get up as we reached the edge of the cemetery and together we ran to the car and jumped in.



When I flipped on the headlights they revealed the pitch black shape of an enormous half man-half buck with thick, gnarled antlers twisting skyward, unending against the backdrop of the trees towering over us.



It was nothing but shadow: no facial features, no clothing or skin tone. Nothing. The figure absorbed every bit of the light that should have revealed it if it were physical, and if it were just a shadow it should have disappeared. But it was there, looming over the hood of our car with the most horrifying white eyes. Even in the headlights its eyes were glowing.



I screamed, my guts loosening when it leaned forward and slammed its hooves on the hood. This wasn’t my imagination, Mom. The marks are still there to prove it!



I threw the car into gear and got us the fuck out of there. I didn’t think twice about Pam at that point. I didn’t know if she’d left us there—if all three of the women had—but in that moment I just wanted to put as much distance between us and that thing as possible.



I looked in the rear view mirror to see if it was following us, but there was nothing on the road behind us.



John was silent the whole way back to Montgomery. I figured he was just as rattled as I was, so I didn’t push him to recall of the terror we’d just experienced.



When we got back to the house, John walked up the porch steps and then stopped and just stood there. I asked him if he’d gotten hurt when he fell in the cemetery but he didn’t answer. Instead, he rubbed his lower back and winced. I decided I’d call the chiropractor in the morning and request a weekend appointment for him.



What I’m about to tell you is why I’ve given you all this background, because John hasn’t been himself at all since that night.



He sits out on the porch all day and night, no matter the weather. He hasn’t slept. Or if he has it’s been with his eyes open. The whites of his gorgeous brown eyes have turned red and the skin of his eyelids is turning purple. He hasn’t touched the food I put in front of him and I tried bringing him water, but he simply ignored the glass and glared at me when I came out of the house. He hasn’t said a word and won’t come inside for any reason, even for the bathroom! He smells like actual shit. I’ve tried to clean him, but that’s when I hear that vicious growl again. The same one we heard in the cemetery. It doesn’t really come from him though. It’s as if the growl is coming from around him.



He’s been like this for the past week.



And Pam came by yesterday. She was quiet and apologetic and told us the paranormal team apologized for sending us out there without more of a structured team. I apologized for John and for leaving in a hurry. I tried to explain what happened, showed her the dents the creature left in the hood of my car. She said she’d fetched the recorders we left by the benches and hidden in her car after a gravelly voice said “bitch” next to her ear. Pam audibly swallowed as she described it. Then she told me she’d seen Kate and Samantha nailing an inverted cross onto the tree nearest our car before they’d peeled out.



I opened my phone to search through the pictures from that night, but all we found were several dozen shots that were either too dark or too blurry to decipher. I promised Pam I’d forward the pictures to the paranormal team so they could spend more time analyzing them.



Pam mentioned that Kate and Samantha’s recording had come back with a lot of what sounded like growling, which corroborates our account, at least. She said the women never came back, though. They’d emailed their séance recordings and never mentioned they’d left us behind. I felt some anger in recalling their actions. I don’t know their side of it, but their lack of engagement with us makes me suspicious. And with what Pam has shared I fear we may be dealing with something much worse than the ghost of a Confederate soldier. 


John was sitting on the porch like a stoic maniac when Pam tried to approach him. The growl that erupted was louder than I’d heard from him previously. We both took an instinctive step back and Pam regarded us with bewildered shock. She promised to be in touch, fleeing to her car and pulling out of our driveway quicker than a hummingbird could recite the alphabet.



After she left, I went to a toy store and bought a Ouija board. I don’t really know what I thought would happen, but desperation convinced me it wouldn’t hurt to try. Maybe I thought I could communicate with the spirits in the cemetery and they’d have answers? Call it stupid if you want, but you’d do the same for Grandma if you had no other choice.



I took every precaution I could think of—I brought out every religious item Grandma had ever gifted me and set them up on the kitchen table. I said prayers and lit white candles as I prepared to ask my questions of “the other side”, but as soon as I touched the planchette heavy footsteps thundered across the porch. I looked up to see John standing square in front of our sliding glass door not ten feet away from where I sat.



He stood stock still, though I swear the outline of his body in the porch light shivered from head to toe. The air around him vibrated like intense heat waves floating over hot August asphalt. His exhausted eyes searched the inside of the house before finally resting on me.



Standing there, staring at me like that, I was terrified of him. Me, a grown man with a kitchen full of weapons at my disposal, and I was deathly afraid of my own husband. My hands left the planchette and I picked up one of Grandma’s wooden crosses, clutching it tight to my chest. The man outside—the man that wasn’t my John anymore—smiled and that familiar growl reverberated through the thick glass door between us like a purr. Then he turned and walked back to his spot on the porch like nothing had happened.



I put away the spirit board, but kept all the angel figures and religious items out.



I tried to sage the house today, but got the same terrifying reaction the spirit board inspired last night, so I stopped.



Last night, after I finally gave up and went to bed, I heard chanting outside our bedroom window. I got up to see where the hell it was coming from, hoping to find my husband as himself again, but when I peeked outside I found him still in the same spot on the porch, dozens of flies buzzing around his smiling face.



I walked to get the mail this morning, putting as much space between “John” and me to avoid the smell and his gaze, when I noticed knobs at his temples calcifying into what looks like horns or antlers.



Pam left behind the digital recorder and I’ve listened to everything it captured from that night a hundred times. Every time I listen, the recording feels like it gets longer. You can hear us talking and asking our questions, the clink-clink-clink of Kate or Samantha hammering on the tree, then John getting knocked down. Kate and Samantha shriek in the distance, and then there’s this otherworldly voice before a car peels out in the background. It sounds like it’s right up against the mic, whispering or scratching or something. It sounds like a language, like some of it might even be English. So far the only word I can distinguish is “mine”.



Please, Mom, I need your help, but you can’t tell anyone. This is going to have to be as private as possible. I’m afraid if I call you to discuss it he might overhear the conversation. I don’t really know if he can understand me at this point, but he doesn’t like it when I try to leave, so emailing you was my only option.



If you know a priest or maybe a pastor who’s trustworthy, and you can meet them in person, tell them about what’s happening. I need their guidance ASAP.



Please download my attached audio file and forward it to the police if something should happen to me.



I love you, Mom. Please help me. I’m so scared and exhausted trying to stand guard over myself. I don’t know if John will try to come inside, but I’m not sleeping and the chanting doesn’t end. Pray for me, and pray for John.



Love,



Davey



— P.S.



Lock your doors.







Silence 



F.I. GOLDHABER



JANINE WATCHED THE DRIFTING SNOWFLAKES through the frosted glass, grateful for something that was supposed to be silent. She enjoyed the radiator’s warmth, but couldn’t hear its hissing. She smelled floor polish wafting in from the hall, but couldn’t hear the machine the janitor used to scrub the worn linoleum.



The empty dorm room—with double bunk beds, matching built-in desks, and mismatched chairs—oppressed her spirit. Her roommate had gone to the gym to “dance”, jumping around to whatever rhythm she could feel with her feet from a band playing so loudly the musicians wore ear protection.



But her roommate had never heard orchestras perform Beethoven and Mozart, had never coaxed a violin to play the Tchaikovsky concerto. Janine didn’t belong in this school, in this silent world. She wanted to go home.



Her breath frosted over the window pane. Letters scrolled across it in a childish cursive.



What would you give up to hear again?



Good question. She wouldn’t want to lose her sight and the ability to read music. Without touch, her fingers would have difficulty finding the correct position on the strings. Taste and smell made the world more enjoyable, but neither enhanced her music.



She stared at the window. Wait, she thought. Who had written those letters?



Blowing on the glass until it fogged over, she scrawled: Taste.



The word faded away, and one by one new letters spelled out, Not enough.



Janine shook her head. Was she having a conversation with a window? She fogged out the letters again and wrote: Who are you?



Not who. What.



She shuddered. Have to be dreaming. She jammed her fingernail into her thumb. It hurt, but nothing changed. With one finger she scribbled: What are you?



Your ability to hear.



Janine almost fell backwards out of the window seat, clutching the upper bunk until she was steady on her feet.



With her hand trembling so much she could barely form the letters, she dragged her finger across the chilled glass. What do you want?



Your legs.



She retreated until she smashed against half open door, slamming it closed.



After the hit-and-run driver ran a stop sign, destroyed her Sentra and stole her hearing, Janine had railed against the gods; wished she’d not survived; gone on an unsuccessful vigilante’s crusade to find the truck’s owner; and imagined losing almost anything besides her hearing.



But her legs?



She slid down until her rear landed hard on the cold floor, her back resting against the door. To play again. To hear Mendelssohn and Dvorak once more. But to never walk or run?



How long would she have to spend in some institution designed to teach her how to use a wheelchair instead of how to function as a deaf woman in a hearing world? Could that be any worse?



She closed her eyes and tried to imagine navigating the backstage corridors at Symphony Hall in a wheelchair. The building—erected in the early part of the previous century—was last renovated in the late eighties, long before the Americans with Disabilities Act. No way to get on stage that didn’t require negotiating stairs.



Another city? But it’d been difficult enough to get a seat in a real orchestra, and she’d only moved up to first violins six months before the accident. Relocating meant beginning again.



She hung her head. Even if she could find a way to get onto her own stage, she’d have to start over anyway. Her chair had probably been filled months ago.



When the hospital had released her, she’d rebuffed any attempts by colleagues who’d reached out. She hadn’t had the courage to contact anyone at the symphony to learn who’d taken her place. She’d even avoided reading the local newspaper, afraid seeing news about concerts and performers would send her back into a tearful rage.



Janine leaned her head against the door and held her hands in position, remembering the feel of polished wood; metal strings pressing into calloused fingertips; the smooth touch of ivory in her bowing hand.



“Your legs” was still scrawled across the window, teasing her, taunting her with hope she’d banished months after she’d woken up and seen lips moving, but heard nothing—no sound from the respirator or other machines surrounding her, no voices from the nurses’ mouths.



She’d wept until she believed she’d never be able to cry again.



Her father had moved her back into her old room in his house, boxes labeled “music” stacked against the wall.



A tear crept down her cheek. For the last six months, she’d struggled so. The school tried to teach her lip reading, sign language, the manual alphabet. But the only language besides English she’d ever been able to understand in her entire life had been music. At conservatory she’d failed all attempts to learn French, Spanish, German. Finally, she’d written a thesis to convince the department music had its own vocabulary, and begged to use that to fulfill her language requirement.



From third grade onward, she’d worked toward only one goal: a career as a professional musician. She’d abstained from parties, dating, even friends. Her life revolved around practice and playing. An amateur violinist himself, her father had taken Janine to her first lesson when she was six and had willingly supported her through conservatory and her first positions in two-bit orchestras that only paid for stage time. Finally, a real job with a professional orchestra and its salary had allowed her to rent her own apartment.



Now, she’d no way to support herself, and someone else lived in her four rooms. Another violinist played the Soffritti she’d saved five years to buy. She’d told her father to sell it, use the money to cover some of her medical bills.



She looked at her slender legs. Her legs for her music. Was that even a choice?



Lifting her head, she stared at the letters on the window. Was she going mad? How could her “ability to hear” contact her through a fogged up window? And why did it want her legs?



Entropy. For you, nothing else is equal sacrifice, appeared on the glass.



She slapped her palm over her lips. Had she asked the question aloud? She hadn’t spoken since the accident. The doctors said there was no damage preventing her from doing so. She just couldn’t cope with the thought of making a sound she herself couldn’t hear. For the past six months, all her communication had been via a tablet she carried with her.



At one point, school staff took it away, attempting to force her to communicate with fingers, voice, eyes. She’d just crawled into a corner, paralyzed by the absence of words in her silent prison. For a week, staff schlepped her to the cafeteria, the bathroom, classes. That’s what it would be like to have no legs. If she needed to enter a building without a ramp or climb stairs onto a stage her father would have to carry her.



Janine crawled back to the window and pulled herself up to the glass to write her next question: Why?



Pain is my pleasure.



She closed her eyes. Whatever wrote those words wasn’t her ability to hear.



But I can give it back to you.



Sweat trickled down the back of her neck.



When?



Choose by Saturday.



Two days to decide whether to trust an apparition that could be a ghost, or a demon, or something worse. Two days to take what could be her final steps, to run for the last time.



The colder air from the hallway made her shiver. The words disappeared from the glass and she turned to watch her roommate’s hands fly through shapes of words and letters. Janine handed her the tablet.



You missed a great party.



Janine shrugged. I’d rather be alone, she typed.



Amanda shook her head and grimaced, grabbed her toiletry kit, and left the room again.



Janine longed for a place where her toothbrush could stay on her sink and she didn’t have to remove her shampoo after a shower. She was too old for dormitory life.



oOo



In the morning, Janine laced on her running shoes, left the tablet on her desk, and darted out the front door. Class started in ten minutes, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t a minor like most of the students. At her father’s urging she’d signed an immersion program form, but the school had promised what it couldn’t deliver.



After running across campus, she climbed over the chain link fence and continued alongside the street. Rain stung her face and plastered her hair to her head. Passing cars threw plumes of water onto the sidewalk, so she stayed close to the grass along the other side.



Front lawns became smaller as she neared downtown.



She ran until a stitch in her side forced her to stop and catch her breath. The ache was nothing compared to the pain of practicing ten hours a day to build up the required calluses on her fingers.



She leaned over, chest heaving, to brace her hands on her knees to catch her breath. The exhilaration of wind on her face could never compare to the thrill of fingers dancing over the fingerboards, or the bow acting as an extension of her right arm as it sang across the strings.



Janine looked up and watched a woman chugging toward her on a motorized scooter. Wrapped in a down coat, she looked as if she weighed almost three hundred pounds, her rear end flowing over the wheelchair’s seat. Janine stepped aside. She could walk faster than the woman was moving.



If I have no way to exercise, how fast will I gain weight? Would it matter? It’s not like I have a girlfriend to care whether or not I’m attractive.



Leaning over, Janine grasped her ankles to stretch out her calves before they froze up. How would she stay limber enough to play if she had to give up running and yoga? Those gave her the stamina needed to spend hours standing in front of her music stand, bow warbling, her fingers seeking the notes until she could play them perfectly.



Straightening, she kept her head down and plodded back to campus, ignoring the movement of cars, people, and dogs passing her.



When she slunk in through the staff entrance, a security guard grabbed her arm and marched her to the superintendent’s office. Sitting in the all-too-familiar chair across from the woman’s desk, Janine stared at her hands in her lap, ignoring Mrs. Silva. Finally, the woman stuck a tablet under Janine’s eyes.



What exactly did you think you were doing this morning? Missing class again, leaving without permission, without letting anyone know where you were going?



Janine refused to respond to that or the additional admonitions typed onto the tablet.



Eventually, she was escorted back to her room and left alone.



Janine just stared at the window.



A crippled musician, or a useless runner? Not much of a choice.



oOo



The following morning, Janine had to work harder to escape the building—pretending to go to breakfast and dashing out the cafeteria side door. This time she headed east—past the prison and the shopping mall, out to where the houses were spread further apart.



A cop car pulled into a driveway, blocking the sidewalk in front of her, and two officers in dark blue uniforms stepped out into her path. She tried to ignore them, catching her breath, stretching. They gestured wildly. One of them knew sign language, but of course Janine didn’t.



When the woman tried to take Janine’s arm, she ducked, turned, and jogged back toward the school. The squad car followed; she could feel the heat of its engine at her heels.



She couldn’t believe the school had called the police. What did they tell the cops, that she was unstable? A danger to herself? If she’d been in a wheelchair they’d have had no trouble taking her back by force. On the other hand, if she could play her violin she wouldn’t be trapped in a school with curricula designed to teach people who’d never heard a note of music. She’d have had no reason to run away.



Slowing, she trudged along the sidewalk until she had to step aside to let a man coming in the opposite direction wheel by in his chair. He wore padded gloves and his wheels were tilted in toward a narrow seat. In smooth motions, his hands reached back, pulled the wheels forward, and reached back again, moving him along at a fair clip. Like her, he wore only a windbreaker and track suit against the rain. She wondered if wheeling the chair at that pace gave him a cardio workout.



Janine watched until he disappeared over the hill.



The security guard waited for her in front of the main entrance. She climbed the wide steps, resisting an urge to turn back and wave to her police escort. He held the door open for her, then followed her to her room. He left her there, so she figured she was expected to stay, not that she had a desire to go anywhere else.



Janine stared at the window. Since the rare snowfall Wednesday night, it hadn’t been cold enough outside for the room’s heat to steam up the glass. Tomorrow she’d have to decide, and she still couldn’t make up her mind. Legs or Liszt? Walking or Wagner? Running or Ravel?



At least if she was confined to a wheelchair she could count on her father’s assistance. His disastrous idea to send her to this school had been a desperate attempt at find a way to overcome her hearing loss, something he could never do. But, he was tall and strong, while she’d inherited the petite figure of the woman who’d died when she was born. Always there to help her tackle life’s obstacles, he could carry her up stairs when necessary, encourage her efforts to navigate the world without legs, support her until she could earn her way back into an orchestra.



The light outside grew dim, clouds turned orange, and the sky faded to black. Her roommate never returned. Probably asked for reassignment. Janine couldn’t blame her.



She crawled into her bunk without removing her clothing.



oOo



A hand on her shoulder woke Janine and she opened her eyes to her father’s worried frown. Home? But, she could still see the upper bunk above her. She grabbed her father and clung to him, sobbing against his shoulder, tears soaking his shirt. Her dad rocked her back and forth for a while, then pulled away and reached for the tablet on Janine’s desk. It wouldn’t turn on. She hadn’t charged it since Wednesday. She got out of bed, the cold air from the hall making her shiver. Digging the charger out of the bottom desk drawer, she handed him the cord.



You need to pack. You’ve been kicked out. The staff’s given up on you, her father typed.



Because of the furrows between her father’s brows, and his downturned lips, Janine suppressed her grin. She just dragged her suitcase out from under the bed and emptied her drawers into it.



Don’t you care that you’ve been thrown out? What will you do? How will you survive in a hearing world with no training? The superintendent said you refused to learn sign language or even try to lipread.



Janine sat on the suitcase to lock it, staring at the window fogged over from the cold outside. She reached for the tablet. How did you get here?



I rented a car at the airport and drove down.



I’ll meet you in the parking lot.



How long?



Five minutes. It wasn’t like Janine had made any friends she wanted to say goodbye to. She only had one thing to take care of and she didn’t want anyone to see that.



Watching her dad carry the suitcase out of the room, Janine hesitated for a moment. Did she really want to be completely dependent on her father again? She pressed her lips together. Even if she couldn’t be independent, she’d do whatever was necessary to get back into an orchestra—including practicing fifteen hours a day to make up for the last six months. Once she was employed again, at least she wouldn’t be a financial burden to him.



Turning to the window, she hesitated, one finger hovering over the glass. Could she trust whatever was making the offer? Did she dare accept what had to be a deal with the devil, or a pact with a poltergeist?



She took a deep breath. As long as she had her father’s support, she could endure whatever pain was required, do however much work was needed to get her hearing and her life back.



Yes. You can take only my legs if I can have my hearing back exactly the way it was, she scrawled.



She waited. The letters didn’t fade. No others took their place.



With a sigh, she breathed on the window until the letters disappeared and made her way out to the parking lot. She’d probably dreamed the entire “conversation” Wednesday night.



Her father stood next to a green sedan, stomping in the cold. As soon as he saw Janine, he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Janine slid into the passenger side and fastened her seatbelt. Backing out of the parking space, her father negotiated the left turn out of the lot and headed toward the freeway.



Janine adjusted the heat.



What if it wasn’t a dream? Had she made the right choice? Would she regret believing words that appeared on a fogged up window? She still had no clue what fiend or angel, imp or goblin, had contacted her and how it might make the exchange. If she were transported back in time to the accident and the hit-and-run driver stole her legs then instead of her hearing, she wouldn’t have lost the last six months to not practicing. Maybe she’d wake up in the morning in rehab, learning how to handle a wheelchair.



The light turned green and her father guided the sedan onto the street leading up the hill to the freeway entrance. With a sudden jolt, the car lurched sideways, slamming Janine against the passenger door. She jerked her head to see her father bleeding, covered in glass, his head at an odd angle.



They smashed into a pole and everything went black.



oOo



Pain and sirens penetrated her senses at the same time. Her legs were on fire—her feet, shins, and calves screaming in excruciating agony. Voices shouted and lights flashed blue and red. It hurt to breathe. Blackness enveloped her again.



oOo



Janine woke to the murmurs of people in scrubs, the ticking of a respirator counting her breaths, and the beeping of a cardiac monitor. The tube down her throat prevented her from speaking, so she tried to determine what the people around her were saying. At first, she couldn’t make out any words and worried her hearing was defective. Then one of the nurses noticed she was awake and made hand gestures that looked like bad sign language. Janine just pointed to the tube.



They poked and prodded her, muttering about oxygen levels and respirations. Finally, they removed the tube and she tried to form words. Her throat hurt and her voice was raspy, but she spoke for the first time in six months.



“I can hear.”



The faces she could see looked startled. A man wearing a white jacket over his scrubs approached her. “Can you understand me?” He spoke slowly, but didn’t mouth his words in the annoyingly exaggerated way so many people had done when she was deaf.



She nodded.



“Are you in pain? We’ve given you a small amount of morphine, but we didn’t want to administer too much until you woke up.”



Her legs didn’t hurt as much as her right side. “It’s bearable. My legs?”



Every muscle in his face fell. “I’m so sorry, Janine. Your legs were crushed in the accident. I’m afraid we had to amputate them both above the knee.”



She nodded. That was the deal. “Dad?”



His head dropped. “We did everything we could, but the semi hit the driver’s side and he took the brunt of the collision. Is there any other family we can contact?”



Janine just stared at him, trying to parse his words.



My hearing for just my legs, my hearing for just my legs. That was the deal. Not my father. Oh gods, what have I done? How will I survive alone?



“No—no—noooo!” She screamed the word again and again, her already-raw throat burning.



She’d bargained with Beelzebub and it had cost her everything. Her father had paid the price of her selfishness and now she was alone in the world. What did it matter that she could hear if she had no one to take her to lessons, rehearsals, concerts? Where would she live without her father’s income to pay the mortgage? How would she purchase a new violin without his help?



She’d thought losing her hearing was the worst possible thing that could happen to her.



Across the room, letters formed words in gray pixels on the black screen of the television.







Sweet, sweet, succulent suffering. 







Consumed 



SARAH FANNON



I THOUGHT OF MY HOUSE as an empty nest, but not in the sense that it had once been full of my own birds. It was more like I had stumbled onto someone else’s discarded nest. Children’s names and heights were written on the bedroom doorframe. I liked to check where I lined up with them. It was always just below Jonah, age twelve.



Jonah had sprouted a foot taller by fifteen while Winnie, his sister, maintained a steady height, crawling quarter inch by quarter inch through the years. I imagined when they were young, height was a competition, and they’d puff out their chests and sneakily stand on their toes while they got their parents to measure them.



Nights when the quiet of every room was too much, I stood under the names and checked that I was still Jonah, age twelve. I never took a pencil to the line of my head because I didn’t belong there, but I liked to imagine what it’d be like to have a sibling, someone built into my life to stay.



Alone, I never mastered how to properly cook an egg. Sometimes I would hold the cool thing in my hand, let my fingers graze the small bumps on its otherwise smooth surface, and whisper to it, “Please don’t disappoint me.”Then I would tap it against the rim of the pan and gently pull it open so its guts spilled out and sizzled away.



I think I was too focused on getting it right, on the precision of cracking the egg. As soon as I’d get the egg into the pan I’d forget what kind of eggs I’d planned on making. Scrambled? Sunny-side up? An omelet? And then, despite my best efforts, it would morph into something rubbery, over cooked, or just plain ugly. Still, I never stopped trying.



That morning I put my mediocre eggs on toast. The Saturday sun was muted by my curtains and there was a comfort in the womb-like darkness. I wrote down my grocery list: milk, flowers to replace the dying marigold centerpiece, chocolate truffles for my after-dinner snack, and a carton of twelve eggs. I did make other things for dinner sometimes, but eggs reminded me of the chicken coop my parents had kept their whole lives. They had died in a car accident almost a year before, so I’d begun consuming eggs in an effort to consume that feeling of home.



The phone rang, a bee-buzzing sound that startled me. I let it ring, let it rattle my bee’s nest heart, wondering if it was a good call or a telemarketer, but not moving to get it.



The automated voice message played. It was a robotic, but feminine voice; the machine’s default that I kept instead of immortalizing my own tinny voice for anyone who called. After the uncomfortably brief beep, a honeyed voice came through the speakers.



“Hi, Georgia, it’s Marilyn. I had a lovely time yesterday and I don’t know if the day after is too soon, but I wanted to see if you had plans this weekend.”



She paused, so I steadied myself and answered the phone.



“Good morning, Marilyn,” I said, and she gasped.



“Oh, I didn’t expect—”



“Sorry, I was in the shower. But I caught most of what you said, because I was just drying off my hair before it dripped all over the kitchen floor.”



I ran a hand through my hair and could almost imagine it felt wet.



“So, um, is it desperate to call so soon?”



“Not at all. Would you like to go for a drive tonight?”



“Tonight? Definitely!”



“I can pick up you up at eight. Where do you live?”



“I’m the corner house on Bradley and Forest.”



“Great, I’ll see you then.”



“Bye, Georgia!”



I nestled the phone in its cradle and sighed. Now I had to pick out something to wear.



I walked upstairs to my room and eyed the closet of greys and blacks and dark blues. There was one pleated pink dress with white polka dots and a Peter Pan collar that my mother had given me for Christmas one year. I had never worn it, but as I laid my hand against the soft skirt, it felt like a good date dress. I took it off its hanger and laid it across the bed for later.



It looked like the chalk outline of a fifties housewife.



At the grocery store I picked up an egg carton and checked each egg for cracks. As I turned the eleventh egg over, a man with bad posture and impeccable hair sidled up to me and said, “Afternoon, miss.”



I dropped the egg in its spot and closed my eyes in frustration.



The man put his hands in his jean pockets and smiled sheepishly. “Didn’t mean to frighten you.”



“You don’t frighten me,” I said, looking at him until he smiled again, this time out of discomfort.



“I just wanted to tell you that you look simply gorgeous in that dress.”



I looked down at my grey woolen dress. It had black buttons up to my neck and flattened my already flat chest, but it came down to a few inches above my knees so I imagined he was lost somewhere in my thigh area.



“Thank you,” I said, turning from him.



“Do you think maybe I could be bold enough to ask for a date?”



“I couldn’t possibly weigh in on that debate. I don’t know you.”



He let out a wild laugh and I caught his glance melting down my legs like sunscreen.



Bingo.



“More importantly,” I added. “I already have a date tonight, thank you.”



“Oooh, lucky fella—”



“Lucky she’s not a fella, maybe.”



His eyes widened and he stuttered, like every man realizing he couldn’t take everything for granted. “Lucky lady, then,” he finally managed. “Sorry.”



I wasn’t the kind of girl who got asked out casually, as if men were calling out my deli ticket number and it was just my turn to be picked up, so I imagined I wore a kind of Marilyn glow: an expectant joy this man wanted to have for his own.



It made me feel giddy. 


“Enjoy the rest of your shopping trip,” I said, and then continued toward the cheese. I’d already decided on an omelet for tomorrow morning.



oOo



Marilyn’s bangs had the surreal ability to stay put even when she moved her head, which she did a lot while talking. I was fascinated, watching them out of the corner of my eye as if I could catch them in the act. She had just finished a story about a sleepover in eighth grade where a girl had cut Marilyn’s hair and kept it in a leather coin purse. I thought it sounded terribly romantic, but I had apparently misunderstood a few major points. I watched her reach behind her ear to feel where the scissors had nicked her and could just make out the pale pink line of a scar.



The automatic headlights blinked out, drenching us in shadow because it had been five minutes since I had parked in front of the beach and cut the engine. Dusk was yawning her way over the sky and several sets of parents corralled their kids off the sand and back to their cars. 


“What about you,” she asked. “What was your school like?”



“I’m the cliché,” I said. “All girls boarding school.”



Her beautiful red lips drew open like theater curtains. “You’re kidding! What a dream.”



“It was and it wasn’t.” I could tell she wanted me to carry on, but my mind was stuck on whether that girl still had Marilyn’s hair in a leather coin purse.



“Did you get any action?” She rested her hand on my thigh briefly, but took it back.



The memories of girls came like postcards, lovely and brief. Touching a scalp hidden under strawberry blonde curls then tracing a line down the nape of her neck. Brushing against a knee that had a triangle of freckles; an accident the first time, but not the second or third. Kissing a dark brown wrist right at the crossroads of her veins.



“Not really.”



“Make something up for me, then.”



“Instead of making something up, we could make our own action.”



Marilyn smiled and leaned forward, but was abruptly pulled back by the seat belt. “Oh my god, I can’t believe I just ruined the moment with a lifetime habit of keeping my seat belt on even when we’ve stopped.”



She unbuckled it and I put a hand on her cheek. “You didn’t ruin the moment. You couldn’t.”



While we kissed, I wondered if my mouth was going to look like a crime scene. When we stopped and opened our eyes, her lipstick had barely smudged. I didn’t wear lipstick, so I didn’t know the mechanics, but that seemed like a small miracle.



“You’re the strangest person I’ve ever met, Georgia,” Marilyn said in a kind of dreamy voice that told me she meant it as a compliment.



“Not what every girl wants to hear after kissing someone.”



“Maybe not. I just mean it’s a delight to know you.”



“We just met.”



“It works like that with some people.”



I knew what she meant, though, and agreed.



“You know, sitting in the car like this, in the dark with you in that dress, I feel kind of like vintage lesbians.”



My laugh came out as a bark. “Thank god we’re not, though.”



“Fair enough.” She leaned over for another small kiss. “I don’t want to stop when we just got started, but I should get home. Early shift at the hospital. Could you drop me off?”



“Actually, I had a mind to just drive through the night and keep you to myself,” I said, trying to keep a straight face but unable to keep from smiling.



“Well if you’re taking requests, I’ve never been to Colorado.”



I started the engine and pulled back into the street. “We’ll start with your house. Colorado can wait for another night.”



We drove on in silence for a while, a comfortable peace warming between us as we watched the evening pass on the way back to her place. I knew I should simply let it be what it would be, but my brain and my mouth had different agendas.



“I’d like to see you again, if you want,” I said, knowing I needed to be more guarded.



But a smile cracked open on her face and I melted.



“I’d like to see you, too.”



I was floating on a high as I dropped Marilyn off, and she gave me a final chaste kiss before hopping out of the car and running into her house. It was reminiscent of movies I’d seen of teenage lovers with the bad boy bringing a nice girl home past her curfew.



Curfew. I’d forgotten what it was like to have a real job. Inheritance money had kept me above water while I did freelance work here and there. I was still flush with joy thinking about our next date, but I felt like an outsider as Marilyn disappeared inside to prepare for a day of work in the morning.



That night at home, as I combed my hair in front of the mirror, I noticed a small pink scar behind my ear. I turned my head to get a better look and touched a memory I didn’t have.



In bed I thought about meeting Marilyn the day before. In my pre-sleep weariness, it felt almost like a dream.



She was reading on a blanket in the park. Mrs. Dalloway. Her face was scrunched and focused. I knew I’d picture it all day and maybe the rest of the week if I didn’t stop by. When I walked over, my shadow draped across her and she looked up.



“You’re sitting in the best spot in the park. Mind if I share it?”



Marilyn looked puzzled, but amused. She patted next to her and said, “Sure, that’s why I brought a blanket this big.”



I sat crisscross beside her and I could sense her uneasiness, but not the threatened kind. Her fingers were caught between the pages of Mrs. Dalloway: a makeshift bookmark.



“Do you normally join strangers at the park?”



“You’re the first. I’m Georgia,” I added, putting out my hand for her to shake.



“Marilyn.”



“Now we’re not strangers.”



She grinned and set down her book, losing whatever page she was on. I liked the recklessness of it. She could have found a strand of grass or rummaged in her purse for whatever receipt she had probably used as a bookmark, but instead she decided to lose her place to find one with me.



As I asked about her reading taste, I noticed the telltale signs of interest: flushed cheeks, nervous wringing of her hands, a shyness that seemed about more than being a stranger. It made me feel warm and visible.



“Do you have plans tonight?”



“Not yet,” she said with a smirk, shifting her body to face me a little more. She probably hadn’t realized she’d done it.



“Come with me to the movies tonight. I’ll buy the popcorn and everything.”



“What are we seeing?”



“Whatever’s playing.”



We had grinned like coconspirators and arranged to meet at the theater. I got there early to order a bucket of popcorn, two sodas, and a box of Milk Duds. The experience in the darkness of the theater was innocent. No boyish attempts to put my arm around her. No making out in the back. We were just two pretty girls in the center seats of the center row, our hands occasionally touching as we scooped popcorn into our palms. I took more popcorn than I wanted to eat just for that thrill. It made my stomach feel tight, but I couldn’t stop reaching.



At the end of the evening, we stood by the curb, Marilyn stepping up and down while she theorized about the detective from the film. I had barely paid attention to the plot. Instead I reveled in the sensation of sitting next to someone who was there to be in my orbit. That kind of mutually enjoyed company was intoxicating.



When we said goodbye, I squeezed her hand and kissed her cheek, just in case. I didn’t want to overwhelm her and risk not getting another date. I chastised myself for even thinking ahead. It’d be easier if we went separate ways. How many fools had a good first date, craved more, and then selfishly set themselves on a path of self-destruction? It was better to preserve that first date feeling and move on. Otherwise, that pleasant stranger became close, tangled up in you until one day they were a stranger of a different kind: painful to peel off your skin.



But sometimes I couldn’t resist.



“I’ll give you my number and won’t ask for yours,” I said, and she handed me her phone. “Then I’ll know if you’re really interested. Also, it’s my home phone number.”



“Do people still have those?”



“It’s cheaper than a cell phone.”



“But what about your friends?”



I shrugged, wanting to change the subject. I’d be a lot less alluring if I admitted I didn’t have many friends to speak of. “I make it work.”



“I’ll call you,” she said with a wink, and I watched her skip down the sidewalk.



Now as I lay in bed, curled up in soft memories of our first date, I wondered if it was a mistake to see her again. It wasn’t long before the cordless phone on my nightstand rang. It was Marilyn, and I asked if she wanted to come over for dinner the next night. When I asked her what kind of eggs she liked, she told me to surprise her.



So, surprise her I did.



After a feast of four different kinds of eggs (because I thought I might be more successful if I was trying to impress someone) we sat on the couch with my legs laying across her lap.



She ran a lazy hand through my hair. “It’s so blonde, like the sun painted it.”



“I had red hair before this, you know.”



“Why’d you change it?”



“I don’t know, it felt right. My last girlfriend was the brightest blonde I’d ever seen, and when you look at something with love every day it can start to feel like yours, even when it’s not.”



“You definitely rock it. I’d love to see photos of you as a redhead, though.”



“Don’t have any.”



“None at all? Wasn’t it your natural color?”



“No. I’ve been all kinds of shades. And I just don’t tend to take photos of myself.”



“You’re so old-fashioned, oh my god.”



I leaned over and kissed the crook of her neck. “It’s endearing, don’t you think?”



She rolled her eyes, but laid her hand on my thigh. She brushed my kneecap with her fingers and said, “I like that little freckle constellation. It’s the cutest little triangle.”



“Thanks.”



For a moment, I thought about faking a yawn, telling her it was nice to have her over and that I’d drop her at home, that I’d call soon and then wouldn’t. But she trailed her hand up and down my thigh and smiled with her poppy pink lips and I decided I’d spent been too many nights in an empty nest and this didn’t have to be another.



oOo



The unfamiliar presence of another body in my bed woke me around midnight. My body never adjusted to not being alone until someone sharing my space became routine, and that almost never happened.



Moving quietly so as not to wake her, I went to the bathroom and found there were new teeth in my mouth. I ran my tongue along the bottoms, the faint taste of bacon lingering from her meal. I traced their shape, chomped down a few times.



I felt sick to my stomach.



In the morning, I reached out a hand that wasn’t mine to trace Marilyn’s back. She arched like a cat and yawned before turning over to face me. There were two fleshy stretches of pinched skin where her eyes used to be. I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle the sound of horror threatening to escape. She began to smile, her cheeks like fresh peaches, her mouth empty of teeth, and I could feel my heart holding its breath, waiting for the moment she realized it wasn’t dark because she hadn’t opened her eyes.



“Rest,” I whispered, leaning down and closing my own eyes, which must have been newly brown—the color of violin resin—to kiss her forehead with both regret and repulsion.



“But—” She trailed off and I could see her face muscles scrunch, working to move something that wouldn’t respond. She reached out her one working hand, not seeming to realize there was only a stump at the end of the other arm, and felt the blankness of her face with slow fingers.



I swore the house rattled with her scream. I often had nightmares that my wallpaper retained them, waiting to unleash them all at once so I’d drown.



“My eyes.” Hearing the muffled state of her voice, she groped inside her mouth and I could see her breathing get heavier as she encountered soft gums. She struggled to speak and I let her until I heard a word that sounded like “hospital.”



“There’s nothing they can do. I’m sorry, Marilyn.”



That was true, not a sadistic lie to protect myself.



It didn’t always go this fast. Sometimes it was weeks without any sign at all, giving me a false sense of security until I shared a bathtub with someone who searched for the birth mark on her calf only to find it on mine.



But Marilyn was a quick flame.



I took her in my arms and she resisted, but I held on tight to force a sense of calm. Her sobbing turned to hiccups, then to sudden, mute silence. She rested her head on my shoulder and I could feel her hair starting to fall out.



Tears welled up and trailed down my face. I wiped my mouth and found pink lipstick residue on the back of my hand. She hadn’t washed it all off last night. I set Marilyn on my bed and left the room so I wouldn’t have to watch her become limbs and then bone and then nothing at all, not even the sleep sand in the corner of her eyes.



Sometimes it happened while I slept and I couldn’t say goodbye.



I liked to imagine they ended up on an island somewhere, with birds colored like magician handkerchiefs, and sand warm enough to nap on. Sometimes I even wished I could be there with them all, lounging in the sunlight in a yellow bathing suit and skin that wasn’t borrowed, tossing my windswept head to look at the collection of girls I had adored so fiercely.



I went downstairs to stand against the wall. My body kept a token from each mistake, even as it changed. But always, I was just below Jonah, age twelve.



It was a relief that never lost power.



I moved my hand around to hear the cracking joint sound. I wore her wrists now and wondered if they could make eggs.







Mouth of the Whale 



AVRA MARGARITI



A PUTRID SMELL. FISH BONES licked clean sticking out of the salt-encrusted snow like little daggers. The beef jerky remains of the poor souls who took refuge here before us. There are weirder places to celebrate Christmas than inside the cavernous remains of a whale.



Cross says if we squint our eyes just right—”No, not like that. Tighter. Now tilt your head a little,”—our torches look like fairy lights. “See how they twinkle against the fluted walls of the beast’s oral cavity?”



For some reason I expect to see a uvula, but I guess whales don’t have them. I point it out to Cross, tell him I’d been hoping to see one because the idea reminds me of a punching bag. Cross claims he used to be a professional boxer, though I doubt it. His frame’s small, and I bet he was puny even before starvation made ghosts of us all.



Cross and I hang a hook from the whale’s empty esophagus and Amy drapes long strings of seaweed over it like tinsel. They’re so green they look black against the foggy metal.



Amy finishes tying kelp into a bow and steps back to admire her handiwork. “It can be our mistletoe,” she says, and Cross winks at her.



I’m a little jealous, I admit it. He shouldn’t want to kiss her under the beast’s giant palate. My body has fewer barnacles than hers, anyway. He won’t cut his fingers against me.



“Brain, what do you think,” Cross asks.



He calls me Brain instead of Brian. Has done so ever since I told him I’d been trying to get my teaching license before the world went to shit.



“It looks good,” I reluctantly agree.



Cross smiles. “I’ll sing us a song.”



“We shouldn’t make any noise,” Amy reminds him, but he pays her no mind.



“I doubt they’ll get us just ‘cause of some noise. Besides, there’s nothing but ice for miles. We’ll hear their claws scratching before they reach us.”



We believe him. Because he’s confident and magnetic, and because he’s kept us alive this far.



Cross opens his mouth, but produces no notes of carol. His singing is part drowning-man gurgling, part ethereal keening. All beautiful. It echoes. For a moment, I fear that the beast has somehow come to life, but no. It’s been a long time since it was anything but a foul-smelling carcass. Even before those things—the smaller, more cunning beasts of the land—were out there, the whale had been long dead, already frozen stiff and solid.



Amy stokes the fire. “I was a water baby,” she says when Cross is done. “Born in bathwater. Been swimming my whole life, but I’ve never been this cold.”



She wants someone to warm her, but Cross doesn’t get the message. He’s too caught up in his idea of reviving a holiday in a world with little use of it. I sigh inwardly and plop down next to her. We huddle together on the same bleached-white log and she rests her forehead against my shoulder in appreciation.



Cross joins us, never one to pass up affection once it’s on the table.



“What do people do on Christmas anyway,” I ask.



He shoots me a boyish grin. His straggly hair looks like a halo. “I kind of forgot.”



Amy climbs to her feet and rolls her eyes at us, but directs her incredulity toward the whale’s ridged flesh shot through with bluish-black arteries, its grand spine like the underside of a stairway to—where? Definitely not heaven. No one believes in that place anymore.



“Let me tell you a story,” she says in that patronizing way of hers, and laughter rumbles through the emptiness of our bellies.



Amy prances around the fire like the burlesque dancer she once was as I boil water, using a soggy stick to stir the measly chunks of fish Cross throws into our pot. Her shadow is a curved needle against the cavernous walls. She talks about her Aunt Liv and how she once tried to poison Amy’s girlfriend with stale fruit cake during Christmas dinner.



Right now I wouldn’t even mind if Cross kissed her under the dangling seaweed. I’m about to say so, but he leans toward me and seals his mouth over mine, instead.



Drawing back, he licks his lips, salt and hunger transferred from my mouth to his.



“Again?” Cross asks with a lopsided smirk.



Again and again and again.



With her story done, Amy is all smiles and flourishes as she serves the watery soup. We talk and laugh some more and try to recall old party games. We touch one another on the elbow and knee and glacier-cold nose.



I’ve never had Christmas before. I have no way of telling if what we do is in the spirit at all, but this cowardly world has given me something to call Christmas nonetheless, and it is wonderful. I’m warm and content, and full for once.



Outside, the wind howls with a menace as those things join in, with their powerful lungs and jaws that unhinge all the way. I don’t fret, though. In here, tonight, we’ve created something holy. Not even the existence of monsters can mar this newfound feeling.



Cross sings again and our voices mingle with his in a haunting melody, and from somewhere in the distance I think I hear the sound of nails skidding along the ice.
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