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2013 has been a good year for TFF. (I mean sure, the editors are 
still behind on everything, chronically overworked, bordering 
on burnout half the time—but apart from that…) Last year’s 
critically acclaimed Outlaw Bodies anthology was followed by 
the colonialism-themed volume, We See a Different Frontier, 
which has been equally well if not even better received; for the 
first time in our history we’ve sold enough copies (both pre- and 
post-publication) to cover our costs. Two stories from the an-
thology, Sandra McDonald’s and Sunny Moraine’s, were se-
lected for Gardner Dozois’s Year’s Best Science Fiction 31 an-
thology. Previously, Jamie Killen’s “Elm” was reprinted in the 
Heiresses of Russ annual anthology of lesbian speculative fic-
tion, and Barry King’s “Arrow” will be reprinted in Best Cana-
dian Speculative Writing from ChiZine. 
So it was a good year for validation of what TFF has been doing 
all these years (although needless to say the real achievements 
are on the part of Barry, Jamie, Sandra and Sunny, whose stories 



  

The Future Fire 2013.28 2 

were so honoured). It was also, in my humble opinion, a great year 
for our fiction, with some of my favourite stories ever appearing in 
the last few issues. 
This is what social-political speculative fiction is all about. It’s about 
beautiful stories in genres as disparate as fantasy, surrealist, science 
fiction, cyberpunk, magical realism and horror. It’s about mind-
fucking topics like the world on the edges of our own, people who 
don’t quite belong, the gov-corps who rule our world and like to keep 
us in the dark, the monsters we live with every day, the cruelties we 
commit to entertain ourselves and keep the darkness at bay, it’s about 
love against all the hostility the world throws at it. It’s about issues 
including race, sex, sexuality, identity, class, politics, economics, 
power, morality, social mores. As Stephen Volk asks in the quote in 
our epigraph, “What is your writing engaging with?” 
Keep engaging with the world, and we’ll keep reading you. 
 
© Djibril al-Ayad, December 2013 
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‘Hunting Unicorns’ 
Jo Thomas 

“One of us needs to get married,” said Callum. 
“One of us?” 
I looked around my round house. Who would want to live here? 

The only signs of modern life were Callum’s and even they were 
out of date. Parish wardens don’t get paid enough to have the latest 
things. 

“We can’t both marry her, Sioni.” 
“Her?” 
“I’m not attracted to men,” he said. 
“And I’m attracted to women, am I?” 
I put aside the clay bowl, crushed herbs soaked and clinging to 

the bottom, and stood up. 
“Oh, come on,” Callum said, “It’s not like you care about sex 

most of the time, anyway.” 
I picked up the yew bow and quiver from beside the doorway 

and pushed aside the leathers that held out winter. There wasn’t 
even a faint buzz of spring in my blood. My appetites were so low I 
couldn’t stomach having Callum on the same side of the fire, let 
alone touching. No wonder he was thinking about bringing another 
woman into my house. 

“We’re not getting any younger,” he said, picking up the battered 
PDA, the rifle that should be retired and a plastic bottle of water. 
“Don’t you want kids?” 

I didn’t say it but the answer was “no”. Otherwise I wouldn’t 
drink my herbs every morning. 

At the oak that marked the strongest encroachment of the Other-
world, we started the day-long circuit that marked the Parish 
bounds. I could feel the Otherworld through the boundary, a warm 
tingle like spring, summer and autumn all at the same time. On the 
other side, the sap rose, had risen, had spent and fallen again. 

I watched Callum, watched his heart pound so the pulse at his 
neck jumped visibly as he keyed in the measurements I worked 



  

The Future Fire 2013.28 4 

out, watched his body respond to the rising sap, but that was where 
the shared experience ended. The Otherworld brought only spring to 
Callum and the other wardens I’d known. I could take it or leave it. 

One day, I told myself as I did every day, I would be brave enough 
to step through, to go home. Why else could I feel summer and au-
tumn as well as spring if I wasn’t supposed to be on the other side of 
the boundary? Fear always stopped me. 

We stopped where we started, Callum almost panting and me ready 
to indulge the pleasant buzz. I could feel the heat from him, the near-
est warm body. We were both lucky to have working partners we 
could indulge the side-effects of the parish warden work with. It was 
a shame he was so damned unlike-able. 

“Sioni,” he husked. 
He stepped unsteadily away from the boundary, white knuckles 

gripping the PDA. Those two steps was still within my sensing range 
of the Otherworld and the tingle remained. 

“Sioni … ?” 
Feeling playful, I swept his legs out from under him as I dropped 

the bow and quiver to one side. He landed badly. 
“Oof! What the hell did you do that f—” 
But I didn’t let him finish his complaint. I was too busy pulling 

down his jeans, tugging, pulling, getting things how I wanted them. 
He groaned and shifted and grabbed back holding on to my hips as I 
rode out the buzz. 

I gasped and collapsed over Callum as he grunted away his last bit 
of energy. As usual, his eyes were closed, thinking of someone with 
more curves, and I just stared straight ahead. 

We weren’t a proper couple. We were colleagues who happened to 
live together and abused each other’s bodies with the side effects of 
work. I never stopped him going out and sleeping with other women. 
Technically, I was the other woman. 

“We’re not looking for your Miss Right,” I said as my breath re-
turned. 

“Our Miss Right.” 
“I very much doubt it.” 
I dismounted. 
“I bet your list of criteria is a mile long.” 
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“So we’re asking a lot. She’s got to fit in with our lives,” said 
Callum. 

“And service you at night because I have no libido, and keep house 
for you.” 

Once a day apparently wasn’t enough, nor the promise of a vora-
cious appetite in true spring. 

“For us,” Callum said. 
I snorted. Then I searched for something Nature could provide to 

clean myself with. I settled for a handful of very cold snow and tried 
not to wince. To make myself feel better, I grabbed more and dropped 
it on Callum’s crotch. 

“Bitch!” he snarled, patting the snow off. 
“It’s not fair to anyone. If you want a woman to keep you so badly, 

move out of my house and get one.” 
His answer was a measured, “Be logical. Your hut’s the best place 

to work from.” 
So he’d been thinking about it a while. Long enough to decide that 

life was best for him where he was. 
“Better still, just move out anyway,” I said. 
“Look, I know it’s going to be about as difficult as looking for a 

unicorn,” he said. 
Another snort. “Try rocking horse shit. I’m quite prepared to be-

lieve any mythical beast exists.” 
Callum looked towards the Otherworld boundary and crossed him-

self. How would he feel if I told him I thought I came from the other 
side? 

“Miss Right, on the other hand, is not a mythical beast,” I said. 
“She just doesn’t exist.” 

____________________ 
 
“Three white wines,” said the bar staff, a woman, “Chilled.” 
“Thank you,” Kluai Mai said as her glass was placed before her. 
“Thank you,” Thaksin echoed. Her long, slender, black fingers 

touched the stem of her glass and slid it closer. 
Teddy stuttered, his “thank you” choked by his shyness. 
“That will be all,” Kluai Mai added. 
The bar staff would have retreated but Thaksin touched her arm 
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gently with folded fan. 
“Excuse me?” 
The sweet, gentle whisper sent a shiver through Kluai Mai. Thak-

sin rarely spoke but when she did it was more erotic than any touch. 
Well, any touch but hers. 

“Yes?” the bar staff replied. 
“The two who just entered … ?” Thaksin probed. 
The bar staff waited after the pause, too ignorant to realise the 

question was complete, the rest of the words implied. 
“Who are they?” asked Kluai Mai. 
The greying one fit in perfectly here but the honey-brown one 

would look odd just about anywhere, with the combination of leath-
ers and fur cloak to keep out the winter. 

“The parish wardens,” was the answer. “I’ll be behind the bar if 
you need anything else.” 

“Thank you,” said Kluai Mai, and she sipped from her glass. 
“Thank you,” echoed Thaksin again. 
Teddy said nothing. 
“It would be easier if you learnt to talk to women,” said Kluai Mai. 

“If only to tell them you’re not interested.” 
“It’s not all about sex,” he protested. 
Kluai Mai put down her glass and slid one finger-tip up the stem 

and through the condensation forming on the side. 
“Of course not,” she said and she smiled as she held out the now 

damp finger-tip. 
Teddy looked away as Thaksin unfolded her fan, putting it between 

Teddy’s view and Kluai Mai’s hand, and bit the damp finger-tip. The 
red flush was most amusing. 

“I have no interest in sex, Kluai Mai, and I wish you’d stop per-
forming in front of me. It’s embarrassing.” 

“Why?” Kluai Mai asked and Thaksin chuckled. “It’s fun.” 
“I thought you were… you know,” hissed Teddy. 
“Oh, I am,” said Kluai Mai. “There are plenty of things to get up to 

without penetration you know.” 
“And that makes a difference?” 
Kluai Mai leant forward. “Of course. I must be pure to catch a uni-

corn.” 
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Teddy looked unconvinced. It had been necessary to persuade him 
to let Kluai Mai read his father’s journals—not that she would have 
taken “no” for an answer once she’d realised he was the son of the 
Great Explorer. Of course, he only allowed Kluai Mai to hold the 
books if she stayed in sight. 

“Just think,” she said with a happy sigh, “We’re following in your 
father’s footsteps.” 

Thaksin had written Teddy’s essays and coursework for a whole 
academic year to pay for it. It was worth it. 

Teddy sipped his wine, looking away and refusing to talk. 
“We should talk to the wardens,” said Thaksin. 
Teddy looked at the two wardens again. His colour, still not re-

turned to his usual English Rose, heightened when the brown one 
turned exceptionally green eyes on him. 

He looked away and grumped. “It’s not like they’re going to show 
us where to find—” 

“They don’t have to. Your father’s wank material gives enough di-
rections that we can find the grove,” said Kluai Mai. 

Teddy took a gulp of wine. “So we don’t need them.” 
“They can show us how to get into the Otherworld,” Kluai Mai 

said. 
Thaksin remained poised over her drink, hands and fan now folded 

demurely in her lap. 
“Teddy, call them over.” 
He put his glass down as untidily as he’d grabbed for it, spilling 

drops on the table. His gait as he left the table could best be described 
as “stomping”. 

“He sulks,” Kluai Mai said. 
Thaksin sipped and said nothing. 
“At least he’s admitted that an expedition is more fun than lectures. 

The adventure of a lifetime! A chance to do something great that will 
be talked about for years.” 

But there was no answer because Teddy was coming back with 
their two new friends. 

“May I introduce my companions, Kluai Mai and Thaksin.” 
“Hello,” Kluai Mai said. 
Thaksin smiled and nodded. 
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“And this is Callum and Sioned.” 
Callum, the grey one, leant over Kluai Mai’s then Thaksin’s 

hand—“enchanted”—and Sioned, the brown one, simply nodded. 
“The bar staff said you’re the wardens,” said Kluai Mai. 
“Really?” laughed Callum. “Well, we can’t tell you anything. What 

happens in the Otherworld stays in the Otherworld.” 
Sioned hooked her thumbs through a real leather belt. “Rangers do 

the expeditionary work.” 
“Sioni, we don’t know what these three charming young people 

want. They’re probably just curious about what parish wardens do.” 
“All we want is to watch you work. We’re curious about it,” said 

Kluai Mai. 
Teddy flopped back into his chair and had another gulp of white 

wine. “Warm. Yeuch!” The glass was pushed away. 
“So?” 
Kluai Mai gritted her teeth. 
Callum leant in to his companion. “Sioned, would it hurt to be a lit-

tle nicer?” 
Sioned looked at him and raised both eyebrows. 
“We’re students,” said Teddy, “And we’re doing some research. 

This village was mentioned in some papers and we wanted to know 
more about it.” 

Callum laughed. “This village? Really? Why?” 
“Unicorns,” said Sioned. “Why else?” 
Callum looked at her, as if the reference was out of place. 
“You know?” asked Teddy. 
“Apparently so,” Sioned said. 
“You know what they’re talking about?” Callum asked. 
“Medieval history,” Sioned said. “You never heard the one about 

the prince who won the throne because he was so virtuous a unicorn 
followed him everywhere?” 

Callum shrugged and took a long draught of his beer. “Oh. Good.” 
Kluai Mai smiled. The warden didn’t know about more recent his-

tory, was ignorant of the Great Explorer’s work. But then she was a 
country bumpkin and had no idea what sort of stories occupied Aca-
demia. 

“You’ve studied this? The prince and the unicorn?” she asked. 
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“Not really,” said Sioned, “There are eight villages whose names 
were close enough to the same when that prince found the unicorn. 
They still have similar names.” 

“How do you know?” asked Teddy. 
“I’ve been to them,” Sioned said. 
“Why?” asked Thaksin. 
“I was found on the boundary before being taken into care. Took 

me a while to find the right parish.” 
“A foundling returned home,” said Kluai Mai and she leant for-

ward. “How romantic.” 
Sioned shrugged. 
Ungrateful, insensitive, senseless. How could anyone be so unex-

cited about such a special beginning? 
“We’d like to walk the boundaries with you tomorrow,” Kluai Mai 

said. 
“There’s no law that says you can’t, even if everything we find is 

already a matter of public record.” 
Callum said, “Don’t be so rude to people, Sioni. Why don’t you 

stay with us?” 
Kluai Mai considered. He obviously wanted her but his partner 

would ensure he accepted no for an answer. Or Teddy and Thaksin 
would. “You’re too kind.” 

____________________ 
 

The wardens’ hut was so backward it didn’t even have a toilet. It 
had what Sioned described as “the jakes”—a long narrow trench dug 
into the earth. Thaksin had found it easy to time things to make sure 
no-one was around to see her shame. She couldn’t even bare to share 
this part of herself with her beautiful Thai orchid, so how could she 
bear to have someone else around? 

“Ugh,” Sioned grunted, followed by, “Sorry.” 
Thaksin froze, skirts around her waist, exposed. “‘Ugh’?” 
“‘Ugh’ as in I’ve only just hauled my arse out of bed and didn’t ex-

pect company.” 
Thaksin adjusted her skirts to hide more of her body. 
“Room for another one over the jakes?” Sioned asked. “I’m bust-

ing.” 



  

The Future Fire 2013.28 10 

Thaksin averted her eyes as Sioned stepped over to straddle the 
narrow trench. “I-I-I’m done,” she stuttered out a moment later and 
scurried back to the hut. 

She did her best to avoid Sioned after that, hiding in the loft level 
that the other woman had cleared up just for the visitors the night be-
fore. 

“Breakfast,” called Sioned when she came back in. “And I know 
you’re awake.” 

“Bitch,” muttered Teddy. 
There was a louder echo of the same sentiment from Callum below 

them. 
“They don’t need to come with us. We don’t need to go with 

them,” Sioned said. “This isn’t even a favour. All they want is to go 
into the Otherworld and they’ll go whether we take them to the 
boundary or not.” 

“We should go with them,” said Callum. 
“We’re wardens. We’re supposed to stop them, not take them for a 

tour.” 
Kluai Mai straightened her clothing and made as graceful an en-

trance as climbing down the rustic wooden ladder would allow. Thak-
sin followed, then Teddy. Callum watched Kluai Mai as if she were 
breakfast, though he didn’t say anything. 

The five of them stayed silent until they were stood in a pocket of 
woodland. 

“The Otherworld is through there,” said Sioned, pointing at a tree. 
“Through?” asked Teddy. 
“We’re not going with them,” Sioned said to Callum. 
“We don’t need you to,” said Teddy. “You were just the easiest way 

of finding the best crossing.” 
Callum shook his head. “We can’t let them go alone.” 
“This is no time for unicorn hunting, of any kind,” said Sioned, 

“And we know nothing of what’s over the boundary. We’re wardens, 
not rangers or researchers. And you know what’s likely to happen to 
you all on the other side.” 

“Well, I’m going,” said Callum and he looked at Kluai Mai. 
“I don’t want this unicorn,” said Sioned. 
“I do,” was Callum’s reply. 
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Sioned looked at the ground. The honey-brown skin flushed. “I 
can’t walk the boundary on my own. I—I have needs.” 

“You mean you don’t want to, not that you can’t. And you can al-
ways take matters into your own hands,” sneered Callum. 

Thaksin had the feeling this was a conversation often repeated but 
not quite this way. Callum enjoyed saying the words too much, as if 
Sioned was being forced to eat them. 

“I can help,” said Callum to Kluai Mai, “I can protect you from the 
worst in the Otherworld. I can show you how to cope with—” 

Sioned found her voice again. “You’ve never been there, Callum. 
Neither of us have.” 

“Warden training covers everything,” he insisted. 
“Neither of them are interested in you,” said Sioned. “And they 

won’t add you to their couple.” 
Callum walked forward and knelt before Kluai Mai. She was so 

small, and he was so tall, that his head almost reached her shoulder 
though he was on his knees. He took both of Kluai Mai’s hands in 
his. Thaksin wanted to ignore the little hand gesture that meant “let 
him be”. 

“Let me come with you,” Callum said—begged, even. 
“There’s no law that says you can’t,” said Kluai Mai. 
She turned and walked towards the invisible barrier. Thaksin, anx-

ious not to lose sight of her, hurried after. Only to drop, screaming in 
agony, clutching her abdomen. 

____________________ 
 

There was spring, and there was summer, and there was autumn. 
There were even a few plants at rest in what might be called a brief 
winter. There was a sound like wind through leaves that made sense 
to me—“The seedling that walks returns a sapling”, “Sapling, come 
and ease me”, “Sapling, come and let me ease you”, “Sapling, ignore 
the rising sap until you are ready”—but mainly there was the black 
girl, the one who’d answered to Thaksin, curled in a ball and scream-
ing. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“H-hurt—” was all she managed. 
“Look after her,” said Kluai Mai, “We’ll be back.” 
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The little bitch pulled a book from a pocket and flicked through 
pages as Teddy and Callum flanked her. The only one who really 
knew what the Otherworld would bring was Callum with his smug 
grin and growing erection. 

“You’re going to leave her here?” I asked, holding Thaksin’s 
screams against my shoulder. 

“We don’t have time to sit around and wait on menstrual cramps,” 
Kluai Mai said. Then to Teddy, “You see the dryads? Like your father 
did?” 

“See what?” asked Callum, but he was ignored. 
Teddy nodded but he wasn’t looking at the odd, not quite human 

bodies that called me “Sapling”. “They’re even more obsessed with 
sex than the rest of you.” 

Not entirely true. There were plenty of the shapes—small-breasted, 
golden women and narrow-chested, golden men standing near trees—
simply calling out for “Sapling”. Maybe a third of them cupping their 
small breasts or rubbing their groins. The result of that on some of 
the apparently women was… disturbing. 

Kluai Mai laughed. “Sex is survival.” 
Callum laughed along with her, an obedient pet focused on possi-

ble reward. Teddy hmphed, but he followed Kluai Mai when she 
turned and walked off. Callum didn’t even look at me as he walked 
along with them, leaving me with a trans girl and writhing wood spir-
its that called me “Sapling”. 

“Yeah. Menstrual cramps,” I said, thinking of this morning over the 
jakes. 

“She doesn’t know,” the girl managed through gritted teeth and 
sobs against my shoulder. 

“Don’t tell me you faked period pains.” 
“No.” 
“So she’s just an insensitive bitch. Okay.” 
The girl pushed away from me. I reached out to touch her shoulder 

but she shrugged me off. If it weren’t for Kluai Mai, she could have 
been my unicorn. 

“Your name isn’t Thaksin,” I said. 
“It’s better than the one I was born with,” she countered. 
Now she was only shaking with the remnants of pain. Whatever 
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had hit her passing over the Otherworld boundary was fading. 
“It’s not the name you chose,” I said. 
“No.” 
Thaksin stood on shaky legs. 
“Here, let me help.” 
But she slapped my hands away. She felt her abdomen and groin. 

“I—I’m a girl!” 
“I knew that already,” I said. 
“I don’t need surgery,” she pulled her skirts up to look at the 

change. “Kluai Mai can see me. I—” 
I shrugged. “Wait until you’re back in the real world.” 
“I beg your pardon?” 
“There is a reason the magic of the Otherworld separated from the 

human world,” I said, thinking of the years I wasted not knowing I 
was allergic to “man-made”, then the years I’d wasted being too 
scared to walk over the boundary to find out why. “There’s nothing to 
say you won’t still need surgery when you return home.” 

The tree spirits continued to move around and talk to me. A weird 
thing to see nature’s seasons mixed—and almost humans acting on it 
alongside their plant bodies. There were others, smaller and less hu-
man-formed flitting about the smaller plants but I barely recognised 
them. 

“Do you see them?” I asked. 
“See what?” 
I wasn’t sure. “Wood spirits, I guess.” 
For them to talk to me like this… Why had they pushed me into the 

human world as a baby? Did I have a tree? 
“Dryads? No,” Thaksin replied. “Why would I? Only men can.” 
I considered that. 
“What am I?” I asked the trees. 
“A sapling that walks.” “Child of the yew tree.” “Ours.” 
I shuddered. Yew trees were typically two-sexed, bearing both 

male and female flowers. I was probably capable of pulling a penis 
from my clitoris like I’d seen some of the dryads do. 

____________________ 
 

Kluai Mai leafed through the journal and checked against the map 
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she’d drawn out from the entries. 
“Your father went this way.” 
She pointed to the right of an ancient tree with a trunk large enough 

to fit a dining party in the rotting centre. 
“Your father enjoyed this trip a lot.” 
Teddy sniffed. “Can’t say I am.” 
Kluai Mai laughed. The Otherworld was making her feel horny and 

she agreed with Teddy’s father about pass-times. A shame she could-
n’t see the dryads. 

“Well, you don’t appear to have his interests.” 
“There’s not exactly much to enjoy,” said the greying warden, de-

spite the hard-on he wasn’t bothering to hide. “Just woodland plants 
all out of sync. The birds and animals must be hiding from us.” 

He walked up to the ancient tree and touched part of the moss cov-
ered bark. “Lovely old yew, though.” 

“That’s what Teddy’s father said,” Kluai Mai said, thinking of the 
write-up. Maybe it was worth another look. 

“That’s good to know,” said another voice, Sioned. 
Kluai Mai looked up from the papers. “You’ve caught up.” 
Sioned nodded but Thaksin ran forward and gathered Kluai Mai 

into an uncharacteristic bear hug. If it hadn’t been so important to fo-
cus on the hunt, Kluai Mai might have pulled Thaksin to the floor but 
now it was just a nuisance. 

“Thank you, my sweet. Clearly, you’ve recovered.” 
Thaksin hesitated and dropped back. 
“She’ll be back to whatever normal is when you’ve finished… 

whatever this is you’re doing,” Sioned said. 
Kluai Mai sniffed. “Thaksin understands the hunt is important and 

we have limited time. Don’t you, dear?” 
Thaksin nodded. The poised young lady Kluai Mai expected her to 

be, rather than the excitable puppy she’d caught up as. 
“Nice yew,” Sioned added, shifting her attention the ancient tree. 

“Hello.” 
“Hello,” said Callum, “Yeah, it is. Don’t get many like this on our 

side.” 
Sioned looked at him, her eyebrows raised as if she hadn’t ex-

pected him to speak. “No. Humans tend to cut them down.” 
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“We need to keep going,” said Kluai Mai. “We need to be in the 
clearing by dusk.” 

“Father took two days,” said Teddy. 
“Your father was busy having sex with almost every dryad in exis-

tence, if his journal is to be believed.” 
Sioned looked at Teddy. She muttered, “A half-brother?” 
“He would have got there a lot sooner if he could have kept his 

trousers up,” Kluai Mai added, ignoring Sioned’s nonsense. 
Teddy flushed. 
“What’s the matter?” she added. “Don’t you want to prove you’re 

just as good as your father?” 
Teddy started walking in the direction she’d pointed out earlier and 

the others followed. Sioned trailed behind, pausing to say “goodbye, 
mother,” to the old tree. It only proved just how odd the warden was. 

About mid afternoon, Sioned asked, “Callum, do you see the dry-
ads?” 

Before Callum could speak, Teddy laughed and Kluai Mai an-
swered for him. “Only men of royal blood see them.” 

“All men of royal blood? The way some of them put it about, that 
should be over half the male population,” said Sioned. 

“Just some of us,” said Teddy. “Like some inherit blue eyes and 
some don’t.” 

Sioned nodded. “So when did your father come through?” 
“About thirty years ago,” Kluai Mai answered. 
Sioned nodded again and said, “Of course.” 

____________________ 
 

Thaksin hadn’t expected the light to last after it fell beneath the 
canopy of the trees but it had, just weaker and greener than before. As 
they reached a clearing, the light turned orange-red with sunset. 

“We’re here,” breathed Kluai Mai. “The unicorn’s watering hole.” 
Where it ran away from Teddy’s father because he liked dryads too 

much. Thaksin would have liked to have seen a dryad but was glad 
there were no further temptations to turn away from Kluai Mai. The 
background levels of lust had been almost enough to stay with 
Sioned instead of rejoining the Thai orchid. Dryads might be more 
than her concentration could handle. 
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“If we’re waiting for an animal,” said Callum, “Then we’d better 
find some brush to hide behind.” 

“Downwind of the clearing,” said Sioned. 
The two wardens skirted the edge of the clearing—a bit of stream 

with hoof prints carved out of the mud, a patch of grass and herbs 
cropped low—and Thaksin followed more clumsily, distracted by 
Sioned’s fluid movements. 

“We should bait it,” said Kluai Mai, still stood on the edge. “A vir-
gin to lure the unicorn in.” 

“I don’t think unicorns are after what you have on offer,” said 
Sioned. 

Kluai Mai ignored the warden and arranged herself on the bank of 
the stream, her skirts fanned out across the grass. She wetted lust-
reddened lips that Thaksin could almost taste. 

“This could be interesting,” said Sioned, and Callum cuffed her 
around the head. “What?” 

“She’s a good girl.” 
Sioned snorted. “She didn’t give in to the Otherworld spring, 

then?” 
“Oh, be quiet,” Callum hissed. 
The orange-red light turned more red and the sun set, invisibly, be-

hind the never ending forest. 
Kluai Mai gasped. 
“Look,” whispered Teddy, awed. 
“I feel sick,” said Sioned and looked away. 
“It’s beautiful,” said Callum. 
And it was, the golden-white hide gleaming in the last of the day. 

The black horn dipped and raised as the unicorn saw Kluai Mai and 
threw its head back to take her scent. It shook its head, snorting, and 
the flowing mane caught and glittered in the dusk. It bugled, a sound 
that made Thaksin’s head ring with the unicorn’s anger. 

Teddy swallowed and ducked his head. 
“You don’t see what I see,” said Sioned. “Teddy, get her out of 

there.” 
“She’s not an idiot,” protested Thaksin. 
Sioned snapped. “I don’t care. She’s not the unicorn’s type and 

she’s going to get herself killed.” 
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Black cloven hooves tore at the ground as the creature stamped. 
Sioned shoved Teddy. “Move!” 
He stumbled into the clearing. He righted himself and stood, al-

most as white as the unicorn’s hide. 
“Callum, get the bitch,” said Sioned. “The kid’s too scared to 

move.” 
The greying warden licked his lips and took a couple of deep 

breaths before pushing himself out of their hiding place. Those two 
breaths were too long. 

Thaksin screamed. “Kluai Mai! No!” 
Teddy backed out of the clearing, stumbling into Callum who was 

frozen in place. 
Sioned’s hands clamped on Thaksin’s shoulders. 
“I have—” Thaksin struggled. “I have to go to—” 
“No,” said Sioned. “If you could see what I see. What Teddy 

sees…” 
Thaksin struggled. The grip got harder. 
“But Kluai Mai’s a virgin,” she whispered. 

____________________ 
 

“But it ran away from Father,” said Teddy. 
He stared at the unicorn drinking from the stream, Kluai Mai’s 

blood dripping from the black horn. The light had faded but the 
golden-white hide still glowed. 

“It probably isn’t the same animal,” I said as I held the sobbing 
Thaksin. 

It had been thirty years since his father—presumably our father—
had walked this way. Several hundred since another, remoter ancestor 
had captured the unicorn from the legends. They must both have 
seen—as we could—the other form. The savage warrior with sharp 
black teeth, golden tattoos on snow white skin, wild red eyes, and a 
small black lump in the middle of the forehead. 

“I think,” I said over the struggling Thaksin, “That the unicorn had 
already drunk when your father came across it. Kluai Mai came be-
tween it and its desire, the watering hole.” 

Teddy said nothing. Thaksin sobbed and occasionally struggled, 
called for her dead lover. Callum rocked on his knees, head bowed, 
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incapable of saying anything. 
The unicorn raised its head, blood and water mingling as they ran 

from its muzzle—or its chin. 
“So what did the prince have, pretty?” I whispered. “I’ll bet the 

privileged bastard wasn’t a virgin.” 
Teddy stepped forward, stood on the edge of the stream and 

reached out. The unicorn snorted and shook its head. The black horn, 
lump, thing, touched Teddy’s hand. Then the beast was gone, along 
with the glow that had become the only real light in the clearing. 

“We can’t stay here tonight,” I said. 
“No!” screamed Thaksin and she struggled to be free, to run to the 

corpse of her lover. 
I picked her up, hoisting her over my shoulders. “I can find the way 

back.” 
The dryads were telling me, calling me “Sapling” and pointing me 

home. 
“Me, too,” said Teddy. 
“Callum? Come on.” 
He raised his head, his eyes blank. It wouldn’t be fair to leave him 

here. It wouldn’t be fair to leave him when we got to the boundary 
but I would. I’d had enough of him and his world, even if this one 
was strange to me. 

“Come on,” I said again, “Time for you to go home.” 
Thaksin continued to sob over my shoulders and I wondered about 

asking her to stay. Could she bear to live here in the Otherworld 
where her lover had died? If she went back, would she be back in the 
body she didn’t want? If she stayed, would I have a chance? 
 
© 2013, Jo Thomas 
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NETTLES 
Arley Sorg 

 
Grace leaned her elbows into the peeling window sill. 
Three floors below, crammed between the cracked rear wall and a 

littered street, her building’s yard was a tangle of fractured promises. 
A dull ache twisted along sleek vines, sitcom resolutions half-
remembered among shadows of red bruised leaves and motionless, 
overgrown grass. Trackless, swallowed by an old fence, and faintly 
dusted with a blur of bugs. 

Despair clung cold to the inside of her ribs. This time she recog-
nized the quick sting, she rose with a ballooning sigh and wedged her 
way between still sealed boxes. 

I survived. 
Because really, Casey had tried to kill her. 
In his spitting-drunk, revenge-bloodshot rage, he’d tried his best to 

smother her. Throwing her out in the middle of the night. Just the lat-
est and last homicidal abuse; at the least predictable. Up until then 
he’d done a fine job portraying a sorry, self-deprecating manic, des-
perate to make amends and follow his steps. He’d nearly finished her: 
she’d felt her chest cave, sternum cracking under the weight of her 
fucked up life. 

A folded newspaper with ruinous black vortexes suctioning 
unlikely housing matches was discarded on her shiny tiled kitchen 
counter. It was battered and rendered useless, like a carcass left by a 
cat. Her copy of the lease next to it, fresh white paper contrasting the 
memory evoked: Mr. Craigson’s gangly fingers flexing forward at the 
pass of each item, unmistakably brushing hers, sending spiders scur-
rying up her back. The pen, the fresh paper eager for her signature, 
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his narrowed eyes, perpetually dulled with a skeptic’s disdain, and 
the wet hunger of a mouth that never quite closed. 

Grace slipped the lease into a drawer—any drawer—and crumpled 
the newspaper until it was too tight to crumple further. 

There was a list of items she and Casey had purchased together. 
Each item a mounting, solemn vow. Microwave, television, safe, 
kitchen knives. Pre-Casey, she had a habit of collecting but never 
throwing out a handful of items, such as books, magazines, exercise 
gear, much of which was still in its original packaging. Those items 
that she could claim as exclusively and historically hers she had 
snatched away in brisk, tense silence; those that would require hag-
gling and raised voices, she decided, had too little value to bargain 
for. So she left them all behind, a dry annotation of their too long 
journey together, each piece as good as broken in her mind. 

Among those shared items were both the kitchen and the bathroom 
trash cans. She squeezed the balled newspaper in a fist, shook her 
head at her picnic table sized kitchen, as if the stove were the reason 
for her lack of fight, and pushed the ill fitting ball into a pocket. 

____________________ 
 

New neighbors were too sensible to get involved. They were 
groundhogs diving into holes at the first sign of intrusion. Grace ex-
cavated her soggy woolen self from her place, after a long internal 
discussion on the various reasons she might get out, the cracked 
clock on the stove slipping sequences of numbers in a strangely in-
sulting way. She wandered on numb legs up a busy street. Every eye 
turned away as quickly as met, the accident of her circumstance 
clearly too grotesque for staring. 

She’d seen a woman once, when she was sixteen, on the curb of a 
sidewalk, crying and shuddering. Rain pricked tentative, icy drops 
through her shirt, and she weighed the virtues of comforting a 
stranger with the sting in her chest and the tight in her gut. She 
walked by, the woman’s air-sucking huffs small shocking shoves 
against the small of her back. She steeped in gritty guilt but mostly, 
more than anything, swore she would never be seen sitting on a curb, 
crying her body dry. 

That had been the suburbs, where people might stare through 
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gauzy curtains, perceived as shades and whispers from outside the 
shell of their houses. Now Grace had trapped herself in the city. 
Schools of fishy people, glassy eyes averted, a tide that pressed her 
willfully back toward her own grubby hole. She used everything she 
had to keep walking, fight through the lapping press, sniffling and 
rubbing her eyes as if the flu was what raged under her skin. 

Milk made tight, glistening plastic rows behind a glass door. A door 
she could refocus her eyes at, the kind she could see herself in, 
should she choose. Pointedly she pierced the glass, she visually 
framed plastic bottles in a near painful focus. 

I don’t even drink milk… 
And she was blinking again. Embarrassed and confused. She’d 

been kidnapped and dropped here, where ever here was, by some in-
sanity gifted to her genetically by a frantic mother and nearly un-
known father. She suspected the clerk eyed her with tenacious suspi-
cion but refused to look at him: he would just look away. 

“Is it that hard to pick milk?” 
A woman. A girl. Dark hair partially unwinding from a forced labor 

of hard curls. Severe, bitchy eyeliner and a bright pop of pink lip-
stick. Her ribs expanded noticeably, stretched the fabric of a tight 
white tube top, under breasts too perfect to be real. Grace nearly 
sighed, somehow grateful at seeing the imperfection of her dusky, 
knobby knees, one with a long, terrible scar. 

“Girl, you okay?” 
“Yeah. I’m fine,” Grace lied. 
“You look fucked up. You fucked up?” 
“No.” Eyes twitched sideways—an expensive habit, it had cost her 

many arguments. “Yes. Not like that though. But yeah, I’m really 
fucked up.” I’m not a girl on the sidewalk. I’m not. 

The girl shifted her weight to one leg, like a dancer about to kick 
up her foot, a finger plying the swooping causeways of her ringlets. 
Bitchy eyes slightly narrowed. All Grace’s pre-collegiate teenage-
rebellious recriminations against parentally limited world perspec-
tives flashed; all those late night, procrastination driven, mold 
crunching debates around personality and impression, race, class, 
every struggled argument and line, exploded, collided, burned at 
once, against the nausea in her stomach, the crease in her chest, 
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mostly the pace of her heart, her body eager to get the hell away from 
this girl. Who might have a knife in her back pocket! A gun in that 
little shiny bag! Or just hit her in the face with those big-ass ghetto 
rings. 

Grace argued against herself enough to stay still. To keep her feet 
from rushing her out of that little store. But not enough to calm 
down. 

The girl stared a moment longer, considering what to watch on TV, 
or perhaps which earrings went with what skirt, or maybe what she 
wanted for dinner. To move her eyes away would be racist, Grace 
was sure, though the reasons didn’t quite articulate in her dazzled 
mind; and the longer she stared back, the more she wanted to pee. 
The harder her gut insisted she leave. 

“You wanna talk about it?” the girl finally blinked, and Grace felt 
she’d both won and lost everything. 

“I don’t know. I just.” What? 
“Look, I know we don’t know each other or nothin’. But you know. 

I got a few minutes. We’re both here.” 
Grace snorted a laugh, not quite feeling funny, her legs wanting to 

drop her like a hiker at the end of a long trek. 
“Or not, shit. It’s up to you. Bet you don’t want no milk anyways.” 

The girl shifted again, turned her head, gave a laugh that felt like a 
slap against Grace’s heart. 

Her words lurched from inside, thoughtless and honest and utterly 
nonsensical. “Yeah. I want to talk. Yes please.” 

The girl had her buy them beers, led Grace to a parking lot nearby, 
a short walk past graffiti stained brick and broken sidewalks, and 
Grace continuously pushed to the fringe of her thought the different 
horrible things this girl was about to do to her. They sat on cement 
lumps. The girl produced a knife. An old, partly rusted, Swiss army 
knife with at least a dozen different uses, one of which she employed 
with a smirk to pop the lid from their bottles. She handed Grace a 
beer as if she’d bought them and was doing her a huge solid. 

“Alright. So talk.” 
Grace hesitated. Feeling the strangeness of everything around her 

shoulders, a scratchy shawl that challenged sitting still. She probed at 
the girl’s eyes again and found a face that seemed sincere, eyes that 
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could be as interested as they were bitchy, and a pose that spoke of 
hidden experiences met with resilience. 

In the next moment Grace talked. She cried, a woman on a curb, 
half-hidden by vacated cars. She let her body shudder and shed the 
enormity of all the sorrow she’d clung to. Nothing like a bitch at all, 
the girl, Terri, listened, closer with each passing moment, until they 
had their heads pressed against each other, Terri’s arm slung across 
Grace’s shoulders, their tears making flat puddles on cracked, dry tar. 

____________________ 
 

“I’mma kill that mutha fucker!” 
Terri prowled through the limiting space of kitchen. Her fury more 

pronounced for the captivity, and Grace fancied them both as inmates 
in a cosmic cell, spinning through space and not knowing which way 
was up. Up is where you look, Terri would tell her. But Grace made a 
careful habit of not sharing everything. 

She’d made that mistake the day they met. Terri was ruthless when 
pissed. She would use anything, there was no sacred ground or un-
touchable topic when it came to trying to hurt the people she loves. 

“Call his old, white ass up! Get him up here. We’ll see what’s up.” 
I’m white too, Grace swallowed her objections, breath in her chest 

smashed impossibly against itself, feeling trapped despite being re-
leased. “I can’t just call him. Not for no reason.” 

“Make some shit up! Tell him your sink is leaking!” 
“He says we have to call the plumber ourselves.” 
“Then tell him the radiator is busted. Hell, I’ll bust that shit!” Terri 

took a knife from a drawer, marched scowling to the radiator, as if the 
urge to turn serial killer had finally taken her over. 

“Your Swiss army knife would work better,” Grace smirked. 
“Oh, you think this is funny? You think it’s ‘all good?’” She set the 

knife on the cramped-in coffee table, hands on her waist, the way her 
mother probably did when she got serious. Terri came uncomfortably 
close, up in her face she would say. Nervousness tickled laughter up 
from Grace’s belly. 

Despite welt red eyes Terri started to laugh too, shaking her head. 
“Bitch! You gonna have me killin’ someone one of these days!” Her 
hands always burned hotter than Grace’s skin. She felt them through 
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her cotton tee, sliding possessively. Her fingers pushed down through 
the space where jeans hugged hips, rested warmly along that border 
of skin impassable by those without intimate invitation. 

Grace leaned into the feeling. The knowing. That those fingers 
could wander wherever they damn well pleased. It made her woozy, 
and her drowsy eyes slipped to Terri’s hips, bony like shark fins 
about to cut water, hidden as their secrets, under a denim skirt with a 
slightly frayed hem. 

Grace licked her lips, considered unveiling those dangerous hips. 
“You need to stand up to that prick.” Grace resisted as well she 

could the insistence of Terri’s voice. It would pull her from the high, 
the cloud that filled her chest and head, the pleasantness that was 
mindlessly being together. “You need to tell him to leave you alone. 
Tell him you got someone at least!” 

This again. The shutting out of light. Not the excitement of a thea-
ter, dimming in prescience of thrills and fantasy. This was the violent 
shuttering of day, the mysterious, superstitious eclipse of goodness. 
At once cold, Grace pulled out from Terri’s prowling, invasive fin-
gers. “I don’t ‘got someone’.” 

Hands on her hips again, as if this wasn’t a conversation they’d run 
through a good six or seven times. It was becoming rehearsed. Per-
haps she expected Grace to give way a little more each time. Terri 
was a horror movie nurse, pushing an irritating needle at Grace, de-
termined to find a way in, each time trying a slightly different spot. 
“What the fuck is this then?” 

“You know this is special,” for the hundredth time! “Technically 
I’m still married, though. I mean…” 

“You ain’t married! Shit, he threw you out! Bitch, you that stupid?” 
“I told you, Ter. I just can’t be a fucking dyke! It’s not me!” 
“So this is like, a layover, huh.” She shook her head in syrupy deri-

sion. 
“No. No, Ter. You’re more than that. God, you’re so much more.” 
“Okay then. When you wanna get real with me? Or I need a dick 

for that?” 
“I don’t know. Okay? Can we not talk about this right now?” It was 

the only way to settle the fight. That or sex. And Grace was, instantly, 
a decidedly non-sexual being. The first few times, they’d talked 
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around in circles, late into night turning into morning. Feinting and 
dodging in a tense calm, boxers reluctant to throw a punch. 

That seemed like a long time ago. 
“Well shit, you don’t wanna talk about your asshole landlord, you 

don’t wanna talk about us. What you wanna talk about then?” 
“Let’s…” Grace pushed cramping fingers through her still damp 

hair. She’d showered quickly, intending the morning to billow her 
into dreamlike oblivion—a long passionate tussle of the anxious, ea-
ger sex Terri practiced, followed by a languid laying about under the 
sunlight, the only redeeming feature of her tiny nightmare of an 
apartment. She forgave the spider web cracks along one window and 
the wavy, sickly yellow panes of the bathroom window, for the glitter 
and heaven of warmth that flooded, nearly other-worldly and possi-
bly healing, for a strong handful of hours in the morning. “Let’s just 
lay in the sun. Like a couple of lizards. Let’s just not talk for a 
while.” 

Terri blinked a neatly enraged look. It slowed time and stretched 
Grace’s heart beats into painfully slow pulses. Bitch, she was think-
ing, most likely, because she loved to call Grace a bitch whether she 
was pissed off or not. I’mma talk if I want to, she was thinking, most 
likely, because she hated being controlled. Unless that control was in 
being lost to pleasure, Grace’s face buried in her moist heat, mouth 
and tongue working tirelessly. Then Terri would give up control, she 
would let her body spasm and thrash, she would gurgle and shout, 
she would arch, sit up, fall back, grip Grace’s hair and make sure they 
both knew she wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

Terri shook her head, let a smile and laugh blow from her lips, and 
time lurched full speed again, Grace’s chest stopped hurting again, 
and they fell onto the bed, light pleasantly burning against skin. 
“Bitch,” Terri breathed, the sound of her smile inflating every tone. 
“One day I’mma kill yo’ ass. You know that?” 

Wonderfully helpless, Grace wrapped Terri in her arms as much as 
physically possible, and mumbled I know into her neck. 

____________________ 
 

The garden was a claustrophobic space. 
Grace was not usually given to feeling trapped. Not outside of her 
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former life, anyways. The splintering fence seemed closer than it 
looked. Ropy arcs of bush limbs covered too much ground. Blades of 
yellowed, dry grasses crowded together, more prison camp than yard. 
Even the trees looked weary and weak. 

She hesitated, limbs become action figure stiff. A slender, rectangu-
lar window was a cancer spot on the side of the building. His win-
dow, she guessed, and she dimly remembered being caught with her 
hand in her mom’s purse, hungry for candy; she remembered Dawson 
Trolley yanking open the high school gym closet, catching her kiss-
ing Martin Shaw. She remembered smoking pot, sprawled on the liv-
ing room floor, Shane Bolton urging her on with dull brown eyes, her 
own eyes stuck to the front door, roach pinched too hard between in-
dex and thumb, knowing her mom would not be home for hours but 
believing it in no part of her restless body. 

Her feet had turned to clay, wet and mixed into the soil; her eyes 
searched the dark ripples of that rectangle, intent to catch the slightest 
shift in light. 

The garden lingered. In her periphery it buzzed and rustled, stung 
dirty, desiccated smells in her nose. Rotting roots, sickly mulch, 
likely animals had been trapped and lost their flesh and fat to entropy. 

Finally she flexed her fingers in tight leather gloves. It had taken a 
furious hour to find them; her boxes had been thrown together; De-
spite Terri’s help, many still made a Mayan pyramid of sorts against a 
wall. Moreover, there just wasn’t enough room for all her crap. She 
would never unpack, not in this place. 

She knew nothing about gardens, about plants, she never grew to-
matoes and was always surprised to learn how many kinds of some-
thing there were, like carrots or peas. Nonetheless, Grace plucked her 
feet from their spot by the door. She took careful, forced steps, 
through knee high, scratchy grass, to the edge of the real mess. 

And she began. 
____________________ 

 
“What the fuck?” Terri was pissed. But she was always pissed. She 

really had only a handful of moods: horny, pissed, and distracted. 
“What now?” Grace sighed, regretting the now she’d added, as it 

could open a whole new world of conflict. 
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What chu mean ‘what now’, bitch? You must have lost yo’ damn 
mind! 

“What happened to your arms? Baby, you are all scratched up!” 
Terri left the doorway. The space without her was a gap, like a miss-
ing tooth, like a discovered wound that didn’t hurt the way it should. 
She gripped Grace’s arms and Grace pulled free, shut the door care-
fully. 

“Aren’t you sensitive all of a sudden.” 
“Sensitive? Bitch, I’m the one you cried all over when we met! 

You surprised I’m sensitive?” 
Grace pressed her lips together, words roiling in her mouth. She 

waited for the right ones to dissolve into her tongue. 
“What the fuck happened to you?” Terri went on. “Did he do this to 

you?” 
“Who?” Grace felt her frown echo through the muscles of her face. 

“Casey? I haven’t talked to him in…” 
“No, fuck Casey! He knows better than to come ‘round here. Your 

fucking landlord! The perv! Did he scratch you up?” 
“No! No, Ter. I hardly see him.” 
“But you see him, right? He tried any shit?” Hands on her hips, 

classic Terri. She’d changed her hair, dyed it with blond streaks 
swooping out from behind her right ear. And she was dressed nearly 
slutty. Grace had not succeeded in changing her taste in clothes. 

“You look really cute. I like your hair like that,” she sounded 
nearly convincing. She ran her fingers through the blond streak to 
make it more real. 

Terri frowned hard, a frown that could karate chop a block of ce-
ment into dust. But then her eyes slobbered their way down Grace’s 
body. A war of disparate urges displayed a subtle twitch at the corner 
of her mouth. 

Grace decided she’d rather make love than war. So she consumed 
the space between them with her body, she pressed Terri back until 
she was against the wall. She kissed her before bitch could slip out. 
Her tongue searched Terri’s lips for the word, hunted along her teeth, 
explored, dove, flicked, if the word was in there, she would find it. 
She kissed her until Terri’s breath came ragged through her nose, that 
was when she knew the war had been won. 
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Terri would not submit for long, they both knew that. After her first 
moan, legs seeming to buckle, she stood straight, pushed Grace back 
so hard she nearly tripped over. Unapologetic and grinning, she 
gripped Grace’s blouse, yanked it off and laughed when Grace 
squealed hey. Buttons made tickling noise on the wooden floor. By 
the time they stopped Grace was on her back, jeans around her an-
kles, happily entangled and pretending to struggle. 

____________________ 
 

Grace had Terri in her arms. That was their way. In words Terri 
would press for more, demand, argue, scream, cry. But in bodies, 
where it mattered, as far as Grace was concerned, it was always Terri 
staring up at the ceiling, or out the window, aloof as Everest seen 
through a documentary, while Grace clung to her, eternally climbing 
a new face, starting over every time they met. 

Pissed. Horny. Distracted. 
“What are you thinking about?” The words snuck out of Grace’s 

mouth. She usually imprisoned them in her chest. Set guards at the 
doors, chained them down. They always pushed, brooded, deep in the 
cavern of her heart. 

Terri loved to pry open Grace’s chest, to expose her feelings. She 
was an avid listener, she could recite lines of secrets that had been 
scrawled in the close air by Grace’s whispers. 

“What the fuck happened to your arms anyways?” her eyes drifted 
from the window, pulled by the eddies of her words. As much as the 
sound had lacked conviction, her eyes redoubled the effort of con-
vincing. Terri pulled one of Grace’s arms off her, down to the stifling 
space between their bodies, but held her hand as consolation. Grace 
thought her blood wouldn’t flow, soon her arm would be numb, but 
she’d rather suffer small discomforts than lose the twining of fingers. 

“Just weeds.” 
“The fuck you mean ‘weeds?’” 
“Was doing some gardening, that’s all.” 
“Gardening!” Terri: Master of questions made statements, of state-

ments sounding like insults, and she could do it loudly or quietly with 
impact. 

It was a thorn stuck into Grace’s chest, piercing a fleshy, thin veil. 
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A shudder threatened birth from the cavity within, the place she’d 
shoved everything, stamped down on it, plastered it with spit and 
blood, and layered thoughts of Terri’s presence for good measure. 
Grace swallowed hard, made herself shrug, blinked at the sting in her 
eyes. “Yeah. Gardening. You know, like, a hobby.” 

“Shouldn’t yo’ ass be looking for a job?” 
“I’m looking.” It wasn’t a total lie. She had bought newspapers, 

she had checked online. She had made notes. She just hadn’t called 
anyone, sent any emails, gone out to apply. She had, however, rifled 
through boxes, flipped through the clothes in the sorry excuse for a 
closet, she had thought about what she would wear, what she would 
say. She had read a dozen articles about how to interview. 

“Bitch!” Terri half rose. Feeling rushed back to Grace’s arm in un-
pleasant tingles, but she gripped her fingers against Terri’s, her hand 
a bear trap. “You ain’t looked for shit!” 

“I have!” 
“Why you wasting your time gardening? You should be out there. 

Where you interviewed at?” 
“It’s important! You don’t understand.” Nausea, nervousness 

washed into Grace’s limbs. She pulled her hand away, rolled onto her 
side, her back cold with Terri’s presence behind her. 

“Don’t you run from me!” 
“I’m not running!” 
“Okay. Well you don’t have to be a little…” 
“You just don’t understand some things,” Grace pouted. “We’re 

just different. You listen but you don’t get it.” 
“What? Girl, I get you. I get you better than you do.” 
“You don’t. That’s why you’re yelling at me now!” 
“I ain’t yellin’. Bitch, you’ll know when I’m yellin’!” 
“Yeah. I’ll know. You yell enough. But you don’t get me.” 
Terri half growled, the sound rolled into a sigh, a puff of air and 

sensation that tickled along Grace’s back. In the next moment, the 
weight of Terri was on her, drenched her in heat, smothering the cav-
ity with pleasant numb. “So explain it to me, girl. You know you’re 
my baby, right? I’mma take care of you. You got to let me know 
what’s up, though.” 

“Okay,” Grace breathed. Letting the weight of Terri squeeze out the 
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breath, she felt all the cold inside her sweep out. “Just. Okay, so. 
When I moved here, it was the last of three places I could find. I had 
three more places I’d circled in my paper. But I was exhausted, at the 
end of my rope.” 

“Mmm-hmm.” 
“I was tired, determined. I had spent two weeks in a fucking dirty, 

scummy motel. Eating away my money. I swear, Ter. There were 
people, like. Doing drugs in the parking lot!” 

“Okay.” Her fingers probed their way into Grace’s hair, rested in a 
loose grip. “Go on baby girl.” 

“I told myself, just pick one of those three spots. Just take what-
ever, get the hell off the street. I studied the three ads, trying to think 
of which would be the best. I was done, you know? I just had what 
the ads said to go by. This one promised a garden. It said there was a 
view of a garden. It’s the only reason I took this place!” 

Terri shook her head, grunted. “Why you gotta be the gardener, 
though, girl? That part of your rent or somethin’?” 

“No. I’m just…” Grace swallowed, her throat too tight. She pushed 
her face into a pillow. Pressed her eyes shut. “I’m just so fucking 
tired of every promise being fucked!” 

“Hey girl. Hey, don’t cry. I’m here. Hey.” Terri eased her onto her 
back, intent on finding her eyes, gazing hard and dabbing away tears 
with soft fingertips. “I’mma make you a promise you can bank on.” 

“No, Terri. Don’t. I can’t take it!” 
“No matter what, hey. Look at me. No matter what. No matter we 

lovers or friends, no matter we fuckin’ or fightin’. I’mma always be 
here for you. Always. You hear me? You hear me baby girl?” 

Grace sniffled hard, scraped her face with the corner of her pillow 
case. She laughed and spluttered, nodded, and did everything she 
could to staunch the breakdown trembling its chains just under her 
breastbone. 

____________________ 
 

Rain finally came and the timing couldn’t have been better. Noth-
ing less than God’s own reflection of Grace’s mood. A long sky 
streaked with dark gray, shredded in spots by bright white lightning, 
and a hazy blurring drizzle, soppy but light, like being misted by an 
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overeager perfume seller. It left her face damp, dappled her plaid shirt 
in dark blotches, and universally justified the new tears that insisted 
out of her eyes. Crying was just nature, it was rapport with the 
weather; so much easier for being surrounded by caged wilderness 
and that rickety fence. 

During the week she had purchased supplies. Pruning shears, a 
couple of books, thick gloves, and a plaid shirt. Her father would 
have smiled at her. He had close set eyes and a crooked nose, big ears 
that leaned away from his army cap. She always seemed fixated on 
something when he magically showed up, and he’d look at her as if 
she were his own creation, and all good things were his gift to the 
world. This your latest project? He had a Masters in Mixed Mes-
sages, slippery condescension stirred with icy, distant pride, a bitter 
cocktail few bartenders could mimic. 

Their play was performed with fixed roles. She was the hopeful 
daughter, speechless and still, body clenched, expectant of disdain 
and eager for praise. And he was the judge, jury and executioner, her 
heart on the chopping block, rendered guilty and sliced to shit in a 
handful of words. At first they were distractions, her projects, as he 
called them. Something to think about, focus on, anything besides her 
mother’s neurotic ramblings; or locking herself in her room and star-
ing at the walls or TV. Later, when she learned to calculate his orbit, 
when he’d come crashing through their atmosphere again, though she 
would never admit this, not until much later, she searched for pro-
jects, eager to find that one magical moment, anything that would 
make the tone of his voice shift, cause him to spill out all that disdain 
onto the floor and feed her cool liquid love. 

The sturdiest door in Craigson’s building was the metal security 
door that led from a short snake of hallway to the back garden. As she 
had done several times now, Grace paused with a hand planted just 
under the “KEEP OUT” sign, door propped open, skin prickling elec-
trically. The first rain she’d seen in a while teasing out her tears. The 
rectangle of window a dark slug in her periphery, powerful enough to 
stall her motion. Every time, this was the moment where, were she 
caught, she could maybe skate on some excuse, claim she’d been 
snatched in a fugue, or hey, just curious. Keep Fucking Out, she 
imagined him saying. His eyes would sneak what glimpses of her he 
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thought he could get away with, and his yellow stained fingers would 
point at the sign. 

Once the electricity passed, once her gut steadied, she let the door 
shut, swallowing the sign with it. This time she looked at the sky, into 
the deepest stretch of gray, and let the misty drops mingle with her 
wet sadness. 

She hadn’t planned on coming out and testing her shears. But Terri 
had fucking lied and her apartment was the last place she wanted to 
linger. It stank of her, memories of her vibrated in the sheets and glis-
tened on the shower door. 

It had been a week since her last bout with the garden’s unruly ele-
ments. Her arms still itched, scratches lined with welts and bubbling 
blisters, weeds had raked her neck, she looked as if she’d been stran-
gled. 

The worst was an enormous bush half hidden straight back. It had 
long reaching limbs, covered in alluring little purple flowers and 
fuzz. The first time, she’d mistaken the fuzz for something like felt or 
down. Curious as a cat she’d stroked it with a finger. The fuzz 
scratched, more like razor wire; blood drops glistened on her skin. 
Worse was the itching. Within minutes, rash had coated her flesh, 
itching and burning in turns, and within days little blisters pushed up 
like a miniature mountain range. 

My fucking project, she moaned wordlessly, eyeing the dangerous 
weed. It seemed to peek from the shadows, a child shivering in the 
moments before a long, hard spanking. She sagged bodily, her feet 
pressed with the enormous weight of her everything, each step a la-
bor. 

Stray dogs, home movies, writing stories; karaoke, model planes, 
books; softball, judo—each step was a memoir to a project she’d 
sampled. She reached the edge of the unruly, the vegetal chaos nearly 
enshrouding, and she hadn’t finished her list. Limp trees and sticking 
thorns shrugged shadows across her feet, feigning innocent random-
ness. 

She had continued building upon her list long after her father 
stopped showing up. As if the ritual itself might summon him back. 
She built on the list even after she’d run away, after she’d bought a 
bus ticket and put her screaming mother far behind her. 
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As she always did, she told herself this was not “just a project,” 
and to suggest such was pure, unfiltered insult. This is taking control, 
she sniffed hard at the air, trying to suck tears back into her eyes. 
This was being the Master of her Destiny. 

The paper bag clenched in her fist was stained dark, the logo 
looked ready to pull apart, like the meat of her life, too tender to re-
sist all the opposing forces: gravity, desire and despair. Fuck it all she 
whispered, opened the bag, and pulled out her shiny new shears. 

____________________ 
 

Stupid. Stupid stupid stupid. 
What had she been thinking? What was she going to say if he 

found out? How could she keep him from finding out? 
She’d played out the scene enough times. In her mind, Craigson 

would thank her, she’d maybe even get a discount on rent. It was a 
mess! She’d smile, and he’d have to admit it, he’d have to tell her she 
was right. I wasn’t sure ‘bout you, he’d say. But you’re alright. 

Grace habitually fell into mental rehearsals. Long conversations 
rambled in her head, especially over trouble. They never, ever, ever 
went the way she’d played them. 

She’d confronted Casey about the condoms she’d found. He had a 
temper, she knew that, but she hadn’t planned on him throwing her 
out. She’d seen it as the one thing he’d have to admit to, it was unde-
niable, and as much as he hated apologizing or owning up to any-
thing, whether it was leaving trash in the sink or going out with his 
friends and drinking all night when they’d made plans, every time 
she played the conversation in her head, it ended up with them some-
how getting closer. 

It disgusted her, it sent tendrils of ugly through her limbs, it de-
voured all her strength to stay steady. But he had spent the last two 
years drifting more and more. As if proving that he didn’t need her. 
And she had foolishly thought they would fight and end up tangled in 
each other’s arms. The way it had been, the way it used to be, the 
way it once was. 

She’d confronted Terri about their relationship. Or lack thereof. Af-
ter Terri had yelled at her in the middle of the subway, with two 
dozen strangers gaping, because she’d caught Grace studying the 
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male form. Fit and barely hidden by a toilet-paper-thin, clinging tank 
top, and shimmery basketball shorts. She’d nearly drooled at the stiff 
nipples, the curve of chest, sinew and flesh bound together in flaw-
less symmetry. He’d leaned back against the cement pillar, abs 
strained fabric, and a good length of his cock was semi-erect, shaped 
clearly against shimmer. 

After all, it had been a good, fucking long while! 
And Grace could only be called bitch so many times before the 

double sidedness of it cut away her dignity, released her steaming 
rage. 

She had the decency to wait, to smolder, all the way home. As soon 
as the door was shut she let it all go. A bleary tempest, strained and 
wailing, culminating in a clearly stated denial of any possibility of 
them ever being anything real, solid, actual. Regret piled sticky in 
Grace’s gut, for she had spat the words, each syllable emphasized by 
her fist smacking her palm, I am not a fucking dyke! 

That was when Terri took the picture of them, framed and elegantly 
poised over the bed. She smashed it against the wall, chipping a hole 
and shattering the glass. She shouted, Bitch! Don’t bother fucking 
calling me then! And slammed the door behind her. 

That was when Grace felt the lie of her, another blistered promise, 
popped and oozing the same sulking sorrow as always. This one hurt 
more, hurt with all the others, but hurt differently, and she’d had to 
come to the garden. 

The rain had gone, the air had dried but the ground was still mucky. 
A sloppy pile of limbs and leaves and branches, uprooted weeds and 
clumps of dead grass, made a long shape in the shadows of dusk. 
Looking over it, all Grace could think of was the way Terri scowled 
at the land lord—a protective, skinny pitbull, always ready to bite—
the few times they’d passed each other in the hall. 

He had protruding cheek bones, as if his skin strained to cover 
them, and quick eyes that could steal before either of them had real-
ized what he’d taken. She’d thought lizard when she’d met him but 
later decided cat, a predator that liked to play with its food. Terri 
wasn’t scared of him, and when they were together, neither was 
Grace. After Craigson encounters they’d laugh, realizing the subtle-
ties of their meeting, comparing who he’d checked out more and sur-
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prised at how many glances he’d gotten away with, the puzzle only 
completed by both their perspectives. 

Ripe with intention, Grace had left her phone up in her apartment. 
She’d gone to her garden, she wasn’t going to be bothered, even if 
Terri rang a hundred times to apologize. She stared up through bruis-
ing night, her window with its spider web cracks easy to find. In 
pulsing moments, guilt grew like dank mold on the underside of her 
mind, aloneness stained rot through her resolve, and she hoped her 
phone battery was being tested by constant calls and messages. 

Or perhaps it sat quiet this whole time. 
It was only her and the dark all around, and the dark within, a 

weight slipped off its barbell, tied with cord and swinging from her 
gut. 

“The hell you think you’re doing!” Craigson’s shout shattered her. 
She didn’t know she was glass until his noise appeared. She’d missed 
the tell-tale squeal of hinges, the metal door so loud it always made 
her cringe. 

“Gardening.” Harried, she glanced for her tools. They depressed 
tufts of grass at the new borders of weeds. Her work had satisfyingly 
remapped the continent of the yard. 

The weed stood daunting, dangerous, daring her. The one that had 
scored her arms and neck, even possibly nicked her face tonight. As 
if bothered by her nearness, some subtle wind, too soft for her to 
taste, had flickered one of its fingers, it flinched against her cheek, 
the itch had flared and she knew it had challenged her. She had meant 
to hack at the thing, but she’d forgotten. She’d floated away on a 
tenuous hope, staring up at her window. 

“You can’t be out here!” His face was humorous, exaggerated, 
swollen with red. “Fucking keep out!” 

She turned her back to him, her planned dialogue boiled from her 
mind, a sauce hopelessly separating and all the ingredients ruined. 
She couldn’t find a single word. She hunched her back, the way she 
used to when she sensed Casey’s impending violence, dropped knees 
into the mud. Thinking to collect what was hers. 

“Get away from there!” More shriek than command. Fear and hate 
mixed with an expertise to rival her father’s. Her shoulders jumped. 
She jerked around, heart paralyzed in her chest. “Get the fuck out of 
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here! Get out of my building!” 
“I’m just fucking gardening!” she shouted back. He was supposed 

to thank her, see what she’d done! And he couldn’t kick her out for 
that. Could he? Her stomach stitched up, a too familiar sting tickled 
her eyes, similar to the sting blistering her cheek. “Look at this shit! 
You promised me a garden! Not some fucking poisonous weeds!” 

She reached. Yanked at the weed, the one arching over like a sneer-
ing parent, the one mocking her. She pulled at its thick base, slick and 
dense as bone. 

Craigson yelped, fell over or leapt at her, made a noisy splash 
nearby. The roots were up; smell of dank, mulch, life and death, rot. 
Worms. Maggots. 

Maggots. 
Lumps, shapes in the dark, familiar and impossible. Her chest hurt, 

impulse made her drop the plant as if it scorched her hand. 
A single heatless shaft of light from the hall, through the door he’d 

left open, cut over his thick, prone body, across the balding spot on 
the back of his head, slanted odd-shaped into the space where one of 
the bunched roots lay exposed. Twining and gripping a mostly de-
composed head. Unmistakably human, despite the ragged flesh drip-
ping from bone. 

Her legs melted. Her eyes wider than they’d ever been, everything 
in her begged to run. 

“You’ve ruined it! You’ve ruined everything! You fucking bitch!” 
Wordless. Hot. Rage swallowed her whole. Rose on the tide of un-

speakable, ate at once the sad, the fear. He had broken her, utterly de-
stroyed her, and from the patch of ash he’d left, he’d sparked her 
back into a fury she’d never before known. 

“Not you,” Grace screamed with the vastness of her lungs, the flex 
of her legs. “You don’t call me that!” Her hand found her brand new 
shears. 

He was mouth and eyes, hungry and hateful, lust and derision and 
judgment in flashes. She leapt on him, the way Terri sometimes leapt 
on her. She smothered him, the way she’d always been smothered, by 
everyone and everything, even by this stupid fucking garden! “You 
don’t get to call me that!” She shrieked, her eyes made stone, hands 
iron on the shears, a darting singular movement, as if the passing 
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storm had flicked its tail and brushed her hand. Blood made a spout, 
spurted from his neck. The shears didn’t stick but they’d cut him 
open. Darker than she’d thought, that blood, a gush of near black that 
drenched the soil. 

Awareness climbed up her skin, needles pricking her body awake. 
She leapt back, fell onto her rump. Her hands wavered over her 

face, not her hands at all, but wooden things that refused to obey. 
Gather it up, she thought. Get the hell out of here. Run. Her body 
heaved, pain wracked inhalation, dizzying exhalation, legs trembling 
under her. 

Slow as crawling worms, like cold-stunned snakes, at first only 
imaginary surely, a trick of light or the moon or just adrenaline, but 
then undeniable in its continuation, in its steady, creeping motion, the 
limbs of that damned weed moved. Grace watched. Unable to move. 
Moving would acknowledge it was real. None of this was real, noth-
ing could be real. Reality had broken back when she’d found the con-
doms. They had promised to love each other, he’d convinced her, 
over and over, and like a complete idiot she’d fallen for it. Reality 
had cracked when she’d fallen for it. 

Moving would mean this really was her life. She watched dumbly, 
face numb but for the flare of pain on her cheek. The furred vines 
slunk long, stretched, wrapped around the man’s leaden limbs. His 
face was too pale under the hallway light, a clay effigy. She hadn’t 
done anything, she argued to herself. She’d knocked over a pretend 
version of him. A scarecrow, that’s all. 

The limbs encircled his wrists, his ankles, like a kinky minded 
lover, gentle but firm, then his gut, his knees, so many limbs Grace 
was surprised at their strength and number. They tugged him, inched 
him into the mess of plant life, into the shadowy spaces, the dense 
snags and nets of weeds, dragged him through the muck until he was 
slowly but completely sucked under the mud. 

The head was gone, too, submerged beneath another knot of wrist 
thick weed bases, though the one root she’d upended laid on its side, 
as if too tired to impose its will any longer. 

Grace stayed on her rump a long while, breathing night air, desper-
ate for everything she’d seen to be unseen. The body unfurled from 
under the brush, her shears clean of all that sticking blood. She sat 
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until her thighs were numb, her rear ached, her back complained in 
off-beat shocks. The sun came, that healing, warm orb, tracing gold 
first along the top of the fence, then gently washing her face, until she 
had to blink. When she blinked she felt as if she had awakened for 
the first time. 

____________________ 
 

She waited on the front steps. Chewing at the corner of her lip. 
Playing a dialogue in her mind. 

Her phone felt like an awkward hunk of plastic in her hands. The 
night was too cold, she hadn’t thought to wear a coat. She rubbed at 
her arms, willed the bumps to stop, willed the shivers to go away, but 
the shivers were more than the cold and the bumps were more than 
just chills. 

“Hey.” He was gruff, aloof. In character. A negative to what he’d 
been when they’d met. Still, he seemed taller than she remembered, 
slick and sleek in a black trench, his belly had dropped a few pounds, 
she was sure. 

“You look good,” she smiled, leapt up from her perch. 
“Thanks.” Hands on his hips. He reminded her of Terri. He eyed 

the facade, too skeptical to be genuine. “This place is a dump. What 
happened to you, Grace?” 

“Nothing. Look. I’m just ready to move on, okay? Like I said.” She 
slipped her phone into her back pocket. “We can’t all be as lucky as 
you,” she joked over her shoulder, punching in the key code to the 
door. 

Through the hall, then she paused at the bottom of the stairs. 
“Anyways, tonight’s your night. I’mma make you dinner, we’re 
gonna talk. We’ll work all this stuff out.” 

“You know we aren’t getting back together. Right?” Folded arms 
made his trench tighten at the shoulders, his eyes went dark, the way 
they did before a fight. Like the ocean pulling out, only to come back 
fast and hard. 

“I know. We should be friends, though. We had a few good years 
together. Listen, just. Let’s not be awkward and all.” 

Casey nodded after a long moment. Looked at her shoes, fingered 
his ear; she was that brief itch, she knew. Easy to scratch, to be rid of, 
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to flick out into the abyss. “Alright. Maybe,” he shrugged. 
“Cool. Before we go up though. Let me show you something. You 

know how I always have my projects, right?” 
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re always working on something.” His face 

ticked into a smile. 
A sudden burst of warmth streaked through her chest, melted the 

edges of cold resolve she’d packed into a ball. She swallowed hard, 
flexed her belly, remembered her dialogue. Her role. “I got a new 
project, the latest. Come check it out.” She took easy strides back, 
past the stairs, toward the short snake of hall. 

“You’ve changed, you know,” he called abruptly. “Actually, it 
looks good on you. I have to admit.” His hand was on her arm, 
strong, but not hard, demanding but not abusive. 

Not yet. 
“You seeing someone?” he sounded cautious. “Or you just like liv-

ing here?” 
Her throat was dry, a harsh, arid garden of weeds. “I am, actually,” 

she managed after another scratchy swallow. She pulled her arm free, 
but carefully. She didn’t want him too suspicious. “You’ll be 
shocked. You would never believe.” She turned, tingling excitement. 
He would be curious now. He’d be knocked down a peg. Wait till he 
finds out! She could say it was all his fault, too. That would cut his 
ego up. It wasn’t really true, not really, but she could say it anyways. 

Grace led Casey out into the garden. Most of it was transformed, at 
least compared to what it had been. She’d nearly worn a path, and 
she’d learned most of the names of the plants. This was her haven, 
the only one she’d ever known. 

Well, one of two, she thought, a smirk tickled across her face. 
“This your project? You got a ways to go, huh.” 
Fucker. Ire was a misshapen ice cube she’d swallowed. Cold 

bruised her throat. Instinct pulsed at her, eager. She walked across the 
grass, out to the mess of plants. He trailed, she could nearly feel him, 
his arrogance, his uselessness, his greed. Her worn paper bag waited, 
small brown dots marked it with history in code. “Check this one out, 
it’s my favorite.” 

He leaned. Eyeing fuzzy limbs and little purple flowers. “Huh.” 
“Cool, isn’t it?” She stood behind him, shears in her tense fingers, 
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a hand on his shoulder, like an old lover easing into a slow seduction. 
“My girlfriend hates that thing,” she let her breath tickle his ear, let 
him feel the strange excitement closeness brings, let his last moments 
be the thrill of an unspoken lie, the air around them vibrant with pos-
sibilities that she knew would never exist. 
 
© 2013, Arley Sorg 
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The Tuner 
Kip Manley 

 
The sky was yellow. The air was heavy and smelled of rain. I was 

sitting on the porch writing a letter to the boy I’d left in Looe. The 
screen door opened with a ragged croak and the owner of the house 
walked down the porch steps, sniffing. She dusted flour from her 
hands and went out into the yard to take down the laundry. Her sons’ 
shirts snapped in a gust of wind, struck a brilliant white by the last 
clear rays of sunlight. There was a burst of flute-song from an unseen 
pipe and she stopped, stood still, her wife’s dress the color of tur-
meric heavily damp in her hands. They came over the hill then, one 
two many of them, under the lowering oak. 

The first was pale and wore a dirty sheepskin vest. He carried a 
flute in one hand. With his other he drew a long skinny knife from a 
sheath bound to his bare thigh. Behind him a girl carried a tambur 
like a club, her hair matted with blood from an old wound. The wide-
eyed man capering behind her wore filthy dungarees and a tall black 
formal hat. A tarnished trumpet flopped loosely in one dangling hand. 

The owner of the house did not move as the boy with the knife 
slunk up to her. He reached for the heavy orange dress in her hands. 
No, she said then. One of them yipped. He tugged at the dress. Please 
don’t, she said. He waved his knife in her face. She flinched. —Stop 
that, said someone, loudly. 

Under the tree stood the tuner. 
He wore a pack on his back that towered a foot or two above his 

frizzled head. As he stepped out from under the tree pots tied to the 
bottom of that pack clanked hollowly. 

Stop it, he said. Let her alone. 
The boy with the knife whined. A grey-skinned woman in a striped 

singlet sang a harshly mocking seven-note phrase. I set the letter 
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aside and stood. 
Storm, said the tuner. Blowing in. Could we borrow your roof 

awhile? 
The owner looked up at me. There were seven of them, all told. 

Her wife was gone with the truck. Her sons wouldn’t be back for an-
other ten days. No one else was staying at the house, not that late in 
the season. 

Yes, she said. 
____________________ 

 
Gusts of wind dumped rattling loads of rain on the roof to drown 

out the mutter of far-off thunder. The owner of the house sat at the 
kitchen table shelling peas, dropping them into an orange bowl, the 
shells into an old lard tin half-filled with polchassa stems, coffee 
grounds, eggshells, olio husks. The boy in the sheepskin vest sat 
across from her, grinning, tugging at his half-hearted erection. 

The youngest of them, an adolescent girl, leaned against the ice-
box. She wore grimy yellow socks and a single kneepad that once 
had been white, and breathed a tuneless rill in and out of an ocarina 
she wore on a string about her neck. The grey-skinned woman sat at 
her feet, rocking back and forth. The wide-eyed man did tricks with 
his hat, sweeping it off his head and sending it tripping back up along 
his arm, knocking it off again with a seemingly clumsy finger that 
caught it and spun it like a ring. He began to hum a deep and mad-
deningly rhythmic line, the same note pulsed six times then bottom-
ing out suddenly and returning to a note midway between, over and 
over and over again above the drumming rain. I would hear this song 
many times in the days to come. It was one of his contentment-songs. 
—The grey-skinned woman began to rock a little faster, keeping time 
with the wide-eyed man. She began to chatter some fast-paced sing-
song nonsense that tugged the girl’s ocarina after it, turning those 
breathy rills into a hesitant, repetitive tune. The boy at the table 
looked at the owner of the house who was still intently shelling peas. 
He looked at me, still stroking himself absently, lifting his other hand 
to chew at his thumbnail. Abada, he said, very clearly, and then he 
wiped both hands on his knees and picked up his flute from the table 
and began to play. I sat there on the kitchen floor, listening, my pen 
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unnoticed in my hand, the letter to the boy in Looe forgotten in my 
lap. 

The girl with the scabbed hair nudged my hip with her foot. Hey, 
she said. She waved her tambur at me. Hey, she said. She nudged me 
again. 

Can you tune it? said the tuner. 
He stood in the doorway of the kitchen sipping from a clay bottle 

of the owner’s homebrew. The music ebbed away around us. The 
grey-skinned woman’s chatter was ragged and meaningless. The 
girl’s ocarina tootled randomly. The boy’s flute shrieked and squealed 
as he blew angrily into it, his fingers clattering along its keys. Only 
the wide-eyed man kept humming his eight-note contentment-song, 
the hat still dancing in his hands. The girl with the wound on her head 
squatted before me, holding out her tambur. 

I don’t know, I said to the tuner. He shrugged. The rain’s fury had 
passed sometime during the song. I took the tambur from her. Its 
twelve strings seemed sound, but made a sour, nasal jangle when I 
strummed them. 

Please, she said. 
I looked up, startled. Please, she said again. The wound on the side 

of her head glistened in the electric light, ugly, puckered, red around 
the edges I could see. The dried mat of blood a dull dead patch of 
black in her glossy black hair. The tuner hummed something almost 
to himself and as if it had been a signal they all began to laugh, the 
grey-skinned woman looking up at the young girl who bit her lower 
lip and giggled, the wide-eyed man barking pounding one hard heel 
against the linoleum, the angry boy leaping up from his chair, glaring, 
shooting his laughs from his belly like stones. He spun around and 
stomped past the biggest of them, the quiet shaggy one who smiled 
into his beer, stomped past him to the back door of the house. He 
threw it open and leaped out into the gentling rain. 

Well? said the tuner. 
The young girl blew a note into her ocarina, and again. I plucked 

the lowest pair of the twelve strings, tightening the over-and-under 
pegs, plucked them again, sweetening them to match each other with 
the young girl’s note. The girl with the wound on her head lay down 
on the floor before me, pillowing her head on one arm folded like a 
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wing. 
____________________ 

 
When the rain stopped I told the owner I’d be leaving with them. I 

asked her for the balance of the cash I’d paid up front. She frowned. 
Outside in her yard the wide-eyed man was playing his trumpet, fast 
blatting runs of notes that never went where they were going. 

It’s not, she said, chewing the words slowly, not my concern that 
you are not to stay the entire time you contracted for. 

I see, I said. 
So I don’t think, she began to say. 
I see, I said. 
Her wife drove up as we were leaving, the hard white lights of the 

truck catching us at the edge of the polchassa patch. The tuner strode 
on into the copse beyond. The rest looked back at the house. As the 
owner’s wife shut off the engine, killing the lights, the biggest of 
them, the quiet shaggy one, lurched forward suddenly, throwing his 
arms wide. Roaring. The owner stood on the porch, peering into the 
darkness where we were. Her wife stood by the truck in a yellow 
dress and black rubber boots, one hand still on the truck’s ladder. The 
engine tocked and gurgled and was still. 

Bitch! I yelled then. Thieves! 
The owner didn’t move from the porch. Her wife looked up at her. 

I might have said something else, I don’t recall. The boy in the sheep-
skin vest shoved my shoulder, knocking me off-balance. The rest of 
them were ghosting off after the clatter of the tuner’s pots, into the 
copse and beyond. 

For the next hour or so as we picked our way between the little 
farms that slept along the valley floor the boy would erupt with sur-
prising bursts of laughter. Thieves, he would say, stretching the word 
into meaninglessness. Thee thee theeeef theeeeefs! The wide-eyed 
man hummed a hypnotically rolling twelve-note marching-song. 

____________________ 
 

The sunsets were glorious at the end of that summer, on that side of 
the battlefield. Late the next afternoon we stopped up under the 
heavy rock ridges that beetled the southeast end of the valley. A 
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chilled darkness hunkered somewhere behind us, but we lazed on 
warm rocks in a pool of orange light. The day-blue sky above us 
spilled into a lavender violently marbled with more of that orange. 
Long cloud-fingers hung over the north, their bellies chased with 
strange colors, yellows and reds and oranges like fresh paint, piercing 
greens, blues and greys like some rare smoke. The girl with the 
wound on her head sat behind me on the same rock and leaned back 
against me. At midday, resting by a stream far below, I had taken her 
hand and led her to a calm and sunstruck pool where I had carefully 
washed the old blood out of her hair. She flinched, and jerked, and 
yelled, and leaped away from me, her feet splashing. I waited pa-
tiently with my sponge in my hand. She came back and laid her cool 
cheek against my open palm. Fresh blood seeped from the gash when 
I was done, but only a little. I cut the tail from one of my cleaner 
shirts and gave it to her to hold against it. Better than nothing. A few 
hours later, climbing the knees of the ridge, I saw that she’d already 
lost it. 

As the sun set she cradled her tambur and strummed three lofting 
chords. It was out of tune again, but the jangle was pleasant some-
how. She found two pairs bent into a weird new discord and worried 
at them. 

Hey, said the tuner. 
He was looking up from whatever he was doing to the intricate 

valves of the wide-eyed man’s trumpet, pointing west with the jerry-
rigged pick in his hand. Hey, he said. Quiet. Ships. 

I didn’t see them at first. They were so far away they hung immo-
bile in the fiery sky, seven, eight, maybe a dozen, like grains of pep-
per, like grit in the smokey callouses of the cloud-fingers. A wing of 
them coming south with the clouds. 

The girl with the wound on her head turned the sweetly sour notes 
into a thrumming rhythmic line that spread out like a floor for danc-
ing. The biggest of them, his shaggy hair stubbornly blue even in this 
lurid light, began to slap the stone in front of him, a harshly popping 
tattoo. The boy in the sheepskin vest leaped to his feet and he and the 
young girl sent their pipes skirling madly after each other, fluting 
runs too urgent to bother with melody. Hey, said the tuner. Cut that 
out. The wide-eyed man snatched his trumpet from the tuner’s hands 
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and bounded out to the edge of a stubby pier of rock, lifting the horn 
and blowing one long loud note into the sunset. The others churned 
along behind him. He lowered his trumpet. With one swift jerk he 
yanked the tall black hat from his head and sent it sailing out over the 
valley. Then he began to play. 

It grew colder. The green washed out of the sky. The oranges 
cooled to reds and purples. The lavender bled away. The tuner stood, 
said something, fuck all this, you’re idiots, go to hell, I don’t remem-
ber. He spat. Took up his pack as the big one grinned at him, hands 
popping against his chest, his thighs under his big coat, the stone in 
front of him, rolling the clatter of the tuner’s pots into his drumming. 
The tuner hiked up out of that draining pool of light up towards a 
dark cleft in the ridge. The boy in the sheepskin vest pulled his flute 
from his lips and threw back his head and howled at those far-off, un-
moving ships. 

____________________ 
 

We didn’t light a fire. The tuner clipped a light to his collar and 
shone it on a bundle of thick rubbery felt which he unwrapped. Inside 
a soft brick of quivering fatty stuff, greyly translucent in the white 
light like old ice. He cut slices each as thick as a finger and passed 
them around. As he tossed me a slice, gelid and moist, already 
streaked with dark floury dust, he asked if I had ever been to Ca-
bester. I hadn’t. The stuff smelled like everything else this close to a 
battlefield: acrid, thick, like cold truck fuel, like shredded metal. The 
wide-eyed man laid his slice flat on his palm and slapped his hands 
together. He held it up, jerking and twisting, shivers of luminescence 
chasing through it. The grey-skinned woman slapped hers and wolfed 
it down almost at once. The girl with the wound on her head clapped 
hers twice then her hands still pressed together held it up before her 
nose and mouth, closing her eyes. The boy in the sheepskin vest 
slapped his slice against his upper arm and tossed it into the air. I be-
gan to smell something faint but slick and warm, like frying oil. The 
young girl shivered and burrowed closer to my side, trying to wind 
my blanket more tightly about herself. I’d already learned to anchor 
the opposite corners under my foot and my pack to keep her from 
pulling it completely off me. She didn’t take a slice. 
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In Cabester, said the tuner, there’s a festival. The Cloghohow. If we 
play there, they’ll give us toys and trinkets, metal cash, meat, vitamin 
pills. If we play well. 

They can play for a festival? I slapped my slice of the stuff and 
nearly dropped it as it instantly grew hot. 

We busk, said the tuner. In towns. You haven’t seen us in a town. 
I closed my hands about the stuff and let it shiver against my skin. 

You could actually cook something in those pots, I said. 
New instruments also, said the tuner. And warm clothing. Winter’s 

on its way. 
So maybe you should head south, I said. 
He smiled. 
The stuff was mushy and melted to a sludgy slick on my tongue. It 

tasted of nothing at all but left a vague astringency at the back of my 
throat. I gobbled it down. The girl with the wound on her head squat-
ted beside me and tugged at the blanket. I lifted a corner and she 
crawled into my lap. Curled up behind me the young girl began to 
whine. I’d given my other blanket to the grey-skinned woman, who 
now curled up tightly within it, wriggling it up over her nose and ears 
until only her tufted hair could be seen. The boy in the sheepskin vest 
pulled out his flute but did not put it to his lips. He stalked the dark-
ness all about us, grunting, waving it in the air. The wide-eyed man 
sat down before the biggest of them who wrapped his coat about 
them both as they lay down together. The wide-eyed man breathed 
out a single phrase of slurry, sleepy music, another contentment-song. 
Hey, said the tuner, grabbing the angry boy’s wrist as he passed be-
fore him. The boy glared as the tuner carefully pried the flute from 
his hands. You ever crossed a battlefield before? he asked. Pulling 
two pairs of needlenosed pliers from his pack, one of them held to-
gether with a thick wad of black tape. In the sharp white spot of his 
collar light he began to pick at the wire hinges that held one of the 
flute’s keys half open. 

Yes, I said. With a guide, of course. 
We don’t need guides, said the tuner. 
In my lap the girl with the wound on her head shifted a little and 

her hands under the blanket plucked at the tambur, unraveling the 
same chord over and over again. The boy, his fists tucked under his 
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sheepskin vest, muttered something guttural, kicking rocks. We, said 
the tuner, holding up the flute with one hand, shining his light on his 
work, have never needed guides. You can tune. 

The girl with the wound on her head had nibbled her chord down to 
one note plucked slowly, both strings just out of tune enough to make 
a richly sour sound. I suppose, I said. 

Can you sing? 
Not too well, I said. 
We’ll see, said the tuner. He laid a hand on the angry boy’s bony 

elbow. The boy started. The tuner held up the flute and the boy 
snatched it and ran away, up to the broken slope of scree by the huge 
boulder that overlooked our campsite. 

We could have lit a fire, said the tuner, listening to rocks tumble 
and clatter from the boy’s footsteps. Wouldn’t have made a damn bit 
of difference. How’s she doing? 

I looked down at the girl with the wound on her head, who had 
stopped picking at her note. Her eyes had finally closed. She snored, 
softly. The young girl behind me reached over to almost touch the 
cleaned wound. 

____________________ 
 

The battlefield slouched down and away from the other side of 
those ridges under a high white sky. The dessicated corpse of a river 
looped along the bottom of it. On the fair side could just be made out 
a thin haze of yellow and brown: old grass burnt half dead by the re-
lentless end-of-summer sun, but still the only living thing that we 
could see. All the rest was grey dust and broken rock, a sharper, 
darker grey, marred with streaks of clean jet black and chalky white. 

It took us three days and nights to cross. Sometime in the cold thin 
afternoon of the third day the angry boy in the sheepskin vest left us 
curled in our blankets in shallow ditches dug by the wind. We found 
him that evening, an hour or so after we set out, curled on his side in 
the dust. His skin was cold. Dust clotted his staring eyes and caked 
the corners of his face. The young girl squatted and tugged at his 
vest. The wide-eyed man helped her, wrenching the boy’s arms up 
and back so she could work the vest off without ripping it. 

The tuner shuffled away from our little knot, his eyes on the dust. 
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The wide-eyed man looked up from the boy’s body, his trumpet like 
an afterthought in his hand. He lifted it to his lips, held it there a mo-
ment, but lowered it without playing a note. The tuner stooped some 
ten or fifteen meters away and picked up the boy’s flute. He jerked to 
his feet. Go on, he shouted. Sing! You want the ships to find us? —
The silence I had not heard until he broke it was terribly clear. I could 
hear the dust rustling as the breeze rubbed it. The grey-skinned 
woman wrapped in my blanket began to chatter something, but it was 
jagged, harsh. Out of place. She stopped. The tuner walked back to us 
spitting squally notes from the dead boy’s flute. Come on! he cried. 
Keep walking! Keep singing! Move! But it wasn’t until the boy’s 
body had been swallowed up by the starlit dust that the biggest of 
them began once more to clap his hands along with his rolling clock-
work gait. 

____________________ 
 

That beat had started on the very edge of the battlefield when the 
biggest of them drew a great breath into his chest and sent it booming 
in deep notes that rolled out over his handclaps before us. The grey-
skinned woman’s glossolaly chattered over the dust after him. Star-
tled, I looked at the tuner, who shrugged. The young girl clutched my 
other blanket tightly about herself, lifted her ocarina, and blew ran-
dom, fluttering runs. The girl with the wound on her head hummed 
after, her tambur dangling from the strap I’d made out of a bit of 
rope. Aren’t you worried about them hearing us? I said to the tuner. 
He grabbed my arm and dragged me down to squat with him at the 
edge of the dust. It’s not the hearing, he said. Not here. Not now. The 
boy in the sheepskin vest marched past, his sing-song muttering un-
der the hums and whistles and slaps. There’s nothing out there, the 
tuner said, nothing alive, nothing that hides us from the ships. Not 
our thoughts. So we have to hide them away. You said you could 
sing. 

I said I wasn’t any good. 
The wide-eyed man spinning his trumpet around one finger opened 

his mouth, and the boy in the sheepskin vest lifted his flute, and to-
gether his flute and the wide-eyed man’s voice went out and found a 
song, a simple song, a nursery song, a losing, hiding, lost song, and 
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they sent it billowing out into the darkening air about us. And we 
could not hear the dust squeak beneath our feet and we could not feel 
the cold bite of the wind and we did not mark the stars as they 
wheeled so slowly above our heads until the sky turned grey and yel-
low and even a little white and green at the edges of it and we found 
ourselves sinking into the dust, throats raw, lips caked, heads swim-
ming, eyes gritted, legs shaking, arms unaccountably sore. A bottle of 
water was passed around. No one could muster the energy to take 
more than a sip. Sometime before sunset the tuner began cutting 
slices of the fatty stuff. Already singing, we took it from him. Walk-
ing on through the dust, we slapped the stuff to life and at it, singing. 

For three days and three nights I sang that song. There was nothing 
in my world but dust and that song, the thoughtless song, the walking 
song, the endless I-am-not-here song. 

I can’t tell you what the song sounded like. 
I don’t know if the girl with the wound on her head ever played her 

tambur along with it. I don’t think the wide-eyed man ever sounded 
his trumpet as we crossed the battlefield, but I can’t say for certain. I 
don’t know whether the song sounded different without the boy’s an-
gry mutterings, his bursts of flute-song. I never heard the tuner sing, 
though. That I know. I never heard him play the boy’s flute, not while 
we were walking. —Some mornings I wake up and I know I’ve been 
hearing it again as sleep receded. Some days when I walk down the 
boulevard here, when I move through the medina on a rainy after-
noon when it is deserted, everyone inside with their coffee and ra-
dios, sometimes the way my legs are moving, the way my arms feel 
makes me realize that I am remembering something, but by the time I 
realize it’s the sound of that song I’ve forgotten it again. I think 
sometimes the reason I’m still here is because of those almost-
moments. I can’t leave because it’s here I’ve come so close to bring-
ing it back. 

____________________ 
 

Late on the third night, near to morning, the ship found us. 
I stumbled out of the song and fell to my knees in the dust. The 

wide-eyed man was singing something that faltered, fell away like 
the hands of the biggest of them dangling from stilled wrists. We all 
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looked up into a starless sky filled with something too regular to be 
called noise, to heavy to be quiet, too much everywhere at once to be 
coming from anywhere at all. The dust under my hands was vibrat-
ing, ghosting into the air, a soft fog about our toes and ankles. I felt 
queasy. A dull ache began in my eardrums and spread to my jaw, my 
skull, my chest. 

The lights came on. 
The ship was the size of a city and filled the sky and spots of blue-

white light like avenues criss-crossing its belly flickered to life. We 
stood in a blue-white haze of buzzing dust, our shadows small and in-
distinct. A kilometer north of us or so and hundreds of meters above a 
pregnant ball the size of a stadium slowly began to turn, adding a 
grinding basso thrum to the whelming sound about us and within us. 
It was a gun, I think. Someone moved, then—the grey-skinned 
woman threw wide her hands. Her mouth hung open beneath her 
open eyes. Her throat and jaw jerked and trembled. She was howling. 

The lights about the gun changed colors. Some flickered to green, 
some sparked a brighter blue, some long lines of neon yellow chased 
the base of the ball. Red lights flashed one at a time crawling down 
the curve of the ball at the very bottom of the ship. All of us were 
howling now. I think. I couldn’t hear anything but the smothering co-
coon of sound from the ship itself. 

We all ducked at once. 
Whatever it was that came out of the gun lit the dust until it was 

too bright to look at. Our shadows staggered. Somewhere far away as 
the light died there was a roar. Something fell. 

One by one the avenues crisscrossing the belly of the ship went 
dark as it began to climb into the sky. The stars crawled out from un-
der it. The emptiness about us had been stretched so closely to some 
breaking point by the size of it and the noise that still rang and 
thrummed in our ears, our blood, our trembling muscles. I spat some-
thing tasteless, thick, the color of water and watched it darken the 
grey dust, clump it to a wet greenish black, and realized then that the 
sun must be rising. We looked up and there before us in the light not 
a hundred meters away were the first brown blades of baked dead 
grass. 

____________________ 
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When we got to Cabester everyone was dancing. 
A crowd of them milled about the square beneath the big electric 

clock. They clapped their hands above their heads and moved with 
long loping steps that changed direction with sudden exaggerated 
swivels of their hips. They were out of step with the jouncing beat 
being squeezed from the little red crate the small boy held aloft, as if 
the dances they danced were meant for other songs. They didn’t seem 
to mind. 

The music was thin and scratchy, loud but somehow also far away. 
It jangled and bounced and someone was singing words that made 
sense until I tried to put them together. It all came from a round 
speaker there on the side of the crate that wasn’t much bigger than 
my head. A radio, someone said. The biggest of them laughed and 
clapped along, there at the edge of the dancing crowd. The wide-eyed 
man lifted his trumpet and bounced it along with the music, then sent 
a blatting run out to play with it, but the song ended suddenly as he 
played. The radio said something loudly and very quickly about lib-
eration and the freedom of music and then a new song began, made 
of different jangles and thumps. The crowd cheered and laughed. The 
wide-eyed man lowered his trumpet. The crowd was dancing again, 
more of the same. The grey-skinned woman hummed a sharp little 
eight-note phrase and then began throwing some of her clattering 
nonsense syllables together in nervous scats. 

No one seemed to notice them, standing there. 
The tuner, pots clattering, led us to a dark hall he remembered from 

the last time they’d been to Cabester. There was a radio there, too, 
playing much the same music, and men with glossy mustaches and 
white shirts dancing together without touching. The tuner asked the 
host of the hall where the music was coming from. 

Looe, said the host. The radio! It’s the latest thing. The caravan 
brought them. 

The ships, the tuner said. 
The ships have come and gone. They won’t be back for another 

year. 
They won’t like this, the tuner said. 
The host shrugged. 
But the festival, said the tuner, and the host cried, This is the festi-
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val! And the men all cheered. 
____________________ 

 
When the pink and orange streetlights began to come on we were 

in an open-air café in the middle of the main boulevard. There was a 
counter where the keeper sold brown bottles to men and women who 
sat on stools and drank. On the counter was another radio, loud and 
fast and blue. No one was dancing. The tuner leaned over the counter 
and told the keeper that we would play music for cash money, for vi-
tamin pills, for food. The keeper shrugged. I already have a radio, he 
said. 

What is that? said the tuner. What music is that? 
Who knows? said the keeper. 
It’s old music, said someone drinking at the counter. Years and 

years old. Out of the air. 
The biggest of them, wrapped in his coat, was turning in circles, 

stepping in time to that jangling jounce, humming tunelessly. The 
wide-eyed man kept running his hands through his matted hair, one 
then the other, tossing his trumpet back and forth. The young girl in 
the filthy sheepskin vest pressed against me, tugging at my pack, un-
til I pulled out one of my blankets. She wrapped it around her shoul-
ders. Some of the people on the stools were staring. 

The tuner shrugged out of his pack and dropped it clattering to the 
floor. He clacked a bit of metal cash against the counter and pointed 
to the cooler. The keeper plucked the coin from his fingers and 
fetched him a fresh brown bottle. The tuner drank it down in one long 
gulping swallow, set the bottle quite deliberately on the counter, 
walked down to the end of it as people turned on their stools to fol-
low him, then picked up the blue radio and threw it to the floor. 

There was a squawking burst of sound, but the music didn’t stop. 
The tuner picked up the radio again as a voice came out of it saying 
very rapidly something about the power of music and the liberation 
of the air. The tuner smashed the radio against the edge of the 
counter, and it cracked and the new song dissolved in a hissing rush 
of thin white noise. Jagged bits of plastic spattered to the floor. 
Again, and again, until it broke open in a spray of colored wires and 
thin green beaded cards. The speaker lolled out of its shattered case, a 
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flat brown cone of cardboard held by a thick black cord. The tuner 
dropped it to the floor. Well? he said. 

Get out, said the keeper. 
Well? said the tuner, to the rest of them. Play! 
The grey-skinned woman walked out of the open-air café, squeez-

ing between a truck and a sedan parked there at the edge of the boule-
vard. After a moment the wide-eyed man followed her. 

Come back! cried the tuner. 
The biggest of them shuffled over to the remains of the radio and 

prodded them with his bare foot. People were setting their bottles 
down on the floor or the counter and leaving. The keeper was saying 
Get out, get out of here, you’re scaring my customers. The girl with 
the wound on her head slumped to the floor by the tuner’s pack. 

Well? said the tuner. 
The young girl looked at me, pulled at my sleeve, as the tuner said 

again Well? What are you waiting for? 
I told the young girl she could keep the blanket. She bit her lip. 

____________________ 
 

There were glorious sunsets all the rest of that year, I’m told. A 
caravan driver said it was because a ship had gone down somewhere 
else, to the west, over past Menkil maybe, shot down by another of 
those ships. It burned for months, she said, and it was the smoke that 
filled the sky with those colors. But no one else has spoken of a ship 
going down, and with the winter here the rains have come. The skies 
have been mostly grey, with only an occasional blue day, and the sun-
sets are nothing much to speak of. 

The tuner was the only one of them I ever saw again. I walked past 
him without realizing who it was. By the time I did and made my 
way back through the noontide crowds, he was gone. 

This is what I remember: his hair had grown long, and he had lost 
his pack, her coat, everything but a ragged pair of coveralls and the 
dead boy’s flute, which he held in his hand and did not play. I don’t 
think the girl who shook the empty cup at passersby was the girl 
who’d had a wound on her head. She didn’t have an instrument at all. 
 
© 2013, Kip Manley 
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Terminal City 
Zoë Blade 

 
It’s three in the morning when I find Spark’s body. I’ve come into the 
store early to perform some extra work while my boss is asleep. I 
know there’s something wrong when the door isn’t locked and the 
fan’s on. I smell it before I see it, a putrid smell I can’t put into 
words. I walk behind the counter, and that’s when I see him, on his 
back, staring up at the ceiling, a pool of congealed blood surrounding 
his body, soaking into the dusty wooden planks that serve as the 
floor. He must have been like that for a good few hours, because the 
rats are already there, licking at the sticky red puddle. If you’re not 
actively working in K block, the entropy envelops you, devours you. 
Food, as in meat, as in anyone not strong enough to fend them off, is 
eaten by the rats. Between the planks, I can just about make out the 
cable and light store below ours, a dark red puddle staining their 
counter. Mr. Wu won’t be happy tomorrow morning. 

The cops say it was a robbery gone wrong. The till’s empty, but it 
doesn’t add up. Not that they see it that way. As far as they’re con-
cerned, everything adds up just fine, all neat and tidy like columns in 
a spreadsheet, and they move on to their next case, save for a single 
cop guarding Spark’s door for a few hours. All they’re good for is tar-
gets. While I answer their mundane questions—Did I see anyone 
looking suspicious? Did I know anyone who might have a grudge 
against Spark?—my transponder’s wirelessly interfacing with theirs, 
silently cloning their badges, copying their private keys to my per-
sonal stash. It’s a dangerous move, sure, but worth it for the access it 
grants me. 

I’m not saying I know better than them. Maybe I just care about 
Spark a whole lot more than they do. It just doesn’t sit right with me. 
There are plenty of stores in the area, most more profitable than ours. 
Bright, loud arcades, full of electromechanical gambling machines 
that must have a good few hundred coins in each of them. Off-
licenses. Hell, even the dentist next door probably has more in his 
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cash register than we did. 
So I decide to do a little research of my own. My boss, David, calls 

it denial. Trying to get my dead co-worker back. But it’s not like that. 
We were friends, sure. That’s why he talked to me. Why he told me 
he was onto something. And those crazy eyes of his, back when they 
had been alive and animated, had told me he believed what he was 
saying. He was building something. Something he believed was im-
portant. David, being the sentimental type, gives me the day off—
without pay, natch—and I pay Spark’s place a little visit. 

Although we both work—worked—topside, where the rain’s thick 
and during the day you can occasionally even glimpse sunlight, we 
don’t—didn’t—make anywhere near enough money to live there. 
Spark’s apartment’s deep in the bowels of K block, like mine, be-
neath all the stores you feel reasonably safe in without a weapon. 
Where the constant onslaught of rain is replaced by drips running 
down walls made of decaying wood, rusting iron, and concrete. 
Where the only light is provided by fluoros hanging limply from the 
thick braids of cables that people use to syphon electricity off of one 
another, swaying as people walk hurriedly along the planks of wood 
that serve as the floor above. 

Back when it was built, K block was all concrete, high ceilings. 
But such luxury soon gave way to economy. Nothing so wasteful 
could last very long in a microcosm of pure supply and demand, and 
space was so very much in demand. The first squatters retrofitted iron 
skeletons like climbing frames on every floor, filling them with 
wooden planks. Now the whole thing’s layered like a rotting cake. 
Twice as many floors, each half the height. Then they went out onto 
the roof, and they built up. 

The bowels live up to their name. Maintenance pipes scattered 
throughout seep raw sewage into thoughtfully placed buckets or, 
worse, puddles with the optional plank of wood providing a handy 
gangway. There’s so much steam coming out of the tiny factories and 
kitchens that in some parts, you can’t see further ahead than two or 
three people. You have to rely on your memory to guide you. It 
would be enough to make you faint, but you wouldn’t find a clean 
surface to faint on. 

It doesn’t really have an outside so much as endless corridors, and 
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if you want to get home, you have to hope the stores between these 
corridors and your apartment are all open, although of course they al-
ways are, workers pairing up to alternate twelve hour shifts. If you’re 
lucky, you can afford to fortify your ceiling with tarpaulin, some-
where between your neighbor’s floor above you and your light. Spark 
was into tech enough to concentrate the little money he had into buy-
ing whatever he needed to keep his workbench going, so at least it’ll 
be reasonably dry there. 

 
There’s a cop guarding Spark’s door, trying his best not to show how 
uncomfortable he is in his uniform. The door to Spark’s place isn’t in 
a corridor so much as the back of a noodle bar, just a meter or so 
away from the open fire of the kitchen stove, but the graying, weath-
ered looking chef dutifully ignores us as he fries his product. My 
stomach grumbles, awakened by the aroma of fresh food, but I can’t 
eat right now. 

I get into character, putting on my well-practiced look of routine 
boredom. The cop’s transponder makes a friendly electronic chirp, 
signifying that someone with the correct privileges is in proximity. As 
far as it’s concerned, I’m Lieutenant Emily Long. It flashes up her 
badge number on its miniature Nixie tubes. I hope he doesn’t look 
down at it. He presumably works with the real Emily Long. It’s a hell 
of a risk, trying to pass for a cop without a uniform. I stay calm, fo-
cus on my breathing, and walk up to the door as if I have every right 
to be there. But already his eyes are on me, looking me up and down, 
studying my giveaway K block native clothes. He looks down at his 
transponder, at his co-worker’s badge number. 

“Listen,” he says, reading the number, “I don’t know who you are, 
lady—” but by the time he looks back up, I’m already gone. 

From behind, I reach around his neck with my arm, trying not to let 
his flailing arms unnerve me, squeezing just enough to make him 
pass out for a few minutes. It’s over quickly. “And you never will.” 

The chef focuses intently on his craft as I slip into Spark’s apart-
ment, leaving the cop in a heap on the floor, too heavy to drag inside. 

Spark’s apartment stinks more than most I’ve visited. I tug on the 
piece of string hanging from the bare bulb in the center of the ceiling, 
and the place lights up. The few dishes he owned are all piled up in 
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the washing up bowl, waiting to be taken to the nearest public tap and 
scrubbed clean. I half expect a rat to crawl out of the pile of circuit 
boards and cables lining the floor. Even by K block standards, Spark 
didn’t really seem to believe in furniture. Not a second chair or coffee 
table at any rate. He wasn’t the social type. Didn’t entertain house-
guests much. He was a worker, like me. Driven by this sick compul-
sion to always make things, to always take things apart, to fix them, 
to make them more efficient, or simply to understand how they work, 
until you fall asleep at your workbench at sunrise. Sunrise. You’d be 
hard pressed to remember what that was after a few days down here. 

His place isn’t really an apartment, it’s a workshop which happens 
to have a microwave, kettle and washing up bowl. A lone shelf holds 
a cassette deck, but no actual tapes. There’s a dustless gap where pre-
sumably tapes were until recently. Odd, I never had him pegged for 
much of a music fan. 

A wooden ladder leads up to the top bunk of what must have once 
been a bunk bed, although now it’s little more than a few planks of 
wood with a mattress, pillow and faded cotton duvet on it, looming 
over what would have been the bottom bunk, the centerpiece of the 
tiny room, his workbench. A door the other side of the room unfolds 
to reveal a toilet. On those rare occasions when he took a shower, he 
must have ventured out into the city proper. It’s the kind of place 
your mother—not to mention your amygdala—warns you to stay 
away from. 

Most of the workbench is buried under a mess of wires, and the 
whole thing is stained by dozens of blobs of congealed solder, scarred 
by a thousand tiny scratches. It tells a story, a story of single minded 
obsession. It’s clearly the place where he carried out his passion in 
life. KT seventy-twos, your standard issue catties, lay strewn about 
the place in various stages of disembowelment. For tech, this place 
looks like a rogue doctor’s makeshift emergency room and morgue 
all rolled into one, only without the sterility. 

But I’m not interested in what’s on the operating table, so much as 
in what isn’t there. There’s a gap. A clearly defined area of no clutter, 
where there should be... something. Just as nature abhors a vacuum, 
so did Spark’s own personal chaos. At any given time, something 
would have been the center of focus, but right now, the desk lamps, 



  

The Future Fire 2013.28 59 

the magnifying glasses, the clips, everything that snakes out from the 
frame at the back of the workbench points to an empty space. Some-
thing was on his workbench until recently. Where is it? What is it? 

I head back out into the noodle bar, carefully walking around the 
cop’s gently breathing body. I try to nod respectfully to the chef, but 
he refuses to make eye contact with me. In K block, you live to be his 
age by minding your own business. 

Next stop’s my place. I have some money and water in my back-
pack, plus a hacked transponder, ratty receiver, some spare batteries 
and my keys, but not much else. I need to eat. I need to sleep. I make 
my way through the labyrinthine narrow hallways that pass for the 
streets of K block, letting years of memories guide me while I con-
centrate on more pressing matters, until suddenly I’m at my front 
door. 

Immediately, I can tell something’s wrong. My transponder’s vi-
brating. I glance at its tiny screen. My silent alarm’s been tripped. 
Every inch of my body suddenly screams at me to get out. I try to 
hide it, to just carry on walking past as if I never intended to go in 
there. Suddenly breaking into a jog would be too obvious. I walk 
past, as casually as I can, hoping no one’s worked out exactly where I 
was when I looked at my pocket and is putting the pieces together to 
work out it wasn’t a coincidence. But it’s too late. 

Just as I’m about to turn a corner, there’s a loud burst right by my 
head. I turn around to find the chipboard sheet that serves as a wall 
has a new hole in it, right where my ear was. I’m suddenly aware of a 
sting of pain. I put my finger up to my earlobe and then look at it, at 
the small streak of blood. There’s screaming the other side of the 
wall, where presumably someone wasn’t as lucky as I was, while the 
people this side who can see the shooter have enough sense to dive 
out of the way, more or less silently, giving this shadowy figure a 
clearer shot at me. 

I give up any pretense, and I run. I never see who’s behind me. I 
don’t turn back to look. I just keep going forwards, guided by years 
of experience, avoiding all the dead ends and flooded rooms as I dive 
left into a belt maker’s place, straight past a teenaged boy, maybe 
Brazilian, clanging away at a counterfeit big brand buckle so intently 
that he barely seems to notice me, then right into a noodle factory, 
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past huge sacks of wheat, a bunch of rats and two elderly Chinese 
women shouting at me in their native tongue, up a ladder onto the 
wooden floor above, along more stores, down another ladder, and 
along the solid concrete ground floor again, running towards the 
bright light at the end, until I finally manage to burst free into the real 
world, running and squinting in the golden sunrise, the cool breeze 
on my skin at last. If I’ve just been reborn, maybe it’s time to become 
someone else. 

____________________ 
 

After a few more blocks, I slow to a gentle jog, then finally just a 
brisk walk. I reach into my backpack and pull out my sunglasses, pre-
sumably a cheap imitation of some famous brand I haven’t heard of. 
My assailant’s probably long gone, deep in the bowels of K block, 
like anyone who wasn’t born there. No one can outrun a native, no 
matter how fast they are, because it isn’t about speed. It’s about di-
rection. 

It’s time to prepare for my next move. I already stick out more than 
I’d like in the city proper, not having the money needed to look the 
part. I make my way to the public showers, and spend a small fortune 
there, washing the congealed blood off my ear and neck, along with 
the odor of a dozen different eateries and factories. I even buy those 
little sachets of shampoo, conditioner and hair gel, re-spiking my 
short, black hair. Looking in the mirror, I’m finally satisfied that I 
won’t be thrown out of anywhere, even if I could do with a change of 
clothes. 

Sophia’s place is the nicest out of the three of us. She works for a 
Kao Telecom authorized repair store on J block. The difference be-
tween her job and ours, between her apartment and ours, between her 
life and ours is night and day. Literally. Her place has such extrava-
gant features as windows that overlook the apartment block across 
the street, even letting in a bit of sunlight; a much larger room, one 
you could actually call a studio apartment while keeping a straight 
face; her very own private shower; and elevators, so I’m not out of 
breath when she tentatively opens her door, pulling its chain taut. 

“Rain!” she exclaims, her face lighting up. “Hey, listen, can we do 
this later? I’m just about to head off to work. How’s this evening for 
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you?” 
“Spark’s dead,” I say matter-of-factly. I feel a pang of pain in my 

head, but manage to hold the tears back. 
Sophia drops the smile, her eyes widening ever so slightly, search-

ing my face for a sign I’m playing some sort of trick on her. “For 
real?” 

I nod solemnly. 
“You’d better come in.” She closes the door, flicks off its chain and 

swings it wide open, stepping off to the side as I make my way past 
her and into that beautiful apartment of hers, bathed in natural 
sunlight. It smells faintly of potpourri, or perhaps incense, propagated 
by a small, quiet, battery-operated fan on the coffee table, blowing a 
gentle breeze around the room. 

As much as I try to avoid it, my eyes always wander towards the 
artwork on the walls. Hand painted by Sophia herself, depicting 
beautiful women of all shapes and sizes in various types of erotic 
confinement. All strictly consensual, she always goes to great pains 
to assure me, making me wonder just how fictitious the encounters 
depicted actually are. Pain’s something she probably knows a lot 
about, connoisseur like. The paintings are good, from the vibrant col-
ors that make them seem glossy and hyperreal and the perspectives 
that seem to reinforce the viewer’s dominance over the subjects, 
through to the symmetry of the pieces, and other signs of thoughtful 
balance. She says she sells them for a high three figures each, some-
times even more. Nice side business. 

She certainly looks as well off as she is. Her taste is refined. Even 
dressing for technical back office work like I do, she’s wearing a fine 
wool sweater and designer jeans, not cheap knock-offs like everyone 
on K block. Golden colored bracelets adorn her wrists, making a 
pleasant jangling sound whenever she gestures with her hands, and 
subtle make-up emphasizes the beautiful contours of her eyes. Her 
curly, black hair falls gracefully down to her shoulders. When she 
hugs me, I can smell perfume, much fancier than the simple deodor-
ant at the public showers. I want to say something comforting to 
cheer her up, but I can’t think of anything. 

She makes us both a coffee, fresh from her own machine and as 
dark as her soft skin. I tell her everything. Well, almost everything. 
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Finding Spark’s body. Searching his apartment. My plan. 
____________________ 

 
Standing on the rooftop above my target’s apartment, waiting for 

Sophia’s signal, I can see the whole decaying city. Phone cables 
tether the buildings together like mooring lines, as if without them 
they might simply drift away. I let my gaze follow one of these cables 
from a neighboring building all the way to this one, raindrops drip-
ping down from it onto the concrete floor beneath my feet. It’s peace-
ful up here. Just the groaning of the turbines, the clatter of the air 
conditioning, the rain on old concrete and metal. 

In my line of work, repairing KT equipment, if you’re the curious 
type, you learn a lot of tricks. You learn how to make a logger board 
you splice between the catty—the cathode ray tube terminal—and the 
modem. This board intercepts and stores all the keystrokes going out 
and all the display characters coming in. Of course, with only a few 
K to play with, you can’t store them locally. You have to ship them 
out to another account on the net. We have a lot of customers. On the 
days you’re bored, you rack up a lot of usernames and passwords. A 
lot of accounts. A lot of secrets. And a lot of places to stash them. 

You start trading them with acquaintances—“friends” wouldn’t 
really be the right term, people like Spark and Sophia and me don’t 
really have friends. It can become an obsession, like collecting sche-
matics for boards you’re not supposed to know about, let alone ac-
cess, or phone numbers for people who aren’t supposed to exist, and 
certainly aren’t supposed to be on the grid. Spies. Assassins. Ghosts 
in the machine. In my circles, we collect all of these. 

The three of us know—knew—more about KT’s networks than KT 
themselves do, so whatever Spark was up to, they were probably the 
first people to object to it. Even if it wasn’t them who killed him, 
they’re likely spying on us all, so I can always see if they have any 
useful information. I already have the accounts of various people at 
KT. The only problem is that KT actually cares about its employees. 
Each person has certain designated places they like to log in from, 
and anywhere else is flagged up as suspicious. The target’s apartment 
is generally your best bet. Luxurious, forty meter squared apartments 
like Sophia’s, personal to just you and your optional spouse. It gets 
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better. If you’re a city proper hacker like Sophia, you can afford your 
own KT seventy-two terminal, black market, serial number etched 
off. And if you’re a K block hacker like me, you know how to splice 
a line. Plug yourself right into the junction box, crocodile clips over 
his apartment number’s regular jack. You set up an umbrella on a tri-
pod, you plug your catty into the juice the box has along with the 
spliced line. Now, as far as the grid’s concerned, you’re in his apart-
ment. You have to wait for him to leave, so you know he’s not going 
to be logged in at the same time, from home or anywhere else, then, 
then you can log in as your target. It’s time consuming. It’s risky as 
hell being up there looking like some demented, high tech gargoyle 
squatting under the wind turbines. But it works. 

My ratty receiver hooked into the back of the catty, tuned in to a 
disused frequency, I patiently watch the steady pulse of the bright 
phosphorous green cursor. Finally, a sliver of text appears, nudging 
the blinking cursor out of its way. Just a jumble of characters. A 
glitch in the system, as far as anyone else is concerned, if they hap-
pen to hear it. Just noise. But it’s my signal. It means Sophia’s seen 
the target, one Mr. Eugene Langford, leave his office building for 
lunch. I flick the switch on the back of the catty, switching it from the 
receiver back to the spliced line, and I’m greeted by the login prompt 
for Eugene’s apartment. I enter his details, my fingers flying along 
the keyboard with professional precision. Sure, it’s a risk, but some 
things are worth it. Some things, you just have to know. 

And now, for the first time, I have everything. Access to the whole 
of KT. Something I’d never dared to see before, it being too risky. 
Hoards upon hoards of data, of raw information. Salaries. Bills. Pat-
ents. And real secrets. Information about potential rival companies. 
Things they aren’t supposed to know about. Things they wouldn’t 
know about if they weren’t spying on their customers, and a monop-
oly to boot. Other people’s inventions. Spark’s invention. 

Once I see Spark’s files, I make my move. The idea is to copy them 
across to someone else’s account, then from there to the next per-
son’s, hopping across to five different people. People I’ve never 
heard of. People I’ve never hacked before. People I can’t be traced to. 

I switch the terminal back to the receiver, the ghosts of countless 
alphanumerics fading into the abyss, replaced with Sophia’s message 
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comprised of only a handful of random looking characters. Nothing 
else accompanying it yet. Good. I switch it back to the spliced line, 
and the text reappears. My fingers moving deftly over the board, I log 
into the first stranger’s account and make a hidden dot-directory to 
stash the files in, then switch back to Eugene’s account and perform a 
remote copy. One down, four more to go. 

I switch, and for a split second I freeze. Staring me in the face is 
Sophia’s second signal, signifying that Eugene’s just walked back 
into the building. Shit. I make a mental note not to panic. I close my 
eyes, take a deep breath, and open them again. I work quickly but 
methodically, careful not to make any spelling mistakes. I delete all 
my activity from Eugene’s shell history log, then log off. It can’t have 
taken me longer than twenty seconds after I first noticed the signal, 
and it can’t have been more than a minute since I last checked for it. 
So a minute and a half from getting the signal to logging out, tops. 
That’s cutting it uncomfortably close. I hope he took the stairs. 

Then I’m back on the street, bulky machine under my arm, and no 
one’s any the wiser. I perform the other four hops from a public ter-
minal where I feel slightly safer, but only once I’m back in Sophia’s 
apartment, the rain and police sirens a mere background noise, can I 
do something remotely approaching relaxing. 

I’ve always felt that Sophia’s apartment is the perfect place for re-
laxing. There’s something comforting about someone who’s so open 
about her sexuality. 

“It worked then?” Sophia looks down at my boots, and the trail of 
wet footprints behind me. Whoops. 

I look around for somewhere to put down the heavy machine. 
“Anywhere’s fine,” she suggests. 
I put the catty down on an empty chair. “Yeah, it worked. I got out 

a minute and a half after your second signal, max.” I look Sophia in 
the eyes. “I saw things there, things they shouldn’t have had. Spark’s 
things.” 

Sophia’s expression softens. “You look exhausted.” 
“It’s been a rough day.” I still can’t bring myself to tell her about 

the shooting. I don’t want her to worry about me unnecessarily. 
“No kidding.” Sophia gestures towards her bed, at the other end of 

the room. “You want to lie down for a bit, take a little nap?” 
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“Can’t. I have to work out what to do next.” 
“Well you can’t do that if you’re tired. Trust me, you’ll be able to 

think better once you’re rested. Then you can strategize.” 
“It does look kinda tempting... are you sure you don’t mind?” 
“I insist.” 
I take off my army boots and curl up on Sophia’s bed. That soft, 

cozy, luxurious bed. “Thanks. Maybe I’ll just have a little nap, just 
for five minutes.” 

 
When I wake up, there’s a thin blanket over me. I open my eyes, 
glancing out the window at a ninety degree angle. It’s twilight, and 
the rain’s stopped. Inside, the soft wall lights are on, and the place is 
starting to look almost like home, only more spacious and opulent. 

I blink a few times, eyes adjusting, and tentatively sit up on the 
bed. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 

Sophia’s the other side of the room, behind a canvas, brush in one 
hand and palette in the other. Her black, curly hair’s tied back in a 
cute high-up ponytail. She talks to me, her voice softer than usual, 
but keeps her eyes focused on the canvas. “Sorry hon, you just 
looked so peaceful and calm like that. I didn’t have the heart to wake 
you up. You’ve been through a lot today, you earned some rest.” 

I awkwardly amble towards her, unsure what to say. What comes 
out of my mouth is: “Thanks.” 

She smiles at me briefly, finally looking away from the canvas. Her 
eyes are slightly puffy, her cheeks still drying. She misses Spark, just 
as I do, and she’s better at expressing it than I am. She searches my 
face for answers. She looks like she wants to know what to do next to 
fix this, but it can’t be fixed. Spark’s dead, and nothing will bring 
him back. The best we can do is ensure that whatever he was doing 
will live on. “So, what now?” 

“Now?” I glance back at the bed, and next to it, the rack of jackets 
and dresses above the piles of neatly folded tops and jeans, at some 
of the rack’s more exotic outfits. They aren’t exactly proudly on dis-
play like the artwork, but they’re still something she simply refuses 
to be ashamed about. I smile, for the first time since I found Spark 
that morning, as the next part of my plan solidifies in my mind. 
“Now I go shopping.” 
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____________________ 
 

A short trip to the outer rim of K block later, where it’s cheap 
enough for me to afford but not overtly illegal enough for the store 
owners to get hassled by the cops, my purse is lighter but I have a 
new outfit and matching boots, not at all to my taste but something I 
can use to blend in, where I plan on going. It’s sticky on the inside 
and has a bullet hole in the back, lovingly patched with matching 
black PVC. Shops on K block, you don’t ask questions. 

I’m back at Sophia’s apartment by nighttime. “Hi honey, I’m 
home.” 

“I should make you a key,” suggests Sophia, her hair down again. 
She leads me inside once more, closing the door behind me. 

I put my plain white plastic shopping bag down on the impeccably 
varnished wooden floor—stores on K block don’t exactly go out of 
their way to advertise themselves—and make my way to the canvas. 
Now that she’s finished, I can’t help but sneak a peek at what she was 
painting. When I see it, it catches me a little off guard. It’s just like 
her other artwork, and just as with the others, I can’t imagine who the 
freckled redhead depicted in this one might be. Maybe she really 
does make all these muses up out of thin air. 

“You look disappointed.” Sophia pouts, mocking me. “Thought it 
would be you?” 

“I know you better than to think you’d take advantage of a sleeping 
friend.” 

Sophia grins playfully. “You’re awake now.” 
“So there’s a chance yet.” I grin right back. “Is it OK if I change?” 
Sophia raises an eyebrow. “Sure, go ahead.” Now it’s her turn to 

act nonchalant. She sits down on her couch and flicks through a 
glossy fashion magazine. 

I take off my backpack and my regular clothes, little more than a 
sports bra, combat trousers and army boots, all plain black. They’re 
revealing in their own way, showing off my midriff, but not particu-
larly sexy, merely functional in K block’s climate of constant heat, 
rain and sweat. Then I take out my new outfit and try it on. I’m 
sweating before I’ve even finished zipping it up. 

Sophia glances up from her magazine. “Want a hand?” 
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“No, I got it.” It takes me a good few seconds of waving my hands 
behind my back, but eventually I manage to finish zipping up the out-
fit at the back of my neck. The boots are next, going almost all the 
way up to my knees, and they have impossibly high heels. I have to 
sit on the floor for a good five minutes while lacing them up, then I 
walk to the bed and back a few times, practicing walking without fal-
ling over. 

“You come into my apartment unannounced, several times in one 
day, you get me to call in sick so I can tell you when some guy’s hav-
ing his lunch break, and now you’re performing a little strip tease and 
dressing up game in front of me. What do you think this is, my re-
ward? I mean, I know you must be feeling pretty shocked and all, but 
is there anything you’d like to tell me?” 

“Not yet.” I walk up to Sophia’s fan. The trickle of cool air is nice, 
but nowhere near as strong as I need right now. 

“Alrighty then.” Sophia goes back to her magazine. 
“May I?” I crank Sophia’s fan up to full tilt, its drone now drown-

ing out the sirens outside. 
“You might even get it to do something, you got some new batter-

ies.” Sophia doesn’t even glance up from her magazine this time. 
I swap out the fan’s batteries with the ones in my backpack, freshly 

charged ones I’d bought from Stu, a neighbor of mine with a cluster 
of solar cells perched on a little spot he rents on a K-block roof, 
where the top layer of iron and wood is sprouting up like so many 
trees. 

I put the fan back on the coffee table, then get the bottle of water 
from my backpack and carefully pour a dribble of it into my hand. I 
rub the water into my face, make my way back over to the table, and 
bend over, hands on boots, my wet face taking the full brunt of the 
cool air. I close my eyes. The sensation of a cool breeze flying right 
into my wet skin is sheer bliss. 

When I open my eyes again, Sophia’s standing over me, looking 
down at me. “Can I keep them?” 

“Sure,” I say, looking back up at her, “you give me one of your 
paintings.” 

She smiles. “I didn’t think they were to your taste.” 
“They’re not,” I admit. “Not really. But fencing one of those, I 
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could get us a few years’ worth of electricity.” 
“You know,” says Sophia as she walks over to the kitchen part of 

the room and takes a bottled drink from the fridge, “it’s not really 
called fencing if it’s legal.” 

“Ever the intellect.” I straighten back up and spread my arms, pos-
ing for her. “How do I look?” 

Sophia takes a long swig from her cool drink, then looks me up and 
down. Her lips are wet. “Inspiring. But...” 

I raise an eyebrow. “But..?” 
“The look’s incomplete.” She walks over to her bed and sits down, 

picking up some dark eyeshadow and a brush from the bedside table. 
“May I?” 

I think about this for a second. Growing up on K block, I hardly 
ever indulged in such luxuries as make-up. It felt almost odd to wear 
it, and letting someone else apply it would have felt stranger still. But 
this is my friend, and I trust her. I walk over to her and sit down on 
the bed beside her. “Sure, if you think it’ll help.” 

Sophia smiles, and unscrews the small round container of eye-
shadow. 

What seems like maybe twenty minutes of foundation, eyeshadow, 
eyeliner and lipstick later, she adds one last artistic flourish, then just 
sits there scrutinizing me for a few seconds, looking for flaws and ap-
parently not finding any. Finally, she relaxes, her look turning into 
one of appreciation, admiration of her own work. “There, perfect. Go 
ahead, have a look.” She gestures towards the full length mirror be-
side the bed. 

I look at my reflection with fascination. The catsuit shows off my 
curves in a way I’d never feel comfortable doing, but with Sophia’s 
impeccable make-up artistry, I really look the part. The reflection’s 
mine, same brown eyes, same epicanthic folds, same short, spiky 
black hair, but she actually looks like someone else, some twisted sis-
ter of mine. Not a character I’m playing, but a whole other person 
with her own inimitable sense of style. She grins with me. “It’s per-
fect, thank you!” 

“You’re not going to go out dressed like that, are you? You’ll get 
mobbed.” 

I hadn’t even thought of that. “What do you suggest?” 
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Sophia riffles through her rack of jackets and outfits, then pulls off 
an old trenchcoat and hands it to me. It’s a little big, but still service-
able. You can hardly tell what I’m wearing underneath now, at least. I 
transform yet again into someone else, someone less sexual and more 
simply... stylish. I smile, and my reflection smiles back at me, beam-
ing with confidence. I take a swig of warm water from my bottle, half 
in disbelief at the more attractive woman in the mirror copying my 
every move and making it look better, purposeful. Suddenly I see a 
strange mark on my bottle, then relax a little when I realize it’s just 
lipstick. I make a mental note to refill it from a public tap on my way 
home, then remember that Sophia has running water in her kitchen. 
Such luxury. It’s the little things. 

“Hey, can I use some of your water?” I ask. 
“Go ahead.” Sophia gestures towards her gleaming metal sink, 

complete with both hot and cold taps. 
I walk over to the sink, and empty out the warm water from my 

bottle. Then I fill it back up again, with fresh, clear, cold water, until 
it’s overflowing like a beautiful statue that serves as the centerpiece 
of an ornate fountain. I take another swig from it, of deliciously cold 
water, then fill it up again. 

Sophia watches me, apparently amused at how something so sim-
ple can be so important to me. 

I smile back. She wouldn’t last a week in K block. It would eat her 
alive. I nod at one of her paintings. “You ever been to Cravache?” 

“Not my style.” Sophia’s curiosity sounds piqued. 
“Really?” I grin, unable to hide my dubiousness. 
“There’s more to a sexuality than your partner’s sex, or what you 

do with them. For my sexual encounters, like my artwork, everything 
has to be just right. The lighting. The outfits. The devices. The pre-
dicaments. There’s a certain class to what I do, and frankly, that place 
is just too trashy. No offense.” 

“What do you mean, no offense? I don’t go there either!” 
Sophia frowns. “So why are we talking about it?” 
“Because right now, I really need to go somewhere that’s not me. 

Somewhere that doesn’t fit my profile. You wanna come with me?” 
“That doesn't even begin to make sense.” 
“You coming or not?” 
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____________________ 
 

Queueing outside the cloakroom, our hands freshly stamped, dou-
ble doors protect us from the onslaught of noise deafening the crowd 
on the dancefloor. That is, aside from the brief moments when those 
doors swing open to let someone through, swallowing them whole, 
and ear splitting screeches threaten to give me a headache. The rest of 
the time, we’re protected from all but a dull murmur of throbbing 
basslines. Still dangerously loud, but more like physical movement, a 
vibration in my stomach, than noise. The place smells of stale sweat. 

I hand Sophia my coat—her coat, technically—and she passes it 
along to the woman behind the counter, who’s sporting black and 
purple ponytails and decked out in an impressive latex corset of her 
own, but looks utterly bored. Sophia then takes off her own jacket, 
revealing her outfit: a low-cut latex minidress that shows off her 
cleavage, putting my cheap PVC catsuit to shame. Heads turn. 
Sophia smiles, radiating a cool, nonchalant confidence. I’d consider 
feeling jealous if I wasn’t trying to blend in. Her boots are like mine, 
only they look almost new, they taper off to dangerous looking sti-
letto heels, and she knows how to walk in them. Together, we cer-
tainly look the part, our outfits so shiny you can almost count the 
lights on the ceiling just by looking at their stretched, warped reflec-
tions on our bodies. She must live for clubs like these, where she can 
have any woman she wants. If I look like I fit in here, I can’t imagine 
the upscale equivalent where Sophia fits in, a whole subculture of im-
peccably dressed playthings eager to do her bidding. 

The doors swing open again, and I ignore the sudden onslaught of 
noise to peek past them, scanning the room, looking for those glow-
ing screens, and wow do I find them. I can’t even work out why such 
a place even has a seventy-two, but there they are, a whole row of ta-
bles with them, up against the far wall. A moment later and they’re 
gone again, obscured by the doors. 

“Let’s go over—” Before I can finish the sentence, I feel a tight 
grip around my neck. I turn around to see Sophia grinning at me, her 
arms stretched out, her hands fiddling around behind my neck. I must 
have a puzzled look on my face, as she grins at me, an evil, conde-
scending grin, and pulls her hands away again, holding a key. 
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I tentatively feel around my neck. Sure enough, she’s fastened a 
collar around it, with a metal D-shaped ring at the front and a padlock 
at the back. Even the woman behind the counter looks amused. 

“Very funny,” I say. “Are you going to give me the key?” 
“Sure.” Sophia is positively beaming. It seems to be all she can do 

not to laugh. The next thing I know, she’s reaching into her handbag 
and pulling out a dog leash, snapping the end onto my collar’s metal 
ring. Her voice has changed, and not just to speak up over the muf-
fled music, if you can call it that. I’ve only heard her talk like this 
once before, when I paid her a visit while she had company. It feels 
weird suddenly having this tone of voice directed at me this time. 
“Once we leave, and not a second earlier.” 

I sigh. This isn’t exactly how I’d planned it, but I figure I can’t 
really fault her for blending in. It’s the perfect cover. “Fine. Let’s go 
over to a terminal at the far—” 

“Shh,” soothes Sophia, stroking my hair. She’s enjoying this more 
than I’m strictly comfortable with. Wanting her to notice me is one 
thing, but this is taking it a bit far. I make a mental note to get her 
back one day, assuming I make it that long. At any rate, I can’t enter-
tain a revenge fantasy right now. I have to keep my mind focused on 
the task ahead. 

But Sophia has already gone. I feel a curious tugging sensation on 
my neck, pulling me sideways. I suddenly realize what’s happening, 
turning around in time to see the chain stretching taut all the way to 
her hand. She’s leading me—literally—through the double doors, 
across the dancefloor, to the far wall. The cacophony of noise, smells 
and sights envelops me. The dancefloor reeks of fresh sweat, latex, 
and even precum. People dance and lead each other astray in roughly 
equal measures. I try to play along, glancing at some of the other pa-
trons and emulating the submissive ones. I keep my head down, try-
ing not to focus on Sophia’s swinging hips as she takes me on a long 
tour of the place—too long—parading me around the dancefloor like 
a beloved pet she’s showing off to her peers. 

As masters and mistresses lead their slaves off the dancefloor and 
into the bathroom to perform sordid services for them, Sophia leads 
me off the dancefloor to an empty table, where she corners me in, and 
I finally got a chance to see what was worth killing a man over. 
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Spark’s files. Schematics and machine code. Timestamped just after 
his death. 

“So that’s what this is about?” shouts Sophia, still affecting her 
dominant’s voice, looking over my shoulder at the terminal’s display. 

“May I speak?” My own voice has only the merest hint of sarcasm. 
Mentally, I’m still in the world of raw data, not experiencing my im-
mediate surroundings enough to work out whether I’m even joking or 
not. 

“You may,” decides Sophia. 
“I know they did it. I can’t prove it, but I know they got his files af-

ter his death, and the only way they would do that is if they were the 
ones who killed him.” 

“So that’s why we’re here? To prove it?” 
“No,” I said reflexively. “I just told you, I can’t prove it.” With a 

slight sigh, I mentally detach myself from the terminal and reattach 
myself to reality, the questionable smells, the intermittently blinding 
lights, the piercing music, my aching neck, and my friend. 

“But that is why we’re here, these files?” 
“Yes. What, did you think I was trying to seduce you in a moment 

of vulnerability?” 
“Honey, I still think you’re trying to seduce me.” 
“So, what, you’re happy to just go along with that and take advan-

tage of me?” 
Now Sophia looks downright offended. Angry. She yanks on the 

leash, pulling it uncomfortably taut, forcing my face closer to hers. 
“Maybe I’m keeping an eye on you to make sure you won’t do any-
thing you’ll later regret. You’re not the only one who’s emotionally 
vulnerable right now, you know. I lost a good friend too. And on top 
of that, in the last fourteen hours, I’ve sheltered you, I’ve engaged in 
industrial espionage with you, and I’ve even indulged your little fan-
tasy or whatever the hell this is, even though it hurts to be teased like 
this, knowing nothing will ever come of it, and I didn’t want to round 
the day off by having you running back to my apartment again, this 
time with tears streaming down those pretty little cheeks of yours 
while you tell me all about how you went to a place like this without 
someone who cared about you watching over you, and how someone 
here took advantage of you. So yes, I’m playing with you, but no, I 
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don’t take our friendship lightly, at least not as lightly as you seem to. 
If I must look after you like a pet, I’m going to keep you leashed like 
one, and not let you out of my sight. OK?” 

I swallow hard, looking up at her impassioned eyes, and nod sol-
emnly. When I next speak, it’s barely more than a squeak. “Sorry.” 

“Apology accepted.” She nods at the terminal. “Now do what you 
do.” 

I nod compliantly, and Sophia gives the metal chain some slack. I 
face the terminal again, and begin to focus once more. 

Compared to getting the files, copying them from one compro-
mised account to another is easy. Personal accounts have lax security. 
No one cares if someone logs in twice at once. I copy the files from 
one of the accounts to another, log in as that person, and copy them 
from there to another, and so on, from Steve to Jane to Sarah to Mi-
chael to Paul. Eventually, I settle on Evelyn Chung, and from there e-
mail them to a printing service. I copy Chung’s private key to some-
one else, and repeat the five-hop ritual. 

“How much do you want to be a part of this?” I ask Sophia. 
“Do you have to ask?” 
“It’s risky. I’d like to store someone’s private key on your ac-

count.” 
“Whose?” 
“No one in particular. Just a random person on my list of compro-

mised accounts.” 
“Why not store it on your account?” 
“That’s what I was going to do, and physically grab it from work. 

But I can’t, it’s not safe.” I sigh, deflating slightly. It’s time to come 
clean and tell Sophia the whole truth. “I’ve already been shot at to-
day.” 

For the second time today, Sophia searches my face for any kind of 
indication that I’m joking. When she doesn’t see one, she closes her 
eyes and takes in a deep breath, coinciding with a momentary lapse 
of the music’s caustic, heavy rhythm, a calm little moment of bass, 
chatter, and the occasional distant slapping and cheering. She lets the 
breath of air out again, slowly, finally opening her eyes once more. 
“Well, that explains the ear.” 

I lean in slightly, loosening the chain a bit. “You knew about that?” 
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Sophia frowns again, although not as severely this time. She ges-
tures wildly with her hands, almost accidentally snapping my neck 
off in the process. “Who do you think put the blanket over you? You 
have any other watchful guardians I should know about?” 

I look down at the chain, taut again, unable to meet her gaze. She’s 
right to be angry at me. I didn’t realize how much she had to be angry 
about until now. “I’m sorry. They traced him to me, but you’re clean. 
You’re my safehaven.” 

Sophia stares down at me, and this time I can’t escape her gaze. 
She looks right through my body and into my soul. I must have 
looked pitiful in that moment. Finally, she gives me her decree. “I’m 
in. Store her key on my account.” 

“Thank you.” I’m not sure if I look appropriately apologetic or 
merely grovelling. I face the terminal again, Sophia giving the leash a 
bit more slack, and I copy Evelyn Chung’s private key one last time. 

“You want to explain your plan now?” asks Sophia. 
“Sure.” I log out of the terminal. 
“You done?” 
I nod. “I figure KT killed Spark, and tried to kill me, because of 

these files. I don’t know what they are yet, but clearly they’re impor-
tant. Can’t read them here, though. The schematics are vector files. 
Can’t view them on a catty. I have to print them out to know what 
they are. The rest are machine code, M sixty-four by the looks of it. 
I’ve just run them through a disassembler but it’ll take me a good few 
weeks to reverse engineer this much undocumented source code. I’d 
rather do that in private, with a pen and paper, so I’m gonna print 
those too. There’s a printer’s not too far from here, over on the other 
side of J block, so I’m sending the job there. Given how today’s 
turned out so far, however, I’m not just going to waltz in there using 
my real name. So I figure we go back to your place, change back into 
our regular clothes, I use your interface to rig up my transponder with 
Evelyn Chung’s private key, then I head off to the print store posing 
as her and collect the printouts.” 

Sophia stands up, looming far above me, and tugs on the leash. 
“Isn’t that dangerous? Can’t they trace what you’re doing and just 
wait for you at the store?” 

“Theoretically, yes.” I take the cue and shuffle along to the edge of 
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the seat, then stand up, only wobbling slightly. “But they don’t know 
about Chung. And they don’t seem to know about you yet.” 

“Yet?” Sophia turns around and walks back onto the dancefloor, 
with me in tow. 

I stumble after her. “It’s just a matter of time until they mine our 
social network, regardless of whether I store anything on your ac-
count or not. I’m not going to lie to you. They’re probably going to 
come after you regardless of what I do. But if we do this first, it 
should give us just enough of an edge to outmaneuver them.” 

Sophia leads me straight through the middle of the dancefloor, 
pushing the doors on the other side wide open. “So... some assassin’s 
probably going to turn up at my door, but don’t worry about it, we 
should have a printout by then?” 

I follow her lead as best I can, trying not to fall over in the combi-
nation of impossibly high heels and being led by my neck. Once 
we’re past the doors, at least I can think properly once more. “In es-
sence, yes. Look, I’m sorry about this, but I’m not bringing it on you 
any more than Spark brought it on me. Just by knowing each other, 
we’re already involved regardless of what we do.” 

Sophia unclips the leash and throws a key at me. It bounces off my 
clumsy hands and onto the suspiciously sticky floor. She gives two 
tickets to the woman behind the counter. “So how’s this printout go-
ing to make everything better?” 

I pick up the key without thinking, getting a few appreciative stares 
from passers-by before I realize I should have bent my knees more. “I 
don’t know yet. Leverage, maybe. I’ll figure that out later. Right now, 
we just need to get it and see what it is, because until we do that, we 
don’t have anything. Even someone of your status, a citizen of the 
city proper, they can still just get rid of us all and make it look like a 
series of unconnected robberies and muggings.” Finally, I manage to 
unlock the padlock and give it back to Sophia, along with the collar. I 
rub my sore neck. “Still with me?” 

Sophia puts on her jacket, then throws her old trenchcoat at me. “It 
doesn’t look like I have much of a choice, does it?” 

____________________ 
 

In the dimly lit hallway outside Sophia’s apartment, my ears are 
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still ringing. I can barely hear what she’s saying. 
“OK, now I’m going to teach you how to use a welcome mat,” she 

teases as she gets her keyring out of her handbag, finds the right key, 
and unlocks the door. 

It swings wide open to reveal a man in a suit, older than us, maybe 
in his late thirties, looking like a ghost white salaryman, pointing a 
silver colored pistol right at Sophia’s face, standing right there next to 
us. The man glances at us both and smirks. He probably wasn’t ex-
pecting to get both of us at once. We made it easy for him. 

Before I can think what to do, Sophia has kicked him in the crotch 
with the full force of a stiletto heel and is grabbing my wrist, pulling 
me back down the corridor, down the stairs, away from the echoes of 
the concrete walls exploding with bullets and into the relative safety 
of the bustling crowd outside. It’s all I can do not to stumble in my 
block heels. I suddenly have a newfound respect for femmes. 

“I think,” says Sophia as she pulls me through the crowd, “that we 
just ran out of time. New plan?” 

“One second.” I struggle to think of something. The crowd’s a blur, 
and I just ignore the sea of faces, letting them wash over me as 
Sophia leads me as far away from her apartment block as she can, as 
unpredictably as she can. “You’re right, we’re out of time.” 

“So what’s your plan?” Sophia sounds serious and urgent. 
Running out of options, I suggest the impossible. “We’ve got noth-

ing to lose. I say we be ourselves for a little while.” 
Sophia leads me into a deserted back alleyway, steam rising from 

vents in the ground, then out the other side, to another crowded street, 
parallel to the first. “Elaborate.” 

We keep running. Miraculously, I don’t fall over. “We still go to a 
printer’s, but without a private terminal, I can’t copy someone’s pri-
vate key to my transponder. Even if we somehow found a public ter-
minal with the right interface, it wouldn’t work. It takes time. It’s sus-
picious. So we don’t. We go to a printer’s as ourselves. I set up a new 
print job, in my real name or your real name, and we walk in and pick 
it up.” 

Sophia talks in short bursts, between breaths. “That’s your plan? To 
just waltz right into a printer’s using our real names? Forgive me, but 
I thought that’s exactly what you told us not to do, back in Crava-
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che.” 
Struggling to keep up, I barely manage to say a whole sentence in 

between panting. “If we move quickly enough, we might be able to 
make it in time.” 

Sophia slows down to a brisk walk, catching her breath. She looks 
back at me. “Might?” 

Once I catch up with her, I follow suit, grateful to finally have a 
chance to get my breath back. “Hear me out. We find the four or five 
closest printers, we queue up the job in all of them, then we go to just 
one of them and pick up the printouts. He’ll have to guess which one 
we’re at, so we’ll have a good chance of not running into him.” 

“Unless they have more than one person after us,” points out 
Sophia, her face lit up by the neon lights, alternating between the pri-
mary and secondary colors of a twenty-four hour café’s animated 
sign. “Did you get a good look at your tail last time? Was it the same 
guy?” 

I let out a grunt of frustration. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
Sophia sighs. “Any other options?” 
“None come to mind.” 
Sophia opens the café door, her voice resigned. “Come on. Just re-

member to keep your coat on.” 
 

An old guy sitting at the table next to ours scowls at us until he 
leaves a few minutes later, but no one says anything. We have a cup 
of coffee and a sandwich each—the first thing I’ve eaten all day, I 
suddenly realize—and I set up five print jobs, two as Sophia, two as 
myself, and one as Spark. All the while, Sophia is drumming her fin-
gers, nervous like. It distracts me, but I don’t say anything. The way I 
figure it, she’s more than entitled to feel nervous. Then we pay our 
bill and head off to the closest print store, one of the two I used my 
own name for. 

 
The print store turns out to be a regular convenience store that hap-
pens to have a cheap laser printer on the counter. My heart’s beating 
hard in my chest as Sophia and I walk up to the counter. 

“I believe you have a printout waiting for me,” I tell the guy behind 
the counter. 
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“Name?” he asks. 
“Rain.” 
He smiles in a way that seems slightly creepy. “Pretty name.” 
“Thanks.” At least he’s not complaining about how short my hair 

is. Maybe that’s the magic of Sophia’s make-up skills. Maybe I blend 
in with polite society a little more now. I glance down briefly at the 
trenchcoat, making sure it’s buttoned up. It is. 

“Pre-paid, all accounted for.” The old man hands me a thick stack 
of papers. “Happy reading.” 

“Thanks.” I open the door, Sophia the other side, and that’s when 
he walks in. The salaryman. Mr. Ghost white. He spots her first. I see 
him grab his gun, as if watching it in slow motion. I look around for 
something, anything I can use. I grab a glass wine bottle off the shelf 
and swing it into his hand. I picture the glass smashing everywhere, 
the floor suddenly washed with liquid red, wine with a little blood 
mixed in, but the bottle doesn’t break. It must have hit him pretty 
hard though, as he screams in pain. The guy behind the counter starts 
shouting at us, but words don’t register. 

I get ready to swing it again, but there’s no need. Sophia kicks him 
with her heel again, this time in his stomach, and he doubles over. I 
shove the bottle back onto the shelf, and we run out of there, back 
into the street. The shouting is replaced by human traffic, and we’re 
back to running through the crowd again, only this time I’m carrying 
the printouts at last. 

Sophia takes the lead. “Follow me.” 
“Where are we going?” I gasp. 
“Somewhere close. Somewhere we can blend in. Somewhere we 

haven’t been shot at yet.” She holds up her hand. First I think it’s so I 
can keep track of where she is, but then I realize she’s showing me 
the ink stamped on the back of it. Cravache. 

“You have to be kidding me.” 
“It’s just around the corner from here, and you seemed so keen to 

go the last time. Didn’t you have fun?” 
 

The pounding so-called music actually gives me a headache this time, 
but at least no one’s staring at us here—aside from the occasional 
look of approval—and at least Sophia doesn’t leash me this time. Fi-
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nally, I can go over the schematics, colored spotlights and the occa-
sional strobe lights providing a suitable ambience, giving them the 
splendor they deserve, something that black ink on white paper alone 
just doesn’t do justice to. 

They’re beautiful, both in purpose and in elegance. A computer 
small enough to fit in your home. Instead of renting a seventy-two 
and buying cycles on a frame, you can solder together one of these 
babies and have a whole computer to yourself, right there in your 
room. A CPU, a text chip, a modem chip, all things that video termi-
nals have, but in addition, a ludicrous amount of memory. Dozens of 
K. Enough to fit in whole programs. A modified modem that lets you 
frequency-shift key your data right onto your own personal stash of 
audio cassette tapes. Then it’s no longer a dumb terminal. It’s a tiny 
computer in its own right, capable of running whatever software you 
want, and no one can spy on you. It’s privacy. It’s beautiful. 

My first thought’s to build it, natch, but that wouldn’t be enough. 
KT had already killed Spark, and taken a pop at Sophia and me. I 
mean, we’re good, but we’re not that good. We can’t outmaneuver 
them forever. Maybe they hadn’t caught up with us yet, but they 
would eventually. Information spreads pretty quickly on the net, no 
matter what kind. With enough dedication, everything can be traced. 

That’s when I hatch the final stage of my plan. This invention was 
by Spark, but it’s not his. It’s not mine or Sophia’s, either. It’s every-
one’s. That’s who I have to give it to. Everyone. 

I log in as the illustrious five once more, one at a time. From each 
of their accounts, I can e-mail one point seven million people, using a 
glitch in the ubiquitous mail server that I learned to exploit a while 
back. There are eight million, seven hundred thousand people in this 
city with their own private—whatever that means—account on the 
KT frame net. In the morning, they’ll all wake up. Maybe a few 
dozen thousand know how to solder. Each of them will be able to 
make their own private, personal computer, and each of them can 
make them for their friends, too. 

I set up the first batch of e-mails, my finger hovering over the enter 
key, and that’s when I feel it, something hard pressed against the side 
of my waist. I turn around, refamiliarizing myself with my surround-
ings. Sophia has gone, not that I really blame her. In her place is the 
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salaryman, that stupid grin back on his face. 
“No one around to kick me this time,” he says. He’s so close, I can 

smell the mint on his breath. I look down at his bloodied hand, 
wrapped around the grip of his pistol, the barrel pressing against my 
waist. 

I nod at his hand. “You should get that looked at.” 
He sneers. “Move your hands away from the keyboard. Slowly. 

Now.” 
I look him in the eyes. “I suppose if I press this key, and e-mail all 

these people, your client or employer or whoever will just go in and 
delete them all anyway.” 

He nods. 
“You know what?” 
He looks ever so slightly unnerved, but too cocky to really feel 

threatened. “What?” 
“I don’t care.” I look past my assailant to the crowd behind him. 

The slaves. The masters and mistresses. One particular woman with 
curly hair, who I’m increasingly proud to call my friend. The salary-
man turns around to see who I’m looking at, but it’s too late. Sophia 
punches him in the cheek at the exact same time I try to prise the gun 
from his hand, pointing the barrel up at the ceiling, away from me. 
He fires it, destroying a light in the process, small shards of glass fly-
ing towards the crowd. There’s a burning smell. Screams. Running. 
The place empties out, and I take the gun safely off the man as 
Sophia pats him down, making sure he hasn’t got any other tricks up 
his sleeve. 

She looks down at me, a warm smile greeting me. “Doesn’t he 
know you’re spoken for?” 

The few people left in the room have no shortage of restraints, and 
are polite enough to help us out. With our would-be dispatcher safely 
apprehended, I finish sending the e-mails, all of them. 

I look down at the salaryman, disheveled, cuffed and bleeding. “A 
word of advice: try datsusara.” 

“I think we’d better leave,” suggests Sophia. I nod, and she offers 
me a hand, pulling me out of the seat. 

“Your place?” I ask. 
“Depends. Can I paint you?” 
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I look up at her, grinning. “Maybe.” 
Sure, this man will be back on the streets soon enough. Maybe 

he’ll come after us again, maybe even with some co-workers. At least 
now I can follow the first rule of a gunfight: bring a gun. 

KT will see what we’ve done before morning, I’m sure. Try to stop 
it. Over eight million e-mails from just five accounts has to get no-
ticed somewhere. Maybe they’ll delete almost all of them. Almost all. 
Nothing stays hidden in these streets. And now, with a little luck, KT 
might not be a monopoly forever. Maybe people can finally start to 
make their own machines, their own languages, their own protocols. 
A chaotic, haphazard, organic mess, just like home. And maybe that 
would be a beautiful thing. 
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Soul Catcher 
Christel Bodenbender 

 
The bell rang, announcing Ina’s arrival. 
The machines hummed as they cast the energetic net, wrapping it 

around her soul, and pulled her in. Ina immediately missed the con-
nection with Erika. She stretched her energetic fingers, trying to find 
Erika’s hand to pull herself into freedom again. Yet the suction of the 
machine quickly overpowered her resistance. 

Ina materialized underneath an upside-down funnel, which spread 
her matrix into physical form. As she became one with her new body, 
she heard machines clicking and grunting all around her. A loud hiss 
accompanied the final stage of the process. Then the bell rang again. 

Slowly she curled her fingers, reclaiming unfamiliar territory. Un-
derneath her back, she could feel the soft cushion of the bed she was 
resting on. 

The first breath made her body shake. The sensation frightened her 
so deeply that she wanted to jump up, but a force field held her back. 

She opened her eyes and frowned, taking a close look at her envi-
ronment. The upside-down funnel hanging a meter over her chest 
tickled her curiosity. Her eyes wandered to the gaping hole in the 
middle of the device, which radiated a slight glow that grew weaker 
until it disappeared altogether, leaving only a dark hole behind. 

The machine looked like it had seen better days years ago. 
Ina turned her head to the opening to a room on her left. Footsteps 

echoed in the background. “Hello?” she called. “Anybody there?” 
The footsteps stopped for a moment, then they came closer. 
Ina rolled herself from the bed onto her feet, surprised that her legs 

held her upright without any complaints. She didn’t even remember 
when she had used legs the last time. Yet her muscles felt fresh and 
full of strength. 

A man, probably in his seventies, came running around the corner. 
His eyes grew wide when he spotted her. “Welcome,” he said and im-
mediately repeated his greeting. His smile broadened as his eyes ran 
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up and down her naked body. 
Ina had never been ashamed of nakedness, but the way he looked at 

her made her uncomfortable. 
“Wow,” he exclaimed when he stood in front of her. 
Ina calmed her pulse, gathering the strength to speak. “Where am 

I?” 
He took a step back. “You can speak!” His eyes almost penetrated 

her skin down to her soul, as if he wanted to dissect her essence. 
“Judging from your age, you must have barely been born when it 
happened.” 

He patted her arm. “Don’t worry. All is well. We’ll be taking care 
of you now.” 

“And you are…?” 
He clicked his tongue. “You must excuse my bad manners.” He 

wiped his hand on his lose tunic before he reached his right hand to-
wards her. “My name is Mat and I am the one in charge of the soul 
catchers.” 

His handshake was firm, as if he was trying to discern whether she 
was real. “You are so young. We haven’t had an arrival in a long 
time. In fact, we have never had any during a meteor shower.” 

Mat went to the wall next to the alcove she had emerged from. 
Pressing a button opened a compartment with finely folded clothes. 

He gestured her to chose some and looked away while she pulled 
over a tunic similar to his. “Much better,” he said when his eyes 
turned to her again. “The blue color matches your eyes.” 

Was he flirting with her? That’s not what she had expected from… 
“Is this the afterlife?” she asked. 
He seemed offended. “God, no. You are alive again, of course.” 
“So I was dead?” 
His face dropped. “Like seven billion others, you didn’t survive the 

end of the world.” She must be frowning again, because he took her 
hand and pulled her with him. “Come.” 

He led her around the machine, where a large control room awaited 
her. Several computer terminals were arranged in a half circle, only 
two of them active, showing letters and symbols run over the screen. 
But what captivated Ina’s attention was the window on the other side 
of the room. 
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She was surprised to see only darkness outside. 
As she came closer, she could make out little dots of white scat-

tered over the velvet-like sheet of black. 
“We are on a station in near Earth orbit,” explained Mat. “Your 

time on Earth was probably too short to remember much.” He 
pointed to the left, where a planet pushed its head over the curvature 
of the station. 

Ina realized she was on a circular space station that rotated around 
its axis to create the impression of gravity. The bulge of the wheel 
was about a hundred meters wide, stretching around the center with a 
radius of a kilometer. Yet the station was tiny compared to Earth, 
which slowly filled the entire window. Grey clouds circled the planet, 
covering it whole. 

Ina stretched her neck to see a glimpse of the surface, but her ef-
forts were in vain. 

“There is no life down there,” said Mat. He cleared a lump from his 
throat. “It’s only thanks to this station that anyone survived at all. The 
people, plants and animals on this station are all that is left.” 

Ina’s emotions oscillated between sadness and anger. Eventually 
she clenched her fists. “What happened?” 

“About thirty years ago, some minor conflict turned ugly.” He 
sighed. “Someone decided to use the big guns. Quickly others fol-
lowed. The fire ravished the planet for months.” 

He looked at her. “I was up here on a scientific mission. We saw 
the tragedy unfold before our eyes. After the fire settled, we tried to 
get in touch with survivors. But there was no one.” He shook his 
head. “We were only fifty. Not enough to continue the line of the hu-
man race. So we continued our research and succeeded developing 
the soul catcher.” 

He pointed at the device that Ina had emerged from. “We found a 
way to resurrect people by capturing their life energy, which still lin-
gered around Earth. Unfortunately souls age, which means that peo-
ple are resurrected with bodies that reflect their soul age. It is rare to 
see someone emerge as young as you are. Especially now that the 
event is so long ago. You must have just been born at the time. We 
need young ones like you to sustain our species.” 

“How many are there?” 
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“We are a bit less than two hundred. But only twenty women at an 
age that they can bear children. Your arrival will bring hope to every-
one.” He gently caressed the back of her hand with his thumb. 

Ina pulled her hand out of his grip. “I don’t think I am ready to 
have children--” 

“Not right away,” Mat tried to calm her. “Your mind is still very 
young.” He took a deep breath. “Of course we can’t wait too long ei-
ther.” 

She didn’t like the way he looked at her. “That will be my choice,” 
she insisted. 

“You have to consider the need of the community.” 
She didn’t like the direction the conversation was going and turned 

away, hiding a yawn. 
Yet Mat picked up on her growing fatigue. 
“You should rest,” said Mat. “The resurrection process is very tir-

ing. Plus, the last time you had a body you were an infant. You have 
to get used to being much older.” He nodded his head. “And learn to 
accept responsibilities.” 

Ina wanted to reply that she didn’t choose to be resurrected but she 
let it go. She hoped to collect her thoughts when she was alone. 

He brought her through a corridor to a cabin. A name was attached 
outside the door, yet the cabin was empty except for a bed and a 
dresser. The mattress was comfortable and she gave in to her exhaus-
tion. 

During sleep, her mind subconsciously sifted through the new load 
of information. Echoes of memories merged with older images in her 
dream. She saw herself sitting in a park with a young woman. A blan-
ket with food was spread out between them. Yet she wasn’t eating, a 
book rested in her palms. There was something important she read in 
the book that she wanted to talk about. The smile on the other 
woman’s lips distracted her and she lost her thoughts. They looked 
deep into each other’s eyes. 

Suddenly an explosion ripped through the sunny day in the park. 
The book fell out of Ina’s hand as the Earth shook. The other woman 
jumped up, grabbing Ina’s hand. They ran to the nearest university 
building just to be pushed to the ground by a pressure wave before 
they were even halfway there. Fire burned her back. 
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“Erika!” she screamed, ignoring the pain and instead focussing on 
the sensation of the other woman’s hand in her palm. 

Ina woke up panting and bathed in sweat. It took a few minutes to 
calm her breath. 

Mat was wrong when he assumed she had been an infant. She 
clearly remembered to be at least in her twenties when she died. 
Something had gone wrong during her resurrection. Or, it was the 
first time it had gone right. The machine recreated her body exactly 
the way her mind remembered it and not the way people assumed it 
should look after time had passed. 

She got up to take a walk. Following the corridor outside, she soon 
found a window. Outside she could see Earth as it sank behind the 
bulge of the station. Then her eyes took note of small flashes of fire 
in the background, like shooting stars burning up in the atmosphere. 

She realized that it was the meteor shower that Mat had talked 
about. Had this been her home for the last thirty years? Was there 
something about the meteor shower that had allowed her soul not to 
age? Or was it her love for Erika? 

Warm feelings welled up inside of her and she sighed, cursing the 
resurrection machine for having pulled her out of heaven. 

But life didn’t have to be hell. There was a way to change things. 
Ina backtracked her steps and found the room with the resurrection 

machines. She made sure no one was inside before she locked the 
door. Then she powered up all the machines, sending signals out into 
the meteor shower. 

Yet the computer screens showed empty graphs. She realized that 
she wasn’t able to catch the others to join her here. 

A new idea formed in her head. She ran to the machine she had 
emerged from, prying open the cover. If she was right, she simply 
needed to uncouple the device that fed the energetic net and reroute it 
to the funnel to reverse the process. 

The sound of banging at the door startled her. “Who is in there?” 
yelled Mat. “Ina?” 

“I can’t stay here,” replied Ina. “Your world needs to change to ac-
commodate people like me.” 

“You are just a confused child,” insisted Mat. “Power down the 
machines.” 
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“I am not a child.” Ina hesitated a moment before she flicked the 
switch that powered up the machine again. “I studied engineering be-
fore the great disaster.” 

The resurrection machine hummed back to work. The light in the 
funnel started glowing again. 

“That’s impossible.” Yet he stopped banging. She could hear others 
join him outside, chattering wildly. 

Ina quickly swung herself into the alcove. Not a moment too early. 
The light scanned the molecules of her body, quickly absorbing her 
structure, converting it into an energetic matrix. 

“It is time for you to follow me,” she yelled before she disappeared 
into the light, being sucked upwards, released as a free soul by the net 
outside of the station. 

She reconnected with Erika, holding her tighter than ever before. 
The warm energy of the other woman comforted her and Ina let her-
self sink into Erika’s energetic arms. 

They watched the space station pass by, evading the soul catchers 
as the nets lashed out in their direction. 

“Don’t leave me again,” pleaded Erika. 
“Of course not,” laughed Ina, glad to be back. “A space station 

can’t compete with the wonders of the universe. And you are the 
greatest of them.” 

Erika laughed as they followed the path of the meteors. 
 

© 2013, Christel Bodenbender 
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Sweet Like Fate 
Sara Puls 

 
Lambeth had no right to lurk in the shadows during Ru’s solo prac-

tice time beneath the Big Top. An aerialist, Ru was the best performer 
the Nouveau Cirque de Agua Dulce had. No one else came close to 
rivaling her strength, her grace, her free fall drops. As for Lambeth, 
she was just the sideshow. The freak. The misfit. The weirdo. Lam-
beth the Bearded Lady! See her beard! Watch her whiskers grow! 

Still, Lambeth couldn’t help but be drawn to Ru. It wasn’t the way 
Ru’s body twisted and gyrated around the fabric. And it wasn’t the 
way her muscles pulsed when she latched back onto the silks after a 
staggering drop. What made Ru so irresistible were the wyrds written 
on her skin. 

____________________ 
 

Lambeth noticed the first wyrd after the troupe’s performance in El 
Paso. In the chaotic shuffle back into the ring for a final bow, Lam-
beth stumbled into line behind Ru. 

Still glistening from her performance—the last of the show—Ru 
wiped sweat from her brow. Her chest rose and fell in quick, oxygen-
hungry breaths. Lambeth soaked in the acrobat’s every move. 

As the line of performers lurched forward, Ru lifted her hair with 
one hand and wiped down her neck with the other. That’s when Lam-
beth saw it. Written in delicate, inky script across Ru’s neck was the 
wyrd 

breathe 
Lambeth stepped closer but the wyrd faded away. Still, she knew 

what she saw. One moment flawless walnut skin, the next a secret 
wyrd. A wyrd meant for… whom? 

As Ru let her dark curls fall back into place, Lambeth sized her up. 
She was smart. She was tall and thin, like a giraffe. She had big, 
bright eyes and skin that seemed to sparkle as she danced. She was 
strong, too. And until that moment she had seemed so—normal. 

Lambeth heeded the wyrd and took a long, slow breath. 
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Suddenly the ringmaster—Master Fortune McLeroy —was calling 
out Ru’s name. 

Ladies and gentlemen! I give you the beautiful, the elegant, the in-
credible… Ru! 

Crisp, cheerful applause erupted from the hands of each and every 
body in the crowd. 

Lambeth was next. She straightened her skirt and smoothed her 
beard—which was really more of a goatee. 

Lambeth, everyone! Lambeth the Bearded Lady. Give ‘er a round 
of applause. 

A few people whistled and clapped as Lambeth stepped forward. 
As she curtsied, though, the more typical remarks sliced through the 
thin, lazy applause. 

Sick. Just sick. 
Freak! 
Feigning ignorance, Lambert straightened up, forced a smile, and 

waved—from the elbow, not the wrist. 
As she stepped back into line, she turned her gaze towards Ru, who 

looked at her with strange, almost sad eyes. Just before Ru looked 
away, Lambeth saw another wyrd. This one, arched over Ru’s left 
eyebrow, said 

forget 
Lambeth longed to pull Ru close for a better view. Instead, mind 

racing, unable to catch her breath, she turned back to the crowd. 
The next performance, this time in Nuevo Laredo, passed by much 

like all the rest. With the grace of a swan, Ru contorted herself be-
tween the long lengths of fabric that hung from the ceiling. Marcel 
pranced across the tightrope with barely a wobble. One of the danc-
ing elephants refused to dance. And Lambeth permitted a mixture of 
jeers and jabs to rain down on her from the crowd. 

That’s no woman! yelled a gruff voice from the stands. 
Sure feel bad for her husband, another called. 
A wave of laughter pushed across crowd. 
Nah, she ain’t got a man. Lookit her! 
Lambeth knew she was far from beautiful. But this? She didn’t de-

serve this. 
Hey, lady, some kid yelled, disrupting her thoughts. Let’s see you 
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give that ugly ol’ beard a tug! 
Lambeth sighed through a beaming, painful smile and obliged the 

request. Fortune said it was important to prove her beard wasn’t a 
fake. Most of them were. 

As the crowd hooted and laughed, Lambeth finally made her es-
cape. Ru stood partly behind the crushed velvet curtain that led back-
stage. 

Ru’s sympathetic half-smile took Lambeth by surprise. Despite 
their brief exchange in El Paso, she still expected Ru to look right 
through her, like most of the troupe did. 

“Rough crowd,” Lambeth managed. 
“Ain’t it always?” And then, in a swirl of dark ink, the wyrd 
strength 
danced down Ru’s left arm. 
Three wyrds on three occasions. But before Lambeth could speak, 

Ru hurriedly pulled on her warm-up jacket and slipped into the folds 
of the faded burgundy curtain. 

Two days later, when back at home in Agua Dulce, Lambeth could 
think only of those wyrds. Impressed into her mind like sunspots, 
their implications and mysteries would not fade away. 

____________________ 
 

Maybe it was loneliness that compelled Lambeth to sneak into the 
Big Top during Ru’s practice time. Or maybe it was simply that those 
wyrds—breathe, forget, strength—were the closest thing to under-
standing she’d experienced since joining the Nouveau Cirque de 
Agua Dulce three months earlier. Maybe she had nothing to lose. 

Whatever it was, by then the choice to reveal what she knew felt 
like the only choice there could be. Standing just behind the aging 
curtains, next to a dusty heap of elephants’ dance shoes, she watched 
and waited for the right moment. 

With each twist and stretch of Ru’s body, the air, a willing suppli-
cant to the acrobat’s charm and power, parted and split, sparkled and 
glimmered. Like Ru, it moved and bent in ways Lambeth never knew 
possible. 

Finally, Ru swooped down from the practice silks with the ease of 
a cat scaling down a tree. Then, with both feet planted firmly on the 
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ground, she spoke. 
“You don’t have to hide,” she called, voice rich and smooth like 

honey. 
Crouching down, making herself small, Lambeth stepped further 

into the grey-black shadows. 
“Lambeth,” Ru called softly, “I know you’re there.” 
Slowly, carefully, Lambeth stepped out from the dusty, backstage 

air. 
Ru’s face was relaxed, her eyes warm; not a single line of irritation 

marred her beauty. Lambeth inched forward as Ru moved towards 
her with quick, graceful steps. 

Soon they stood together at the edge of the practice ring. 
“What made you join?” Ru asked. 
It was a good question. The Nouveau Cirque de Agua Dulce was 

not a nouveau cirque in any sense but name. All their equipment had 
been purchased at flea markets and yard sales in places like Sarasota, 
the Ringling Brothers’ de facto company town. And despite all the 
complaints from elephant rights activists and camel equality groups, 
Fortune even insisted on keeping two dancing elephants and a talking 
camel in the ranks. Nothing nouveau about that. Poor things. 

“What made me join?” Lambeth chortled. “Who knows?” 
“Ha. Tell me about it,” Ru said. “But really, I mean, what’s in it for 

you?” Again her voice was gentle, careful. 
Lambeth shook her head. If she spoke now, she’d definitely cry. 

She couldn’t cry in front of Ru, strong and beautiful Ru. Trying to ig-
nore the giant pit in her stomach, she blinked rapidly and wiped a 
bead of sweat from her brow. 

“I, I don’t know anymore,” she finally said. “I thought things 
would be different.” Then, quickly, she changed the subject. “Why 
did you join? Seems like you could have done anything.” 

Ru bit her lower lip. “No,” she finally said. “I can’t control it. The 
wyrds—I know you’ve seen them—they just come.” 

Lambeth blushed. 
“When I feel strongly about something—positively, that is, 

happy—I can’t stop them,” Ru admitted. “ I hate the circus, if you 
can believe it. And I hate aerial silks. But the gig keeps me safe. Or it 
did. Until you.” 
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“What did I—” 
Ru reached out and put a hand on Lambeth’s shoulder. A warm 

glow illuminated the space beneath the worn red and white tent, mak-
ing Ru look almost ethereal. 

“Go ahead,” she said. “Touch me. Here.” She tapped lightly on her 
chest, just above the hem of her leotard. “You’ll see.” 

“Oh no,” Lambeth said. “I couldn’t.” 
“Please.” 
As her stomach twisted into knots, Lambeth placed a shaky hand 

on Ru’s chest. “How long should I wait?” 
A tiny smile flickered on Ru’s face. “You’ll know.” 
A moment later a delicate burst of heat pulsed beneath Lambeth’s 

hand. She pulled away. 
The wyrd was 
yes 
“Yes?” Lambeth asked, wiping her palms on her shirt. 
Ru’s smile bloomed big and bright. “If I’ve been cold, I’m sorry. 

It’s just, with the wyrds, I can’t be too trusting. If the circus finds out 
they’d never let me leave. And I can’t stay here forever.” 

Lambeth nodded. 
“They can always get a new aerialist. But I doubt they could find 

another girl with little fates imprinted on her skin.” 
“Right,” Lambeth stuttered. “Of course.” 
Playfully, Ru took Lambeth’s hands in hers and squeezed. “I’m a 

freak, too,” she laughed. “Whatever that means.” 
Ru hadn’t said it like the others. There was no disdain or judgment 

in her voice. Finally, Lambeth allowed herself to relax. 
Clearing her throat, Ru ran her hands down the sides of her leotard, 

as if trying to brush her nerves away. “So my answer is yes.” 
Now, with a rush of emotion, it clicked. 
Slipping one are around Ru’s waist, Lambeth leaned in. First, as 

her tongue grazed Ru’s bottom lip, she tasted the perfect acceptance 
of the wyrd yes. Then, pressing hard against Ru’s mouth, she tasted 
all the wyrds she’d been searching for. The taste was sweet—like 
fate. 

 
© 2013, Sara Puls 
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